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Some secrets won't be kept.

    by Saara_wolf

      Summary

      Shane Hollander has built himself around routine, his life blood is hockey. Struggling to understand his team off the ice and the people around him, he carves out a few silent hours to himself. It's just him and his skates. But the hard fought peace is fragile, like cracks in too thin ice. It only takes a slight impact to shatter. Shane is fighting to hold his team and himself together as everything comes crashing down around him.

Someone hacks into Rose Landry's phone in a club, they then release the images of Shane's texts online and all hell breaks loose. Shane is left to pick up the pieces. Ilya makes some choices in the aftermath that change everything. Shane decides to stop hiding and Ilya is a possessive asshole who makes it everyone else's problem. With far less reason to hide himself anymore, Shane begins to show more of who he really is behind the polite, media worthy façade. They instead find a team who are ready to fight the world for each other and a found family that has far reaching threads.

Maybe Shane can have both Hockey and Ilya. The world will just have to deal with it.



      Notes

        Timelines .. what are those? This is based from a mix of the books and the TV show.

Edit .. 20/01/26
Okay so this is no longer a quick two shot. I have now edited more into chapter 1 and I am currently writing chapter 3. This may become a series but at the moment it's looking like I will wrap this up in one or maybe two more chapters. Next up is Yuna and David!

Edit 02/02/26
This is now going to be much longer ... and a complete AU




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Shane
  








  Prologue
The club pulsed with a haze of neon and laughter, bass thrumming beneath Rose’s feet as she slipped her phone from her bag to check the time, while Miles had ducked back to the bar for another round of drinks. In the flicker of strobe lights, she didn’t notice the girl at her shoulder. 
A flash, a movement, a shutter sound lost in the music. 
Rose was distracted by the heartbreaking message from Shane. The lock screen glowed with a text preview: “Thank you for everything. I’m sorry…”
Above the message, the contact’s name read: Shane Hollander *24. The photo was unmistakable, even in miniature, a young half Asian man mid-spin on a sheet of ice, hair tousled and face flushed with intent. Good-looking enough, even in hockey gear, to pass for a model, not just a world-class athlete.
Rose clicked the screen off as Miles sauntered his way back through the crowd with a drink in each hand. She would text Shane back later, when there was no risk of anyone seeing the messages. She had promised after all. Not even Miles would know. 
Even though he would go bat-shit crazy over the news that Shane was not only gay but available.
A few of their friends dragged the pair into rounds of shots, and the message was forgotten. Her phone lay on the table as the night drew on. More messages flickered across the screen. 
Each one was more dangerous than the next.
 
 
Chapter 1. Shane
 
Shane was always the first at the rink. 
No matter how early Coach scheduled morning practice, he was already there. Those silent, precious hours were how Shane held himself together. 
Montreal was his team. As Captain, he was leading them for a second Cup run, but off the ice he was struggling. Shane was well known for being Canada’s golden boy; steady, focused, but boring were words often used to describe him. 
However, that didn’t endear him to his team, who would rather be out drinking and picking up women than doing extra practice. Not that the team was bad, but there was a reason Montreal had been down near the bottom of the rankings before Shane was drafted. 
JJ and Hayden would stay occasionally, but Hayden was married with young children, and JJ had a social calendar that would make an influencer jealous. 
Honestly, Shane barely spoke to the rest of his team outside Captain duties or whole group settings.
The near-silent glide of skates helped clear Shane’s head. These peaceful few hours were carved out when no one was around, and Shane could let loose. Just not in the same way as the others did.
Hockey experts loved to analyse Shane’s edge work, the way he carved impossible lines and reversed direction at speed, owing everything to hours spent in rinks as a boy, learning balance and grace from dancers who called the ice home. 
Yuna Hollander, his wonderful, hockey-obsessed mother, had spent basically his entire childhood back and forth from the rink. The difference between Shane and other children was that his hockey obsession didn’t stop at hockey. Shane studied. He watched. Not just the older hockey players but the figure skaters too.
As he grew, steamrolling through all the kids’ programs years before his peers due to his skill level being much higher than average, drills came easier, the techniques mapping out under his skates as he filled the extra hours with skating. Both types of skating. He wasn’t small. By the time his draft year happened, he was nearly 200lbs of muscle, but he wasn’t as tall or broad as most teams’ centres; his game shimmered with technical precision, each movement honed between hockey drills and double axels. He never made his hobby public knowledge, and most hockey players wouldn’t recognise the complex movements he twisted to make work on the larger, bulkier skates; it was his secret. The one thing he kept for himself in a world where he was under constant scrutiny, always being told that he must be perfect, must be a role model for those like him to look up to. 
When Montreal chose him, there had been that momentary excitement that there would be others who could keep up. Who would join him for extra practice and talk hockey with him. And for some of it, he had found that. Hayden, his best friend. Mainly due to the other man’s efforts, it was true, but Shane was grateful. He wasn’t good at making friends. Never had been. Hayden would include him, invite him over and talk to him. Hayden didn’t get annoyed at him for not wanting to drink, not wanting to party or for following his extremely strict routines. The fact that they roomed together on road trips helped, but there was only so much Hayden could do on the ice. The left winger was good, more than enough to earn his spot on the team, and they worked well together, but he couldn’t keep up if Shane kicked it up a gear. None of his teammates could. So, he learned to drop it back, dial it down for the betterment of the team.  
Which was why he needed this time alone. Where he could let go, where he could skate without half his brain concentrating on holding himself back to match his team around him. For the first hour or so, Shane skated with his lighter, smaller figure skates. He took the time to refresh his skills; remind his muscles they could still be graceful, not just bulky. Then he would switch and spend the next hour working on combinations of the two styles, skating at speeds that were rarely seen. 
Unless he was competing against Rozanov, the Russian drew Shane in like no one ever had before. He was bigger, taller and heavier, but God, could he skate. If sometimes Shane dreamed of them being on the same team, well, no one had to know.
Only Rozanov could keep up; among all the larger, roaring players, only his rival matched Shane for agility and startling bursts of speed. It was what made playing Boston that little bit more exciting for Shane. Even with the added stress of their supposedly casual hookups, which hadn’t been casual for Shane from pretty much the start, playing against someone of Rozanov’s skill, against a worthy opponent, was incredible. Heartbreak was inevitable. Shane wasn’t stupid; he knew this thing with Rozanov could go nowhere, but try telling his traitorous, disaster of a heart of that.
Before Rose, there had been that glimpse of what could be. That time he stayed. He had slept wrapped in those massive arms, pressed against broader, bigger muscle and completely fucked out. 
The tuna melt, the ginger ale and then the slip. 
They had both slipped. Ilya. Shane. Names they didn’t use.
His skates dropped into a seamless turn, his mind no longer clear at the memory. He pushed, twisting and throwing his body into the more complex routine to try and drown out the guilt. But he couldn’t escape it. He had panicked and run, and just as he left, there was a flash of hurt across Ilya’s face. Raw and visible.
It had felt like a knife to his heart.
 
By the time the rest of his team turned up for what they called ‘early’ practice, Shane had already changed into fresh, hockey-approved workout gear and was slowly skating around the edge of the rink. Hayden gave him a cheerful smile as the left winger skated over to join Shane for stretching. They were scheduled to be in the gym after practice, so it was important to make sure their bodies were warmed up correctly. Even though Shane was thoroughly stretched and ready to work, he still dropped into the standard routine he and Hayden followed. 
His friend gave his shoulder a light nudge as they both dropped to the ice.
“How long have you been here this morning?”
There was no judgement in Hayden’s tone, but Shane knew his friend was worried about the amount of time Shane spent on the ice. While Hayden had seen a few of the very basic moves that Shane could perform on his hockey skates, he had never seen him in his figure skates. 
No one in the hockey world had. 
Even though Shane liked Hayden, they were best friends after all, there was still that closed door in Shane that no one was allowed to see past. Well, not quite no one. There was one who had seen. A certain 6’3, curly-haired, hulking blond Russian, to be specific. So, when he was asked this question regularly, Shane tended to downplay the time he spent on the ice alone.  No one ever thought Shane Hollander would lie.
“Not that long. How are Jackie and the kids?”
The easiest way to divert Hayden’s attention away from Shane’s life was to ask about the man’s beautiful wife. Shane adored Jackie. He had been with Hayden, suffering through another fucking awful night in a club, when the two had met. Shane had been there at their wedding, and he was Uncle Shane to the three Pike children.
Hayden was talking lightly about the twins as Shane let the words wash over him; he was listening, but only really with one ear. The other half of his brain was calculating stats. A lot of the team members were underperforming; they didn’t do anything extra other than what Shane could make mandatory. Unfortunately, Coach Theriault refused to back him up when he tried to push harder. It wasn’t that they didn’t respect Shane; they did listen and follow his orders as Captain when it was about games, but other than that, there wasn’t much there.
Comeau and Drapeau were some of the worst on the team. Both were middle-ground age-wise, friends and heavy partiers that performed okay but could do so much better. 
The pair were the loudest in both homophobic and racial slurs, not just on the ice but in the locker room and in public too. Hayden seemed to catch where Shane’s concentration had gone as he paused in recounting the story of Ruby being caught trying out wrestling moves in school yesterday to focus his own gaze to follow Shane’s.
“Comeau was kicked out of several bars again last night. Jackie heard it in the WAGs group chat from his wife.”
A frown tightened across Shane’s face as he focused back on his best friend.
“That explains why he is skating like fucking shit then. Drapeau too.”
That made Hayden snort to try and hide his laughter.
“Fuck Shane. You really need to work on your poker face.”
“Shut the fuck up, Hayd. I’m serious. They are going to cost us in the next game if they don’t pull their heads out of their asses. It’s not just them either; it looks like half the fucking team went out with them again.”
This was another thing that Coach Theriault didn’t bother to enforce with his players. He didn’t care what they got up to as long as they turned up, played and weren’t drunk on the ice. It drove Shane a little bit crazy, honestly. 
Hayden clasped his rough hand across his shoulders as Theriault barked orders from the side of the rink. Shane would have to worry about the mess his team was in after practice. For now, all he could do was push those who would listen and try to find a strategy to minimise the damage Comeau and Drapeau’s idiocy was doing.  
As Shane skated into the fray to split up a raging argument between Couillard and Wilson before it delved into yet another punch-up, he let out a sigh under his breath. All his hard work relaxing this morning had gone up in smoke. These idiots would drive a nun to drink. 
It was going to be a long fucking season.
 
 
The devastation didn’t happen overnight. 
It came a few days later. At the crack of dawn, almost early enough that even Shane had still been asleep. The game the night before had run into overtime. Rare, but it did happen. Montreal had won, but it had all been down to Shane. He had been utterly exhausted by the time he had crawled into bed.
He had been right to be worried about the state both Drapeau and Comeau had been in. They had been sloppy at best and downright useless for most of the game. Comeau had been violent, angry and on a hair trigger all night. The idiot had cost them so many penalties that Shane had wanted to hit himself by the time the clock had finally run out. 
To say nothing of their fucking goalie. Drapeau had been so hungover he had barely been able to see the puck, never mind stopping them. They had only won because Shane had fought every fucking minute and clawed back the goals the fucker had let in, but it had left him exhausted, drained, and so much in his own head that he had desperately wanted Ilya. Shane had texted him. In his haze of exhaustion and want, he had given in. 
 
Jane ➡️ Wish you had been playing here tonight.
Lily ➡️ Bet you do. Fucking shit show.
Jane ➡️You watched?
Lily ➡️ Highlights after the game. Goalie is fucking dick. 
 
Shane had laughed at that. Some of the heavy pressure lifted just by texting Ilya; it wasn’t as good as sex or even a blow job would have been right now, but it was enough that he could probably at least sleep. 
 
A loud, persistent buzzing noise dragged Shane out of sleep. On the bedside table, his phone was going crazy. The screen flashed like lightning in a storm with the speed of the incoming notifications. His brain was taking a few seconds to come online; Shane scrubbed a hand over his messy hair as he picked up his phone. He blinked once, then again, but the words didn’t change. 
Splashed across every notification were screenshots of his text messages to Rose. Text messages that explicitly talked about him being gay. 
And they were everywhere. On all platforms. 
Even without opening his messages, he could see they were flooded. He had multiple missed calls, but all he could do was stare down at the images.
Tears pricked at the corner of his eyes. His breathing felt tight, his chest constricted and blocked. The acid of both fear and misery crawled up his throat. This was it. This was his worst fear. 
Rose called again. 
He ignored it. 
Instead, he wrapped his arms around his knees and hid his face in the enclosed space. His career was over. He knew what his teammates said. They were not accepting; in fact, even though Shane himself kept a tight lid on their slurs, they were one of the worst teams out there for homophobic language and chirps. Insults and slurs were commonplace; more than a few of them were cheaters and really didn’t seem to care about anyone they might hurt. Other than a handful of happily married older men, and of course Hayden, they treated women like shit. Shane hated it, but a lot of it was normal in hockey culture. It didn’t help that one of the worst culprits was their Coach himself. So, no one above Shane was enforcing any sort of punishment.
Fuck. Drapeau and Comeau. They had both sent him some pretty horrific texts if the previews he could see without opening any of them proved anything. Others too, by the glance that Shane dared before he turned the screen off again. His heart was racing. It felt like he could hear his own blood rushing through his veins; it was that loud and frantic.
He couldn’t open them. 
Couldn’t even bring himself to look at any of it, to answer anyone. 
More alerts rattled his phone. His fingers tightened so much that the case gave a concerningly loud creak as the plastic complained at the strain it was being subjected to. He really wanted to throw the fucking thing out of the window, but he couldn’t move. All of his muscles had locked in place, as if ice was surging through his veins, not blood.
Rose called, once, twice, then again before the screen gave up. 
He couldn’t talk to her right now. 
Couldn’t talk to anyone. 
He needed to get his breathing under control; he normally knew how to handle panic attacks, but this time it wasn’t working. 
Every breath he took hurt. 
Every slight twitch burned ice-cold. He was shivering; abstractly, he knew this was not good but was unable to do a thing about it. There was only one person he wanted to speak to, and he had no idea if he called, it would even be answered. 
Ilya was back in Russia and had explicitly said contact would be limited to text when he wasn’t alone. Shane knew the reasons for it, understood the danger the blond was in, but still, it hurt. The thought caused a broken sob to break through the tightness in his throat, his body and brain finally giving up on holding on to the thinnest threads of togetherness as his shoulders began to shake and his vision went black at the edges. 
Shane tipped over the edge; his overwhelmed brain melted into a full-on panic attack. 
His heart was breaking. This was it; this was the end of his career, the end of everything he had put blood, sweat and his entire young life into, ever since he had first set foot on the ice. 
He wanted Ilya.  
He wanted to be held. 
He wanted this nightmare to end.  






      

  












      Chapter 2: Ilya
  


    Chapter Summary

    All russian is from google translate. So sorry if there any mistakes.

Russian is in Bold.








  Ilya Rozanov was in Russia when he saw the fallout. 
It was all over social media. Twitter was the worst, but it was making its way to official news and sports sites with alarming speed. The images were damning at best and devastating at worst. 
If the reaction was as bad as the first wave, then Shane could well be facing the end of his NHL career. Oh, they wouldn’t word it quite like that, but that’s what would happen. Especially as Montreal had one of the worst reputations for being homophobic.
Ilya shut everything down and dialled ‘Jane’s’ number.
It rang and rang until it went to voicemail. He kept trying anyway. Every time, the same result. There had been no response from Shane on anything. Ilya had no way of contacting anyone close to Shane. Not that anyone would believe he was worried and not trying to make things worse, but fuck, was he worried.
 
The Russian’s mind flew through different options. Despite popular belief (and honestly, his own actions making it worse), he was not stupid. In fact, Ilya had scored excellently on all the tests his father had forced him to complete. 
He just hid it. From everyone. Except Shane. 
Who had seen right through the image he projected to the world, even when they were just hooking up.
Ilya had stopped trying to fool himself years ago. He was obsessed. Shane Hollander lived rent-free in his head, heart and soul. Probably had since the first time the beautiful boy had smiled at him at 17 years old.
Long legs strode from one side of the room to the other. 
He always preferred movement, especially when trying to think. Unless he was wrapped around Shane anyway. Large, strong hands ran continuously through dark blond curls, fingers pulled and caught in tangled snarls; Russian flowed, quick and furious but quiet. Discarding each idea as it came to him. He knew that Shane would have shut down. He was very possibly panicking if he had seen this. He also knew that Shane had been playing until late the night before, so he should be at home. 
Honestly, the idea was stupid. It was stupid and dangerous. 
But he was going to do it anyway. The tablet was in his hands before he could change his mind. There was an extremely expensive, fast but private flight he could charter. It would cost, but Ilya didn’t care; he had money, and he needed to get to Shane. 
So, he did. The flight cost more than some cars, but it was fast, and Ilya was alone. He was in the air within hours of the images appearing online. The time difference meant he was awake while most of Canada would be asleep. 
It was a smart move for whoever had leaked the screenshots; they would be all over the internet before Shane and his team saw it. And it was. The internet moved fucking fast after all. The response was mixed but unfortunately mostly negative. 
Hockey was homophobic. It was a fact. It was the worst sport for inclusion, which was the reason no player was out. And now his boring, beautiful, amazing Shane had been forced to be first.
Hardly anyone saw Shane. 
They all saw the Captain, Canada’s Golden Boy. 
The pretty half Asian, half-Canadian poster boy that the NHL pushed as the perfect example of ‘hey, look how forward-thinking we are…’ even as they all heard the insults that got thrown at Shane. The racist ones were sometimes worse than the homophobic ones.
When Ilya had taken the Captain’s C of the Bears, he had spent weeks making it clear they were rough; they fought at the drop of a glove but not like that. The Bears were known to be volatile, rowdy, but close-knit. If you went after one, then the rest came for you. Ilya liked this attitude, but he had refused to allow racist or homophobic chirps or insults. Honestly, he had spent more of the first few months forcing his team into shape than he had actually playing hockey, but it had been worth it.
The same couldn’t be said for Shane’s team. They talked about it in the dark and safety of Ilya’s massive bed. It was usually only when Shane was curled up, his whole body tucked into Ilya’s, that the smaller man would speak. 
It was after those nights that Ilya ended up spending most of the next game against Montreal getting himself into fights against the worst of the perpetrators. Shane never mentioned it, but he was always a little more eager to please Ilya after those games. Quicker to drop. His beautiful submissive kitten. Not that submissive meant weak; Ilya had never mistaken Shane’s absolute obedience for anything other than a true honour. Even back at the start, when Ilya himself had been a teenager and only just having built an understanding of his very dominant nature. He had known in that very first encounter what Shane was.
Like he said. Who was he kidding? This thing between them had flown past casual years ago.
 
Over the 9-hour flight, he tried to contact Shane, but he was more than likely still asleep. Ilya considered a few options. Pike was one of them, but if Ilya couldn’t get through, then he doubted Shane was answering anyone else. His number was the only one set to go through when Shane put his phone on do not disturb.
Fuck he was worried. If Shane had seen this mess, he would be spiralling.
There were perks to this private chartered plane. The airport was still. Very few people were flying at the time Ilya’s plane landed. He was also using a very expensive, very private charter that included the VIP routes that wouldn’t be seen. Still, Ilya kept his head down, his dark hood up and moved silently. He was on the phone as soon as he landed.
His native tongue flowed in a low, urgent growl.
“Svetlana, I need a favour.”
Her response was instant. “What do you need?”
Fuck he was so grateful to have her as his oldest friend.
“I need a car. Montreal airport, not in my name.”
There was a pause. He knew she was probably putting 1 + 1 together and getting 100 right now, but she would do it.
“I’ll explain later. Please.”
“I’ll hold you to that, Ilyusha. The car will be waiting. Give them my name.”
“Thank you. Fuck, I owe you.”
By the time he was outside and in the fancy section of the airport, an attendant was waiting with the keys.
He knew the way. Shane had finally let him into his real apartment when they got back from the last All-Star Game. He had never been more grateful for Shane finally allowing him the access code and a spare key. The excuse had been that when Boston lost, Shane couldn’t escape Montreal’s celebration; Ilya could wait in Shane’s home, which wasted less time. Neither of them believed it, but they had both kept their silence and allowed the poor excuse to stand. Even when Ilya had casually slipped a key onto Shane’s ring a week later, neither said a word.
The locks were all engaged, but the alarm was off. 
Shane was here. 
Ilya dropped his bag, took his shoes off and headed for the bedroom. All the lights were off. It was still early; no one else was here. Ilya had managed to get to Shane first. The sight that met his eyes tugged at Ilya’s heart. Shane was on the floor in the master bathroom. He was curled into the tightest little ball that no man that size should be able to force himself into. Yet Shane had; he was completely unmoving. 
Ilya couldn’t hold himself back longer than a second.
“Shane. Sweetheart.”
His accent was heavier than ever. The pet name slipped out without him even realising it. His voice was deep, rumbling but soft in the silent bathroom. Only ever for Shane. He dropped his tone into that low level of command; it would be the quickest way to reach Shane as he was right now. Dark, red-rimmed eyes snapped up to meet ocean blue. 
As always, Shane was so attuned to him. Ilya didn’t wait for Shane to move. Powerful arms wrapped around the too-pale, ice-cold skin.  
The sob that broke out of Shane’s chest at the contact almost made Ilya cry as well.
“Lyubimyy, please don’t cry.”
Ilya was weak to Shane’s tears, and this sounded like his beautiful boy’s heart was breaking. Strong hands gripped Ilya’s hoodie like it was a lifeline. Shane still didn’t seem able to speak, but he was clinging close. That was at least a positive sign. 
The first thing to do was get him off this cold bathroom floor. Ilya knew there was a balance needed here. He would need to push; Shane wasn’t dropped in the sexual sense, but he was in the sense that he was on the very edge of a full-blown panic attack, and his brain had dropped to try and stave off the attack.
He pitched his voice low but firm.
“Lyubimyy. Eyes on me. I will lift you. Hold on to me.”
Even red, puffy and exhausted, Shane was beautiful; the paling of his skin only made his stunning constellation of freckles stand out more. Dark, velvet eyes locked onto his own. 
Cold, bare arms encircled his neck as Ilya got his arms under Shane’s perfect ass and shoulders. Now Shane wasn’t small, but Ilya was bigger, the difference in their builds more obvious when they were together. 
Ilya easily lifted Shane into a bridal carry and took him back into the bedroom; instead of letting go, he settled them both into the nest of pillows that was always laid out on the bed, each pillow exactly where Shane liked it. He gently lowered Shane and adjusted him, so the smaller man was up against his chest and between his legs. He paused to shrug his hoodie and T-shirt off, sliding big hands up Shane’s flanks and taking his sleep tank off too. Skin-to-skin contact would make this easier, even if he would rather wash the smell of the airport off; Shane’s comfort came first.
Neither spoke. Ilya just wrapped the duvet around them both and held Shane tight against his body, the shared space quickly warming and removing the chilled, icy feeling from Shane’s skin. 
Awareness slowly drifted back into deep brown eyes as Ilya rubbed his hands along the supine length of muscle in Shane’s back with one hand and kept the other arm a tight band around those plush hips. Ilya felt the movement just before Shane spoke.
“Ilya?”
Ilya rubbed his thumb in a soothing circle on Shane’s hipbone. 
“Da, sweetheart. I’m here.”
There was a soft breath as Shane’s throat hitched. 
“You saw it too?”
Of course he had, and rage still burned in his veins, but this was not about him right now. 
“Da, yes.”
Ilya wanted to see Shane’s face; he needed to see those beautiful chocolate eyes. 
“It’s bad then?”
Ilya wrapped his hands around Shane’s waist, and with a roll of his massive shoulders, he flipped Shane around, so the smaller man was straddling his hips. That warm, solid weight settled automatically as Shane relaxed into the familiar hold.
“Tell me what happened, Kotik.”
So, Shane began to talk. 
At first each word was torn out of his mouth, but the steady pressure of his hands at plush hips, the warmth radiating from his body into Shane’s, soon seemed to help. Even if, by the time Shane explained what he had pieced together, Ilya was furious. Not with Shane but with a lot of other people. The fury was clearly visible because Shane, his beautiful, exhausted Shane, dropped forward onto Ilya’s chest. The soft nuzzle and deft fingers that sank into his curls were a tried-and-true method Shane used to soothe him. God, he didn’t deserve this man.
“Okay. Okay. Have you looked at your phone at all since the start?”
Silky dark hair shifted as Shane shook his head.
“I only saw it when the noise woke me. I didn’t look much further than the basics; everything went fuzzy and cold until I heard your voice.”
That pretty much described Shane’s previous drops when mixed with panic attacks, which meant Ilya had been correct. He had needed to get to Shane as quickly as possible. This could have been horrifically damaging to Shane. Ilya vowed to himself it would never happen again. He wouldn’t allow it.
“Plan then. Shower, then food. After that we look together.”
Shane nodded, but Ilya wasn’t having that. He reached up to the back of Shane’s neck; his hand easily spanned the soft flesh where he applied just the right amount of pressure.
“Words, Lyubimyy. I need your words.”
Then very quietly.
“Okay. Just don’t leave. Please.”
And just like that, Ilya’s heart was gone again. They really needed to talk after all this, but for now it could wait. Getting Shane clean, in warm clothes and fed came first.
 
They had showered together. For once they did not end up having shower sex; rather, Ilya had carefully washed, dried and then dressed Shane in his own hoodie before quickly sorting himself out. Once Ilya had scrounged up some easy but acceptable to Shane’s diet food, they sat cuddled in the corner of the sofa. Shane was plastered as close as he could get to Ilya’s chest and side under his arm while still being able to hold up his phone where they could both see it.
It was clear the fallout wasn’t good; in fact, it seemed to have gotten worse since Ilya last looked. At least Shane was more with it now. His breathing was calm; he wasn’t shaking anymore, but he was still pale.
“What first?”
Ilya knew Shane’s brilliant mind would be running a mile a minute, trying to organise and sort everything, but he knew talking through the plan as it formed would help. Blue met brown as their gazes locked. Shane had tipped his head back to make eye contact, something he only really did with those he trusted.
“My parents first. They were away at a family wedding and, according to the messages, should be on a flight back or maybe at the airport by now. Then depending on the reaction, we deal with the rest.”
Here, Shane paused. His posture became tense again.
“I am assuming since you came, we are a ‘we’?”
The Russian squeezed Shane even closer so there wasn’t an inch of skin apart. 
“Da, Lyubimyy. Will you have me?”
The laugh that escaped Shane’s mouth was still raw, but it was music to Ilya’s ears as he pressed closer.
“I suppose we can give up the pretence now then. Honestly, I think it was getting a bit ridiculous even by our standards by now.”
Ilya snorted and dropped a kiss to that soft, silky hair tucked under his chin. They hadn’t been fooling themselves for a long time now, and they both knew it. Although he didn’t quite expect the next sentence that came softly, gently, like the wings of a fragile butterfly.
“I think I’ve been in love with you for years, but I didn’t admit it till this shit hit the fan and all I could think of was that I wanted you. And you came.”
His brain short-circuited. The words came out in a low, Russian purr before his mind caught up with his mouth.
“Ya lyublyu tebya. Kazhetsya, ya vlyubilsya v tebya s tekh por, kak ty ulybnulas’ mne, a potom otrugala za kureniye. Odin vzglyad na tvoi glaza, tvoi vesnushki, tvoyu ulybku — i ya byl poverzhen. YA prodolzhal vlyublyat’sya, chem bol’she pytalsya brosit’. Ty — moya Solnyshko. Samoye prekrasnoye, chto ya kogda-libo videl.”
There were tears again, but not the bad kind. Still, Ilya reached down and brushed them away with his thumb before making the conscious effort to switch back to English to try again.
“I love you. I think I have been in love with you since you smiled at me and then told me off for smoking. One look at your eyes, your freckles, your smile and I was done for. I just kept falling the more I tried to stop. You are my sunshine. The prettiest thing I have ever seen.”
Then suddenly he had a lapful of Shane. 
He was pulled into a heated, desperate kiss that still held traces of salt but also heat. Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane and held him, opening and deepening the kiss until Shane melted against his chest. Only when he had to pull back to gasp air into his lungs did Shane pull back, but he didn’t go far; he pressed his forehead to Ilya’s. His hands stroked under his jaw and around his neck.
“I love you too. So much. It’s only ever been you, Ilya.”
It wasn’t going to be easy. They both knew it, but this time they had both decided the risk was worth it. They had tried casual; they had tried staying away, but they were like magnets, always drawn back to each other. Like yin and yang, they balanced each other. Helped make each other stronger, better. Even though they had never been rivals in the way the NHL and the media had portrayed, they were competitive. 
No one else could reach them. The top was a lonely place. Unless you shared it. And they had shared it since they were teenagers.






      

  












      Chapter 3: Yuna
  








  Yuna Hollander was a name the hockey world knew. She was a force to be reckoned with, to negotiate with, to please. Never to cross. Yuna had made it her mission to be her son’s voice. When all those years ago he had stepped down onto the vast expanse of solid ice that covered the lake behind their cottage, a small, quiet joy written all over his pretty little face, she had known……
As a mother, Yuna had always been supportive. Or at least she liked to think she was. As she watched other teenagers draw away from their parents, listened to screaming matches at the rink and overheard parents lamenting the wasted money when their kid gave up on the hobby, Shane wasn’t like that. He was like her. Unfailingly polite. Quiet to the extreme. Reliable.
But under it all, Yuna could see even at the tender age of six, her son was like her. Little anxieties he couldn’t hide. The need to have and follow routine; otherwise, he would become overwhelmed.
Teachers had talked, had thrown words around like different, stubborn, unwilling to work with others. Then it had shifted, moving towards things that commented on Shane’s obvious intelligence but made pointed remarks about his very concerning, obsession-level interest in hockey.
Yuna had pushed past them all. They didn’t understand. Couldn’t understand. Hockey was Shane’s life. From the moment he had stood in his tiny skates, felt the ebb and flow of the ice, it was done. Yuna had been the same.
However, Yuna had vowed never to repeat her own mother’s mistakes. She had been lucky; Shane had been born male. He was allowed to enter the tight, locked-in world of professional hockey. Whereas Yuna had been forced to make do with figure skating as long as she could. It was a shame she didn’t enjoy it. But it had taught her how to skate, and she would always be grateful for that.
Her wonderful, talented son didn’t share this opinion. As obsessed as he was with hockey. Yuna watched him devour the complex, graceful movements of figure skating. The patterns and the science behind the routines seemed to fascinate Shane in a way she had thought only hockey could. So, she watched.
Half a thought was always there, half waiting for him to drop figure skating as his hockey grew more intense, his career more assured, but Shane was more stubborn than even she had given him credit for. Yuna watched as Shane combined the two in ways her brain couldn’t keep up with. He kept his figure skating out of sight, and Yuna expertly managed to make the time requirements, the rink times and their lives work around Shane’s schedule.
 
 
The first time Yuna laid eyes on David Hollander, she had known he was who she wanted. Nothing anyone said had moved her. Fortunately, David had been smitten from the first date when Yuna had kept their card game going nearly all night, until she won, but that was beside the point. Even when her parents had pulled that silent, judgmental, " We don’t approve, so we are going to hold our silence until you come to your senses and do what we want you to do, for years, until you have doubled down and married."
Once Yuna had her mind set, that was it. There was no moving or changing it. Everyone else just had to get out of the way or fall in line. Shane was the same way. Just in a quieter, more polite way. Yuna had watched her son as he took in her methods and then promptly adapted his own version so he could keep up with her.
More than once, poor David had been left behind in their sudden wake as the two matched and ran with whatever new problem arose. Not that David was slow or stupid. Not at all. It had been why Yuna had fallen for him after all; David was the emotional support of their partnership. He reacted through feelings, rather than her own very practical methods. They worked because they balanced each other out; one supported the other where it was needed.
It had taken Shane to convince her to go to the wedding that week. It was for David’s cousin he was particularly close with, having had no siblings growing up, so they were more like brothers really. Bryan was younger than David and had taken longer than his university days to find the love of his life, but since they now lived in the UK, Yuna and David had flown over a few days before the wedding at Bryan’s insistence.
Of course, all this meant they were 1000s of miles away in London when the alerts on Yuna’s phone had started to blare like it was on fire.
The only saving grace was that they were having a quiet, peaceful lunch in their hotel when the shit hit the fan. Yuna placed her knife and fork down; her dark eyes furrowed in confusion as the notifications not only didn’t stop but ramped up in intensity. Since she had taken the role of Shane’s manager full-time; years ago, now, her phone was never far from her hand, but since this was a vacation of sorts, she had it set to only allow important contacts through.
Media alerts for Shane were going through the roof. It was still early back in Canada, but obviously something was very, very wrong.
The number trying to get through to her was Hayden Pike. The only close friend her son seemed to have made in his years as a Voyageur. Yuna tried not to panic as she answered the call.
“Yuna. Thank Fuck. Sorry! I know Shane said you’re at a family thing in the UK, but you need to see this.”
Hayden sounded frantic. She paused to take a deep breath, making sure her voice would come out calm but firm.
“Hayden, calm down, then tell me what is wrong. What exactly is going on?”
“I take it you haven’t been on Twitter yet today. Shit. What time is it there? Never mind, quicker if I explain.”
He was almost tripping over his words. He was trying to talk that fast, but Yuna let him carry on. Interrupting him would only make it take longer.
“Someone hacked Rose Landry’s phone and took screenshots of text messages between her and Shane.”
Relief flooded her veins. This could be fixed. At least for the first 30 seconds or so, until that feeling turned to horror as Hayden dropped a bomb down the phone line.
“Messages that outed Shane as gay.”
What.
Yuna needed Hayden to repeat that last bit. She obviously hadn’t heard him correctly.
“Sorry, Hayden. Can you say that again, please…”
The gulp was audible this time.
“There are screenshots of text messages clearly talking about Shane being gay, between himself and Rose Landry. But that’s actually not why I’m calling right now. Have you spoken to Shane today? We can’t get a hold of him. He’s not answering his phone.”
Of course, this kick-started Yuna’s brain back online. Honestly, her son had a poor online presence on a good day. The game had run long the day before, and it was entirely possible Shane hadn’t even seen anything yet. While Hayden was talking, Yuna silently signalled David to pass her his phone. She didn’t want to put Hayden on speaker, but she needed a proper look at what exactly was happening online right now. With one hand she kept her phone up to her ear on the call and with the other she logged into Twitter.
Fuck.
There it was. Trending right at the top. Hundreds of thousands of views already.
God, Hayden hadn’t been kidding. Not only were the texts undeniable, but Shane’s name, picture and number were also all as clear as crystal. There would be no way to deny it was him from these.
Damage control.
But first and most important. Shane.
The call was still connected, so she firmly but gently broke into Hayden’s worried rambling.
“Hayden, he might not have even seen this yet. He hasn’t got any social alerts on, and you know he rarely uses them. It is highly likely Shane is going about his day and doesn’t know. His recovery days are usually yoga-heavy, so I doubt he has even got his phone in the same room. We will call him, and you keep trying. We are booking flights back now, and we will be back as soon as possible. Let me know if he answers the phone; I am going to sort this out the best I can from here.”
It had obviously done the trick because Hayden sounded much calmer as he agreed at once to keep trying Shane while she sorted what she could. As her son’s best friend hung up, Yuna turned to David. He had obviously been listening to the whole conversation and had begun booking a flight back home while she had been talking. They reached out to intertwine their hands as they went back up and let Bryan know there was an emergency and they had to leave. The flight had cost way too much, but it was worth it as it would have them back within 10 hours or so if they hurried.
 
Yuna had plenty of time on the hours-long flight to dig into exactly what had happened and what had been posted. She quickly and effectively put together what had gone down. Rose Landry’s, Shane’s beautiful movie star ex-girlfriend, phone had been hacked, and someone had lifted pretty much the most damaging gossip they could find on it. That Shane Hollander was gay. Admitted in his own words. To his own ex-girlfriend.
Honestly, the idea that Shane was gay wasn’t new to her or David. They had discussed it a few times throughout Shane’s teenage years, and then later in his early 20s, but with the very public relationship with Rose, they had put the idea away. It seemed that they had been very wrong. While it had been true that they had met Rose once or twice and liked her, Yuna knew her son, and it was clear that while the two were friends, good friends, actually, there wasn’t much of a spark on Shane’s end. In hindsight, Shane never seemed to have a ‘spark’ with any woman or girl he had dated, but since he was also extremely shy and awkward, it wasn’t that much of a surprise.
No. That wasn’t what was bothering Yuna right now. She loved her son. No matter if he was gay or not. That was not the issue.
She was hurt he had never told her. What had she done wrong that her baby didn’t feel safe coming out to them? The rest of the world she understood. Racism had never been far from either of them when near an ice rink; Shane had been the minority ever since he put on his first pair of skates, but to be half Japanese and now gay. Yuna was terrified that it would be too much for the hockey world. Especially as homophobic slurs were thrown around just as much as the racist ones, usually together in rather uncreative ways. Your average hockey player wasn’t usually that smart after all.
A large, warm hand wrapped around her own as they settled into the long hours of the flight. Yuna gave her husband a watery but genuine smile as she wrapped his hand in her much smaller ones and placed them in her lap. Playing with his hands always helped settle her mind and enabled her to think more clearly.
“Why didn’t he tell us?”
Her voice was a whisper. David reached his other arm around her shoulders and pulled her in to lean into his side and get comfortable.
“I bet he had his reasons, love. We will get this sorted, then sit down with Shane and talk.”
Both were keeping their voices low, but they were in first class, and no one was paying attention to them.
“I hope Hayden managed to get in touch with him. Sometimes he drives me mad with his phone.”
David did know; Yuna could see it in his rueful little smile. His son was far more like him with his phone. He didn’t bother with any of that social media rubbish, and Shane was just the same. It did drive Yuna crackers sometimes between the two of them, but she knew David liked that there was something so clearly him in Shane. 90% of the time, he was definitely more Yuna than him.
The hurt was showing on Yuna’s face even though she was desperately trying to hide it. To keep her face in business mode. Not that she could hide anything from David, but she was conflicted. She didn’t want to feel hurt by this; she knew there would be far more important things to worry about when they got back, but she couldn’t stop the few silent tears that escaped as she watched the clouds out of the window and carried on sending emails. At least the plane had Wi-Fi, so she could continue to help try to mitigate some of the damage until they could get to Shane and plan. Never before had a flight felt this long.
All Yuna wanted was to wrap Shane up in her arms and tell him it was okay.
It wasn’t okay.
But Yuna would make sure it would be. She had promised him that when he was born. Yuna Hollander didn’t back down. She didn’t break, and the world should be very afraid of what was coming. If the world thought they could take hockey away from her son just because he liked men, then it had another thing coming.
Yuna would tear the NHL apart and make them change with her bare hands, if she had to, but she would and fuck anyone right up the butt who got in her way.






      

  












      Chapter 4: Hayden
  



    Chapter Notes

      Okay. So this is going to be longer than I first thought. There will be at least one more chapter after this one.

Please comment and leave kudos. I am much more likely to update and keep going if I know people want to keep reading.

Thank you to everyone who has left some lovely comments so far.
As promised, here is Hayden's chapter.







  Hayden Pike had taken one look at the shy, cripplingly awkward half-Japanese boy and decided Shane Hollander needed to be adopted. 
Hayden came from a big family; his parents had brought him up with the firm belief that family was the most important thing. So, when he had been drafted up to Montreal, a dream come true, that he had actually got into the NHL, and had been introduced to the only other rookie, he had been determined to make friends. 
It was, after all, kind of Hayden’s thing. He was the friendly one, the one everyone liked. Not that Shane had made it easy. 
The younger one was like a hedgehog. One wrong move and he would curl up, spiked on the defensive, and there was no way to get him to open back up till he was ready. That didn’t stop Hayden; he had coaxed, waited, and his patience had paid off in the end. 
It helped that, as the two rookies, they were roomed together, and oh fuck was rooming with Shane an eye-opener. Shane could have taught master classes in hygiene and routine. He couldn’t cope with any mess; he didn’t drink and honestly looked like he would cry every time the team forced him to go out with them.
Then there were the other things that Hayden learned along the way. 
The anxiety. The low-level panic attacks. Now Hayden wasn’t book smart; he wasn’t even really emotionally smart, but he was always there, steadfastly loyal and had learnt pretty quickly how to be a buffer for Shane and the rest of the team.
JJ had already been part of Montreal when Hayden and Shane had joined. The 6’6 defenceman had sort of enveloped the two of them. Hayden liked JJ. He was more outgoing and helped to bridge the gap between Shane and the rest of the team. It still took Hayden pulling the towering Haitian to one side, and explaining he needed to tone it down - otherwise the younger man would withdraw completely - before they settled into a little tight-knit trio.
When Shane had taken the Captain position, it had been a natural shift for both Hayden and JJ to take the alternate spots to flank and support him. They had both been pleased to do so. Between the two of them, they kept Shane steady when the skates came off.
After all, no one needed to do so on the ice. 
Shane Hollander was a monster; no one could touch him. The ice was his home. Hayden had been a tiny bit jealous at first, but it hadn’t lasted. Although a lot of Montreal’s veteran players were extremely jealous of Shane, they at least kept it off the ice. Most of the time.
 
Over the years, Shane had been right by his side, all through their rookie year, moving up to take their Captain and Alternate positions and, most importantly, to Hayden at least, when he had met his amazing wife, Jackie. It wasn’t uncommon for hockey players to marry young. A lot of guys were married in their early 20s. 
Hayden had met Jackie in a club, one of the only times Shane had been convinced to come out with them. Turned out love at first sight or at least love at first stumble over his chair and nearly spill his drink, did exist, and it had hit Hayden like a puck to the face. Not even a year later, Shane had been his best man as Hayden had somehow convinced Jackie to marry him. The wedding had been huge; there were a lot of Pikes, then came his beautiful, perfect, spawn of Satan twin girls. Ruby and Jade. Somehow Hayden had managed to keep Shane locked into his sphere of family, meaning he had been the first person after Hayden himself to hold his children when they had been born. Jackie loved Shane; it was something Hayden knew he was so lucky to have. That his wife and best friend, more his brother really, got on so well, but it did mean that the Pikes had seamlessly included Shane in all their routines.
During the summers, when both Hayden and Shane were finished for the season, they were both equally roped into childcare. Jackie was amazing, and Hayden made sure to tell her every day, in the way she managed everything while they were away during the heavier part of the season, the play-off run to be exact. 
So, it wasn’t unreasonable for Hayden to take over when he was available. Usually that meant dragging Uncle Shane along for the ride, much to the youngest Pike’s enthusiasm. Arthur was a lot like Shane. Not in looks. Not that that stopped the rumours or gossip about the two of them. But in many ways, he was far more similar to Shane than to him or Jackie. 
They understood each other. It was Uncle Shane that Arthur went to when he was upset, when his sisters got too much, when he was struggling in pre - school, and neither Jackie nor Hayden had known anything until Shane brought it up one night after dinner when the kids were in bed.
Hayden suspected whatever it was that made his best friend different was the same for his son. His girls loved Uncle Shane; often they behaved better for Shane than they did Hayden, but it always made that quiet, pleased smile appear on Shane’s face, so Hayden just grumbled about it but didn’t really mean it. There wasn’t much he wouldn’t do to keep that look on his friend’s face, but it was getting less and less common the more pressure Montreal was putting on Shane.
As Captain, a lot of the duties fell to Shane. More than was the standard. Not that Shane ever complained. 
The management of the Montreal team took it to a whole new level of laziness, though. Coach Theriault was a nasty piece of work on a good day. He was known in the locker room for being rude, heavily homophobic, and Hayden had discovered a few years in that he was racist as well. Theriault was also lazy; anything he could get out of doing by dumping it on Shane, he did, and would, without batting an eye. Both Hayden and JJ knew that how their team was run wasn’t how others were, but since the problem started right at the top with the owners and upper management, there was little to be done. All they could do was help Shane as much as they could.
The thing about hockey as a sport, and subsequently its NHL players, was that they had a time limit. The length of a career for an NHL player was realistically 15 years. Maybe 20 if they were really good and avoided some of the more lingering injuries.
It took a toll on their bodies. Injuries happened. Joints suffered early on from the complete bashing they took. Hayden prayed every night that all three of them came out of each game with only strains and bruises. So far, all of them have been pretty lucky. JJ, as an enforcer, was the one dealing out the most damage, and there weren’t many guys bigger than the Haitian-Canadian. Throughout all the active teams, there might be six or seven men bigger than JJ at best. Hayden himself was taller than Shane but not as broad, but he was also a left wing, the least targeted of the forward line’s positions.
Unfortunately, Shane was their star centre. Which meant he was often the target, and he was also often ganged up on by the players of whichever team they were up against. All this being said, Shane was an aforementioned monster, so more often than not the opposing team couldn’t actually catch him. 
Fastest skater in the league. Well, pretty much. Apart from one glaring exception. 
Fucking Rozanov.
Ilya fucking Rozanov.
Hayden hated the Boston Captain. Montreal had one vicious rival- the Boston Bears. Led by Rozanov.

Hayden had opinions about Rozanov. He was a grade-A asshole, that was for fucking sure. He was a menace on and off the ice. But no one would deny he was an exceptional player. Not better than Shane, of course, but no one was better than Shane. In Hayden’s very unbiased view.
When Montreal played against the Bears, it was all-out war. The Bears were a very aggressively styled team, which had been built around the cocky, arrogant Russian star centre. Hayden’s own team were marketed specifically as being a much more technically based team, but in reality, they wouldn’t hold their own without Shane. No matter what Drapeau and Comeau muttered in the locker room.
Still, Hayden hated Rozanov. Fucking hated the bastard. An absolute asshole who Hayden would love to give a black eye on any given day, but considering the Russian was 6’3 and built like a tank, he didn’t often give in to the urge. Hayden didn’t fight often; if he did, it was usually in defence of Shane. 
Now Hayden knew the ass wasn’t the largest player in the league, but he was probably the strongest, the most aggressive and unfortunately one of the most skilled. The Russian was the only one who could match Shane. They were drafted together. 1st and 2nd, rivals ever since. 
The problem was it wasn’t just the physical aspect of Rozanov that caused issues; the man was probably the most successful chirper in the entire league. Hayden had never met someone so easily able to get under other players’ skins so quickly. It was like Rozanov could see exactly where the weak spot was and knew in an instant how to poke at it until he got the desired reaction. Except from Shane. Pitted against each other from the start of their careers, Shane had been listening to the Russian asshole for years and never once dropped his gloves. Hayden had no idea how he did it, honestly. Rozanov had been in more fights than pretty much 10 average players combined, but Hayden had no desire to trade blows with the Captain of the Bears anytime soon. 
That bastard could fight. Not the normal kind, just about being able to hold their own on the ice and keep their balance on skates. No, he was calculated. Shane reckoned the asshole had been trained in Russia before he moved to Boston, but Hayden was sticking to the opinion that Rozanov just liked causing as much trouble as possible.
 
The game the night before had run into overtime. Montreal had won, but it had all been down to Shane. 
Hayden had tried; JJ had tried, but the rest of the team had been lagging behind. Once again, they had partied too hard before the game, and their footwork had been shit, and that was being kind. Shane had been silently furious for the whole game. The lack of support had caused his Captain to have to pick up the slack in both offence and defence; Shane had looked exhausted when they had finally let him out of the media frenzy. Montreal’s PR manager was an absolute sleaze of a man. Marcel was always throwing Shane under the bus and letting the media get away far more than they should, as long as they bribed him enough. It was disgusting. Yet another thing Hayden couldn’t do anything about; Shane had tried, but the owners just didn’t give a fuck, and most of the upper management knew about it. They also didn’t care as long as nothing affected the sales and money.
Hayden had wanted to stay and make Shane come home with him, but he needed to get back so he could relieve Jackie’s mom of babysitting duty. Jackie was away for the night at a hen party thing, so her mom had come to put the kids to bed while Hayden was playing. The media scrum was still in full swing and poor Shane hadn’t even managed to get a shower yet, so he would just have to make sure he rang him in the morning and dragged him over then. Uncle Shane’s help would be greatly appreciated, far more than when it was just him, as Jackie didn’t go away often and a change in routine upset Arthur.
A loud thud was the sound that heaved Hayden from his blissfully warm, but sadly empty of his very hot wife, cocoon at an hour that was far too early. The giggling that followed it up gave away the culprits pretty much instantly. Hayden let out a long breath that might have been a sob if he were a lesser man.
“Ruby! What the fuck are you doing?!”
Another much less stifled giggle reached the bedroom.
“Swear jar, daddy!” came from Jade, always the more sensible one.
Hayden rolled his eyes and hissed.
“You little beast.”
The door swung open aggressively, stopping from hitting the wall by the skin of its teeth, as Ruby came barrelling in and took a flying leap on top of Hayden. Her bony elbows landed with unerring precision on a particularly bad bruise he had picked up in last night’s game. He grunted and had to bite back another word that Jade would definitely be keeping a count of, so she could tattle on him to Jackie when she got home. He would need to employ the tried and tested method of bribery by chocolate and Uncle Shane if he had a hope of getting through the day.
As it turned out, the thump had been a large stack of sofa cushions that Ruby had piled up and attempted to use as a landing pad; unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on which Pike you asked, they had toppled over before she could try.
Breakfast was over and done with; the kids had parked themselves in front of the TV and put Mona on. Hayden didn’t mind the film, but it drove Jackie a bit nuts, the amount of time the girls wanted to watch it. He decided to take a minute of peace and rescue his phone from his pants pocket where he had left it last night. It was unsurprisingly dead. He plugged it in as he rolled his sleeves up to start loading the dishwasher.
A loud, insistent pinging almost made him drop the glasses in his hands when it made him jump. On the counter, his phone had turned back on and was going fucking mental.
“What the fuck?”
He muttered, making sure to keep it down so he couldn’t be heard over the rendition of what sounded like the stupid giant crab’s song.
There were hundreds of notifications. 
He had alerts on himself, Shane and JJ just because Shane was utter shit at socials and both he and Jackie loved gossip, not that he advertised that he liked listening to his wife rant about the things the other WAGs told her, but he very much did. This, however, was not the WAGs; it was not JJ getting blind drunk and being caught half naked out of a cab near his front door, again.
No.
This was Shane.
This was catastrophic.
Someone had hacked Rose Landry’s phone. Someone who had targeted what looked like only the messages between Rose and Shane. 
It wasn’t just one text. No. It was fucking reams of them. 
Shane’s number could clearly be seen, as could his profile picture and there, in his own words, he had admitted to liking men. 
Men. Not women. 
Which, now he thought about it, explained a great deal of why Shane had barely lasted a few months with the goddess that was Rose Landry, but fuck.
 
Hayden would have to unpack that mess of hurt, worry and what the fuck later. Right now, he needed to get hold of Shane. It was blessedly still very early right now. Most of the hockey world would still be asleep, but it wouldn’t last long. There were already a few nasty messages popping up both online and in the team group chat.
Answer the phone! Over and over, the call clicked to Shane’s very polite, very bland voice message. Texts were going through but not being read, so his phone was on. Fuck he was probably in his gym doing his yoga routine or out for a run. It depended on how tight his thighs were, which he did first after a hard game, but it could be hours before he picked up his damn phone.
Okay. He must not panic.
He called Jackie. She, thank the hockey gods, picked up on the third ring; by the sound of her voice, he had woken her up.
“Babe, you need to look on Twitter like yesterday.”
His voice was higher-pitched than normal while he was still striving not to alert the kids, so he must have sounded pretty frazzled. Fortunately, his amazing, perfect wife was a lot smarter than he was and had already opened the app.
“Oh, Shane.”
Her voice was soft with worry.
“I don’t know what to do. I can’t get a hold of him.”
The panic was creeping back in.
“Hayd, love. First, calm down. Second, he might not have seen anything yet, but it won’t be long. I’m looking at the WAG chat now, and it’s mixed, but I’ll deal with that in a minute. Now call Yuna.”
Jackie really was perfect.
“Fuck, of course. Oh, but fuck wait. I’m sure Shane said they are in the UK for a wedding?”
“Doesn’t matter. Phone her. What is the team chat looking like?”
The silent but loaded pause told her all she needed to know; Hayden was sure of it.
“It’s not good, Jackie, like really not good.”
“Fuck okay. Still, Yuna first and I will keep trying Shane while you explain. I’m just getting dressed; then I will be on the way back. If we can’t get hold of him, then you can go over as soon as I’m back.”
He could hear her throwing stuff in her bag and clattering around the spa’s hotel room as she spoke. A lump formed high in his chest that felt tight every time he tried to exhale.
“See you soon. I love you.
“Love you too.”
If his voice came out a little rough, it could be forgiven. Now he had to phone Yuna Hollander and hope by some miracle she had heard from Shane, but the pit of dread that was open inside his stomach wasn’t feeling very hopeful right now.
 
Let it be said that Yuna Hollander was terrifying, and Hayden was very glad after that particular call ended that Shane had someone like Yuna on his side, but he would be lying if he said he wasn’t more than a little bit afraid of her. And still no one had managed to get in touch with Shane. 
The backlash was growing online as the minutes ticked past. So was the vitriol from their teammates. Led by Drapeau and Comeau, but the rest were all negative. Except the youngsters that Shane spent hours after practice had officially finished helping, but they were so far down the hierarchy that silence was their best defence, and neither Hayden nor Shane would ever ask them to risk anything else.  
After what felt like days but was only just over an hour, Jackie was calling him from the doorway. The sight of her made something in Hayden’s chest relax. She looked a bit of a mess; her hair was thrown up in a messy bun, and she had thrown on her clothes, but God, she was still the most beautiful thing Hayden had ever laid eyes on. He wrapped her up in his arms and had to fight back tears. Shane did not deserve this, and there was so little he could do to help.
Jackie gave him a light push and pressed his car keys into his hand.
“Go. I’ve got this end. I’m also making a start on the WAGs, see if I can’t get some of the better girls to rein their bigots of men in a bit.”
Hayden was out of the door quicker than a rabbit down a hole. As he reversed out of the drive, he called Shane again. Still no answer. He sent a quick message to Yuna to let her know he was headed over; he wasn’t sure if they were on the flight yet, but she would pick the message up as soon as possible.
 
Traffic was low, and the drive wasn’t that long. Hayden could do this particular route half dead and probably with his eyes closed after all these years. He still couldn’t shift the tight knot of worry that had taken up residence in his chest, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to until he actually laid eyes on his best friend. The spare key to Shane’s home lived on his key ring, right next to his own. They used them often enough; these days they lived basically in each other’s pockets. So, he thought nothing of using it now.
A bag sat in the hallway that Hayden kind of half-recognised, but honestly, he was more worried about how quiet the apartment was. He could hear very soft music playing from the kitchen, the low hum of the fridge, but nothing else. A very quiet snuffle came from what sounded like the sofa area; maybe Shane had fallen asleep and was absolutely none the wiser about the utter shit storm all over Twitter. Fuck yeah, like the universe was ever that kind.
Hayden crept closer. He kept his footsteps light, the plush carpet making his movement silent. He didn’t want to wake Shane if he could help it.
Well.
Shane was on the sofa, alright. But not alone.
What the actual fuck?!
 
Blond curls, massive shoulders and arms that were wrapped tightly around Shane’s waist and back to hold the smaller man in place, since it was Shane who was sprawled out across the naked chest of said blond man. Hayden couldn’t see his face from here, but what the fuck.
Like what the actual fuck.
Hadn’t Shane been seeing that Boston Lily after breaking up with Rose? Hayden had been sure the two started back up again not long after.
Wait. 
Boston Lily couldn’t be a girl. 
Not if Shane was gay. 
Hayden’s brain hurt.
He moved so he could get a clearer view, only to stop dead when he could clearly make out fresh bite marks on Shane’s bare leg where it had escaped the blanket thrown over them both. An embarrassing, drowned cat noise escaped at the sight, which caused the unknown man to lift his head from where he had been pressed into Shane’s silky black hair with a low growl of warning. An honest-to-god growl.
Hayden put both hands up and backed away a step. Or at least he would have done if the low lamplight hadn’t illuminated the man’s face as he looked up. A very familiar fucking face.
“Rozanov! What the fuck are you doing here?!”
Hayden was almost tempted to try and tear Shane away, but the Russian only tightened his hold and gave him a glare that was far more terrifying than anything Hayden had seen him throw around on the ice.
It would seem that the noise had roused Shane, because there was a light mewl of protest and then suddenly red-rimmed brown eyes were locked onto his own.
Oh fuck. That answered that then. Shane knew.
It didn’t answer why the fuck Rozanov was here, though. Or why Shane was pressed up against every inch of the Boston Demon. 
Hayden’s brain was blank. 
Like literally blank. He couldn’t make his mouth work other than to swear.
“What the fuck?”
The blanket dropped as Shane tried to sit up, helped by those massive arms that were still wrapped like an octopus around his best friend’s waist. Unfortunately, the blanket dropping had exposed more of both Shane and Rozanov. 
Fuck. Hayden was pretty sure the edges of his vision were going black.
There were bite marks on both of them.
Everywhere.
Scratches across Rozanov. The bits he could see anyway.
But Shane. Sweet. Innocent Shane. Was covered in bruises. His neck, his chest, his thighs and even his hips. Were those fucking handprints?!
Yep. That was it. Fucking teeth marks.
Hayden was going to pass out. He needed Jackie right about now.
 
There was nothing else to be done.
His vision went black.
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  They hadn’t really slept. Shane had dozed off for a bit, but he couldn’t get his brain to shut off. He knew they needed to deal with this mess. There was plenty that needed to be done, but Shane was warm, and Ilya was here. 
He was here. 
And he wasn’t leaving. 
All Shane wanted was to crawl into Ilya’s chest and never move again. 
He also wanted to be taken out of his own head. He wanted the world to stop spinning and not have to think, just for a short time.
Shane pressed tighter against Ilya’s chest. Large, strong hands wrapped around the jut of his hip bones as Ilya shifted under him. The grip was tight, possessive and heated. 
Words were not needed right now. Shane knew Ilya could tell what he wanted, what he needed. He always could. From the very beginning, they had been compatible; actually, Shane hadn’t realised just how compatible they actually were until he had tried dating Rose. Oh, had that been a disaster.
Ilya’s hand slid into Shane’s hair; the broad expanse of the Russian’s grip forced Shane to tilt his head and meet those dark blue eyes.
“This okay, sweetheart?”
Shane tried to nod, but the grip on the back of his neck wouldn’t allow the movement. The grip wasn’t tight enough to hurt, but it was tight enough to control. It meant that Ilya wanted a verbal response.
“Yes. Ilya, please.”
His voice was near a sob, but it was there. It would be enough.
Powerful muscles flexed, and suddenly Shane was seated firmly in Ilya’s lap. The Russian was gentle as he removed both their shirts and slowly stripped Shane’s briefs off of one leg, then the other. All the while, he was pressing his warm, hot mouth to every inch of Shane’s skin that he could reach. Shane threw his head back with a moan as lips became teeth, little nips, soothed by the hot tongue before Ilya sucked what would later become a necklace of dark hickeys into tanned skin. 
They were both hard. Ilya’s cock was pressed up against Shane’s; each movement caused sharp, white-hot sparks of pleasure to shoot up Shane’s spine.
It wasn’t enough.
Shane wanted Ilya to fuck him. He needed it.
Tears clung to the edges of long lashes; liquid brown eyes locked with blue that were so dark they were almost black.
“Fuck me, Ilya. I need you.”
Part moan, part growl ripped from Ilya as he flipped them onto the sofa; luckily, it was plenty big enough, and Ilya had lots of practice at this particular movement, so Shane was now on the bottom, and Ilya was braced over him. He had long ago learnt to keep condoms and lube hidden in every room. Shane reached over and pulled open the drawer in the coffee table; he handed the items to Ilya, who gave a low, deep chuckle that went straight to Shane’s cock. He was already wet, pre-come, was starting to spread around the slit and making a mess of both of them.
Ilya slid down the length of Shane’s body, sharp canines nipping, as he made sure to leave dark bite marks across thick thighs. Shane entwined his fingers into those blond curls and tugged as he arched his hips up into the pressure of each bite.
Shane whined. High and needy. He kept his fingers threaded into those soft blond curls to cradle Ilya’s head as he watched from under his lashes as his boyfriend warmed the lube on his fingers and went to work.
Shane let out a low moan. His cock was dripping wet, little trickles of pre-come. He was trying desperately to press back against the stretch of the huge fingers that were scissoring him open; he forced his body to relax, open more around the familiar intrusion, but Ilya was lying heavily across his thighs; the bigger, broader body had him deliciously pinned down and unable to move. 
As he was stretched, he could feel the attention Ilya was lavishing on his hips, his stomach and the very sensitive skin of his inner thighs. Lips skimmed over his hip bones, then teeth were sunk suddenly into the meat of his thighs as a third finger was added; the stretch, the combined sensation of the teeth in his thigh and the thrust of those thick fingers right into his prostate, all of which caused Shane to keen, arch his hips frantically against the powerful hold as his orgasm crashed wickedly, almost with no warning through his system.
However, he was allowed no break; Ilya pressed his fingers deeper. He didn’t pause; instead, he changed the angle of his wrist and began to stroke over his prostate dead on, milking the shivery, little aftershocks that caused Shane to go utterly limp under him.
“Eyes on me, Lyubimyy.”
The command was growled into his skin. Shane forced his eyes open. Forced himself to watch as Ilya lifted his now quivering thighs over his massive shoulders; the movement pulled him more securely into the middle of the cushions. Shane mewled in desperation as he felt the broad head of Ilya’s swollen, heavy cock rub against his stretched, soaking hole; more tears clung to his lashes as he keened softly, trying to get the Russian to press inside, to soothe the ache of emptiness he could still feel. Strong hands wrapped around his hips and forced him still.
“You want this.”
Shane was past the point of verbal by now, but he nodded as he wrapped his arms around Ilya’s neck and clung on. Tiny, pitiful cries of unrestrained want were the only sounds he could make.
Ilya kissed him. Messy and deep. His tongue bullied its way into Shane’s mouth; he surrendered to the heat, the sharp tug of teeth in his bottom lip that sent a tingle of pleasure and pain through his body. The sudden stretch of Ilya’s cock as it finally pushed past the tight ring of muscle caused Shane to break away from the kiss and cry out a helpless, needy moan. 
They had been apart for a while, and Ilya was big. Like stupidly big, but Shane loved the feeling. He actually couldn’t get enough of how full he felt when Ilya finally bottomed out. His balls nestled heavily against Shane’s ass as the bigger man paused, letting Shane adjust for just a second before he moved. Shane could feel every fucking inch of him; Ilya was so perfect, his cock was utterly magnificent, and Shane tightened his legs around that strong waist to keep himself anchored as he arched his hips up to meet Ilya’s movements with his own.
The only sounds were both their moans, Ilya’s deeper and rougher under the murmured Russian words and the wet, rhythmic slap of skin on skin. Ilya shifted his grip to lift Shane’s hips and adjust the angle of his thrusts; the grip of that strong hand was hard enough to leave bruises. Shane hissed softly at the increased pressure.
“Fuck, you’re perfect. That’s it. Come for me, sweetheart.”
It didn’t take much. Shane was so close. The change in angle meant that Ilya was hitting his prostate dead on with every heavy, powerful snap of his hips. A low growl was ripped from the blond as Shane felt his body tighten; his muscles became vice-like around the cock inside of him as a second orgasm was torn from his slighter body. Ilya gave a couple more devastating thrusts before he pressed himself as close into Shane’s body as possible, that deep, velvet growl, low, rough and desperate as he too came.
 
All the energy had gone from Shane’s limbs. He had melted into the fabric and had no intention to move. Big, warm hands massaged the exhausted muscles of his thighs as Ilya carefully lifted them down off his waist. A whine escaped his plush, soft lips at the feeling of emptiness when Ilya gently pulled out. Shane tried to clamp down, tried to hold Ilya inside of him as long as he could, but Ilya still moved.
“Don’t go.”
The Russian leaned down to kiss him.
“Not leaving Lyubimyy.”
Shane watched through hooded, tired eyes as Ilya came back from the bedroom with a warm, wet cloth and clean underwear for them both. He cleaned Shane with soft, loving motions and pulled each leg through the clean briefs. Soft kisses were placed along his sore thighs as he was lifted and settled deep into the corner of the sofa.
Listening to the soft, padding footsteps kept Shane from slipping into an exhausted sleep. He would wait; he wanted Ilya to hold him. 
The blond wasn’t gone long. He too had a clean pair of briefs on, and he had removed the blanket they had been lying on to the washing machine.
A cool, damp bottle was pressed lightly against his mouth.
“Drink, sweetheart. Then we sleep.”
The water felt heavenly on his dry, raw throat. A warm, fresh blanket was pulled over him as Ilya settled in behind and pulled his body tight against his own. Ilya adjusted them, so Shane was positioned like a human blanket over the bigger, much warmer Russian. Shane felt his body relax as the warmth seeped into his very bones, strong arms holding him in place. Ilya was like a fucking furnace of heat; his temperature ran a few degrees higher than Shane’s, and as Shane got easily cold at night, this was heaven.
“I love you.”
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
 
His eyes felt like they were glued together, but he was warm, so warm. A familiar weight of arms wrapped around his back, and the soft rise and fall of the solid body he was lying on told Shane that Ilya was still sprawled out underneath him. By the cadence of the deep, steady inhales of his chest, Shane knew he was awake, but he didn’t want to move.
A low growl rumbled from where his head was nestled, causing Shane to let out a little mewl of protest at the disturbance. That was until his brain started to switch back on. Some of the peaceful calm lifted as Ilya tensed, his arms becoming bands of steel and his chest vibrating with the low, warning growl.
There were only four people with access to his apartment that weren’t already here, so it wasn’t much of a guess when Shane managed to lift his head and lock eyes with the shocked, wide-eyed green gaze of his best friend. Hayden looked like he might have a heart attack; he was that red in the face.
In fact, apparently Hayden was not going to have a heart attack, but he was, by his next actions, going to faint. Or swoon. Shane wasn’t quite sure. Whichever it was, Shane watched as his best friend crumpled down into the opposite sofa like a marionette when its strings were cut. He could feel the laugh that rumbled through Ilya’s chest more than he could hear it.
“Fuck. Ilya, knock it off.”
The sniggering continued.
A sigh escaped Shane’s swollen, kiss-bitten lips. He glanced down at both of them and then promptly went a startling shade of crimson. 
They were covered. Marks everywhere. 
His legs looked like they had been mauled by a bear, an assessment that was not completely inaccurate, it seemed, and Ilya looked like a very large cat had used him as a scratching post. Heated blue eyes watched him with a smug, possessive and extremely satisfied glint that was clearly visible.
Well fuck. This was going to make for one fucking awkward conversation.
The Canadian gave a little wiggle in an attempt to free himself of the large, clingy octopus arms that were still holding him prisoner.
“Let me up. I need to check on Hayden.”
Shane wriggled again, trying to escape the python-like hold.
“Nyet.”
“Ilya, please. I need to check on him.”
Low, growling Russian words smoothed down Shane’s spine like warm honey, the voice still a little husky from sleep. But Ilya finally did relent and let him go. Shane watched as the blond disappeared into his bedroom briefly, only to return with a loose pair of joggers on and a bundle of fabric in his hand. A bundle which had turned out to be a soft, oversized Bears hoodie and a matching pair of sweats for himself.
He stood up on tiptoe to press a quick, sweet kiss in thanks to Ilya’s pouting lips as he slipped into the offered clothes. He gave the smirking blond a single raised eyebrow at the Bears hoodie, since Shane knew there weren’t any in his closet; he must have taken it out of his own bag, but still Shane put it on. The hoodie was warm, smelt like Ilya’s detergent and was stupidly soft. It was also a very silent show of possessiveness that Shane allowed right now; there was also the fact that with their size difference, the hoodie was large on Shane and he liked that.
“Go check on Pike, sweetheart. I’ll make tea.”
“Thank you.”
This time Ilya leaned down to press a much more heated kiss to Shane’s mouth, causing the smaller man to soften at once, which then allowed Ilya’s broad palm to thread into the short hair at the back of his neck to angle the kiss deeper.
They were interrupted by a loud, high-pitched shriek.
“What the fuck?!”
Hayden had come round. Jesus, fucking Christ on a hockey stick.
Shane pushed Ilya back towards the kitchen before he could do anything more than start laughing again. The asshole, even in his head, the insult was far too affectionate. Shane turned to look at his best friend, who honestly looked a tad bit green right now.
He turned to call over his shoulder.
“Babe, can you grab our phones, please?”
There was a sudden crash that answered as Ilya came back through. Blue eyes were overbright and locked onto Shane’s. It took a second for Shane to work out what had caused such an intense reaction. Ah fuck. That had slipped out. In Russian. Ilya didn’t know he had been learning since after that phone call when his father had died.  
Slowly Shane reached out a hand to beckon the frozen giant man over. Which Ilya came. Of course he did. He always did. Shane reached up and cupped his hands around the sides of Ilya’s beautiful face; he pressed a kiss to his mouth and murmured so only Ilya would hear him.
“Later, Love. Sorry it slipped. I will explain once we have sorted this mess out. Can you get our phones from the bedroom please?”
That seemed to settle the bigger man. Or at least the confirmation he had not, in fact, imagined Shane speaking Russian did anyway.
“Da. Will hold you to that later, Lyubimyy.”
As Ilya went back through to the bedroom, Shane caught some of the grumbling under his breath in Russian. He was pretty sure Ilya was cursing him for having perfect pronunciation and no fucking accent, but he couldn’t be a hundred per cent sure. It did make him smile, though. Pleased that Ilya wasn’t mad at him.
 
Shane turned back to Hayden. Who hadn’t moved from his slumped position on the opposite sofa. So, Shane moved to sit next to him on the end of the adjacent one, making sure to give Hayden a bit of space. He was nervous. He honestly had no idea how Hayden would react to this, and it wasn’t exactly an ideal way to find out that your best friend was not only gay but in a relationship with his greatest rival. Someone they were all adamant about hating.
“Hayden. Buddy? You, okay?”
A low, pained groan came from the other man.
“No, Shane. I am not okay. I think I need to bleach my brain.”
The flinch was instinctual. Shane recoiled away from Hayden with a quiet, heartbroken sound that had Ilya returning to the room like he had gained the ability to teleport. Suddenly the massive Russian was a huge wall between Hayden and Shane. The fury that radiated from the much bigger man was terrifying. Like nothing that Hayden had ever seen on the ice, Shane would bet. Those incidents were apparently nothing, if the colour draining from Hayden’s face was any sign. Not compared to the dark, murderous look that was now being levelled at him.
While keeping those deadly blue eyes locked onto Hayden, the Russian leaned down and lifted Shane into his arms. As if Shane didn’t weigh nearly 200lbs of pure muscle. Ilya moved them away from Hayden. He carefully put Shane back down in the corner and placed himself between the two of them.
Hayden quickly backtracked. He looked appalled at the look of heartbreak and fear on his best friend’s face.
“No. Fuck no, Shane. Not like that. I have no problem with you being gay!”
It didn’t really relax Shane. He just pressed closer to the massive bulk of Ilya next to him and watched Hayden with wary, saddened eyes. Ilya draped an arm around his waist to pull him flush to his side, the heat from his body seeping through the layer of cloth and settling some of the raw panic that was flooding Shane’s system.
“That’s not what it sounded like, Hayd.”
Shane knew he sounded worn out and tired, but fuck, he was. There was all this mess still to sort out, and now there was all this on top of everything else. Ilya leaned forward and locked eyes with Pike.
“It’s okay, Lyubimyy; Pike will not tell.”
Hayden spluttered, green eyes narrowed on Ilya, but Shane interrupted before either of them could develop into an argument that he really wasn’t up to dealing with.
“I’m guessing you are here because of the messages?”
Hayden nodded.
Shane sighed. He glanced over to meet Ilya’s gaze in a silent question as the bigger man watched him. Fine, he was going to have to look, wasn’t he? Fuck he hated this. Ilya handed him his phone. He pressed a soft kiss to the side of his neck as he did. The large hand on his waist had snuck under the hoodie, and strong fingers were stroking a soothing pattern into the skin at his hip. It helped. Kept him grounded and less prone to falling back into a fresh panic attack.
Shane tried to stop his fingers from shaking as he turned the device back on. Shane knew he was looking at the screen like it was a bomb. Messages flooded through the moment it powered back on. Shane ignored them all and navigated through the mess until he found the messages and missed calls from his parents. So, they were on their way back. As he looked at the timestamp, it seemed that they would be landing shortly. Okay, so that meant picking them up and facing his parents was pretty urgent.
Next was to deal with Hayden.
He turned into Ilya. Firmly, he nestled as close as he could without crawling into Ilya’s lap. As tempting as that thought was, it was not the best plan to actually get this sorted. Shane looked over to where Hayden was watching them. Not with disgust, or at least that wasn’t the prevalent emotion he could see; no, that was confusion. He could work with that.
“So yes. Those were texts between Rose and me. Yes, we broke up because I am gay. No, I don’t know who got hold of them or how, but I will be contacting our lawyer as soon as my parents get here.”
Hayden sat up at this. He seemed finally able to pull himself together and actually meet Shane’s gaze for the first time since he had come in.
“I have spoken to your mom, Buddy. I called her when I couldn’t get hold of you. Well, actually, it was Jackie who told me to give Yuna a heads-up, but still. I did let her know I was coming over, since no one could get through and we were all worried, but obviously you weren’t alone, so yeah. Fuck. Shane, what’s going on? Why the fuck is Rozanov here?”
By the end of that verbal diatribe, Hayden was bright red, leaning forward in his seat and his hand clenched tightly around the knees of his jeans. Shane was not explaining all this now. But he would give Hayden an extremely cut-down version so he would calm the fuck down.
“Her messages said she had spoken to you. Smart idea from Jackie; I appreciate that you are both worried about me, but no, I wasn’t alone for long. Look, I’m not explaining it all now, but yes, I am gay, and yes, I am with Ilya.”
Shane had tightened his hold on the arm that was wrapped around him, nails digging into strong muscle to keep him grounded and stop the black, putrid wave of panic that was threatening to drown him.
Hayden let out a long, put-upon sigh but nodded.
“Look, why don’t I go and get your parents from the airport and then we can all sit and make a plan? I am assuming Rozanov is staying?”
Shane didn’t even need to look at Ilya. He knew the Russian wasn’t going to be moved. Not now. Not after all this. He did appreciate the offer from his best friend, though.
“Thanks, Hayd. I don’t really want to brave going out there right now. My parents will be landing shortly. I will let Mom know you are going to be there to collect them. And yes. Ilya is staying. Please keep that to yourself when you pick them up.”
A shocked look flashed over Hayden’s face. Shane could read it in his eyes.
“Your parents didn’t know?”
Shane rolled his eyes.
“No. No one except Rose and Ilya knew. Both for pretty much the same reason. Look, I promise I will explain, Hayd, I promise. Just not now.”
Hayden reached out a hand and squeezed Shane’s shoulder. He held back the flinch by forcing himself to remember that this was Hayden, who would never hurt him, and he made the effort to reach back and offer a quick one-armed hug as the slimmer man stood.
“It’s okay, Shane. Honestly. I better get to the airport. I will be back soon. Rozanov, you better take care of him.”
If Ilya was at all worried by Hayden’s threat, he didn’t deign to show it, but he did keep his gaze locked onto Hayden as he left. His body did not relax until it was just the two of them alone once more.
 
Shane let out a soft, quiet sob as the sound of the door shutting reached them. Ilya moved. He had Shane in his arms before the tears could start to fall. Soft Russian praises fell from his lips as he gathered Shane up into his lap. Which caused Shane to begin to cry. Again. He had no idea what he had done to deserve Ilya. For Ilya to have come to him, to have chosen him. Despite the very real danger he had put himself in. Fuck, Shane was so in love. Had always been in love with this man. One look when he was 17, and his stupid little gay heart had gone ‘yep, that’s the one. No one else will do.’ Shane clung; he held on to every bit of Ilya he could reach. He could hear the deep, rumbling croon of soft, lilting Russian as Ilya soothed him.
Soft lips kissed away his tears. Arms held him securely against the familiar, powerfully built body that Shane knew as well as his own.
“I’m sorry. So sorry.”
His voice was barely above a whisper, but Ilya had obviously heard it when a huge hand tipped his chin up so he would meet those beautiful blue eyes.
“Nyet, Lyubimyy. Nothing to be sorry for.”
The next kiss was soft. Not trying to start anything or become heated, but it was deep. Shane couldn’t help but moan softly as Ilya nipped, licked and slowly caressed into his mouth. Thoroughly claiming every inch for himself. Shane forced himself to break the kiss; they couldn’t start anything now. He would die of embarrassment if his parents walked in on them, and the airport really wasn’t that far.
“We can’t, Ilya. It’s bad enough what Hayden saw. I am not introducing you to my parents like that.”
Ilya snickered but allowed Shane to sit back slightly.
“Da. Wouldn’t do that, sweetheart. Promise to be on my best behaviour. Mama Hollander will love me.”
Shane let out a wet-sounding chuckle.
“Well, let’s not go that far. She really doesn’t like the Bears. And she has had a lot to say about the style of your play over the years, but that’s usually when you were playing against me, so we can hope.”
Ilya shifted so he was leaning back against the sofa, supporting both of their weights easily with just his massive thighs. Shane shouldn’t find that so hot. But fuck he did. He loved that Ilya was bigger than him. That Ilya could manhandle him, could pick him up like it wasn’t any effort at all. Not that Shane himself couldn’t lift Ilya; he absolutely could, but that wasn’t the point. The Russian was watching him. A knowing look in those ocean-blue eyes. Shane slapped his chest and broke the sparking eye contact before it could get any more heated. They both knew it didn’t take much to get either of them going.
“You better go put on a shirt before they get here. Bad enough that Hayden saw, which once he calms down, I am never going to hear the end of.”
A groan came from Ilya as he threw his head back, but he dutifully lifted Shane off his lap and went to get a shirt. Shane gave up trying to sit and went to put the kettle on and make coffee. Ilya preferred tea. It was apparently a Russian thing, and Shane had been slowly stockpiling different teas to see which ones Ilya liked. There was a nice loose-leaf black tea that he had found in a little market which Ilya had very much approved of when he was last over. Shane fished out the teapot and set the tea to steep; Ilya liked it strong and sweetened with honey, not sugar.
His phone started to buzz. He had set it to not disturb, which only allowed a few people to get through while they waited for his parents to arrive. He looked up when large hands carded through his hair, which caused him to tip his head back to see Ilya had returned with a T-shirt on this time. That shirt caused Shane to hiss in mock outrage.
“That, that is not going to help.”
“Oh, they don’t know I play for Boston?”
Ilya smirked down at him.
“Fuck, fine, wear the damn shirt then, but don’t blame me if it sets my mom off.”
Those hands tightened around his waist, the sheer span of Ilya’s hands almost wide enough to meet at the narrowest point of his waist. Lips pressed lightly into his neck. Shane pressed back into the sturdy body behind him, letting Ilya hold both of their weight.
The text had been his mom letting him know that they were nearly there and they both loved him. All they could do now was wait. Deep down, Shane knew his parents would be okay with him being gay, but he had no idea how they would react to Ilya. Or really, how they were going to sort out this mess. And now the panic was back. Shane was spiralling; there were too many variables that he just couldn’t control, and his brain was so exhausted, so done with everything that he couldn’t keep a lid on his usual iron-clad control.
So much could go wrong. So much had gone wrong.
His breathing started to pick up, and his vision had begun to swim. Somewhere above him, but it sounded like it was coming from so far away, above the surface of the lake he was drowning in, Shane could hear a low, rumbling voice.
He knew that voice. He loved that voice. That voice meant safety. If he could just get to it. Then everything would be okay. He just had to reach and meet it halfway.
He could do this.
 






      

  












      Chapter 6: Yuna
  



    Chapter Notes
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  Yuna had known Hayden Pike for years. He was a nice boy who had stubbornly befriended Shane back when they were rookies. Yuna was well aware of the difficulties her son had with social interactions. He got it from her. Not quite in the same way. She didn’t have the social aspect of it, but she did share the compulsions to keep her world organised, planned and in routine. It was what made her such a good manager. She was already three steps ahead of everyone else with five different contingency plans for when things went wrong.
It was why David was so important. He helped to balance her regimented worldview. One of the only things, other than being the best in the world at hockey, of course, that she wanted for Shane was for him to find his own person who helped as David did for her. Over the years, there have been a few girls. And there were only a small number, but Shane had seemed happy enough. Cripplingly shy but happy enough to hold hands and take them out. If they didn’t have an interest in hockey, then they hadn’t lasted long, but Jessica had been promising, until the draft. Then Shane had ended it. Up till Rose Landry had appeared, Shane had just told them that he was too busy, too focused on hockey to want to bother with dating.
Certainly, the idea had occurred to both her and David that Shane might be interested in men, or at least it had until the internet had exploded about Shane being seen with Rose. Yuna had decided that Shane just had really high standards; Rose was not only a movie star, but she was stunning. 
Still, it hadn’t lasted. Months ago, Shane had offhandedly mentioned that they were just friends now. The only vague explanation was schedules not lining up and being better off as friends. Now Yuna knew her son. If he had really wanted it to work, he would have made it work. Shane was far too much like her. He would have had plans, timetables, and 101 ways to make a relationship with Rose work, if he had wanted to, which told her that Shane hadn’t wanted it to work.
 
Shane had finally answered her by the time they got off the plane. Hayden had sent a message to say he was going over to Shane’s, and then there was another message from Shane to let them know Hayden would be there to collect them from the airport when they landed.
Which he was. David spotted the SUV first and steered her towards the car she vaguely recognised, but he had obviously remembered from their last visit. Not that the airport was particularly busy, but she was grateful to have less delay to get to Shane. 
God, was she worried. But even as worried as she was, her mind was racing. There were a few different ways this could go, and she had rough outlines for many of them already jotted down in her notes app, but a lot of it would depend on what Shane wanted to do. Until she could sit down and speak to her son, she couldn’t do anything to help, and it was killing her. She was terrified and a little bit hurt that Shane hadn’t felt he could tell her any of this.
Why?
What had they done wrong as Shane’s parents that he hadn’t felt safe enough to tell them, to tell her, that he didn’t like women?
A sob crawled its way up her throat. But with a lot more effort than she would have liked, she forced it back down. She wouldn’t cry. Not here. Not now.
Through the window, Yuna could see Hayden was pale; his usual tan looked a bit sickly as the younger man jumped out to help David load their suitcases into the back. He did give them a strained smile and quick hug, though, so Yuna figured he was just worried like they were.
“Thanks for picking us up, Hayden”
David squeezed the broad jacket-covered shoulder as he opened the passenger door for Yuna to hop in. Hayden nodded his head and got back in behind the wheel.
“No problem. Shane wasn’t too keen on the idea of being seen outside right now. Not that I blame him.”
A sudden spike of worry tightened Yuna’s chest, like someone had a hand around her heart, her lungs, and was squeezing so tight she couldn’t breathe just for a second. She put a delicate hand up against her chest and rubbed as if that could help ease the pain. 
Slowly, she turned to face Hayden. The man wouldn’t meet her eyes. He kept his gaze fixed forward as if his life depended on it. There was something he didn’t want her to see. She could tell. He was hiding something.
“Hayden. Is Shane alright?”
There it was. A tiny little wince she would never have noticed if she hadn’t spent the last 26 years raising Shane. But he did answer.
“Yeah. He’s about as okay as possible.”
Yuna hummed under her breath but didn’t try to interrogate Hayden. There wasn’t much point. She would see Shane for herself soon; all she wanted to do was throw her arms around him and tell him how much she loved him. Tears were threatening to fall again as she thought about it.
 
The airport wasn’t too far from Shane’s apartment, so the drive didn’t take long. None of them spoke much, each buried deep in their own head and worry. Yuna kept adding more little notes to her plans as Hayden drove; David was quiet but steady in the backseat. 25 minutes had never felt so long before.
No one was around when they arrived. Shane’s apartment was quiet; Hayden stopped and listened in the doorway before leading Yuna and David through. Yuna was watching Hayden’s strange caution but was too impatient to check on Shane to push right now. David murmured behind her as he placed their suitcases out of the way.
“Lights are on in the kitchen.”
Both David and Hayden leaned down to take their shoes off and place them neatly in the shoe cupboard by the door. They all knew better than to leave them in a mess.
Yuna put her bag down so she could take her shoes off; Shane, like her, couldn’t stand outdoor shoes being worn indoors; it was very much the way they had been brought up, and they padded through to the kitchen. Only to stop dead in her tracks. David and Hayden nearly crashed into her back; they had to stop so suddenly.
There was Shane.
And there was the broad, muscular back of another man. Black shirt stretched almost obscenely against the bulk of him.
They were in the corner of the kitchen, half hidden from where the three of them stood, motionless and shocked. The two of them were pressed up together, not an inch of space between them. Yuna could clearly see the unknown man was standing in the space between Shane’s thighs. Shane was lifted onto the counter, and his legs were locked around the other man’s trim waist, ankles crossed delicately. One large hand was holding Shane’s face and neck, so their eyes stayed locked. They could hear a low, deep, accented rumble that wasn’t quite loud enough for Yuna to make out the words, but it was clearly words only meant for Shane.
Yuna could clearly see the aftermath of a pretty serious panic attack, but currently it looked like Shane was calm or at least back to being aware and starting to calm down… But what Yuna was struggling with was that it seemed like this man had talked Shane down. This man she didn’t know, had no idea who or what he was doing here, in Shane’s home, had brought him back from a serious panic attack. Something nasty, even slightly mean, almost like jealousy, flickered through her. Shane hadn’t had a serious panic attack in years, but when he did, it was something even she struggled to talk him down from when the attacks were really bad.
The voice too was familiar, but it wasn’t until Hayden made a choked-off coughing noise, like he was trying to alert them to their presence but not interrupt too much, that it seemingly broke into the little bubble around the two men, which caused the unknown man to turn his head towards them and away from Shane. Although she noticed he didn’t let go. In fact, he seemed to actually tighten his hold. Only then did Yuna manage to get a clear look at who exactly was holding her son.
Ilya Rozanov. Ilya fucking Rozanov.
The biggest asshole in the entire NHL. But Shane hated him. They all hated him.
Didn’t he?
The slip into Japanese was instinctual. Yuna didn’t even notice she had done it, but everyone else turned to look at her when she spoke.
“Shane, baby? Are you alright? What is going on? Why is Rozanov here?”
She couldn’t stop the barrage of questions once they had started; it was only the look on Shane’s face that managed to silence the waterfall of words.
From his perch on the kitchen counter, red-rimmed, worried but painfully familiar dark chocolate eyes met her own.
Tellingly, Shane didn’t move. Her son didn’t push Rozanov away, didn’t force space between them even as he met her eyes.
“He is here for me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for all this to happen.”
He didn’t get much further. Yuna could clearly see the fresh tears gathered at the edges of already red eyes, and still Rozanov didn’t move. He kept his huge, hulking form planted between them and Shane. Those distinctive blue eyes were cold, like the ice they reminded her of and were watching them with a burning fury barely contained in the very blank, stoic look on his handsome face. Yuna couldn’t read him. It was like looking into the lake behind their cottage when it was so frozen it was feet thick.
She felt rather than saw both Hayden and David move into the room behind her; Rozanov shifted his attention like a wolf. 
A very dangerous glint had crept into his features, not at Hayden. 
No. In fact, the Russian seemed to glance over Hayden and instantly dismiss him. 
He hadn’t reacted to her with this edge. So, it could only be David that had caused this sudden upswing in warning, bordering on aggression, really. It also seemed to be the thing that brought Shane all the way out of his panicked haze. 
Her son slid a strong, long-fingered hand around Rozanov’s thick wrist, the contrast in their skin tone visible as Shane caressed the tense muscle. His other hand stroked softly into the shorter curls at the back of Rozanov’s neck. As if a switch had been flipped, those terrifying eyes snapped back to Shane, ignoring all of them.
Then came the Russian. But not from Rozanov. It was Shane’s voice, and this time they could hear him clearly.
“Put me down, please, Malysh.“
 
For a few silent, tension-filled heartbeats, nothing happened. Except the visible tightening of Rozanov’s hands around Shane’s waist, but then Shane gently reached up and pressed a light but very natural-looking kiss to the Russian’s mouth. Yuna watched in real time as the huge man seemed to melt under Shane’s touch. His shoulders dropped a fraction, and he nodded. With nothing more than a flicker of bunched muscles in his arms, Rozanov lifted Shane down to the ground and set him on his own two feet. Seeming to growl something in his ear as he did.
Whatever it was, Shane smiled, however briefly and slightly strained it was, up at the bigger man. Yuna had logically known Rozanov was both taller and broader built than Shane, but it was quite shocking to see just how much of a size difference there now was up close. Still, Rozanov didn’t move away. He had set Shane down in front of his own body, but he was still right there, pressed up against the length of Shane’s back. His chin hooked over one shoulder, using the few inches of added height to his advantage. 
It also meant that those glacial blue eyes were locked back on them again.
Yuna didn’t miss the way those huge hands had slid back around Shane’s waist, as if the Russian couldn’t bear not to be touching Shane at all times. Shane didn’t even blink; in fact, he seemed to automatically shift his weight back and allow Rozanov to support them both.
“Shane. Talk to me, please. What is going on?”
She tried again to get Shane to start talking. She was desperate to know what the hell was going on right in front of her eyes. Because her eyes were telling her a lot right now. Things that she wasn’t sure how on earth they could be real.
“I think we might all do better to sit down for this. Go on through mom, we will make some coffee, and then we can talk.”
Shane’s Japanese was as smooth and fluid as her own. They had spoken it since he was born. Yuna had been pleased when Shane had continued to develop in all three languages as he grew, but she could admit to herself that she was exceptionally proud of his Japanese. It had never been made public. Shane had only ever used it at home or with her parents before her father had passed away, which had meant her mother had returned to their estate back in Japan.
While her parents had been pretty open and forward-thinking for their upbringing, Yuna’s own grandmother was a traditionalist and had summoned her daughter home to take over the day-to-day running when Yuna’s father had passed.
David had learnt quite a bit of Japanese over the years. He couldn’t read or write it very well, but he could speak the basics and understand some more. This was, however, not the sort of situation he had been expecting to use those skills, Yuna suspected. Yuna glanced over at him as she nodded and agreed with Shane, moving to take the three of them through to the living room. She only paused when Hayden looked at her, then looked back at Shane in complete and utter confusion.
“Sorry, but I’m not following anything much here. What the fuck is going on?”
A sigh left Yuna’s mouth.
“Go sit down, Hayden. Coffee first. Then we all talk.”
There was no more argument as the three of them made themselves comfortable on one of the large, sectional sofas and waited. Yuna had made sure to sit where she could still see both Shane and Rozanov; with narrowed, suspicious eyes, she watched them in the kitchen.
 
From the way they moved around each other, she could tell Rozanov was not only familiar with the way Shane prepared things, but he was also very familiar with the layout of the kitchen. Shane had got out a beautiful, large teapot and was carefully washing it out, muttering under his breath. Whatever he was saying had caused Rozanov to smirk and brush a light touch to Shane’s hip as he reached up and pulled out packets from a high cupboard above the kettle that Yuna herself had no idea there was anything even in.
Neither seemed to need to speak to communicate with the other. A look, a soft touch was enough to convey what was needed. Rozanov carried a tray through with the teapot, two matching cups and a bowl of what looked like honey. While Shane carried the three coffees just behind him.
No one spoke as Shane handed out the mugs to the correct people. Not like he didn’t know how each one of them took their coffee, but Shane was right; in fact, they had all had a stressful few hours and not enough sleep. The warmth of the drink helped too. Yuna always felt better, steadier when her hands were warm. Something Shane shared with her. Yuna watched as Shane and Rozanov settled onto the sofa opposite the three of them. She couldn’t help but feel a little stung, like battle lines were being drawn between them, but a soft touch to her knee had her reigning back in as David silently grounded her from spiralling. He left his hand lightly resting on her leg as the three of them observed Rozanov silently, who expertly made what looked like a traditional tea. The teapot was clearly well looked after and also regularly used. The cups that went with it weren’t the same pattern or design, but they did look pretty sat next to the pot. They were also larger than traditional, fiddly little teacups, as was the teapot. Both cups were made at the same time, but they were different. The first one that was poured had a splash of milk in the cup already when the tea was poured in; then two teaspoons of honey were added, and it was handed immediately into Shane’s waiting hands. The second cup was clearly much stronger, as the leaves had carried on steeping while Rozanov prepared Shane’s first. There was also no milk in the Russians and only a single spoonful of honey, but only once everyone had a drink did Shane start talking.
“Sorry, Mom, but I will stick to English for this part.”
Yuna just nodded in agreement but didn’t want to interrupt, knowing that if she pushed too much, then Shane would just clam up and she wouldn’t get any answers no matter how hard she tried.
“Let’s start with the texts. Yes, that was Rose’s real phone that got hacked. No, I don’t know any more than you or the media does about who did it or how, but I will call Rose later and see what she knows. However, that’s neither here nor there. I can’t stop the texts getting out now, so nothing to be done on that front really.”
Here Yuna did have to jump in.
“Our lawyer is dealing with it, honey. The police have been in contact, and we should know more soon. Rose’s lawyer has been in touch with ours, so there isn’t much to know at this point.”
Shane put his cup down as they could all see his hands were trembling. Yuna was about to sit forward and take his hands in hers when she was beaten to it. 
From Shane’s right side, Rozanov snaked an arm out and all but hauled Shane against his side. One big hand wrapped around nearly both of Shane’s. Rozanov said nothing; he just shifted his position to support Shane’s weight and passed him back his drink. One finger tapped lightly against the corner of Shane’s mouth in what looked like a silent command as Shane rolled his eyes but dutifully drank the fragrant tea. Rozanov took the now empty cup and put it back on the little coffee table, again without a word, but Shane rubbed a light hand across the thick thigh he was pressed up against in what Yuna assumed was a thank you.
“I will admit this isn’t how I wanted you to find out that I’m gay, but I guess it can’t be undone now. It’s all over the internet, and let’s be honest, there is absolutely no way it isn’t my number.”
Oh. Shane looked so sad.
Yuna’s heart was breaking all over again.
“We will admit it had crossed our minds that you could be gay, honey, but since there have been those few girls and then Rose Landry, I thought we were wrong. I never once suspected you were actually involved with a man, though.”
Rozanov tensed again, just enough to cause Shane to say something softly in Russian.
“It’s okay. She doesn’t mean it the way it sounded.”
 
This time David spoke up. He met Yuna’s eye for a brief second before looking over at the two on the other side.
“Shane, I think we definitely thought it was possible that you could be gay.”
Even when Shane was looking from her back to David, Yuna couldn’t shake the little shiver of fear that Rozanov’s intense gaze from over Shane’s shoulder was causing. It was a bit like being under the gaze of a tiger or something worse. Knowing it was watching, waiting, just for the excuse, for one tiny misstep, then he would pounce.  
Shane’s voice was small when he looked at David and asked:
“For how long?”
“Mmm, for a while, I guess.”
Yuna was trying to keep it light; she didn’t want Shane feeling cornered.
“We both know you pretty well, Shane. Although, I mean. We did not suspect that you were friendly enough with Rozanov for him to be here in this situation.”
Oh, bless him. David was trying so hard to tiptoe around the questions that Yuna was chomping at the bit to ask. The only reason she was holding back was –honestly– Rozanov right now. He scared her more than she would like to admit. Yuna knew that Shane knew she was dying, like absolutely dying inside, not being able to ask. She hated not knowing, not being able to see the information written out on paper and make it make sense in her head. But this wasn’t about her, and the very last thing she wanted to do was cause Shane to spiral back down again.
“Do you think you are up to explaining anything right now, Shane?”
She kept her voice soft, pouring every bit of love for him she had into it. Still, it felt like Shane might take the question the wrong way, so she did what they had always done when things got too much for either of them. She switched back to Japanese.
“I’m not asking for all the details. I just need to know: how long has this been going on?”
Shane’s drawn, tired eyes softened. He leaned forward, not going far enough to pull out of the protective, if rather possessive, hold Rozanov had on him, but it was enough to take her hand and give it a reassuring squeeze.
“A long time. Years at this point. It’s serious, and he intends to be part of the future, no matter what the fallout from the NHL might be. Is that enough for now?”
A soft gasp escaped. She knew that look, that exact tone. Yuna had basically said the same thing to her own mother years and years ago when she had announced the only man she would be marrying was David Hollander. The very white, Canadian hockey player she had fallen in love with at university.  
Now she understood.
Shane was in love with Ilya Rozanov.
 
Oh hell.
Her son…
He was in love. 
…With Ilya Rozanov.
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  The tension in the air was thick enough to be cut with a knife. Shane was pressed so tightly into his side that there wasn’t an inch of space between them. 
The tea had helped a bit, at least, but Shane was still so close to dropping again, and Ilya was struggling to keep a lid on his temper. Somehow, he had managed to pull Shane back just as Pike had arrived with the older Hollanders, but it had been close. Really, Shane needed to drop properly and be brought back up safely, before having to sit through this…
But there was nothing to be done about it right now. He would stay close, though. Physical touch helped.
Still, that didn’t make it easier to rein himself in. He was very aware of the importance of not fucking this up if he ever wanted Shane’s parents to accept him as their son’s partner in the future, which, for the record, he very much did want, but right now he could feel the way his face was barely a step away from a nasty snarl. 
Yuna Hollander was a pretty woman. Ilya could see a lot of Shane in her; there were also a lot of the same mannerisms. So, this was where his Shane had inherited it from. Although Shane’s eyes were darker, richer, more chocolate coloured than his mother’s lighter shade.
He watched her. He could read her. All of her emotions were in those eyes, just like Shane. Ilya had had a lot of practice reading Shane over the years. He hid everything so well with his perfect, polite Canadian media smile, but Ilya knew every tiny twitch, every detail. It was all in the eyes. 
His eyes switched from Yuna to the unwelcome sight of Pike. Ilya was still pissed at the man. Logically, he knew that Pike hadn’t meant the comment as it had sounded, but he had almost taken a swing at him for it. For the look of pain that had flashed across Shane’s face. For the flinch that Shane hadn’t managed to hide. With a glare, he dismissed Pike as unimportant right now, although he would need dealing with later. Ilya really did not like the knee-jerk reaction that Pike had caused with his thoughtless comments. 
So, he watched. Kept close to Shane and observed.
 
A delightful little thrill went through him when Shane slipped into Japanese. A fact he was already aware of, as his kitten was known to switch languages when pushed past a certain point of begging. How he hadn’t slipped up and revealed he could speak Russian before now, Ilya wasn’t sure, but he couldn’t wait to find out what it took to make Shane start. It would be glorious. He knew Shane was worried that he was mad about the Russian, but he really wasn’t. All this revelation did was confirm that he had absolutely made the right choice in hightailing it from Russia back to Shane.
As far as Ilya knew, and Shane had mentioned his parents occasionally, the older Hollanders were nice people, but the fact that Shane hadn’t already told them he was gay meant that there was something deep down telling his boyfriend that it wasn’t completely safe. Ilya could see that Shane’s mother was hurting. He could see the mirrored hurt on Shane’s heartbreakingly pretty face, but it was David Hollander he had locked on to. Fathers were a difficult concept for Ilya.
The man wasn’t big. Ilya could see that although he was reasonably fit for his age, he wouldn’t pose a threat to Ilya himself, but to Shane, he wasn’t so sure. After all, as Shane kept telling him, not all abuse was physical, even if that was what Ilya was most familiar with. It had taken time and a lot of quiet conversations in the safe, dark space of Ilya’s huge bed over their recent shared time, but Ilya finally knew that what his father had done wasn’t the norm. Shane had explained, with tears glistening down perfect skin, that no parent should use physical harm against their children. 
Abuse. That’s what Shane had called it.
Some of the offhand comments that Ilya made had caused Shane to both break out swearing so viciously that Ilya even had been surprised the first time and yet crying at the same time. Then his beautiful boy would turn to him, take his face between his unfairly soft hands and kiss him. Honestly, it was a bit of a mixed message to Ilya’s cock, but he could control himself. He could. Maybe. Sometimes. Fuck it.
 
Ilya knew he hadn’t said much. Usually he was loud, filling up the space in public and on the ice, but here, with Shane, he didn’t need to. Shane understood. Shane always saw what others didn’t. From the very first time they had set eyes on each other, the years between had only made it easier. After all, when you spend so much time pretending not to care, there has to be an outlet. As it turned out, they had ended up watching each other instead. It had been more than just observation; it had been an obsession, really. For both of them.
They had spent all their spare time observing each other and learning all the complex nuances that most people overlooked; this was how they had learned to hide. All of this meant that they had to know every inch of what they were both hiding. However, Ilya couldn’t help his instinctual twitch when David moved to lean forward, and of course Shane clocked him. He always did. Ilya logically knew he didn’t need to put Shane behind him; to shield him with his own body, but it was a reflex. Something built from years of trying to put a much weaker, slighter body in between his small, delicate Mama and the brutish visage of his raging father.
The Russian soothed him quicker than even the gentle touch had.
“Easy Ilya. Everything is fine. I promise my dad won’t hurt me.”
Shane’s voice suited Russian. He had basically no accent, but the pitch was smooth, soft and lilting. It didn’t sound like a second language; never mind it was actually a fourth.
It had the desired effect. Ilya settled. Leaning his formidable frame back into the cushions and gave Shane’s tiny waist a squeeze of thanks. He was still reeling a bit from the revelation that Shane had apparently learnt Russian in a matter of what amounted to a few months, from what he could work out. It wasn’t a bad feeling. In fact, just the opposite, the thought sent a soft, warm glow into his heart. Never mind what actually hearing it did to his blood. All of these thoughts were just encouraging him, which went straight down to his cock. He shifted slightly and forced himself to concentrate on what was being said instead. Shane would banish him to the floor if he managed to turn this situation inappropriate. Ilya was categorically not sleeping anywhere that was not wrapped around his preferably naked boyfriend until he had no choice.
 
Yuna and Shane had switched back to Japanese. Ilya let the musical language flow over him; he much preferred listening to Shane speak Japanese to when he spoke French. Ilya watched David as mother and son talked. The older man was obviously following the conversation but wasn’t speaking, so either he could only understand a bit or was better at understanding than speaking. Japanese wasn’t easy to learn. He would know. Back when Shane had first spoken it, Ilya hadn’t caught the switch. Far too distracted by beautiful freckles, silky hair and a perfect ass.  
In the beginning, Shane had stuck to English. It had been after the third or fourth time they had actually had sex that Ilya had first managed to catch what language Shane had been speaking.  If Ilya had gone home after and hunted through translation apps to find what Shane had whispered in Japanese when he had come just on Ilya’s cock for a second time in the night. Well. Then that was between Ilya and his search history.
His eyes kept flickering between the three people sitting opposite them. Pike looked like he had checked out; he was pale, slightly green, and seemed unable to make his brain work to remember how to speak. Yuna was clearly the driving force who wanted the answers. Ilya knew that they could deal with that. He would let Shane set the pace for how much he was ready to tell his parents, although they hadn’t exactly been very subtle. Fuck it. He wasn’t letting go until Shane told him he was uncomfortable.
Shane switched back to English and sat back; he pressed closer into Ilya’s side as he did.
“What did the lawyer say?”
Yuna tapped something on her phone screen and read out the latest message. Probably an email.
“They have requested a meeting at our earliest convenience to find out if we want to pursue whoever leaked the images and for clarification of our legal standpoint regarding the NHL.”
Shane cocked his head to one side and tipped his neck back ever so slightly, so Ilya looked down at those beautiful eyes he loved.
“Next we need to call Farrah and your agent.”
Ilya could read the rest of that statement, the part that Shane really didn’t want to think about, but they really had to. His agent had been very good to him over the years. The man wasn’t Russian, but his wife was before she passed away, so the older man was fluent. Xander had taken one look at 16-year-old Rozanov and decided he wanted him. Fuck the rumours. Fuck the mutters about the kid being unstable. 
It hadn’t been a popular decision. In fact, it had been one Ilya had paid for with his father, but it had been an extremely good one for his future, as it turned out. Xander was a beast over contracts. Ilya had always had the best money, the tightest security and everyone wanting more. The bonus was a cocky, arrogant teenage Ilya had tried to scare the man off by announcing during an important, very private meeting that he was Bisexual, all because he had freaked out a little at the idea the older man cared about him. When he had brought Ilya to stay with him when he realised no family were going to be turning up for Ilya at the first Russia vs Canada game, only to get a raised eyebrow and the comment that Ilya had to try harder than that next time and to fucking stop smoking or he would switch his bacon for tofu every morning.
 
According to Shane, his agent Farrah was lovely. About 12 years older and very level-headed, she was apparently completely unflappable. Ilya ran the backs of his fingers across the soft arch of Shane’s cheekbone; he followed the movement with a tender kiss and murmured agreement. When he lifted his head back up and met Yuna’s wide-eyed look, he fought not to roll his eyes. Was it not clear that they were together? Surely, she at least was good at ‘reading the room’? Shane had taught him that one recently; he was quite proud of it. Pike looked even more green, but David looked blank. Ilya didn’t like that look, but before anything could erupt from the rising tension in the room, Shane turned to Pike.
“Thanks for coming to check on me, Hayden, but I think this is just going to be boring legal stuff for now. Why don’t you head back? Haven’t you got to take the girls to swimming this afternoon?”
Pike seemed to forcibly give himself a little shake.
“Yeah, I have. Fuck. You sure, buddy? I can stay.”
Shane gave the man a gentle look.
“I will ring you both later, okay. If the team start asking you questions, then you can just say you didn’t know. I will let you know once we have something more official after.”
Ilya allowed Shane to stand up and hug Pike, even though Shane leaving his arms felt all kinds of wrong. Glancing up at the clock on the wall told him he needed to get some proper food into Shane, as well as himself. He watched as Shane made his way back into the kitchen with the now empty teapot and mugs; food it was, then they could tackle starting to ring round all the fucking stupid calls they would have to make. Ilya stood and stretched; his muscles having stiffened from sleeping on the sofa. No matter how big a sofa it was, they weren’t designed for two huge hockey players.
 
As he moved into the kitchen, he could feel Shane’s parents watching them. Well, him more than Shane, but there were definitely some mixed emotions there, waiting to be unpacked.
There was at least a reasonable amount of food in the fridge, so Ilya was able to quickly piece together something Shane would eat. Pushing him about his diet right now would only result in him refusing to eat at all. It didn’t matter that Ilya was well aware that the Montreal dietitian was a load of bollocks. What they had Shane eating was ridiculous, and he knew for a fact that while the other players had strict meal plans, they looked nothing like the restrictive, almost damaging plan Shane was on. But that was a battle for another day. For now, chicken, rice and some lightly seared vegetables would do. Shane would eat it if Ilya made the sauce from scratch, and he would allow the chicken to be lightly spiced and baked, but only because Ilya was eating it too.
When Ilya had discovered that Shane would bend rules for him but not himself, he had begun to shamelessly use that to his advantage. There was also the bonus that if Ilya cooked the food, then Shane was far less likely to refuse. They moved around each other. Shane washed up, while Ilya cooked. The routine, the familiar motions, were easing some of the tension out of Shane’s shoulders, so Ilya pushed a little bit more. He grabbed Shane’s phone, ignored all the notifications that were still silenced and connected it to the Bluetooth speaker that Ilya himself had snuck in, back when he had first been allowed into Shane’s actual home.
A soft Russian voice floated out of the speakers. Ilya hummed along as he kept his eyes down, seemingly concentrating on mixing the spices for the glaze he was making for the chicken, as the rice cooker simmered away in the background. Another thing he had secretly discovered about Shane was again by accident. Shane would sing to help calm himself down. Never outside. Never where anyone could hear. Except apparently Ilya. Sure enough, when Shane moved to start helping him prepare the vegetables, Ilya could hear him. It was quiet. Under his breath. Like he was afraid of being heard, but he was singing along. In fucking Russian. Ilya played these few songs often when he was cooking. Shane had heard them a lot, and yeah, he had apparently got good enough to sing along.
Suddenly the soft, very domestic air around them was broken. Shane had turned his back to his parents to get some broccoli out of the fridge, and for the first time the back of the hoodie he was wearing was visible. The very black and gold coloured text that clearly read ROZANOV 81.
Fuck. Ilya had forgotten he had dressed Shane in his clothes earlier. Even if it soothed the very possessive beast that was prowling in his chest to see his name and number on Shane. There was also the fact that the hoodie was about two sizes too big on Shane; it made him look small, soft, and so very pretty… In Ilya’s opinion anyway. Apparently, his opinion was not shared by Yuna Hollander, who, upon seeing her son in a Boston Bears hoodie, or maybe it was because it was his hoodie specifically, had let out a noise akin to someone having stood on a cat’s tail. 
“Shane. What are you wearing?”
It took Shane a second to clock on to what had happened; Ilya watched it land. He had clearly relaxed to the point where he had almost forgotten his parents were sitting at the island across from where they were in the kitchen. Now the stress and tension were back. 
Yuna was on her feet, and Shane moved. Not towards his mother. 
No. Shane had dropped back so he stood slightly behind Ilya, automatically, instinctively, but Ilya was between himself and his parents.
Everyone froze.
Ilya put the knife down, making sure to stay forcibly relaxed as he looked slightly down and behind to Shane. He was about to speak when movement out of the corner of his eye snapped all of his attention.
David had stood too. The motion was quick. Too quick. The sound the bar stool made against the wooden floor was loud. Shane grasped the back of Ilya’s T-shirt at the sound. His fingers had gone white with the sheer strength of his grip.
Then Ilya moved.
In a heartbeat, he had Shane fully behind him. He stood to his full height, shoulders back and arms held carefully at his sides. Ilya was maximising his size and bulk while still staying balanced and ready. Shane had asked him once, when they were just starting to talk as well as hooking up, about how his fights were so different. About why he was so effective at using his size and power, even when his opponents were technically bigger or heavier.
Ilya had explained. Some English words failed him, but Shane was endlessly patient with him. Filled in the blanks without needing to be asked, gently correcting when Ilya got something wrong but never making him feel stupid or incoherent like so many people did. His father had forced him to be trained as early as he could remember. He had to be stronger; he had to be better than anyone else. Once he grew big enough, his father had put him through the GRU Spetsnaz program. Hand-to-hand combat was one of the hardest things he had done. 
He had been 14 years old, still grieving the loss of his mama and a fucking child. None of that had mattered to Grigori Rozanov. Telling all this to Shane, who had curled up on top of his body like a beautiful Canadian hockey player-shaped blanket and cried, had helped, but it didn’t erase years of conditioning.
The look on his face was probably horrific. He was biting down on the snarl he could feel threatening to escape, but he couldn’t stop it. Only when David raised both his hands and stepped back was Ilya able to drop his stance back to something resembling a normal human. He didn’t step aside, though. He eyed them both, daring them to come closer, but a soft touch to his back had him reaching instantly for Shane. He wasn’t able to bring himself to take his eyes off the older couple, but he found Shane’s plush hip without needing to look.  
“Are you alright?”
Shane’s hands stroked up his back; his right hand slipped up under his Bear’s T-shirt and onto warm skin. The press of skin on skin contact soothed Ilya, making it easier to haul his scrambled instincts back into the tightly locked box he normally kept them in.
“We’re okay, Ilya. We are safe here.”
When Shane moved out from behind him, Ilya had to pull his hand back from yanking his boyfriend back behind him, but he managed it. Just. By the skin of his teeth. Then Shane began talking as he went back to finishing the food.
“Dad, can you just sit down, please. Mom, are you guys hungry or would you rather order something later?”
Yuna still looked a bit wide-eyed, but she was quick to follow Shane’s lead, obviously trusting him and understanding what Shane needed from them both. Ilya pulled plates down and looked back at Shane as he put two on the counter but paused with two more in the other hand. David gave them both a hesitant smile.
“I think we are hungry enough to deal with your diet-approved food right now. Or at least I am. Aeroplane food is still as bad as it ever was. I don’t know how you guys spent so much time flying.”
That made Shane flash his dad a small smile. Ilya could see Shane was pleased that his dad was trying, even if he was as awkward as Shane himself had been all those years ago. It didn’t take long to have four plates of food ready. Ilya set a glass with the ginger ale he had just poured in front of Shane as he put his own glass of Coke to Shane’s right side. The spices from the glaze gave a warm, pleasant smell to the room as they ate. David took a bite and then looked surprised.
“This isn’t the usual stuff you eat, Shane. It’s much nicer.”
Ilya actually managed to grin at Shane, pleased at the praise even if he was slightly worried about calling attention to having diverted from Shane’s strict meal plan, even if it was only a bit. But Shane didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he gave Ilya’s thigh a squeeze under the table and kept their legs pressed together.
“Ilya is much better than me at making the plain food less bland without adding calories to it.”
 
Yuna hummed under her breath, but Ilya caught the comment since she was sitting directly opposite him.
“I still don’t agree with half of the plan that bloody awful woman came up with.”
This made Ilya sit up a bit straighter and direct a question at Shane’s mother.
“You don’t agree with the diet either?”
All three of them looked at Ilya, but he kept his eyes locked onto Yuna. She looked at him, like really looking at him for the first time since they had arrived.
“I don’t think that woman has the right approach, and I’m damn sure it’s not as healthy as they try and make it sound. Other players don’t have to stick to such ridiculous rules.”
Ilya draped one long arm around Shane’s back as he considered his words for a second before he replied.
“Nyet. My team does not.”
Shane glared at both of them, but Ilya could see that there was a tightness in the corner of that lovely, full bottom lip which meant he wasn’t going to get into anything right now. However, Ilya was glad that it sounded like he would have some support when he started pushing back against this fucking nightmare diet thing, but that wouldn’t be until they had sorted everything else out first. One clusterfuck at a time.
He busied himself cleaning up once everyone had eaten. Shane had brought his tablet and his laptop over to the table, and both he and Yuna were making lists. David was looking at the fallout comments and adding bits when he found them for both. Once he had finished, he brought fresh coffee over and sat back down next to Shane, their sides pressed close together.
Familiar, stunning velvet brown eyes turned to look at him.
“Think we have this locked down now. Are you ready for this?”
Only Ilya understood. Shane was checking, one last time, if he wanted an out. Ilya did not want one. Shane took his hand and turned back to his parents.
“Okay, so now for this next bit. I am going to talk from the beginning, and please just let me. Mom, you can hit us with the questions afterwards, alright?”
Ilya watched Shane have a silent argument with his mother until she gave a loud sigh but agreed. As Shane started talking, he kept Ilya’s hand in his, but laid them on the table in full view, in a silent but pointed statement.
“I didn’t want you to find out like this, but I can’t go back and change it now; it is done. So, I’m gay. That’s why Rose and I split up. But before Rose, there was someone else. Actually, there has been someone else the whole time, but no, I didn’t cheat. It’s complicated. We weren’t really together, but we weren’t really apart either. I’m not explaining this very well, am I?”
Ilya wrapped his hand around the back of Shane’s neck; the sheer size of his hand spanned over half the width, and he stroked lightly at the underside of the wonderfully soft skin. He could feel it every time Shane took a breath, feel the pulse of each heartbeat under his fingers. He leaned down and murmured softly into Shane’s ear.
“You can tell her. We are lovers, Nyet?”
That caused Shane to pull a delightfully icked face that made Ilya laugh.
“Eww. Gross. No, Ilya.”
Yuna leaned forward and clearly went to start asking questions, but Shane headed her off by taking up the narrative again.
“We were meant to be casual, but that didn’t last long for either of us. It turned out we weren’t very good at not feeling. Rose was a spot when I panicked and ran. I’m not proud of it, but it was the push we needed. So now we are together, like actually officially together, and we need to look at how to get Ilya safely away from Russia.”
At this, Ilya pulled out his phone and showed it to Shane.
“Xander already knew I was Bisexual when he first signed me. I am not planning on leaving Boston. American citizenship is a fucking pain in the ass. Xander said Canadian would be easier.”
He let Shane read through the ream of texts.
“We could put your permanent address as mine in Ottawa. Lots of players have their work permits but are registered elsewhere. I would say we use my cottage as I don’t trust Montreal.”
Shane’s mother let out a confused noise, which caused both himself and Shane to turn and look at her.
“You don’t trust Montreal?”
He heard Shane sigh.
“Not now, Mum. That’s the next list.”
He chuckled, causing Shane to lightly elbow him in the side. Ilya wiggled his eyebrows down at the suddenly delightfully angry-kitten look that appeared.
“Behave, Ilya. This is important. So Xander thinks this might be the safest and quickest solution. Let’s ring Farrah and see if she agrees and then go from there.”
 
The only problem with the way he and Shane communicated was that it was difficult for others to follow. They left out a lot of things. They used silent looks, body language and a lot of physical cues to fill in over half the conversation. 
It was clear by the look on both David and Yuna’s faces that they were lost, and Yuna was reaching the end of her patience. Shane stood and moved around to the other side of Ilya; he leaned his hip against Ilya’s side and settled into him when Ilya wrapped an arm around his waist to keep him steady. His fingers played absently with the pocket of the hoodie, warm from contact with Shane’s skin.
“Farrah, hey. I know. I’m sorry, but have you seen the email I forwarded to you? Okay, yeah, they are here. I can put you on speaker, hang on.”
Shane passed his phone to Ilya, who reached out and put it in the middle of the table, tapping the speakerphone icon as he did. Farrah’s voice became audible to all of them as she continued.
“So, I have spoken to Xander directly, and yes, I agree with his assessment. I would have been happy to take you both, but I don’t think he is going to let you go anytime soon. It is also better if your agents are separated; less ammunition for the NHL going forward. If you decide to go ahead with this, then you need to be prepared; it will go public. There is no law against it, but your teams might not react well. The public has been pretty mixed in the fallout, Shane, but we could spin it into something quite romantic that wins over a lot of hearts, I think.”
Ilya growled and swore quietly in Russian. Shane ran a hand through his hair, blunt nails scratching pleasantly against his scalp.
“Unfortunately, Montreal is already a shit show. From the quick scan I did on  the team chat, I will be lucky not to be benched for the rest of my contract.”
Farrah let out a string of rather unprofessional words. Ilya grinned; he liked her. But it did give him an idea. A wonderful, crazy but perfect idea. He wrapped the other arm around Shane’s back and pulled him in to stand between his thighs.
“Do you have a no-trade waiver?”
Shane paused in his slow, rhythmic scratching against his scalp. Those chocolate eyes met his own. Ilya could see the moment understanding lit them up, and Shane drew in his bottom lip to chew on it in thought.
“Yes, but I could redact it. Farrah, isn’t there a clause about me being able to if I feel unsafe or threatened?”
There was a slight pause.
“I did push for that, yes, what with you being half Japanese. I figured we were better safe than sorry. The NHL isn’t known for its tolerance. So yes, you could let them offer you for trade.”
Ilya had to hold in his excited wiggle. He typed a quick message to Svetlana. She would look into it, but he was pretty sure if he got hold of LeClaire, the man would give his arm and leg to sign Shane Hollander.
Even a Shane Hollander married to Ilya Rozanov.
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  If someone had told him even a week ago that he would be sitting in his son’s fancy apartment kitchen, complimenting Ilya Rozanov’s cooking, he would have thought they were drunk or insane.
The idea of Shane being gay wasn’t new. Both he and Yuna had expressed concerns, just between them before, but his son being in a committed relationship with the massive Russian, his supposed biggest rival from the very first year they entered the NHL, well, that was harder to get his head around.
Or at least David thought it should have been. That was until they arrived at Shane’s and found that Rozanov was already there. It took David approximately 15 minutes of watching Shane interact with Rozanov before he was fully sold on the relationship. No matter the timeline, which he just knew Yuna was absolutely dying to find out, this was a serious, once-in-a-lifetime kind of connection.
Shane was different. They had known it since he was very little. Not that it made one bit of difference to David, who was extremely proud of his son and made sure he knew it too. But he wasn’t as hockey-obsessed as both his wife and son were.  Even if he had played when Yuna hadn’t been able to. He still joined in with everything he could. His work schedule was much stricter than Yuna’s, but they had made it work when Shane had been younger. He didn’t need them so much anymore. As much as the leap into professional hockey had been Shane’s dream, it had become the lynchpin of their family over the years. David was well aware most players didn’t have the backup Shane had. 
Which was probably where a lot of the issues he was seeing play out in front of them came from. It wasn’t a secret that Rozanov’s father had recently died, or that the young Russian never had anyone in his family seats, but there wasn’t much else known to the public. David suspected that Shane knew a lot more. In fact, it became clear as they navigated a few tense minutes that yes, Shane knew exactly what was going on in the Russian’s head.
Now he and Yuna had been married a long time. They had met young, clicked, and never really thought about any other option than ending up together. Yuna’s family had caused a few issues, although it was her grandmother more so than her parents, but Yuna had put her foot down. Honestly, he had fallen head over heels the moment he’d set eyes on her. She had been directing a group of older students on how to set up a shop stand they were attempting to put up. Badly. Until this stunning, rather short but fiery Japanese woman started ordering them around like it was some sort of military operation. 
David had gotten roped in when his friend had needed another pair of hands and found himself rather willingly being bossed around. They had ended up going out for a meal afterwards, and some poor soul had pulled out a deck of cards. It had been roughly 3 am the next morning by the time Yuna had taken each and every one of them for everything they had. As she had walked away, she had looked David dead in the eye and told him to pick her up at 8 pm. They were going out for a real date. He had never won an argument against her since, nor wanted to.
After Shane was born, they had struggled to conceive. They had both briefly discussed adoption for a second child until deciding to focus on raising Shane. It was lucky, really, that they had. Hockey was expensive, and although they had enough to support Shane, it wouldn’t have been fair to try and share that. However, it had always been a thought in the back of his head that he and Yuna had imagined they would get a few grandchildren from Shane. In hockey culture, a lot of the more serious guys married young, as Hayden had, but Shane had remained fully locked into hockey and showed little to no interest.
Except apparently his son had been interested. 
Just not in women. 
David tried to piece together the titbits of information that both Shane and Rozanov were letting slip, but it was more their actions than the words that were so damn telling. Having been married for years, David knew he and Yuna had a strong bond. They were on the same wavelength, able to work seamlessly around each other and be there whenever the other might need support. But honestly, if he didn’t know better, he would say his son had them beat. 
Watching the two of them was eye-opening. And worrying. They were never going to be able to keep this a secret if they ever interacted for any length of time in public. It was written all over them. 
Rozanov orbited Shane. 
Like Shane was the sun, the source of all the happiness in the Russians’ world. And Shane. Oh, his wonderful, practical but talented Shane, looked at Rozanov like he had invented the very ice they skated on. 
Like the man who invented hockey even. 
Like he was looking at his whole world. 
How had they kept this a secret?
Then came the horrible realisation. Not that his son was gay or even really Rozanov being in the picture. No, the horrible bit was the way that it had all happened. David was sick at the thought of someone setting out to hurt his son. Someone had deliberately gone looking for the information that would cause the most damage. He supposed it was also the information that would have gotten the biggest payout. The NHL was going to be an utter shit show. There were no openly gay players for a reason, and from what Shane had been saying, it looked like Montreal was also going to be a problem. Then there was whatever Shane and Rozanov were trying to work out right now.
He had known Yuna wouldn’t keep it all in. He could see the impending explosion creeping closer and closer. He could have done without her triggering what the hell kind of reaction she had, though, especially as it was over Shane wearing what could only be Rozanov’s clothes. He hadn’t realised she hadn’t clocked that earlier, or he would have tried to head this one off at the pass, but they were all tired and stressed, so he missed it.
What no one could miss was Rozanov’s reaction.
God, what had that boy been through.
It was the way he moved. David could tell. It was himself that had caused the trigger; he wasn’t sure how, but it must have been the movement. 
Rozanov had planted himself. 
Like a fucking solid wall. 
In front of Shane. 
Protecting Shane. 
From them. His parents. 
Who had hardly ever even raised a voice to Shane ever since he had been born. The Russian was clearly running on instinct, on automatic. And God, was that another horrible thought. 
What on earth had Ilya Rozanov witnessed to think he had to use his own body as a shield because Yuna was a bit over the top about hockey and Shane wearing a Bears hoodie?
At least it had enabled David to start getting a read on his son’s chosen partner. On what was acceptable. Slow movements. Telegraphing motions. No raised voice from him. It seemed Yuna didn’t get the same reactions. From what David could observe, Rozanov was concerned about her too. Like he was trying to calculate how to get Yuna behind his massive form too. Which told David a lot more than he suspected Rozanov was aware of, but Shane would know. Shane would be banking on this, relying on David silently putting these tiny fragments together like pieces of one of his beloved puzzles.
David made sure to pull Yuna back a bit. He didn’t need words; he just needed her to come back down to his level. Offering her his hand, letting her play with his fingers as they sat back down was the quickest way. It helped to ground her and bring her mind back into focus. In the same way, he watched Shane get up and move. Not away. Just so that Rozanov’s attention followed him and moved away from them for a moment, but there was also the touching. Shane was only tactile with them and the Pike family, but that had taken a while. No one else. In fact, Shane would actively avoid touching others wherever it was possible. As long as it wasn’t impolite. Shane hated being impolite. It seemed like they had to be touching at all times; some part of one of them was pressed against the other. Like they were a pair of extremely strong magnets that couldn’t be pulled too far apart, or they would crash back together with force.
 
Listening to the call with Shane’s agent was pretty enlightening. At least for him. It appeared that Shane had already gotten some plans in place, just in case something like this had happened. He was so like Yuna. Always steps ahead. David was so proud of him.
However, he wasn’t sure Yuna had cottoned on to what exactly Shane was implying here. She was too focused on the fact that Shane no longer trusted Montreal. Which he suspected Shane was correct about. But judging by the quick flash of ecstatic joy, so fast he almost blinked and missed it, that pretty much transformed Rozanov’s face, he understood what Shane was getting at.
It was also news to them that Shane had asked for a way to remove his no-trade clause. David glanced over at Yuna; she hadn’t known either. This wasn’t something many players did; it was risky. Some teams would consider it disrespectful. Only those who were pretty much guaranteed a spot in the top 10 of a draft would consider it.
This was a way to keep Shane in control, or at least as much as he could when it came to being offered for a trade. By removing the non-waiver, it would cause a stir, but it was probably the only way Shane could get out if it was bad, and if even the online shit from Montreal was bad, David suspected that the team itself was going to be even worse. As Shane talked to Farrah, he watched Rozanov. The blond was typing away rapidly on his own phone, still absentmindedly supporting Shane’s weight with just one leg. Yuna was composing a reply to their lawyer on Shane’s laptop, but David could see by her expression that she was listening to the conversation as well.
Once Shane hung up the phone with Farrah, he half-turned so he was back to facing their direction, obviously having deemed the tension to have gone back down to an acceptable level now.
“Mom.”
Yuna stopped typing and looked up, glasses perched on her nose.
“Yes, Shane.”
“About Montreal. You need to understand. I doubt they will want me anymore. I know how important me playing for them is, but it might be out of my hands.”
David watched as Yuna scoffed in muted outrage. Not at Shane. Never at Shane. Just at the mere thought that Montreal could be so monumentally stupid. But David had already followed where Shane was going with this, even if Yuna hadn’t. Not yet.
“If they try to drop you over this, I will sue them within an inch of their tiny lives.”
God, David loved her.
But Shane just looked sad. Rozanov put his phone down and pulled Shane fully into his lap, and Shane went. He could hear Rozanov murmuring in Russian. The man’s voice was so deep, his accent heavy but soft. David watched as Shane melted. Just accepted the fact that Rozanov had decided that his lap was where Shane should be. It was a bit unnerving but not in a bad way. Just that David wasn’t used to Shane allowing someone to have this sort of power, and it was clear that it was Shane who was allowing this. David suspected that one look, one word from Shane and Rozanov would stop.
“That’s not going to work, Mom. There are loopholes in NHL contracts; Marcel will be able to paint this as me breaking my terms and agreements. Or if the rest of the team refuses to work with me, they could even say I make them uncomfortable in the locker room. There are a lot of ways they can legally make this my fault. If that happens, then getting traded is my best option.”
David’s heart broke. God, Shane had thought about this a lot. It must have been something he had been aware of his whole career. He couldn’t imagine the amount of strain that had been putting on Shane all this time. Rozanov shifted. One huge arm braced around Shane’s waist to shift him so he could make eye contact directly with Yuna.
Then he spoke.
“Montreal are fucking assholes. Put way too much on Shane. More than others get. Coach is lazy. Racist and Arrogant.”
Yuna paused, took her glasses off and rubbed her eyes.
“Shane, why didn’t you tell me any of this?”
He could see the guilt written across Shane’s face. He reached down and began to draw aimless little patterns on Rozanov’s leg, not meeting her eyes. Rozanov lifted a hand and gently, ever so gently lifted Shane’s chin back up so he was no longer hiding his face.
“I didn’t want to worry you. There was nothing you could do.”
Rozanov growled. Low and angry-sounding.
“This comes from up above. It… how do you say?”
Shane didn’t even pause.
“Trickles down from the top.”
The blond nodded and continued.
“Da. That. Attitude trickles down from the top. From management. Without backup, nothing Shane can do.”
 
They really did know each other. Shane had known. Rozanov hadn’t explained and hadn’t needed to do anything more than pause for Shane to fill in the missing words for him. Not that David wasn’t impressed with the young Russian’s English because he was. He had picked up on it early on, in fact. Shane had commented once, after they had done that interview right back at the start of the NHL, pushing them at each other all the time, just after they had been first drafted, that he had been annoyed with some of the reporters who didn’t seem to have regard for the fact that Rozanov was trying to follow along and answer in his second language.
Shane leaned forward, still seemingly happy to remain where he was as he tried to get through to Yuna.
“Honestly, Mom, there was nothing to be done. I tried, I really did, but even JJ is casually homophobic on a good day, and he doesn’t really mean it. But the rest do, and Theriault is even worse.”
David reached over and pulled Yuna into his side. Tears were sliding down her cheeks; she brushed them away angrily, but they didn’t stop. Shane looked close to tears himself, hands clutched at the strong forearm holding him tight to Rozanov’s chest. Clearly not trying to get away but needing something to ground himself with. He stroked Yuna’s hair, talking quietly into the silky strands.
“Yuna love. He’s telling us now; we can help now. Don’t get upset; you will set Shane off again and then possibly his apparent great big Russian guard dog.”
That made her stifle a small giggle. He brushed away the remaining tears with his fingers. Only to look up when he heard movement. Shane had come over. He wrapped his arms around Yuna, who pressed her own kiss to his hair.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“Oh, baby. You have nothing to be sorry for. You hear me. I love you.”
At this, David nodded in agreement but let the two of them hold on till they were ready to let go. Once Shane let go of Yuna, he pulled him into a hug as well.
“We are so proud of you, Shane. We love you. This changes nothing.”
Shane sniffled but gave them a genuine smile, even if it was watery and small.
“Thanks, Dad. I love you both too.”
 
Yuna clapped her hands together, produced a tissue from nowhere to wipe her eyes and put her glasses back on.
“Alright, enough. Enough. Let’s get this sorted out.”
And she’s back.
“So, Farrah has suggested you could open yourself up for a trade if this goes sideways with the Voyageurs. Is that what you want, Shane?”
David looked at Shane. He hadn’t gone back to sit on Rozanov’s lap, but he was pressed close, even in the chair next to each other; he watched as Shane moved his leg to hook under and around Rozanov’s, almost as if Shane was making sure the younger man couldn’t get away. Not that he seemed to want to.
“It’s not that I want to leave the Voyageurs. I don’t. They drafted me; I thought I would get to retire my jersey here, but I strongly suspect that’s not going to happen now. I would rather take a trade than be benched.”
Rozanov made a noise. Shane turned to look at him.
“Da. That too, as much as I don’t want to think about it.”
David raised a shocked eyebrow.
“Translation, please?”
Rozanov cocked his head to one side and looked confused.
“Was English, yes?”
That made Shane laugh. Soft and oh so affectionate in a way David had never heard from Shane before.
“It’s a figure of speech, Ilya. Means Dad didn’t understand because you asked me a question without actually saying anything.”
He turned back to face them again.
“Ilya was pointing out that there is a very real chance they could get physical in the locker room. Mainly meaning Drapeau and Comeau, but there is risk with all of them.”
Then Shane paused, a crease forming between his brows.
“Well, obviously not Hayden, and I would like to hope JJ neither, but will have to wait and see. The rookies are keeping silent, and I wouldn’t want them to stick their necks out, not when they don’t have the safety net I do. But yes. It’s a very real possibility; they can be aggressive.”
 
David could see that Rozanov was not happy with Shane’s blunt assessment of his own team. Honestly, it made David himself angry thinking about what Shane could be facing next time he walked into his own damn locker room.
He looked at Yuna; he would push Shane to go for the trade. There was no way he wanted his son staying on this team when he was sitting here weighing the options of which one of them was going to injure him first, but Yuna, he knew, would have a harder time with this.
“I think we would much rather you went for a trade than took the risk. Even if it means being further away from us in the long run.”
“Thanks, Dad. I mean, I will give Farrah preferred options that aren’t miles away, but I need to sit and work out who has got both the need for a centre and the cap space for me. There is also the issue of whether any teams even want to take me with everything that has happened. It’s hockey after all. There are no out players for a fucking good reason.”
Rozanov shifted, picked up his phone and showed it to Shane. His bulk loomed over Shane as they both leaned closer to read the messages. Shane’s face went through a few emotions before settling on thoughtfulness as he read.
“He replied quickly.”
The blond nodded.
“Would take you. Probably bite off own arm and leg.”
Both of them laughed. The sound made both him and Yuna smile. Despite the mess, the pain and the possible career damage this had done. It had one good thing, and that was to bring this out in the open. Even if it wasn’t as open as it deserved to be, not yet anyway. Shane was clearly loved and was very much not alone. David honestly couldn’t ask for more.






      

  












      Chapter 9: Shane
  








  This next part worried him. His parents had done so well with this complete shit show some fucking bastard had caused. Shane had never dreamed that they would have taken his coming out this well, never mind his relationship with Ilya.
Oh fuck. Ilya.
Better than his wildest fantasy. Well, maybe not completely, but as much as it could be and remain PG-rated with his parents in the same room. He still didn’t know how the fuck he had gotten this lucky. Well, actually he did. He had been a naïve, so very young 17-year-old who had braved his almost crippling social anxiety, because the vision of perfection in front of him was absolutely irresistible. Even if his scrambled, in-denial teenage brain had been screaming at him that it was all just curiosity about finally having found someone else on the same hockey level as himself.
He knew better now.
That night in the gym, after the draft had sealed it. Had tipped him over from happily swimming in the Nile river, only to come crashing down on the shore of fucking hell; you want that man to bend you over the nearest surface. It hadn’t helped that Ilya had looked so much more mature than he himself did back then, or at least that’s the image Shane had in his head of them. 
Ilya hadn’t quite been his full height yet, nor was he packing the kind of muscle he did now years later, but he had still been a damn impressive sight at 18. Unfortunately, Shane had never grown past his height at the draft. His Asian genes won out on that front. Still, he was carrying much more muscle now, having been on the leaner side back then. Although he would always be a slimmer build than Ilya or the likes of Cliff Marlow, both of them were built like fucking tanks.
 
Shane glanced down at the screen of his phone. He was taking a minute to clear all the notifications. 
Most of them were social media ones he was resolutely refusing to look at. He didn’t want to know; it wouldn’t change anything except make him feel worse, and he didn’t want that.
It had taken hours for him to calm down; Ilya being physically in his space, touching, hauling him in close, was definitely a method that worked. 
Once he could see his phone screen again, now that all the notifications had been cleared, he could see a lot of messages in the team group chat. Farrah had told him to confirm nothing. Not until they met with the lawyers in the morning. 
He did, however, take screenshots of some of the more horrific slurs that were being stupidly put in writing. They would come in handy later, if any of them grew a brain and realised that leaving clear evidence of abuse wasn’t such a good idea. 
It was a good thing sometimes that most hockey players were not that smart. He had kind of expected something from his coach but nothing yet. They had tomorrow off anyway, standard practice if they weren’t travelling for the next game, when the overtime in the game before ran that long.
He typed a quick search into Google; he couldn’t remember the exact wording of the law or whether there were any special requirements if he was going to go forward with sponsoring Ilya for citizenship. No, there didn’t seem to be. 
Again, he jotted down another note for the list he had ready for the meeting in the morning. He would make sure no one, not even Russia, could take Ilya away from him. It seemed Ilya’s agent had been correct; Farrah had confirmed it too. Once Shane had spoken to the lawyers in the morning and they were both happy, then the plan could go ahead. A sudden thought occurred to him as he was typing away at his list.
“Mom, we have more than one type of lawyer, yes?”
Yuna looked up, glasses perched on the end of her nose. Her own freckles scrunching up as she gave him a confused look.
“Yes, we have the one we have dealt with before. Andrews, and then there’s a couple others at the same firm who we can switch with for no extra cost if we need a different area of expertise. Why?”
Shane sighed gratefully. One less problem to solve.
“I need to speak to one with knowledge of sponsorship laws when we go tomorrow.”
Ilya squeezed the thigh he had hooked around the blond’s leg earlier. The corner of his mouth ticked up in that familiar, sexy little smile of his.
He looked up from his phone when his dad made a questioning noise, Ilya pausing in texting his coach to look up as well.
“Shall we order some food? It is getting late, and I think Yuna said the appointment at the lawyer’s office was pretty early in the morning.”
Shane nodded and nudged Ilya with his elbow.
“Why don’t you order while I go set up the bed in the guest room? It’s been a while since Mom and Dad have stayed; the bedding needs to be changed. Pick something light, though; I don’t think I can manage anything too heavy right now.”
Ilya leaned over and pressed a kiss to his cheek, right where he knew the blush was making his freckles stand out even more. Which only made him blush harder. Fuck Ilya did it on purpose. Shane lightly swatted at his chest. It was like hitting a brick wall. The Russian didn’t move an inch. Shane huffed. Fucking stupid size difference. It wasn’t fair. The low rumbling chuckle did help though.
“Need to eat more, Lyubimyy. Too small to move me. Why you lose when you get slammed against boards.”
More bright pink burst over the crest of Shane’s cheeks; he could feel the heat creeping up his face and neck. He hissed, narrowing his eyes at his smug boyfriend.
“Ilya. Behave.”
Gleaming blue eyes gave him a slow, leisurely look. Dragging all the way from his face to his feet. Then back up, it was a filthy little trick. 
“I am behaving, Sweetheart. This is very well behaved for me.”
Heat bloomed under his skin, following the exact places where Ilya’s stormy blue eyes landed.
“You are not. Looking at me like that is very much not behaving, and you are not putting your dick inside me when my parents are just down the fucking hall!”
Shane realised his mistake as soon as he finished. Not only had he basically given permission for anything other than Ilya fucking him, but he had also pretty much waved a red flag in front of a bull. He tried to keep his face stern, knowing damn well Ilya could see the heat in his eyes but pretending he couldn’t.
“I mean it, Ilya. No.”
A man that size shouldn’t look so good pouting. It wasn’t fair. Ilya pouting pushed out his full, plush bottom lip and emphasised his chiselled jawline. Shane couldn’t help but run his thumb over the pouty lip and reach up on his toes to whisper.
“I’ll let you in the shower with me if you’re good. Okay, Babe?”
Teeth nipped softly at the pad of his finger. Soft grumbling that was not fooling Shane; he could see the spark in those eyes. One huge hand gave a light squeeze to his hip, pushing him towards the guestroom. He felt the swift grope to his ass as he walked away; he hissed over his shoulder but gave up. Ilya was never going to keep his hands to himself now; it wasn’t like Shane actually wanted the touches to stop anyway.
By the time he had changed the sheets, put the old ones in to wash and made sure the guest bathroom was stocked, he returned to the kitchen island to find his mom and Ilya bent over a takeout menu for one of the Italian places that Ilya liked.
“Have you even ordered yet?”
His mother raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow at him. It was like looking in a bloody mirror.
“Yes, honey. Your dad has gone to collect it now. We were just swapping notes on what you will and won’t cheat on. I have to say I am a bit offended at how you will eat steak when Rozanov makes it for you, but I have to badger you for three hours for you to take one bite when we are out celebrating for you in the first place.”
Shane watched as a surprised but pleased look took over Ilya’s gorgeous face. He shifted slightly and ducked his head with a happy smile.
“Ilya. Please.”
This man. Would he ever stop giving Shane a fucking heart attack?
He could see his Mom was pleased. Her eyes were shimmery, light brown and a bit overbright. The same way he got when he was holding a death grip on not letting his eyes well up.
“Ilya, it is then. You may call us Yuna and David, if you are comfortable with that.”
Ilya gently picked up one of her tiny hands in his massive palm; with impeccable manners, he lifted it to his mouth and kissed the back of her hand.
“So lovely. You are as pretty as your son, Yuna.”
Shane could see the blush on his mother’s cheeks. She blushed exactly like he did, the freckles standing out just the same. From the grin that Ilya shot him over her shoulder, he had noticed too.
Fucking asshole. His boyfriend was an absolute menace. He loved him so much.
 
They had all settled down by the time his dad got back with food. There wasn’t much more that could be done now till the morning. Shane sent a quick text to update Hayden and Jackie, but honestly, he’d had enough phone calls for one day. He spotted his dad trying to herd his mom towards the guest room; she looked as tired as he felt.
“Mom, go to bed. We can’t do anything more tonight.”
Yuna rubbed at her eyes, black smudges from her mascara faintly visible where her fingers had rubbed it into her cheeks from the sheer number of times she had scrubbed her hands across her face. Fuck. He hadn’t seen his mom this stressed for years. He swallowed down the acrid taste of guilt. This wasn’t his fault; maybe if he kept telling himself that, he would believe it. Eventually.
“I know, honey. I know. We will see you in the morning. Try to get some sleep. Don’t look anymore, you know it won’t help.”
He scoffed, but he knew it was true. Ilya had taken his phone as soon as they were done making calls. His boyfriend had also muted all the team’s social media alerts and the Voyageurs chat. Hayden had been given instructions from Ilya, through Shane’s phone, to send anything urgent directly by message; by the look on Ilya’s face when he opened the chat, though, it was pretty bad.
Shane let out a sigh. 
He was tired. 
His muscles were sore. 
It had been a long 24 hours, and there was so much more to come. Familiar, strong arms wrapped around his waist. That sandalwood and alpine spice smell, imprinted on his brain, still lingered on Ilya’s skin. Shane sank back into the hold. Knowing Ilya could more than handle his weight as well.
“You promised me a shower.”
A delightful shiver went down Shane’s spine at the low, rumbling purr right against his ear. He could feel the heated body behind him pressed against every inch; the warmth felt lovely, but it was more than that. More than the desire that licked through his veins like a fire that constantly burned at a low level but could be ignited into a raging inferno with just one look from Ilya. It was safe. The knowledge that Ilya would always catch him. He was safe with Ilya. Always had been, since the very first time.
“I did. Come on then, before I fall asleep.”
Ilya chuckled lowly, devilishly.
“No Lyubimyy. Can’t have that. Have plans for you.”
With that, Shane let out a squeak of surprise as he was lifted, bridal style, into Ilya’s arms. 
Fuck that was hot. 
How the fuck was being manhandled such a turn-on? 
Shane had no idea when this had become a thing for him, but it was damn well getting worse. He was shit at hiding things from Ilya, so of course the asshole had caught him straight away and was now using it to his advantage anytime he could.
It shouldn’t be this easy. Fucking hell. He wasn’t small. Okay, he was shorter than most, but he had twice the muscle mass of half the other players. Yet Ilya just lifted him like it was nothing. Every fucking time.
He was deposited onto their bed. Ilya smirked down at him with that look in his eye. Like the asshole knew exactly what Shane had just been thinking. Heat spread across his cheeks; he could feel it. He blushed so easily. It wasn’t even funny.
“Ah, Lyubimyy, now you are teasing me. Look at these freckles. Stunning.”
Shane reached for his ridiculous boyfriend. He came to him, just like he always did. It would be a cold day in hell when Ilya refused him; Shane was very aware of this. All he had to do was look at the massive Russian, and he would be there.
 
Big hands stroked his flanks, slipping under the very soft hoodie with little difficulty, what with it being too big on him. It was lifted over his head and draped neatly over the dresser. His pants and briefs were quick to follow, Ilya already on his knees in front of Shane on the bed. 
Shane just watched, chocolate eyes dark and heated but letting Ilya do all the work. He enjoyed the view as Ilya stripped out of his own clothes, throwing them into the dirty laundry hamper with ease of practice. 
He carried on watching, feeling the heat grow at the play of muscles under beautiful, mole-dotted skin. Huge shoulders that rolled with the motion of putting the shower on, and that perfect ass.
By the time Ilya was happy with the temperature of the water and came back to collect Shane, he was a panting, squirming mess. His cock was hard and leaking against his abs. He let out a whimper when Ilya lowered back to his knees, nudging his thighs apart to make room for his broad frame to settle between his spread legs.
“So wet for me. Always so easy.”
Shane moaned. His head dropped back to expose his neck, knowing that would get Ilya’s attention. More than once he had been forced to apply waterproof concealer to tone down the extent of some of the bite marks Ilya left on his neck.
Ilya kissed him.
His big hand wrapped around Shane’s neck, fingers reaching easily to the hinge of his jaw on each side. 
Shane happily followed the pressure of those fingers; the slight hint of the power, the strength of the hand around his throat, was enough to make him moan. Loudly. Ilya pulled back with a low growling chuckle.
“No. No, Lyubimyy,. Too loud. You don’t want parents to hear.”
Shane half hissed, half whimpered as Ilya sank lower. Broad palms teasing his already erect nipples, kneading into the flesh of his chest. 
Shane nearly bit through his own lip with the force of keeping in the moan that would definitely be loud enough for his parents to hear.
Ilya worried at some of the bite marks he had left the night before; the flash of pleasure bordering on pain caused Shane to arch up into Ilya’s mouth. 
More pre-come dripping from his slit as Ilya got closer to where he wanted him. Needed him.
“Ilya, please. I need you…Please”
This time it was Ilya who moaned. At least it was muffled into Shane’s thigh, where his mouth was sucking deep purple hickeys across the very sensitive skin. 
The Russian had worked his way up. Ilya took his cock down his throat, taking him right to the root in one smooth motion.
“Fuck”.
Shane shuddered. His thighs trembled as he wrapped them around Ilya’s massive shoulders. It never took Shane long to tip over the edge when Ilya had his mouth on him; the man knew exactly what to do with every inch of Shane’s body by now, and Shane was so fucking easy for him. Every time.
“Ah. Fuck. Ilya …”
Not like Ilya needed the warning, but he did reach up and push his thumb into Shane’s mouth, slightly forcing his mouth to open around the girth of his fingers. Spit gathered at the corner of Shane’s lips as he sucked and bit down to stifle his loud yowl as he came. Ilya swallowed everything down like it was nothing. He never minded; it had taken Shane a lot of practice to take all of Ilya in the same way. Not that Shane was small, but he wasn’t 9 fucking inches; that was for sure.
But Ilya wasn’t done with him. Even as he kissed him through the shivery, tiny sparks of the aftershocks, he was suddenly lifted again into strong arms.
“Ilya… you’re still …”
“Shower first, sweetheart.”
Of course, Shane couldn’t ignore the red, still hard cock pressed against his back as Ilya washed them both. So, he turned, and then he dropped to his knees, feeling a big hand tighten in his hair as he did. 
He had perfected the art of taking Ilya like this now. He licked up the entire length of the thick cock presented to him. Only for him.
Shane growled softly. In Russian.
“Mine. This is mine now. No one else is ever going to touch that again.”
He then opened his mouth and took Ilya’s cock as deep as he could. Shane knew it would take a few pulls to get him down all the way, but he was well practised by now. He relaxed his throat muscles, letting the heavy, thick length slide inside; he began bobbing his head in a measured, steady rhythm as he took Ilya deeper with each heated suck. He dug his fingers into the wide, solid muscle of Ilya’s thighs to help keep his balance as he sped up.
Above him, Ilya was growling in broken Russian, hardly able to keep his voice down, although at least it would be partially drowned out by the water. 
The hand in his hair tightened, and the other reached around his throat, long fingers and that steady strength applying just enough pressure to restrict Shane’s airway as Ilya threw his head back with a muffled groan. 
Shane didn’t always like to swallow, but he wanted it right now. 
Wanted the feeling of being claimed inside and out by the man he loved. So, when he doubled down, he felt Ilya’s cock give an extra pulse to the action. Which, along with the delicious pressure against his throat, caused Shane to whimper as he came for a second time, untouched.
“Fuck Shane. If only your parents weren’t here.”
Shane was damn sure that if his parents weren’t here, then he wouldn’t be able to walk without a limp tomorrow, but that wasn’t happening. 
No matter how much Ilya looked at him with heated, almost desperate eyes. He let Ilya lift him back to his feet. They finished showering, Shane again grateful for the really good shower he had put in, and Ilya wrapped him in a huge, fluffy towel. They both brushed their teeth, stood side by side, although Shane was starting to fall against Ilya’s shoulder by this point. The last bit of energy he had was gone. 
 
Big, strong but careful hands dried him as Ilya then lifted him back into his arms and carried him to bed like he was the most precious thing. God, Shane loved him.
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
Ilya kissed him. Soft and loving.
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu”
Shane loved his accent. His voice, so deep and rumbling, felt like warm velvet wrapped gravel dipped in honey that was seeping down into his very bones. 
Ilya slipped into bed beside him. At once, he wrapped him up against his chest. Every inch of their bodies pressed together, Ilya plastered against his back. He tucked his head under Ilya’s chin, nestling as close as he could get. The furnace-like heat coming from Ilya’s body made everything so warm, so soft. He was becoming spoiled. How the fuck was he going to sleep alone again?
“Don’t think we aren’t going to talk about Russian. Haven’t forgotten. Fucking knew you would be perfect.”
That made Shane giggle, just a little.
“I like languages. I like the patterns. Over the years, I guess I got an ear for it; you slip a lot during sex. I only started after your call from Russia. Although I did remember most of it by the time I could translate it. I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I promise.”
Ilya tightened his arm around Shane’s waist. He pressed kisses to his neck and cheekbone.
“Oh, sweetheart. I was never mad about it. Makes me love you more. Just how quickly you have picked it up. Took me much longer with fucking stupid English. Still mess up now, and it’s been years.”
Shane entwined his hand with the one that was lying across his chest. He tilted his head up and pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses to the underside of Ilya’s strong jaw and throat.
“Your English is much better. We don’t have the same sort of patterns that Russian does; all the rules are ridiculous, as half of them only work for some things and the others sound made up most of the time.”
That got a chuckle out of Ilya, who settled back down after making sure Shane was pressed as close as physically possible. Shane heard the slight hitch of a question, but Ilya stayed quiet, like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to ask or not. He did it for him.
“What’s on your mind, Babe?”
Shane didn’t push; he just waited in the warm, dark bedroom. Everything felt safe for the first time in hours. Sure enough, after a few minutes, Ilya sighed but started to talk.
“Are you sure about this?”
He didn’t need Ilya to explain. He understood.
“Yes. More than sure. Ilya…”
He paused, then wiggled his way over so he could see Ilya’s face. Shane brought his hands up and stroked Ilya’s face, his cheeks, smoothing at the skin under his beautiful blue eyes and across the sweep of his luscious mouth. He could feel the day’s stubble pricking against the sensitive skin of his palms.
“Ilya, I love you. Even if this wasn’t the safest, quickest way to make sure you don’t get sent back to Russia, I would do it anyway. I want to marry you. I mean, we can do the whole big wedding thing later. If that’s what you would like, but this will be just for us.”
Tears were sliding down Ilya’s cheeks as Shane kissed him; he tasted the slight tang of salt.
“I’m saying, Ilyusha, that you are it for me.”
Ilya groaned, low and rough.
“Why are you so perfect?”
Shane smiled softly.
“You’re the only one who thinks so, love.”
Ilya snorted and kissed the top of Shane’s silky, damp hair.
“They are blind motherfuckers. Fucking morons, the lot of them. I want to marry you too. Everyone must know you are mine.”
Shane was losing the battle to stay awake at this point, but he just about managed to murmur.
“You’re mine too; no one is taking you from me. Not anymore.”
If anyone thought Shane Hollander was letting go of Ilya Rozanov again, well, they were going to be in for a nasty surprise. It wasn’t just the massive Russian who was dangerous. Shane was too, and Ilya was his. 
Forever now. 
He no longer cared what the world thought. So, what if he loved a man? That didn’t change who he was. It didn’t change his skill or his intelligence. The NHL had never known a Shane Hollander who didn’t love Ilya Rozanov; the only difference was that now they were about to stop hiding it. The hockey world better be ready for them. Because they were done pretending.
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  It wasn’t the first lawyer’s office that Ilya had been in since entering the NHL, but it was certainly nicer than some he had been in back when he was first hoping to be drafted. Between them, Farrah and Xander had decided they shouldn’t be needed in person for this meeting, but both would be present on FaceTime just to listen and jump in if needed.
Neither he nor Shane was dressed up for this. They were trying to keep this all on the down low for now, and David had gotten up early to drive back home in Ottawa as he couldn’t take any more time off work at the moment. 
But Yuna stayed with them. She would be talking to one lawyer about tracking down who leaked the photos, possible legal routes if Montreal started causing problems and other manager stuff that Ilya hadn’t quite followed that morning.
He and Shane were heading to another meeting. They were going to speak to the lawyer who specialised in marriage laws, including same sex marriage. As well as what they would need for Shane to be his sponsor. The most important thing they needed to know was how long the process would take. Ideally, they needed to have this signed and stamped before Shane was traded. Which, if he had his way, would be right to Boston. Right in Ilya’s waiting arms.
 
The lawyer was a small woman. A bit stern-looking but with pride pins across her suit jacket and a smile that changed her whole face. Ilya liked her. She looked no-nonsense, a lot like Yuna. He let Shane do most of the talking. Mainly because there was some extremely complicated English being thrown about and secondly because Shane was the one who had done all the research. He trusted his boyfriend, or really, it was fiancé now, wasn’t it? He did listen and answered when he was called upon, but Shane knew all the details they wanted anyway. As it turned out, it was ridiculously easy for them to apply for Shane to be his sponsor as soon as they were married. 
Not only would it protect him in Canada and America, considering their situation and how well known it was that Russia was basically a raging homophobic bag of dicks. He could add on to the application that there were major risks if he was deported back to Russia due to him being married to a man. Again, this only worked if they were legally married and had the same legal registered address.
Ilya watched as Shane wrote everything down, his brows scrunched in concentration, making his freckles stand out even more. 
They had 6 weeks still before Shane would be traded. It would be tight, but it sounded like it was possible to get all this done inside those 6 weeks. Of course, if either of their teams got knocked out, it would at least mean one of them could go to the other. Ilya suspected it would be Montreal. There was no way they would be able to keep up if they benched Shane.
The lawyer shook hands with both of them, offered Shane her card and told them to contact her when they were ready to submit all the paperwork; she would be able to help expedite the process as soon as they had the marriage licence in place.
They met back up with Yuna outside. She had a full document of notes she was scrolling through as they walked back to Shane’s boring car. Ilya let Yuna get in the front. He listened as the two discussed everything that had happened in Yuna’s meeting, and Shane gave her the shortened version of theirs. Once Shane had finished, Yuna went quiet. It was the type of silence that made Ilya tense.
“Are you sure this is what you both want? There are other ways…”
She didn’t get any further.
Shane cut her off, voice firm and just a tiny bit angry.
“Yes, it’s what we want, Mom. Look at it this way. Regardless of the situation, this was happening anyway. We have just had to adjust our timeline a bit.”
That made Ilya snort under his breath and mutter in Russian. Shane met his eyes in the rear-view mirror with a smile.
“True. It’s not like this is quick.”
He turned back to Yuna.
“Look, Mom, I’m sorry. I get that this must seem like a lot, and I understand that it is obviously very out of character for me, at least to you, but we have been something to each other since we were 17. Even if we weren’t technically actually together, we weren’t really not together either. That’s literally more years together than you and Dad before you were married.”
Ilya watched as Yuna subsided in acceptance. He knew she was only worried. It was hard for the two of them to get their heads around the background of their relationship, and they lived through it. No wonder Shane’s mother was struggling.
He toyed with the gold cross hung around his neck. His mama would have loved Shane. For once, thinking of her didn’t make him instantly sad. He hoped she was watching them, hoped she could see how he was loved. How lucky he had gotten to find his Shane.
 
They drove Yuna home. David had taken their car when he had left that morning. Neither of them minded. Ilya spent the drive looking at rings. He had four picked out to show to Shane when they got back. Once they had said goodbye and promised to stay in touch, Yuna had put Ilya’s number in her phone before they left, since he was far more reliable to actually answer.
They made the drive back in a good run. Stopping for food about halfway home, even if Shane pulled a face at the choices. Ilya laughed at him but made sure to find him a salad, even if the salad happened to be full of chicken and bacon. Ilya crowed over the fact that Shane ate the whole thing and secretly liked it.
When they settled back in the car, Ilya sprawled in the front seat; his hand wrapped around one of Shane’s on the middle console. He hummed along to the radio and let them just exist in each other’s space. 
It had been a lot over the last few days. They would need to talk properly once it was just them. 
Communication was something that both had to work at back when they moved from casual – or what pretended to be casual and was more like denial – to actually talking to each other. 
It had taken time and effort. Both of them were stubborn, and it showed, but as they had discovered, they fit like two halves of a whole. 
Once they had gotten over themselves, of course.  
The main thing they needed to talk about was the Voyageurs and the trade.
Ilya would also need to give Shane a little nudge. He needed to call Rose. 
As much as it burned Ilya to let Shane talk to her, there was stuff he wanted to know. He had an idea about how Rose’s phone had been hacked, but there was information missing. Shane wouldn’t like it. He could tell there was a bit of resentment and hurt there that his boyfriend was ignoring right now. 
He was absolutely furious at the woman. Not just because she had touched what was his, but she should never have allowed her phone anywhere near a club like that without having previews taken off. Or even just a more subtle name for Shane in her fucking phone.
Ilya let Shane get settled. He followed him through his afternoon workout, more than happy to have such a stunning view even if they managed to push each other harder than they would normally. 
Just because they loved each other didn’t mean they didn’t want to win any less. Ilya had put a stop to it before he was goaded into bench pressing Shane, mainly because they didn’t have the correct equipment or a spotter. Not that he had any doubt he could. He could actually do heavier than Shane, but pointing that out would just start another competition. He did, however, manage to sneak into Shane’s shower and bring them both off with his hand, while Shane mewled and begged. 
He knew Shane had a thing for their size difference; he got very whiny when Ilya took both their cocks into his hand since Shane’s hand wasn’t big enough without help.
 
Once they were dry and comfortable, Shane pulled into Ilya’s lap so he couldn’t escape. The TV was playing a game between Buffalo and Chicago quietly in the background; it wasn’t a game exciting enough to hold Shane’s attention since neither team were a match for either of theirs. Ilya wrapped his arm around Shane’s waist and splayed his other large hand across the span of a delicious thigh. He absentmindedly kneaded at the muscle under his fingers, like a cat, his nails scraping softly through the thin fabric.
“Shane.”
Velvet eyes rose from where Shane had melted into his neck; upon seeing something on Ilya’s face, he sat up. Not getting out of his lap, because Ilya had a tight enough hold that Shane would have to fight for it, but sitting up so they could look at each other.
“What’s wrong?”
Ilya took a breath but ploughed forward. If he hesitated, then this conversation would never happen.
“Nothing, Lyubimyy. We just need to talk about Voyageurs. You have to go to practice tomorrow, da?”
Shane looked so sad. Ilya hated it. He hated every single one of them. If only Shane gave permission, he would rip them to shreds. Not even on the ice, but he would use the excuse. No, he could do it. He was trained. They wouldn’t know what hit them. They thought he was dangerous on the ice; well, news flash. That was Ilya holding back.  
“Yes, morning practice. Theriault hasn’t been in touch, so I suspect I will get hauled into the office as soon as they walk through the door. Since I am always the first one there.”
He stroked a soothing hand up the muscles of Shane’s back, feeling them flex and relax into his touch. 
If Shane could purr, Ilya knew this would be a sure thing. He desperately wanted to go with him tomorrow. Knew that Shane could see it on his face, but he couldn’t. Not yet anyway. He had to be patient.
“You will keep your phone on you. Record them. Could use later.”
Shane nodded. He knew Shane could see the logic. This could end up in a nasty legal battle somewhere down the line, and he would need all the evidence they could get.
Ilya reached up to kiss him, changing the grip around those plush hips and pulling his pretty Canadian flush against his chest. Ilya moved his hand to slide up from where he had been kneading Shane’s thigh to massage the very interested cock in Shane’s sweats. 
With one big, skilled hand, Ilya soon had Shane delightfully squirming in his lap. Not that Shane allowed him control for long. This position meant that for once Shane was the taller one, which he took quick advantage of and threaded his fingers deep into Ilya’s curls to tug his head back.
 Which exposed his neck for Shane to attack. Teeth nipped at his throat, kitten tongue lapping at the bites to soothe the sting of his sharp canines. Ilya moaned, deep and rumbling. It wouldn’t be the first time Ilya had endured the rest of his team making comments on the state of him after he had been with Shane. Not only was Shane bitey, but he also liked to scratch.
He wanted Shane to ride him. It had been too long since he was last inside that perfect ass. Da. He was spoiled and well aware of the fact. But Shane was irresistible, and the primal part of Ilya wanted to send Shane back into his locker room with Ilya’s marks all over his skin and his come painted inside, like a brand of ownership. The thought made his cock harder. 
He kissed Shane, raw and uncontrolled. Deep and messy but so hot, like they were stroking flames inside each other with every touch. Ilya sucked on Shane’s tongue, making the smaller man moan and try to thrust up in his lap, seeking friction on his dripping cock. The whine he let out went straight to Ilya’s cock. Fuck. He loved it when Shane got desperate.
“Beg me. Tell me what you want.”
English was gone. But it didn’t matter. Shane understood and then obeyed. Perfectly. In fucking flawless Russian.
“Want you.”
Shane’s head was thrown back, pre-come was dripping down his slit and onto his stomach as he squirmed.
“Need you.”
Ilya growled. Gathered the dripping liquid in his fingers and used it to tease at his entrance.
“Please…Fuck me...”
What little restraint Ilya had snapped.
“Fuck. Shane.”
Using his grip on Shane’s thick thighs, he lifted them both. His powerful abdominal muscles took the strain of lifting their combined weight from a sitting position. Shane instantly wrapped his legs around Ilya’s hips, locking his ankles and anchoring himself around Ilya’s shoulders. Trusting him not to drop him.
Ilya lowered Shane onto their bed. He didn’t waste time; he had their clothes off and crawled on top of Shane. Both of them were rock hard, but Ilya was determined he would not get distracted this time. He pulled out the bottle of lube and quickly got a condom onto himself; he hissed at the touch to his almost oversensitive cock as Shane tried to get his hand around him.
Ilya let out a growl. Low and warning.
“Nyet, Lyubimyy. Hands above.”
Shane was almost in tears, but he obeyed. He always obeyed. 
Ilya watched as Shane lay back down and stretched his arms up above his head; the motion pushed his perfect pecs out in invitation.
The bottle of lube was opened with one hand as his other reached up and dug into the muscles of those magnificent tits, rolling and squeezing until he got his mouth around the erect nipple. 
He ran his tongue around the sensitive flesh until Shane was arching up into his mouth, then he bit down and pulled. The slight edge of pleasure, pain almost enough to send Shane over the crest of his orgasm, but Ilya pulled back just before. Making Shane mewl and cry out, tears gathering at the corner of those mesmerising chocolate eyes.
He had two fingers in his greedy, heated hole before Shane was writhing again. Two wasn’t really enough, but Shane could take it. Ilya knew when he wanted to be able to feel it, and by the way Shane was keening, high and desperate, was enough of a tell. 
He wiped the mess of lube along his own length and lifted Shane’s legs across his shoulders. The press of entering Shane, when he had only just been opened up on the very edge of not enough, was tight. Shane was always tight, even when loose and well used from previous rounds, but this was the sweetest torture.
Ilya had to hold the base of his cock to stop himself from coming as he bullied his way into Shane’s body. 
The smaller man was a crying, writhing mess held still by his own obedience and the sheer weight of Ilya pinning him to the bed. When he bottomed out and his balls met the soft, plump flesh of Shane’s ass, he had to groan.
“Fuck, Shane. How are you so perfect?”
All Shane could manage was a hiss as he dropped his legs and tightened his powerful thighs around Ilya’s waist; heels dug into his back and urged him to move. 
He obeyed. 
Of course he did. 
He pounded into Shane, pulling almost all the way out and then snapping his hips so hard that Shane had to hold on to the headboard to stop the movement, shoving him up the bed. 
Ilya knew Shane was close and could feel the muscles tightening and pulsing around his cock. He changed the angle of his thrusts, so he was hitting Shane’s prostate dead on with every powerful thrust. He could feel the sharp dig of nails into his back as Shane writhed, clinging to every inch of him at the onslaught.
Shane was crying his name, over and over again as his orgasm hit. 
Ropes of come spurted across smooth skin as Shane went limp. 
Ilya let loose a mix of English and Russian expletives that were hardly words as he too was dragged over the edge into his own orgasm by Shane’s body turning in a vice that was trying to milk his cock for all it was worth.
He collapsed down onto Shane. Covering the entirety of the smaller man with his bulk, not yet pulling out. Shane was still wrapped around him like an octopus, and when he got like this, he liked Ilya to stay inside him until their bodies cooled and he couldn’t ignore the sticky feeling anymore.
Sure enough, he could feel slight shivers from Shane beneath him. So, he gently pulled out, tied off the condom and went to the bathroom. He came back with a wet, warm cloth to wipe Shane down with and a glass of water. 
Shane was a limp puddle on the bed. Ilya carefully wiped him down and put some clean briefs on them both. He lifted Shane into the duvet and removed the top sheet he had put down earlier. Made it easier if they didn’t have to change the bedding. With tender care, he lifted Shane enough to hand him the water.
“Drink, Lyubimyy.”
Once the glass was empty, he plugged both their phones in to charge. Checked the alarms set on Shane’s phone and got in bed beside his pretty Canadian. Shane rolled over and draped himself over Ilya’s chest, snuggling down into his chest with a nuzzle. Ilya smiled down at him.
“Such a Kotik.”
The only answer was a quiet snuffle as Shane drifted off. It was still early, and Shane would probably wake up shortly, a bit hungry, but for now Ilya was more than happy to indulge in a nap.
 
Ilya had been correct. They had both slept for an hour or so, but then Shane was stirring and making very cute little grumbling noises as he shifted around on top of Ilya. Said shifting was causing a thickly muscled thigh to press into Ilya’s cock, but he fought valiantly and lifted Shane off him slightly to remove the stimulation.
“Hungry?”
Shane huffed but looked up at Ilya with big, sad kitten eyes.
“Yes, and it’s your fault.”
Ilya laughed and gave Shane a smug smirk.
“Da. Will feed the hungry kitten.”
Even though Shane threw on a pair of sweatpants and Ilya’s Bears hoodie, Ilya himself just threw on a pair of pants and didn’t bother with a shirt. He did, however, bring Shane’s phone out with them.
Ilya made tea while Shane cut up some fruit, not in the mood to bother with cooking now. They sat together at the island to eat, Ilya picking at the fruit as well, knowing he had used a lot of energy earlier. He pushed Shane’s phone towards him, giving the smaller man a stern look.
“Ring Landry.”
The look he got back was bratty at best, but Ilya wasn’t backing down. He had looked. She had rung over 30 times.
“Lyubimyy, you need to talk to her. Even if it’s just to hear what she has to say. Put on speaker. I won’t talk.”
Shane huffed but swiped into his calls and pressed Rose Landry’s number, then pressed the speaker button so they could both hear it ringing. It was late but not too late, and sure enough, the call connected after only a few rings.
“Oh, my god. Shane. Are you okay?”
Ilya rolled his eyes. What a fucking stupid question. Of course, Shane wasn’t okay, not after the damage she had caused. But he held his tongue.
“Rose. Sorry it’s been a bit of a mess. I’m alright. What about you?”
Ever the polite Canadian, Shane couldn’t even be mean to the woman who inadvertently outed him to the whole world.
“It’s been pretty manic here. Lots of reporters trying to get access. I have spoken to the police, and they have taken the information, but they didn’t sound too confident. My lawyers too. I gave them your mom’s information. I hope that was okay?”
Ilya caught a slight shiver at that and pulled Shane into his lap, his legs braced around Shane’s hips against the floor to support them both. He ran his huge hands up the length of Shane’s spine, in a long soothing stroke. The comfort was enough to steady Shane so he could speak again. Until Landry beat him to it.
“Could I come over? I don’t want to apologise over the phone, Shane.”
Shane looked at him. Ilya understood; the decision was up to him. He knew Landry hadn’t leaked Shane’s secret, and they wouldn’t be a secret much longer, so he wasn’t bothered by her knowing. The possessive side of him actually gave a little thrill, as Landry would get to see Shane covered in his fresh marks. He would also rather be here for Shane when this face-to-face happened. So, he nodded his agreement.
“Yes, but just a heads up. I’m not alone.”
There’s silence on the other end of the phone. Then Landry made a strange, strangled sound.
“Is it him? The one you told me about?”
Shane gave Ilya an adoring smile, reaching forward and stroking the side of his face tenderly.
“Ah, yeah, he’s here. See you shortly.”
“I’ll be right over.”
The call clicked off. 
Ilya smirked up at Shane, a playful look rather than a lustful one. Shane shoved him lightly in the chest.
“Told you before, Hollander. Don’t weigh enough to push me.”
Ilya cackled at the offended look Shane gave him.
“I still have you beat on goals right now and assists, as a matter of fact.”
It was true. As of their last games, Shane was in the lead for their scoring race, but they both knew it wouldn’t stay that way over the next few weeks. 
Ilya knew he would have to return to Boston in a day or so. He had already pushed his luck with his coach; the only reason he wasn’t in trouble was the fact he had never used any time before other than the single week he took when his father died. And the fact they didn’t have a game until the beginning of next week.
Ilya pressed light kisses to Shane’s shoulder as they both sat there, Shane picking through the last of the fruit, and they waited for Landry to arrive. 
The tea was still warm, and the comfort of the familiar taste was a balm for Ilya. It was as close to the tea his mama used to get. 
Shane had found it a while ago, as he had made it his mission to find things that reminded Ilya of Russia but in good ways rather than bad. Ilya liked that Shane seemed to prefer the tea to coffee and was more willing to drink it, even though it technically was against the fucking stupid diet plan.
 
The knock was quiet, but they both heard it. Shane got up slowly; Ilya could see he was slightly sore from earlier. He would make sure he took some painkillers before they went to bed, and they got up early enough for Shane to do his longer yoga routine that helped when he had to skate after they got a little carried away. It wasn’t like it was the first time. Shane knew what he could take. He wouldn’t ask for it if it was too much. Ilya trusted him. Just as Shane trusted Ilya.
Ilya stayed where he was. Watching. 
He knew Shane didn’t actually blame Landry, even if he knew he was hurt right now. But Ilya was angry. He was furious that this choice had been taken from Shane, even if Ilya selfishly hoped the outcome would be much better for them both. It was still cruel. And Shane was going to have to deal with an awful amount of backlash.
He clocked the look on Shane’s face first as the two came into the room. His boyfriend was pissed and, for once, wasn’t hiding it under the polite, ever-so-polite Canadian charm he used all the time. Landry followed behind.
Ilya stood up.
It was a bit of an asshole move, but what the fuck, he was an asshole; everyone knew it. He hadn’t put a t-shirt on and was standing with just a pair of low-slung black sweatpants on. 
He crossed his arms over his chest, knowing that the motion made his biceps and shoulders stand out. Ilya was large, and he knew how to use it. He dropped back into his blank, Slavic stare that freaked even tough, ice hockey veterans out.
Landry stopped dead at the sight of him. One tiny hand up against her chest like that would protect her. 
He didn’t hurt women, but she didn’t know that. He wanted her to know that Shane wasn’t alone anymore. That there was more than just Shane’s polite, gentle forgiveness if people kept fucking him over all the time. 
Shane came to his side, making it clear where his loyalty was. Landry looked at Shane with watery, tear-filled eyes. But Shane didn’t move towards her; he gestured to the table and offered her a seat.
“Why don’t we sit and talk, Rose?”
There was nothing she could do but sit as instructed.
Ilya stood behind Shane; he slid a hand around the back of Shane’s neck and gave a light squeeze before he leaned down and spoke in Russian.
“Holding up alright, Lyubimyy?”
He felt Shane nod under his hand.
“Da. I am good, love.”
It was more to see how Landry responded, but Ilya found he liked the fact that only he and Shane understood. It was a heady feeling. 
Shane was so good at languages and had obviously put a lot of effort into Russian; the more they spoke it together, the better Shane would get. Ilya was making a valiant effort to talk slower than normal, but so far Shane hadn’t struggled at all.
Apparently, Landry hadn’t known about Shane being able to speak and understand Russian either, because Ilya relished the shocked look on her face as he sat down, making sure that Shane was pressed into his side.
“When did you learn to speak Russian?”
Shane turned his attention back to Landry.
“I’ve been learning for a while. I’m not perfect, but I am good at languages, so I think I’ve picked it up pretty well so far.”
Ilya snorted. That was a fucking understatement. Russian was a difficult language at best and an absolute bastard if you couldn’t follow the patterns.
Landry gave Shane a small smile but looked away quickly; she was playing with the hem of her sleeve and seemed to be working her way up to saying something. Both Shane and Ilya waited for her to say something; Ilya wasn’t letting her guilt Shane into apologising just because her feelings were hurt.
She took a deep breath and glanced at him.
“When you said you weren’t alone, I didn’t quite think you meant like this, Shane.”
Shane cocked his head to one side but didn’t break eye contact with her.
“What did you think I meant, Rose? After all the chaos, did you really think my boyfriend, my partner, would leave me to deal with it all alone?”
Landry reeled back at the tone Shane used. She had probably never heard Shane sound anything like this before. 
This was what happened once his pretty Canadian stopped caring quite so much what other people thought and started saying what he really thought. Ilya loved it.
“No. No, of course not. I just meant, well, I didn’t expect Rozanov for a start. Wait … did you say, boyfriend?”
Ilya couldn’t wipe the smug smirk off his face if he tried, which he didn’t. Not one bit. 
Fuck he was enjoying this a bit too much. Shane must have agreed because he felt a warning press into his thigh under the table. His kitten’s nails were digging into the meat of his thigh with pressure just on the side of being painful.
“Yes, Rose. Ilya is my boyfriend. He is the person I told you about.”
Landry’s eyes went wide.
“From before?”
There was an exasperated look on Shane’s face now, so Ilya stepped in. His accent was heavy, anger still lingering in the back of his throat and making his voice rougher.
“You did not come here to talk about Shane and me. Thought you came to apologise? Da?”
Landry’s gaze snapped to him. Ilya watched as her eyes did a sweep of his face, his naked chest and the fresh marks Shane had left on him in the last day or so. 
For an actress, she certainly blushed easily, and it wasn’t an attractive blush, not like Shane’s. No pretty freckles to make it stand out. But then she caught the fact that he had noticed her looking, and immediately she looked away.
“I did, yes. I didn’t want to do this over the phone.”
She turned back to Shane.
“Shane, I’m so sorry. I had no idea phones could even be hacked like that, and I would never have shown those messages to anyone. I’m sorry.”
She was crying now, but Shane didn’t move. Ilya watched as Shane just considered her for a moment.
“I know you’re sorry, Rose. I get that. But the thing is… It isn’t just the fact that the messages got leaked from your phone. You weren’t careful, and yes, you rang me, but you didn’t do anything to get it all taken down. You waited and let your PR team handle it, who then proceeded to use it all as publicity first. Somehow, you expect me not to be hurt about that? I’m not saying I won’t forgive you, because you’re my friend and I most probably will, but I am saying you are going to have to give me time.”
Landry wiped at her eyes with a tissue Shane had handed to her, but she did seem to understand where Shane was coming from.
Ilya was so proud of his boyfriend. A year ago, he would have forgiven Landry without a second thought, but not anymore. He was showing more and more of his true self, and Ilya loved it.
“Of course, Shane. Anything you need. I promise I will make them take it seriously. And I promise I won’t tell anyone about you two; I will be far more careful in the future.”
Here she paused and looked very sad.
“Will you talk to me when you are ready?”
Shane gave her a small but genuine smile for the first time since she arrived. He reached out a hand and patted her clasped ones.
“I will; we are still friends, Rose. I just need a little time, okay.”
Ilya couldn’t resist adding another twist to the knife, just because he thought Shane was letting her off far too easily. He was also reasonably sure he had worked out what had happened with her phone but would never be able to prove it.
“Should check your other friends. Probably was one of them who went through your phone. Not like they couldn’t know your code.”
The look of horror she gave him meant he had hit the nail dead on. Good. It would give her something to think about. Fucking useless.
 
He put away the used fruit plate and the mugs while he let Shane say goodbye and usher Landry outside.
Ilya watched as Shane gave in a little and hugged the crying girl before he saw her out of the door and back to her car. The elevator was private, so fortunately there wouldn’t be anyone able to see her. 
He folded Shane into his arms when he came back and locked everything up. It was time to go to bed and sleep. Ilya would make sure he got up with Shane in the morning; he would join him for his workout, and then he would make breakfast – not just a fucking horrific green smoothie – while Shane did yoga and got ready for morning practice. 
He knew Shane liked to get there early, but he would try to persuade him into just going an hour before, not two. Ilya really didn’t like the thought of Shane there alone, so early that not even the staff were on site yet.
He would stay in the apartment for tomorrow, order some groceries and cook Shane some easy meals that would last a few days for when he had to fly back. At least if he made them, then they would have more than the pathetic amount his fucking stupid diet allowed. He couldn’t wait to hopefully get Shane to Boston and get the Bears’ nutritionist to look at his boyfriend. Ilya would bet his newest Audi that Terry, the Bear’s doctor, would go ‘ape shit,’ as Marlow called it, when he discovered the damage that the voyageurs were doing to their star centre.
If he spent the night wrapped tightly around Shane, so tightly in fact that he definitely heard Shane muttering about bloody huge Russian octopuses under his breath, but still the smaller man just snuggled closer, then that was no one’s business but their own.
Tomorrow would come, and with it, the start of a change that would hopefully be the beginning of the rest of their lives. 
Together.
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  The sound of his alarm was particularly obnoxious the next morning. Shane was warm, deliciously so and wrapped up against Ilya’s chest. The Russian was pressed against his back, face tucked into Shane’s shoulder, long legs entwined with his own. 
Even Shane’s usually ice-cold feet were warm where they were plastered between Ilya’s. Jesus, he was becoming so spoiled. What the fuck was he meant to do when Ilya had to go back to Boston in a day or so? He honestly wasn’t sure how on earth Ilya had wiggled this much time out of his coach in the first place; Theriault wouldn’t have even given Shane a day if he was lucky. He was beginning to see what Ilya meant when his boyfriend claimed the Voyageurs dumped way too much on him as Captain.
When the second alarm sounded, Shane groaned but made to extract himself from the clingy, giant teddy bear that was his sleepy boyfriend. 
The low, grumbling whine that emerged from his neck made him smile. He reached a hand up and back to pet the riot of blond curls mixed with his own black strands on the pillow. He felt Ilya stretch; every solid inch of the bigger man pressed into his back. Shane hissed at the drag of Ilya’s half-hard cock against his sensitive ass. He was still slightly sore from yesterday, but he was tempted, even though he knew it was a bad idea.
Ilya decided for him. Shane felt the arms release him and the warm body roll away so they could both get up. With a sigh, he heaved himself out of bed and padded over to get some workout clothes. He looked over at the half-awake blond who was rubbing at his beautiful blue eyes and yawning. He held up one of Ilya’s own workout shirts with a questioning look. He wasn’t sure how quite so many had made their way into the selection with his own clothes, but he wasn’t complaining.
The exasperated look that Ilya gave him was so fond that Shane just had to kiss him. He was pleased that Ilya wanted to join him for his morning workout; he very much liked sharing parts of their day together. He probably liked it too much, actually.
They managed to keep a lid on both their competitiveness and their dicks in their pants. 
It was not easy. 
Shane liked watching Ilya, but he especially liked watching Ilya lift weights while he sent him increasingly heated looks from the other side of his home gym. 
However, there wasn’t time. If Shane wanted to get to the rink anywhere near his normal time, he would have to get a move on. The lingering soreness in his thighs, back, and ass meant he would have to include his more complex yoga routine, which helped ease the strain in his muscles and let him skate normally. 
Shane had a lot of practice at this by now; he knew exactly what he could take and still play normally. He was so glad to be so proficient in yoga, although it wasn’t exactly a selling point for most hockey players. Somehow, he didn’t think most hockey players needed to stretch away the soreness of being fucked the night before a game.
He took a very quick shower once he was done and put on his compression gear. He often didn’t bother taking it off in the locker room as he was so often pulled away for meetings or the press, so it wasn’t that unusual. There was the added bonus that it covered all the marks Ilya had left on him. 
As long as he didn’t take his compression leggings off where anyone could see him, since there was no covering where a few of the very clear, large bite marks were in the lower part of his thighs were. 
Ilya had a bit of an obsession with Shane’s thighs.
As he entered the kitchen, he was greeted by the enticing smell of eggs and bacon. Set out at the table were his usual kale smoothie and a fresh cup of tea. But as he sat down, Ilya brought two plates over; one was smaller than the other, but it still had a balanced portion of eggs, turkey bacon and slices of wholemeal bread lightly toasted. 
Shane felt like he could cry. Why was this man so perfect?
Ilya had even separated the egg whites for his plate. Shane fought down the tears and pressed close as they ate. He felt Ilya’s large hand cup the back of his neck and squeeze softly. It was enough.
Of course, Ilya finished first. Even though there was way more piled onto his plate. As he pushed his plate away and pulled his phone out, Shane watched curiously as Ilya showed him a picture on the screen. 
Two matching, stunning gold rings. 
A black band around the edge of some sort of glittering gemstone.  
The tag read that the rings were a Tungsten band with gold leaf and set in meteorite. Shane adored them. They weren’t plain; they had a bit of a flair but weren’t too feminine either.
“They are Russian. A designer my Mama used to like.”
Ilya held up his cross that was never off his neck and played with the chain.
“I got the chain from them too, made stronger … how do you say?”
Shane looked up from the screen.
“Reinforced?”
“Da. That is why I don’t take it off. Could get you one too. We could wear them round necks when we play?”
Ilya looked so hopeful, the expression softening the sharp cut of his cheekbones and making him look younger, more vulnerable. Shane melted at the look. He reached out a hand and stroked the side of his face, down his neck and into those wonderfully soft curls.
“Of course. Do you know your ring size?”
He watched as Ilya lit up like a puppy, a very big, powerful puppy, but if he had a tail, it would be wagging a mile a minute, and he held out his right hand.
“Da. Russians traditionally wear on right hand. Would you want?”
Shane didn’t let him finish as he entwined his own right hand with Ilya’s, rubbing his thumb across the broad expanse of palm and wrist.
“I am happy to go with our right hands. If that’s what you want, Malysh.”
He leaned over and put his size into the order and looked to check that there wasn’t a size limit on them, but honestly, they looked like two men’s rings, not a man and a woman’s. Ilya must have spotted what he had been questioning because he added his own and went to order them.
“Very expensive. Small family business owned by two men. Always told people they were brothers. Obviously, it was never said, but I remember Mama said it was very sad. That they had to pretend. Only worked it out when I went back last time, took the necklace to be cleaned.”
Shane was very aware of the political climate in Russia. He had done plenty of digging during the Olympics when he had realised just why Ilya was being a dick back then. Of course, he at the time hadn’t known just how bad Ilya’s father and brother were, but it had still scared the shit out of him.
Before he could offer, Ilya had ordered and paid express, overnight, tracked delivery of their rings. Although they were both larger sizes, they were apparently standard ones that were in stock and didn’t need altering. It was stupidly expensive on top of the actual price of said rings, which was a lot even for their salaries. He swatted at Ilya’s arm but wasn’t really annoyed.
“I would have done that. What if your bank account is traced back to the purchase?”
He was suddenly worried. Ilya just kissed him.
“Won’t be. Not my normal account. Lyubimyy, don’t worry.”
Shane huffed but stood to go get ready. It was already later than he would normally have left, but he would still have time to do an hour or so. He too was aware that Ilya had been worried about him being alone first thing when everyone knew what time he always arrived, since he was a creature of routine. If one of his team wanted to corner him alone, then it would be the perfect time to do it. When no one else was around. No witnesses.
When he slung his bag over his shoulder and went to the door, Ilya was waiting for him. He could see the worry, the fear and the anger written all over the Russian’s face, but he didn’t try to stop him. He did lean down and kiss him aggressively, one big hand in the back of his hair to tilt his head and allow Ilya to dive in with his tongue. Only once he was let go, with them both panting, half hard and wanting more, did Ilya let him leave.
“Ya tebya lyublyu, Shane”
Shane had to kiss him again.
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu Ilyusha.”
 
 
It was hard to leave. Not just because Shane was well aware of the utter shit show he was about to walk into, but also because leaving Ilya was hard. Harder than it should be, really, when the two of them were more used to leaving than staying, but Shane had a taste for being together now, and he was stubborn enough to be selfish. To take for himself for once. And Ilya was his. He had been given a taste, and now he wanted the whole three-course meal.
The rink was quiet. It wasn’t as early as he usually was, but it was still early enough that only a few staff were around. Shane managed to smile at Henry, the elderly caretaker who had been around since before Shane was drafted. The man was kind, always saying good morning and asking if Shane needed anything.
“Shane. Lad. How are you holding up?”
He stopped and gave a more genuine smile this time. More than a bit embarrassed that even old Henry now knew he was gay.
“Good morning, Henry. As well as I can be, thanks for checking in.”
Henry patted his arm a little bit awkwardly but with honest care.
“My grandson is the same. Came out to us all last year. My son didn’t take it so well. I did a bit of reading to try and help support him, you know, but he left soon after. Still, he rings once a week, though. Just take care of yourself, lad.”
“Thanks, Henry. I appreciate you speaking to me.”
The fact that many now wouldn’t went unsaid, but by the sad look in the old man’s eyes, he was well aware. 
Shane was fighting back tears, his eyes having taken on a glassy sheen, and he hadn’t even gotten into the building yet. But the show of support sort of helped. 
He was under no illusions about how his team would react, but maybe not everyone would be completely negative. He texted Ilya to let his boyfriend know he had arrived and he wasn’t alone before he headed into the locker room.
He kept his compression gear on and just threw practice clothes on top; that way, even if others in the team arrived early, he wouldn’t need to expose the myriad bites and bruises in the very large hand span that could in no way be mistaken for a woman’s and hickeys that were all over him.
Somehow, he got maybe 45 minutes on the ice before the booming, furious voice of coach Theriault sounded from the gate.
“Hollander! Get your fucking pansy ass into my office, right now!”
Shane winced. 
He didn’t think Theriault would curb any of his frankly obscenely homophobic language now that he had been outed, but apparently, it had made him even fucking worse. Maybe his mother’s suggestion of recording in the meeting wasn’t a bad idea after all, as much as Shane felt like it was burning the last bridge he had between himself and the Voyageurs.
As he unlaced his skates and slipped on his shoes, he clicked on the voice recording app on his phone and slipped it back into his pocket. Waiting in the office were both Theriault and Marcel. Both looked equally furious and disgusted. 
In fact, Marcel looked like he had stepped in manure; his long nose was wrinkled, and his eyes had a nasty, cruel gleam. 
Shane stood that bit straighter, pulling himself up to his full height and tipping his chin up. Basically, channelling Ilya to make himself look more confident than he currently felt.
“You wanted to speak to me, Coach?”
He had to stay polite, since his end of the conversation would also be recorded.
“Look, Hollander, I will keep this short. We aren’t prepared to deal with the distraction that allowing your personal life to be public has caused us. Fucking nothing is mentioned to the team. You deal with yourself. We can’t afford for you to fuck this up for the team. Any mention of upheaval and I will bench you.”
Shane had to bite his lip so hard that it nearly broke through the skin. He clenched his fists so hard at his side that he could feel the nails digging into his palms.
They all heard the unspoken threat under the words. Or at least it would have been a threat if Shane hadn’t already told Farrah to remove his no-waivers clause and to put Boston as his first choice. It really wasn’t that fair to other players in his position, but since he was well aware that both the Boston Captain and the head coach were aware of his situation, he wasn’t at risk in the same way as others would be.
If Ilya had his way, then Boston would claim Shane within minutes of his trade becoming available. Shane suspected that LeClaire wouldn’t be quite that quick, but he wouldn’t risk someone else snapping him up. Especially as Ilya had been the one to give his coach the heads up. This was why he was doing this now. If they offered him for trade in this window, then he would be signed with Boston before he and Ilya signed their marriage license. That way no one could claim it had been orchestrated because of that. Not that it was against any rules. Shane had meticulously checked.
“Yes, Coach.”
Seemingly satisfied with Shane’s apparent acceptance of their outright homophobia and probable abuse of power, both Theriault and Marcel motioned for him to leave. Theriault shouted after him as he turned to walk back to the locker room.
“Get everyone running drill 4. Was far too fucking sloppy last game. Fucking useless twats, the lot of you.”
It was nothing Shane hadn’t heard before. Most coaches were rude and abrupt at best when they were in the NHL, but Theriault was known to be particularly foul-mouthed towards everyone.
 
Shane headed back to the locker room. 
He hadn’t even really had a chance to work up a sweat, so he didn’t need to change again. He glanced at his watch. It was pretty much normal time for the earlier members of the Voyageurs to start arriving. 
Hayden was normally one of the first, and he had texted this morning to tell Shane he would be as early as he could, so Shane would hopefully have some backup. Not that Hayden would be able to stop half of the bigger players, especially Drapeau and Comeau, who were both bigger than Hayden or Shane. 
If all decided to get physical, then Shane only had to hope that JJ at least wouldn’t be actively hostile and might at least, for the sake of their past friendship, not hit him. 
He didn’t have much faith in them, to be honest. Not after what he had read in some of the messages they had sent him.
He could hear the voices as he approached. Already they were raised and angry. He braced himself, pulling all the feelings of having Ilya here, having Ilya with him since it all blew up and the knowledge that he was right there, waiting at home, around his shoulders like a shield. 
It made it bearable, and so he could stand straight, keep his head held high and walk into the room, but it was a near thing. 
He almost ran. 
It was Hayden’s raised voice that forced him forward. His best friend sounded furious; Hayden very rarely shouted.
“Fuck Off. Drapeau, you are a complete and utter asshole! Shane is your Captain. You can’t talk about him like that!”
The snarled reply was even louder as Shane came through the door.
“Like fuck I can’t. Always knew he was a fucking faggot; just didn’t know he took it from more than your pansy ass.”
Shane was just in time to see nearly the entire locker room burst out laughing at that, despite knowing it was going to happen, despite being well aware most of them were flat-out homophobic on a good day; it hurt. 
His heart gave a nasty, painful twist at the confirmation of his worst fears, but he swallowed it down. Pushed everything into a box and pulled on his blank, practised, media-safe face and Captain voice.
“That’s enough. Fucking get changed and get on the ice. Coach wants us to run drills.”
Silence.
No one moved. No one spoke.
Comeau spat at Shane’s feet. Drapeau guffawed nastily and elbowed his friend.
“I wouldn’t get too close. Might take it as an invitation. Fucking pussy.” 
Shane had to haul Hayden out of the room with only one skate fully on and his laces hanging, but it was better than the fight breaking out before they even managed to get onto the ice. 
It wasn’t even the first time he had heard those insults, or even the first time they had been directed at him. He squeezed Hayden’s bicep and spoke quietly.
“Hayd, don’t. I’ve just come from Theriault’s office, and he said if there are any issues, he’s benching me. I can’t let a fight break out before we even start practice.”
Hayden groaned in misery.
“Fuck Shane. Buddy, that’s not right!”
“Believe me, I know, but it’s all I have to work with right now. So, let’s get going.”
Neither of them mentioned that JJ had just stood there, hadn’t joined in it, but hadn’t defended Shane at all. 
It left a heavy, leaden feeling in his stomach. Which didn’t help with the churning anxiety that was already making him feel like he was about to throw up.
 
The rest of the team trickled out onto the ice. None of them would look at Shane or Hayden. 
The rookies kept their eyes down and stayed in a small group at the back; they didn’t dare make eye contact or speak. 
Shane could see they desperately didn’t want the attention turning to them, and he really couldn’t fault them for it. None of them had his kind of skill or position to support themselves if they got thrown off the team for sticking up for Shane right now.
JJ stuck with Mitty and Renaud away from the rest, but not stopping them either. Shane did notice Mitty looking uncomfortable but still didn’t speak out. He took a deep breath, turned away from JJ and projected his voice across the ice.
“Drill time. Form up. Coach wants everyone to run drill 4.”
It was not surprising when none of them moved. 
Shane had been expecting it. 
Gagnon turned towards Shane and laughed in his face.
“Why the fuck would we listen to you now? We all saw it. Guess having a half-size dick means your only option was to become the woman then.”
Again, it wasn’t a new insult. Shane was very clearly half Asian and had spent his entire teenage years in locker rooms. 
It wasn’t even fucking true or even close to being true, but they all seemed to find it hilarious. 
Hayden didn’t. His friend honestly seemed to miss most of the casual racism thrown at Shane on pretty much a daily basis, but it looked like he wasn’t going to be able to prevent a fight by attempting to ignore it.
He tried one last time.
“Look, can we just fucking get on with it? We have a game tomorrow.”
No such luck.
Drapeau skated over and promptly spat in Shane’s face.
“What don’t you get? Do we fucking need to spell it out for you? We aren’t taking orders from no pussy arse gook who takes it up the ass.”
And that did it.
Hayden threw his gloves off and launched himself at Drapeau. Who clearly hadn’t been expecting any retaliation, so went down hard. Comeau then surged forward and swung for Hayden. 
Only to find Shane had moved to intercept. Much faster than he had ever moved before.
Shane was fucking done. He had tried. He had fucking tried over and over again, but they were having none of it. 
He gave up. When Comeau came at Hayden, Shane put himself in the way, done holding back his speed, done holding back his skill for a team that clearly didn’t want him. 
With a satisfying crack, Shane spun on his right skate, twisting in a tight, quick motion that Comeau had no hope of following. It meant that the full force of Shane’s spin had thrown his elbow right into Comeau’s nose. Blood sprayed over the ice. 
And of course, at that moment Theriault came to the gate, only to see Hayden and Drapeau throwing punches while yelling insults and Shane breaking Comeau’s nose.
“Hollander! Pike! Off the fucking ice now! Drapeau and Comeau get to Medical. The rest of you get your fucking arses into the gym!”
 
Theriault suspended them both from tomorrow night’s game. Hayden got a warning but no fine. 
Shane, on the other hand, well, he knew exactly what Theriault’s plan was. 
He was getting traded. 
Still, he couldn’t help the slight sense of satisfaction at the feeling of Comeau’s nose shattering under his hit, out of his head as he got changed. He was almost tempted to clear out his cubby, but that was too much to give away. 
After all, Theriault was under the impression that he could just trade Shane away to the back of beyond. 
It wouldn’t do to foil Ilya’s plan at this point. It wasn’t like Shane would have been staying in Montreal regardless after today.
One of the younger assistants who helped clean and tidy their gear had crept up to him as he was packing his bag back up. The kid was young, barely 19 years old, but he was a bright, keen worker who was always early. Just like Shane.
“We are so sorry, Hollander. None of us assistants agree with any of this; we just wish there was something we could do to help.”
The kid looked close to tears. 
Shane was just tired.
“It’s not your fault, Martin. Tell the others thank you for everything. I will be back after the three days are up.”
Martin collected Shane’s used practice gear and hurried away, but he did smile and nod on his way past.
 
They left together. Shane watched Hayden tremble with barely suppressed rage and pulled his best friend into a hug in the parking lot.
“Hayd, it’s okay. You need to calm down.”
In Shane’s arms, Hayden drew in great big gulps of air, as if that would cool the rage still burning in his familiar green eyes.
“No, buddy. Fucking hell, it’s not alright! Those motherfuckers! I can’t fucking believe they would pull that shit.”
Oh, to be so sheltered.
“Hayden, is that really the first time you have heard them say that? You do realise they say those things all the time in showers and the locker room, right?”
Hayden looked devastated.
“No. Surely I would have heard them.”
His voice was weak. Shane wasn’t mad at him.
“It’s usually when I am alone, but most of the time it’s not loud; it’s not meant to be. If they say it under their breath or whisper it to each other, then it’s my fault for eavesdropping, or they could be talking about someone else.”
Unfortunately, that didn’t really help. Hayden started crying for real now. Shane ushered him into his car and took his friend’s keys. 
He would take Hayden home, then catch a cab to come back and pick up his car. 
It was only when he pulled his phone out of his pocket to text Ilya an update that he realised. 
He had the voice recording app on the whole time. His phone had recorded the meeting, the locker room and the subsequent breakout during practice on the ice. 
For now, he stopped the recording and texted Ilya.
 
Jane ➡️ Got suspended from tomorrow night’s game; Hayden too. Will tell you everything when I get home. Just going to drive Hayden home first.
 
Lily ➡️ You okay?
 
Jane ➡️ Yes. Hayden just got into a fight. Some racist slurs were thrown around; he’s too upset to drive right now. 
 
Lily ➡️ Call. When you have dropped the Pike off.
 
Jane ➡️ Will do. Love you.
 
Lily ➡️ Ya tebya lyublyu.
 
Hayden didn’t live far from the practice rink, and Shane knew the way. Traffic was light, and they were soon pulling up in the Pike’s driveway. 
Shane put the car in park, turned off the engine and turned to look at Hayden. The tears had stopped, and his breathing had come back down under control, but his friend still looked pale and shaken. It made the blooming bruise across his cheek all the more noticeable.
“Think you might avoid a black eye, Hayd, but it looks like your cheek didn’t escape bruise-free.”
That made Hayden snort out a low laugh.
“Did more damage than I got, and I would do it again.”
Shane reached out and pulled Hayden into a half hug over the console.
“I know you would, Hayd. I just wish it wasn’t needed.”
The problem was that it was never going to not be needed unless something forced the NHL to change, and the thing about change was it took someone to start it. 
Shane shook his hair out of his eyes and hopped out of the car. Hayden was right behind him. Jackie had obviously heard them pull up as she was standing in the doorway, wrapped up in a light jacket and a questioning look on her face.
She led them into the house, guiding Shane in as well. She lasted all of 30 seconds before she blurted out.
“What happened?”
Hayden gave her a quick rundown, but he was only halfway through before Jackie had folded Shane into her arms.
 He just hugged her back, enjoying the familiar, floral scent of her light perfume and the very motherly way she hugged him.
“Fuck the lot of them, Shane. Jesus, they are all dickheads.”
Shane laughed at her language.
“Swear jar, Jackie.”
The brunette pulled a face but did let Shane go.
“This doesn’t count.”
At that, Hayden made a strangled sound.
“Hey, why the fuck can you call an exception and I can’t?”
Jackie rolled her eyes at her husband, and Shane grinned, feeling better than he had since he had left his own apartment that morning.
“Because Hayd, your lovely wife makes the rules.”
She high-fived him and shot Hayden a cheeky grin before heading to the freezer and pulling out an ice pack to wrap in a towel and put against Hayden’s face. 
Shane patted Hayden on the shoulder and pulled out his phone to book a taxi back to the rink.
“I better get back. Just in case they decide to damage my car.”
Hayden went pale again at that thought, but Shane cut him off before he could jump back up to his feet.
“It’s fine. I’ve already ordered a taxi. I will let you know that I am okay.”
Neither of them was very happy about it, but they didn’t try to stop him. Despite their often-held view, Shane was perfectly capable of handling himself.  
He let himself out of the front door, and sure enough, his taxi had arrived. The drive back didn’t take long, and fortunately his beloved car was still in one piece. By the looks of it, they were all still inside, so he didn’t hang around. 
As soon as he drove off, he rang Ilya, who predictably answered on the second ring. Like he had been holding the phone in his hand, waiting for Shane to call.
“Lyubimyy, are you alright?”
Jesus, Shane was so glad to hear Ilya’s voice.
“Yes. I am okay. On the way home now. What have you been up to?”
As if Ilya knew exactly what he needed, he always did, the Russian began regaling Shane with his online food shopping escapades of the morning, complaining a lot about all the French labels and descriptions as well as a distinct lack of decent meat options that Shane would eat.
 
They stayed on the phone until Shane pulled into his parking space at the apartment. Only hanging up when he walked through the door into Ilya’s waiting arms. He dropped his bag to the floor and all but collapsed into those arms. Shane was promptly swept up; big hands reached down and hauled him up by his thighs, and his instinctual response was to wrap both his arms and legs around the bigger man and hold on.
As he was carried through to the bedroom, his only thoughts were that he was home. 
He was safe now. The dice would fall. But Shane was not alone and would never be alone again. This feeling. The warmth, the dependable strength to hold him no matter what happened. It was enough.
He raised his head and murmured against Ilya’s neck.
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
The response was the tightening of Ilya’s arms and a desperate, needy kiss. The Russian breathing endearments against his skin as he followed them with his mouth. 
He was so loved. And that made all the difference. He could ignore the slurs; he could pretend that the insults didn’t hurt. He could even fool himself into believing that there wasn’t a giant, gaping hole where his team once sat, but he couldn’t hide the hurt from Ilya.
God, he was so fed up with crying in the last few days, but that didn’t stop the flow of tears escaping his lashes as Ilya kissed them away with soft hushing noises. 
He just clung all the tighter and let Ilya shower him in affection. The warm weight of the bigger man was both a comfort and protection.
He caught the very quiet rumbling growl as he started to drift off to sleep, his body exhausted from both physical and emotional stress it had been put through. He wasn’t quite sure if it had been in Russian or English, but he had understood anyway.
“I will burn them. There will be nothing left. Just say the word, Lyubimyy. Your will is mine.”
A lingering kiss was pressed to his mouth, his freckles, then finally his right hand, at the base of his fourth finger where his ring would sit. 
He was asleep before he could kiss Ilya back.






      

  












      Chapter 12: Ilya
  








  As soon as Shane had left, he had paced around the apartment for a bit. He had then devolved into stress cleaning, which, honestly, wasn’t messy to begin with because Shane didn’t make messes. He had done all the laundry because the multiple sets of sheets and towels needing to be washed were definitely mostly his fault. A smug, satisfied smirk crossed his face in the reflection of the mirror in the bathroom he had just finished cleaning. However, he soon ran out of things to clean, so he resorted to stress shopping. Ilya ordered as much grocery shopping as he thought he could get away with pretending was on Shane’s acceptable list if he cooked them in just the right way.
By the time the delivery had arrived, he had left instructions to leave it outside the door. It was something Shane did pretty regularly if he was due back from being on the road or on an overnight, so no one would notice – he had decided to phone his Coach first, then Svetlana. He was putting together a few portions of rice, diced beef and steamed vegetable meals when his phone lit up with a call. LeClaire hadn’t answered the first time, so Ilya had texted him to ring when he was available. It had been all of 15 minutes. He put the lid on the last box as he picked up the call, putting his phone on speaker so he could carry on and talk at the same time.
“Ilya. How is everything?”
LeClaire sounded genuinely worried. He didn’t often use Ilya’s first name, but their coach was pretty close to the team, more than most were actually.
“Hello, Coach. Da, am okay. Any updates?”
An audible sigh came out of the speaker.
“Roz, I know you’re impatient, but nothing will happen yet. We do need to talk about when you will be back. I can’t give you much longer, you know.”
Ilya was well aware he had already pushed his luck, but he really didn’t want to leave Shane, even though he knew he would have to.
“Will book flight for tomorrow night.”
There was a pause.
“Is today the first time Hollander has been back since everything happened?”
He could hear the worry this time.
“Yes. It won’t be good. The things they have said on group chat are bad. Very bad. I will not leave tonight.”
Not a chance would he leave today. Shane would need him, and he would need Shane; otherwise, he would definitely break bones at the very least. Murder was still looking like a promising option if Ilya was being honest.
“Roz, you know I can’t push until his trade comes up. Really, it’s going against so many unwritten rules, me even knowing about this right now. Are you sure you want to go through with the pay cut if they won’t move enough to not hit the cap?”
Between Shane’s real estate fetish, his own careful investment portfolio and Yuna Hollander, who he just knew had a whole list of endorsement contracts, modelling and adverts lined up for when she could market the two of them, money wasn’t an issue. 
Even if it was, it would be more than worth taking the slight pay drop to get Shane on his team. 
In his city. In his house.
“Da. Very sure. Not worried about money. About to have very wealthy Canadian husband.”
The bark of laughter made Ilya grin, feeling both happy and proud to be able to say that out loud to someone who was not a Hollander.
“Jesus, Roz. That’s going to take some getting used to. Just make sure we get him here to sign the trade paperwork before the date on your licence, for fucks sake.”
One of the first things Shane had mapped out was the timelines of everything. Ilya knew damn well in what order everything had to happen for this plan to work. 
And it would work. Ilya would accept nothing less now.
“Oh, believe me, I know. Don’t think Bears have any idea what they are getting into.”
He sounded a little too gleeful even to his own ears.
“Roz, what the fuck are you signing us up for here exactly?”
Ilya cackled loudly.
“You will see. I will be back for Thursday morning practice. Will text you flight details later.”
“See you later, Roz. Look after our new Bear, yeah?”
He couldn’t stop the grin even if he tried, and he didn’t.
“Da I will. Bye, Coach.”
When the call clicked off, Ilya let out a low exhale of air. Some of the tension drained out of his shoulders. At least that part of the plan was all where it should be. 
The Bears were prepared to do whatever they needed to for this trade. Ilya supposed it wasn’t really fair when other teams didn’t have a clue that the best player in all the NHL - and yes, Shane was the best, despite Ilya telling everyone it was himself instead – was about to be available for trade. 
They wouldn’t have time to move things around, prepare their own trades or make cap space for someone of Shane’s calibre on such short notice. The only reason Boston’s management would be ready was that LeClaire was already moving things into place. The timer on the oven made him jump slightly; he had been so lost in thought. Even if Montreal opened up the trade at the start of the deadline period, it was still 3 weeks away, and that was only if the Voyageurs got knocked straight out of the playoffs. Ilya suspected that they wouldn’t wait. If they benched Shane, which his boyfriend was pretty sure they would. If they didn’t suspend him. Then there was no way they were winning anything.  None of them was any good without Shane. They were just too arrogant to realise it. Yet. 
But they would.
 
Ilya managed to prepare enough meals, between some being frozen and some left fresh in the fridge, that he wouldn’t worry for a week or so once he left for Boston. It wasn’t that Shane couldn’t cook; in fact, Shane was a good cook; it was more that the food he forced himself to eat was awful. Ilya had watched Shane for years; he knew how hard it was for his boyfriend to bounce back from a hard game. How much energy he lacked. How listless it made him. There was such a difference when Ilya could convince him to add healthier foods, the right kind of carbs, sugars and protein. It was no wonder Shane struggled more and more each year to bulk up over the summer. He had seen the workout schedule, and it was insane. No one could put on condition, eat like a fucking bird and keep up with that punishing routine. Ilya couldn’t. His body required way more food. He didn’t lose as much weight; even in a playoff run, he was quite a bit heavier than Shane, in both bulk and muscle. This summer will be different. Shane would see how it was done properly. Ilya would take care of him; he would enjoy training with him too. Shane was very hot, and watching him work out, whether on the ice or not, was always a treat.
He cleaned the kitchen down after he finished, leaving everything spotless. The mess cutting all the fruit up had made wasn’t fun, but Ilya knew Shane liked each type in separate glass boxes. Each labelled and dated. Fruit was one thing Shane didn’t limit himself on. So, Ilya had gone a bit overboard and bought all the fancy, expensive ones that Shane would look wistfully at but not actually buy. Cleaning cloth in hand and spray bottle in the other, Ilya had been wiping down the sink when his phone chimed with a video call request.
Svetlana.
Ilya put the cleaning products away and settled on the sofa before accepting the call. If Ilya didn’t know better, he would think she was trying to see if he wanted phone sex because suddenly his screen was full of half-naked women. She was clearly in the middle of getting changed and hadn’t bothered to stop when he answered the call. Not like it was the first time, but he was very glad Shane wasn’t here; he really didn’t want the two to hate each other, and Shane was possessive. Not that anyone would believe that, but Ilya knew better than most. His kitten would hiss, spit and claw Svetlana’s eyes out for daring to try anything on him now.
“Svetlana. Why are you half naked?”
She let out a shriek and turned back to the camera so she could see him.
“Ilya! You asshole. What the fuck have you been doing? Why am I getting sly little questions about trades and making cap space all of a sudden? What have you done?”
It was so good to go back to Russian for a bit. Even if he was being yelled at in his native language.
“I have been out rescuing kittens, Sveta; you should be proud of me.”
He had to grin at the pissed-off look on her face; he actually wasn’t lying either right now, but she clearly thought he was messing with her.
“Fuck off, Ilya. Where are you even right now?”
 “I told you. This is a rescue mission; I am trying to free a mountain lioness from captivity. Very fierce, sharp claws and not in the best condition. The environment is all wrong for it to thrive. I am fixing it.”
Oh, she would hit him next time she saw him. Of this, he was sure. 
Ilya had made the decision not to tell her about them getting married. Svetlana still had family back in Russia; she still had contacts she needed as well as her father. He wouldn’t put her in that position. If she found out when it went public, then no one could accuse her of being an accomplice; they wouldn’t be able to pin anything on her.
“Fine, don’t tell me. I am flying back to Russia for a few months. My dad needs me to fill in for him. My flight leaves in the morning. Did you sort out what you needed that car for?”
He was kind of glad she was distracted. She wasn’t paying proper attention and wasn’t picking up on his cues like she normally would. However, it did make it clear they weren’t the same as they had been. 
Shane wouldn’t have missed a single tell, not even exhausted, over a grainy video call or even just from an off-sounding text. Svetlana wasn’t his person anymore. Not that she wasn’t important; she was family. More so than his fucking brother, but he felt the difference more than he ever had.
“Da. Thanks, Sveta. All sorted. Do you need anything to do while you are gone? Maybe send me some Metelitsa; I haven’t got any left.”
She gave him a model-worthy smile.
“Of course I will send you some. Nothing else is as good, Da? And no, I don’t need anything, thank you though. I will let you know if I do. Speak to you soon, Ilya!”
The call cut off before he could say goodbye. Sveta was like that. At least he had gotten them both out of the way now. He could focus now on Shane until he had to fly back.
 
Scrolling on Twitter was a bad idea. 
But curiosity killed the cat, and Ilya was a bear, not a cat, so he looked anyway. Neither of them had looked too closely at the mess that was social media in the fallout, but now he was alone, and he wanted to know. 
Within 10 minutes, he wished he hadn’t. 
It was carnage. There was some support, queer hockey fans finally glad to have someone to rally around, but like the NHL, the majority of its support was extremely homophobic. Some of the comments were filthy. Nasty. Not only abusive but racist too. He sent those to Yuna. From the return of expletives, he got in reply, and then his mother-in-law (to be) was about to eviscerate a few people. Hopefully just from the internet, but he had met her son, and he wasn’t so sure. He had eventually given up when the insults had started to cycle and repeat.  He had decided to put a game between Ottawa and Pittsburgh in the background when his phone lit up again. This time with a welcome text from Shane. 
Except it wasn’t welcome news. 
Both Shane and Pike had been suspended from the game tomorrow, and there had been a fight. Of course, Shane had offered to drive Pike home. Montreal’s fifteenth-best player was obviously more shaken than Shane himself, who had been the target of the abuse. But that wasn’t really fair; Shane had been very alone. He had only really had Pike for a long time, and Ilya knew his boyfriend. If Shane hadn’t wanted Pike to know the things that had been happening, then he wouldn’t have. It wasn’t like Pike was particularly observant; in fact, he was pretty much as aware as a brick wall from what Ilya had seen.
 By the time he had Shane back in his arms and asleep, he was more than angry.
More than furious. 
He was absolutely livid.
Ilya glared at Shane’s phone. The voice app stared back at him, mocking him through the screen. He had listened to it. The recording was bad. As Shane had fallen asleep, obviously exhausted and overwrought by the eventful day, Ilya had put his earphones in and listened. He had been forced to stop halfway through and return to aggressively snuggle Shane, needing to be holding his beautiful boyfriend in his arms to stop himself from going out and doing something illegal.  Needing to breathe in that familiar soothing scent of his coconut and sea salt shampoo when he heard just what exactly they had said.  What Shane’s own team had thrown at him. It wasn’t like he had never heard racial slurs before. He was quite typically, and rather unapologetically, Russian, who had hardly spoken English when he had arrived at 17. Of course, he had heard slurs before.  Just different ones from Shane. It wasn’t like he himself hadn’t heard what others called Shane; when he first joined Boston, there had been a couple of rather bigoted older players who liked to make some very vulgar remarks about just what they would like to do to Hockey’s golden boy, Shane Hollander.
Ilya had taken them apart in the gym. 
Like literally. 
The Bears had a boxing ring in their gym. 
Since they fought so much, the rookies needed to learn to throw a technically correct punch and how to minimise the damage they took. It was also a good way for the players to burn off excess aggression and steam. The Bears tended to recruit the players with more of a temper, hotter-headed than most. Of course, when he had arrived, the older veterans had thought it would be an easy win.  Yes, he was big. Yes, he was muscular, but he was awkward in his own body.  His limbs were too lanky and still growing. But of course, they had no clue.  He had learnt to compensate for his own body’s shortcomings when he had been 14. Like a shark that scented blood in the water. He kept quiet, letting them think he knew less English than he actually did. 
Listened. Remembered.
Then when the excuse came, he struck. Ilya had managed to bait an opposing right winger to go for him, the man a slow, lumbering brute. He had dodged. So many were making the mistake of thinking his sheer size, like so many others, didn’t equate to speed or dexterity. Putting both of his own teammates into the line of the charge instead. Of course, none of them had been quick enough to get out of the way. The resulting incident had caused one of them to retire due to medical reasons, and the other to be traded. Ilya was content with the result. It had opened up space for Zane Boodram.
“Call me Bood.”
As well as a new Goalie, Wyatt Hayes. He had been the reserve at Toronto until space had opened and the Bears, needing a new Goaltender as they were losing one to retirement, had taken his contract. What Hazy hadn’t known at the time was that Ilya had been watching him for a while, clocking his outward dislike of Kent and support of Ryan Price. Ilya was slowly but surely collecting his pieces for his chessboard. He just needed to make sure LeClaire was on board with picking Shane’s trade up. 
Ilya Rozanov had plans, and for those plans he needed his crowning glory, his queen.
 
The words burned him. He could feel them, acidic and sharp. He curled protectively around Shane’s sleeping form.  He was well aware that Shane could more than take care of himself, but that didn’t mean he should have to. His pretty Canadian had been dealing with this his whole life. Ever since he set foot on the ice. It wasn’t like Shane wasn’t aware of his obsession, or that Shane himself wasn’t just as obsessed. They matched. It was probably why they were always going to end up here. 
Together. Inevitable. 
They fit together in ways other people just wouldn’t understand. Too intense. Ilya was self-aware. He knew he was a lot. Probably why he had never been able to commit to anyone who wasn’t Shane. They had only seen the surface of the type of devotion he was capable of. It should be terrifying. Just how far Ilya was prepared to go for Shane, but it wasn’t. It soothed the raging beast that prowled in his chest. The beast that was a cub when he had found the cold, lonely figure of his beautiful Mama. On that day he had felt something inside break. The beast inside had howled, screamed its misery as loud as it could, but no one listened. So, it had grown. In the shadows his father forced it into, and Ilya had felt it. As the years passed, he had changed. Become darker, harder, more prone to violence. Until that freezing, miserable afternoon outside a dingy, bleak rink in Regina, Saskatchewan. 
He had stood, rooted to the spot as the most stunning, beautiful boy had walked up to him. Constellations of freckles across pink-stained cheeks, standing out because of the biting cold and those eyes. Deep chocolate, shimmering like velvet and so open. So young. He knew he had sounded rude, but his brain had honestly lost all of its very limited English at the sight. Then the pretty Canadian had spoken. English had never sounded so good. It was unfair. This beautiful creature was complimenting him and was, in a delightfully clumsy way, trying to make friends. It was a shame that Ilya hadn’t remembered how to talk until hours later, and the dazed look had cleared from his eyes. 
For the first time in years, the roaring, angry beast inside had been quiet. One smile from a pretty little Canadian boy and the bloody thing had rolled over and wagged its tail, wanting to be petted. It hadn’t gotten any better over the years. Because, of course, the stupidest, most dangerous solution teenage Ilya could come up with was luring the beautiful baby gay into his bed.  As it had turned out, it was both the best and the worst decision of his life, but still it had been monumentally stupid. No one said teenage boys were made of good ideas. Especially ones full of hormones, pumped up with adrenaline, lust and a thing for stunning freckles. 
And beautiful Canadian men with an ass and thighs to make any woman jealous.
 
 
Ilya didn’t sleep. He just watched. Every tiny movement, every twitch that Shane made had him on alert. Gathered in close, Shane had tucked himself into a tiny ball against Ilya’s chest. His head pressed into the hollow at the base of his throat. This was the only reason he wasn’t tearing Voyageurs to pieces right now, pinned down by the death grip Shane had on him, even in sleep. Thinking about it, it was probably Shane’s plan. Didn’t stop Ilya from plotting out how to remove each of their limbs, one by one, for every tear that Shane had cried today. Maybe he could break a bone for each soft sob that escaped those plush, red-biting lips.
It didn’t help. 
Nothing seemed to calm the flames in his veins. He wanted to hurt them. Force them all to see the damage they had done, and for what. All because their Captain liked sucking dicks. Well, one. His, to be precise. It was pathetic. They didn’t deserve Shane. The fact that Shane had been suspended from the game tomorrow meant that the Voyageurs would be playing with their second line as their first. 
They didn’t stand a chance. 
What team decided to up and throw away their star player on the first game of the cup season? It looked like Shane had been right; he would be benched. A low whine had Ilya meeting tired, red-rimmed, chocolate eyes. Shane had woken up. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s hair and cuddled him close.
“You are thinking too loudly.”
Oh, his grumpy kitten face was back. Even with rough, slightly swollen cheeks from crying, he was beautiful. He looked so cute when he pulled that particular look on Ilya; he leaned down and brushed light kisses to Shane’s eyes, cheeks and his mouth.
“Sorry, Lyubimyy. Didn’t mean to wake you.”
“It’s okay. I shouldn’t sleep too much now or I won’t later. Did you talk to your Coach?”
It sounded like Shane didn’t want to be distracted, and Ilya was more than happy to go along with whatever he wanted.
“Da. I did. It’s all ready and waiting; just need them to offer you.”
A frown creased his forehead.
“They won’t wait.”
Ilya rolled them so Shane was draped across his chest like a blanket. He stroked his hands up the length of warm muscle along Shane’s spine.
“Nyet. They won’t. Not if they are suspending you; they won’t let you back on the ice until the deadline opens.”
Shane nuzzled into his bicep, turning his head so he still looked at Ilya from where he lay.
“They are going to say it’s a health break due to stress. Or keep to that accident line they pulled after the fight at practice. Only way they spin it since I’m not physically injured but others are. That way they can make it look like they care and did everything they could. It was just me. I couldn’t get over myself. I couldn’t let my personal life interfere with my job. When I never once did anything like the rest of them.”
At least he wasn’t crying anymore. Ilya would gladly take anger over tears. Seeing Shane cry broke his heart. He couldn’t cope with it. 
Unless it was tears torn from being overstimulated during sex, those tears he adored. He gently petted at the tight, salt-stained skin under Shane’s eyes.
“Pretty crier. Much prefer these tears in bed with me for a different reason.”
Shane gave a watery laugh but rubbed at his eyes.
“Asshole.”
It was more a pet name than an insult by now, especially with how damn fond Shane sounded whenever he called him it.
 
They spent the rest of the day cuddled together. Ilya eventually managed to persuade himself to book his ticket back to Boston, but not before Wednesday and then overnight. He would go straight from the airport to practice. He didn’t give a shit what the others thought; he would steal as long as he could with Shane. Ilya let Shane decide if they were watching the Voyageurs game or not.
Shane had chosen to watch it, but he had done so from Ilya’s lap, with Ilya’s cock inside of him, driving up into him with a slow, deep, dirty grind. Ilya was barely holding on to his sanity; the pace was both torturous and exquisite. With Shane riding him like this, the angle meant he pressed in deep; every movement caused delicious friction across Shane’s prostate. This caused Shane to clench, vice-like and burning hot around Ilya’s cock.
Fuck.
He could die here, like this, and he would be happy.
He rolled his hips up again in a lazy, slow grind. On screen, Detroit scored another goal. Ilya reached his hand around to place his palm against the slick surface of Shane’s heaving abs. He sat up. Shane moaned. The change in position forced his cock even deeper. Ilya spread his broad hand across the span of chiselled muscle and pressed down; at the exact same time, he planted his feet and suddenly gave a powerful thrust up. Shane shouted, his eyes going black with how blown his pupils were and his head thrown back. The movement caused Ilya’s hand to be able to feel the bulge of his rock-hard cock up inside Shane. The joint pressure from the heavy thrust and the tight press of a huge hand on his abdomen made it so they could both feel the movement of Ilya inside Shane. 
He pressed harder, forcing Shane to feel just how deep he was, how he was forcing Shane to make space for him and him alone. It was enough to tip Shane over the edge. His beautiful kitten came hard, body taut; his kitten claws dug into Ilya’s shoulders so tightly they had broken the skin. Leaving large, crescent-shaped patterns across his broad back. Ilya held Shane on his cock, he had gone soft and pliant after his orgasm, but Ilya wasn’t done with him yet. He moved his hands to those plush hips and began to lift, using his own strength to fuck up into him as he wanted. 
All Shane could do was whimper, cry out and hold on. The slow, deep grind had wound Ilya up so much he was frenzied now, adjusting his stance for leverage; he set a punishing pace. He was close; Shane was mostly hard again, thin drips of pre-come slid down his length to make a mess of both of them. The added liquid made the lewd sounds of heated skin coming together all the louder. Ilya tilted Shane’s jaw up and away, exposing that beautiful, sensitive neck. He bit down, just as Shane tightened around him again; tears gathered in sooty lashes as another orgasm was forced out of his boyfriend’s tired, overwrought body. The vice-like heat suddenly tightening was enough to send Ilya crashing over the edge into orgasm along with Shane. It was ripped out of him. Fierce and heavy ropes of come branding Shane’s body. 
They lay together, both panting and covered in Shane’s mess. Shane had slunk down into Ilya’s hold, too tired and wrung out to hold himself up anymore. 
On screen, the Voyageurs lost their first playoff game so spectacularly it was a travesty of a game. 
Ilya couldn’t be happier. It was everything the fucking bastards deserved. He couldn’t wait for them to get knocked out, and then he would steal Shane away, right from under their noses.






      

  












      Chapter 13: Hayden
  








  The fight was over quickly. It was not the first fight Hayden had been part of on the ice, and he doubted it would be the last. 
Hayden hardly ever initiated fights, and he certainly had never begun one during his own team’s practice before. However, as far as he was concerned, it was more than justified. The utter fucking shit the guys had been saying to Shane made him feel sick, even now over a day later.
 
Hayden was sitting on his sofa, beer in hand. Sulking. Well, actually no, Jackie, he wasn’t sulking, thank you very much. Alright. Maybe he was, but fuck, his team was losing. Badly. They hadn’t played this appallingly since Shane was drafted years ago. The PR line had been an accident in practice, since Comeau was out as well with a broken nose, shattered cheekbone and a minor concussion.  
Shane had gotten the bastard good. Hayden was so proud. Although he still couldn’t quite make sense of what the fuck Shane had done, he and Drapeau had been right in front of them; Hayden had seen the whole thing, but he had never seen any player move as Shane had. The force he must have struck Comeau with to do that kind of damage from the hit wasn’t light either. Hayden had seen Shane do some funny little balance things and neat tricks that would make most experienced hockey players fall flat on their asses, but not like that. 
It had been so fast. Everyone knew Shane was the fastest skater in the league. Even that asshole Rozanov couldn’t always catch him if Shane had a clean route through. It was hurting Hayden’s brain trying to work it out. So, he stopped bothering to try. 
He went back to his manly brooding. His very masculine, understandable brooding – he was not sulking like his twin girls did when told no – about the state his team was now in. This was not going to blow over easily. The horrific insults pretty much the whole team had hurled at their own Captain made that crystal clear, but Hayden was at a loss for how to help. He couldn’t stop thinking about what Shane had said to him when his friend had driven him home afterwards. How had he missed it? Had they really all been saying things like that to Shane the entire time he had been in Montreal? Hayden knew Shane heard chirps like that on the ice, but it was from other teams, and it was kind of expected, considering just how bad some of the teams could be. 
Take Toronto, for example. Kent was a prime example, but his team, his own team, the Voyageurs, weren’t meant to be like that. Then again, if he thought about it, there were very few teams you didn’t hear some casual homophobia from. Except now that he was really thinking about it… 
Boston. 
They played the Bears more often than most, and he didn’t remember ever hearing Rozanov throw around those kinds of chirps. The asshole of a Russian was a nightmare even without them. 
He seemed to know how to hit every sore spot with just a glance, but it was never racist or sexual. Except Rozanov called Shane pretty boy a lot, usually when it was only the two of them at face-offs, but Hayden had learnt to lip-read a little bit; he and Shane used it for a couple of silent signals during plays, but Rozanov said it so much that Hayden had picked up on it. 
Guess now Hayden knew exactly why Ilya Rozanov called Shane Hollander “Pretty boy” and didn’t get his teeth knocked out for it as anyone else who had dared did.
He suppressed a grossed-out shiver. 
Then promptly froze. 
Fuck. 
He had done it again. 
He had reacted with disgust; he hadn’t even meant to. He had obviously spent far too much time around hockey players. Right now, Hayden hated himself just a little. That look on his best friend’s face, the flinch backwards. Fuck. 
He had caused that. It wasn’t that Shane was gay. He couldn’t care less that Shane liked men, but why the fuck did it have to be the Boston Demon himself? Hayden could have found Shane a nice man here in Montreal. Who wasn’t a terrifying, 6-foot-3 monster of a Russian.
A noise made him look up. 
Jackie had come into the room. Wrapped snugly in a dressing gown and with two mugs in her hand. She came up to where he was still sprawled across the sofa, gave him a look, set the mugs down and handed him his phone.
“Call Shane. Now.”
Hayden almost started crying. He couldn’t speak to Shane, not now. He knew his friend would know instantly something was wrong.
Jackie didn’t bother to wait. 
He watched as his wife dialled Shane’s number herself. He could only pray that if Rozanov was still at Shane’s house, then the Russian didn’t answer Shane’s phone. 
He hadn’t told Jackie. Shane hadn’t given permission to, even if it was killing him to keep things from his wife. 
Obviously, Hayden hadn’t been the best friend he should have been if he had missed so much going on around Shane, but he could, and he would do better. He could keep his mouth shut until Shane told him otherwise. He still felt sick, bitter and angry about everything his team was putting Shane through; he felt so helpless, so useless. It hurt. Knowing that he had missed all this, that he hadn’t stopped it somehow.
In his spiral, he hadn’t noticed Jackie putting his phone back down, then some time later getting up to go open the front door. In fact, he didn’t register much until a familiar hand gently shook his shoulder and he was looking into the big, soulful brown eyes of his best friend. Said best friend that somehow managed to catch them both and not fall backwards into the coffee table when Hayden launched himself at Shane. He didn’t even realise he was crying until he felt Shane’s hand petting his hair, exactly the same way he did when Arthur was upset.
Shane just held him, kneeling on his living room floor and letting him cry into his shoulder. 
Once Hayden had calmed down enough to sit back, he realised Jackie must have quietly left them to it because it was just the two of them. 
Hayden finally met the concerned gaze that was watching him from where Shane was kneeling on the rug. Where Shane had been since he caught Hayden. Looking at his phone screen that was over half an hour ago. Comfortable in a position that would have made Hayden’s knees start to ache in 5 minutes flat.
Oh wait. Abort. Nope. 
Not thinking about that, no way. Not going there.
Hayden gave himself a very thorough shake. 
Even if it was only internally, and took the tissue being handed to him by Jackie from where she had come back into the room. Obviously having heard that he had calmed down a bit now.
“Better now, love? I told you to phone Shane.”
It was true, she had been telling him to phone Shane since the disastrous first game that they had both been benched from. But Hayden had been stubborn; he hadn’t wanted to take Shane away from whatever limited time Rozanov had managed to get. Not like he could tell Jackie that, but still. 
It felt like he was being stupid. It wasn’t him who any of these comments had been aimed at. It wasn’t him who had been outed in such a horrific, public way. 
Why would Hayden try and make this about himself? That was just selfish, and the last thing he wanted to do was put even more on Shane’s shoulders.
“Why didn’t you call me, Hayd?”
He sighed but made an effort to get himself back together.
“I didn’t want to bother you. Wasn’t sure how long…you know”
Shane cocked his head to one side, looking confused for a second, until sudden understanding brightened and he smiled. 
A real smile, all sweet and bright.
“You haven’t told Jackie?”
Hayden shook his head.
“You didn’t say I could. So, no, I didn’t, buddy. Not mine to tell.”
Shane seemed to think for a moment, then shrugged.
“I don’t mind her knowing that I have someone; up to you if you want her to know who it is, though.  And obviously it must stay a secret, since he isn’t publicly out. Can’t be right now.”
Now it was Hayden’s turn to look confused.
Shane looked at him, but he still wasn’t getting it.
“Erm, Russia. You know, massive homophobic bag of dicks? They arrest or kill people for being gay or even promoting queer themes.”
Hayden’s eyes were so wide it must have looked comical, but Shane didn’t laugh; in fact, he looked more serious than Hayden had ever seen. 
It was a little bit scary looking at his friend right now.
“So, it’s not just an NHL thing?”
At this, Shane rolled his eyes.
“Oh, it’s an NHL thing too, but no, that’s actually not the main reason right now anyway. So please, if you think she might slip or you might, then don’t tell her who it is or that it’s even another player. Just say he’s not out yet. Please, Hayden.”
Fuck. 
His best friend shouldn’t need to beg him to keep quiet about his relationship just because one wrong word could get him deported back to his home country and put into jail or even killed for being with a man. 
What the fuck was wrong with the world?!
He scrambled to reassure Shane that of course he wouldn’t say anything.
“Oh fuck, Shane. No, of course I won’t say anything. I won’t tell Jackie who it is, just in case. I will just say you are seeing somebody, so she stops trying to set you up with her friends. She had already mentioned switching to setting you up with men now, so…”
Shane pulled a delightfully scrunched-up face.
“Yeah. Better not. He gets rather possessive.”
Hayden made a noise. 
It was not a noise he was proud of, but it escaped before he could stop it. 
But Shane just laughed at him, apparently not annoyed.  
 
They talked for a bit longer, Hayden trying to stay away from the more difficult topics, but Shane was giving him that look. The one he gave to the girls when they were trying to wiggle their way out of admitting they had done something wrong; apparently Hayden was just as susceptible to Shane’s eyes as his kids were because he broke in under 10 minutes. Ruby’s record was 18 minutes; he might add.
“Shane, I’m sorry.”
Hayden watched as Shane sat back in the corner of the sofa, getting himself comfortable, in his corner. The one he always sat in; it even had his preferred cushion nestled in just the right place.
“What for? You did not spread my texts to the internet.”
This was hard. 
How was he meant to apologise for not noticing for all these years, like the whole fucking time they had been friends, that he just hadn’t noticed? 
Where did he even start? At the beginning, he supposed.
“Because I never noticed. I never stopped them, because I was too blind to notice what was going on. You said that our own team has been saying those types of slurs the whole time?”
Shane crossed his arms over his chest and curled up a little bit tighter before he answered.
“Hayden, I am not mad at you. I don’t blame you. Yes, you didn’t notice, but honestly most people don’t. It’s actually worse for people like me than if you are just foreign, and being half and half is somehow even worse. You get people who think you don’t belong to either side of yourself. Sometimes I get comments that I am too white to be Japanese, and then I get I am too coloured to be Canadian. I can’t win. No matter which way I go. Ever since I put a pair of skates on, I have been a target on the ice. I mean, do you think school was any easier? At least I am good at hockey. I didn’t have that buffer in the classroom. So, no, I don’t expect you to understand, Hayd, but I am not mad at you for it, I promise.”
He was nearly crying again. 
He could feel it. Jesus Christ. 
He knew it would be bad, but somehow this was so much worse than he had imagined, and he had to know.
“What about when you got drafted here?”
This time Shane looked troubled. He gave Hayden a look he had never seen before.
“Are you sure you want to know? It might change how you see the team, and then you still have to play with them.”
Of this, Hayden was well aware. He had spent hours thinking about how the fuck he was supposed to play with these guys again, but he had two years left on his contract, and he doubted anyone would buy him out early. But he needed to know, needed to try and understand just how he had failed his best friend for so many years. 
Otherwise, how could he start making it right?
“Yes. I need to know.”
“Alright then. When I was first drafted, one of the owners commented to my mother at dinner. He said that he didn’t care about me being number 2, but they were thrilled that I was Asian or Asian Canadian. Very thrilled. That they had historically broken barriers before and now they were doing it again. So, there was nothing to worry about there.”
Hayden was going to be sick. 
The fucking owners of Montreal had said that to an 18-year-old Shane and his mother. 
In public. 
But Shane was not done.
“Once I got made Captain, I heard Coach saying how he was glad he now had someone so keen to please, how they could just let me handle everything because I should be grateful; they even let me have the position. That was nothing compared to what the players come out with when they think my back is turned, or comments on the size of my dick in the showers. Drapeau’s favourite was to compare how I have very little body hair to women and comment how he wishes the women he slept with took as much time making themselves smooth as I did.”
Scratch that. 
Now Hayden needed to go break another nose. 
Oh fuck. His hands were shaking. 
It took him a second or two to wrangle his voice into a somewhat normal register to speak.
“Have you ever told your … well, I guess boyfriend, about what they have said to you?”
Shane uncurled and sat forward, eyes gone dark and a bit cold.
“No. And no one ever will.”
This was not the response Hayden had been expecting.
“Why not?”
He was genuinely confused.
“Because I don’t want to have to help hide the bodies.”
Hayden laughed. 
It wasn’t often Shane would make a joke, but he did actually have quite a sense of humour. Until he noticed that Shane hadn’t laughed, wasn’t even smiling.
“That was a joke? Right, buddy?”
Shane just tilted his head and fixed him with that look again. As if to say, do I look like I’m joking to you?
“No, Hayd. I am in no way, shape or form joking.”
Wisely, Hayden decided to leave that can of worms alone; he was rather terrified of both his best friend and his best friend’s boyfriend right now.
 
Despite the darker turn their conversation had taken, Jackie had been right. Talking to Shane had made him feel better. They had agreed to meet up early, the morning that their suspension was up; Hayden had wanted to show his support for Shane as well as show a united front. Both he and Jackie – through the WAGs – had tried reaching out to others on the team, but none of them had anything but disgust and outright hatred for Shane now. 
The sad thing was Hayden was pretty sure that most of them had felt this way all along; they just now had an excuse to not hide it anymore. The only ones who had been apologetic were the rookies; the two youngsters had reached out to Shane privately but had said straight out that they didn’t dare support him where the rest of the team could see. Hayden knew Shane didn’t blame them, and really, he didn’t either, but someone he did blame was JJ. He was absolutely furious with their friend. JJ was meant to be one of Shane’s best friends, and right now he was acting like a total dick. 
So, Hayden had told him to get his arse to the park where the three of them ran together regularly. He didn’t want to do this where his kids could hear what might very well come out of his mouth right now. JJ left him waiting for a good 15 minutes, and when he did turn up, he looked like he would rather be anywhere else than walking up to Hayden. 
To be honest, Hayden was talking himself out of punching him, but he wouldn’t, at least not yet anyway.
“Why are we doing this, Hayden?”
Scratch that. Hayden was punching him now.
“Because I want to know just exactly what the fuck you think you’re playing at?”
JJ crossed his arms over his chest and scowled. Unfortunately for JJ, he had been on the receiving end of a look that was far more terrifying than anything JJ could come up with. The Haitian-Canadian was nothing compared to Rozanov; he had nothing on a massive wall of blond Russian with eyes so cold they could freeze you with one look.
JJ let out an angry stream of French, of which Hayden only followed about half. It was Shane who had always spoken to JJ in French, not him, but Shane wasn’t here now, and that was on JJ.
“Try again. In English this time; the friend who translates isn’t here, and that’s on you. Since you decided to be an absolute dick.”
Hayden was shouting. 
He knew he was shouting, but he couldn’t seem to stop.
“I honestly didn’t take you for a fucking homophobe, JJ. What the fuck, man?! This is Shane! Why the fuck didn’t you defend our friend of years?! You complete and utter asshole!”
JJ had a nasty look on his face, one Hayden had never seen before.
“Well, you might still be friends with him, but I cannot. He lied. I am not friends with sad little gay boys who lie. Then to get all prissy about chirps, every fucking player chirps at teammates. You can’t go making a big deal over every little thing someone says. Wilson said that he caught Hollander looking at everyone in the shower. He’s a creepy, fucking pervert, and that’s why he’s always the first one to arrive and last to leave…”
Hayden didn’t let the taller man say anything further. He pulled back his arm and smacked him as hard as he could, straight in the nose and left eye. 
Good. 
Hopefully it would come up with an impressive black eye. 
The fucker deserved it. 
Hayden spat on the ground at JJ’s feet.
“We are done. Lose my number. Never contact me again.”
Then he walked away. 
Leaving JJ bleeding and swearing in French on the floor of the park. 
Jesus. How the fuck was he going to tell Shane?
 
As it turned out, Hayden didn’t need to tell Shane. 
His friend already knew. 
He had tried to reach out to JJ and gotten a version of the same thing Hayden had. They had gone back to practice at the end of their 3-day suspension with the same attitude that they had left. Only now it was so much worse. Before, Hayden hadn’t known; he hadn’t been listening for the slurs. He hadn’t been on high alert the whole time, but now he was, and Jesus didn’t wish he didn’t have to, because listening to this, to how they all spoke to Shane, their Captain for fuck sake, was appalling. 
They say ignorance is bliss, and there was something to be said for it because Hayden was exhausted. He had no clue how Shane existed like this, day after day. 
Then there was the workload. 
Now that he was looking for it, there were hints everywhere. Things that people commented on: “Oh, that’s Hollander’s job”, or “No, we don’t do that; it is always Hollander”. For everything. From ordering equipment to organising cleaning routines. If it was something Coach could get away with shoving onto Shane, he had. 
For. Fucking. Years.  
Then came the complaints; every day there was a new formal complaint against Shane that meant he was benched as punishment. Even if it could be proved he hadn’t done anything, Theriault did fuck all. Hayden watched as Shane took it. 
Not passively. Not anymore. But quietly. 
He watched as his best friend was systematically destroyed by his own team.
JJ had taken over as Captain. Hayden had turned in his Alternate position the second it was announced at morning practice. Again, Shane hadn’t said a word. Just handed in his jersey with the C on it and walked away. 
Hayden kept with Shane at all times. He didn’t trust any of them, not anymore. The rookies wouldn’t do anything, but they were also utterly terrified of the other players. JJ had no clue how to be an actual Captain, and the team had fallen apart. Hayden could see it happening. 
With Shane staying out of the way, performing none of what he used to, but also very much there, present in a way that none of them liked, it was causing tension. Then when JJ tried to take over, the fuckers listened to him, yes, but they had gotten used to a Captain who was a hockey genius. Shane had known exactly what to do and where to put everyone to maximise the potential of the players he had to use. 
JJ didn’t even know anyone’s base stats, never mind who worked best with who or even anything more than the drills that Shane had, as it turned out, completely made himself. Even though it was meant to be the Coach’s job. Watching both JJ and the team sink was providing Hayden with at least a little bit of amusement. 
But it also was kind of heartbreaking. 
It showed all the cracks. As they neared the next game, the second game of the playoffs, they were a complete shit show. 
Absolute disaster. 
It was going to be embarrassing. 
Hayden could see JJ was crumbling under the pressure, and that was with an extremely pissed-off Theriault having to actually do something for a change. As it turned out, normal people were not all Shane Hollander, so lo and behold, JJ hadn’t been able to pick up even half of the tasks that Shane had done. So, the arse was having to actually lift a lazy finger for once. Hayden had been put down on the 3rd line with the rookies, which he actually didn’t mind too much. Since he had no interest in being anywhere near those racist bigots that made up the new 1st and 2nd lines.
The second, third and fourth games were pretty much a laughingstock. 
Detroit walked all over them. 
The Voyageurs were out of the cup run for that year. In a straight defeat to a lower-seeded team. Hayden had watched as Shane had just observed. Like he was waiting for something. Nothing had touched him. Not the slurs, not the over-aggressive practice checks or even the cold shoulder from the entire rest of the team. 
Equipment in his cubby was damaged; his belongings went missing – Hayden had learned that Shane had removed anything that was valuable or that mattered to him right back when they had first returned – but still he let it wash over him. 
It was scary. 
He had never seen Shane like this before.
Cold. Unfeeling and distant. 
Unless he was looking at his phone. He seemed glued to it these days. It never left his sight and was always within reach. Hayden suspected it was Rozanov, but he didn’t dare ask. Whoever it was, they were doing a decent job of keeping Shane sane so he would let it go. Of course, Hayden did find out soon. He had been partially correct; Shane had been waiting. He seemed to know exactly what was going to happen the moment the Voyageurs being knocked out was announced. 
The Montreal Voyageurs, Shane’s draft team – Shane, who had been second in his draft year, a generational talent that most teams would give up limbs for – had been put up for a trade. The second the deadline had opened, his name was on there. 
Theriault was getting rid of Shane. Hayden was spinning. Theriault was throwing Shane away, all because he was gay and had been outed.
Against his will and very much not legally – even though there was no apparent news on the person who hacked Rose Landry’s phone – it still wasn’t a reason to get rid of their star player. 
Especially when, without him, they had played like utter shite. They suddenly didn’t mesh. Couldn’t pass, let easy goals in and their defence was all over the place, never where they were needed. There was also the fact that Shane had not only been the fastest skater among them, but he was also the most accurate goal scorer they had as well. Hayden was good, but he could freely admit: he wasn’t Shane Hollander good. No one on their team was anywhere near him. 
Despite what insults they threw his way.
 
No one seemed to care. That was the thing. 
It wasn’t public. It couldn’t be until a new team signed a new contract for Shane, or he was dropped back down. Hayden was worried. Shane could end up anywhere. So as soon as they were released for the summer, much earlier than they would have liked, he set out to check on his best friend. His best friend, who seemed to have disappeared. Like overnight.  Hayden had breakfast with him the day before. He had watched Shane wrangle his twins like it was nothing when all Hayden could do was stop Ruby from trying out creative ways to kill her twin sister about 3 times an hour. 
Now, as he knocked on the darkened apartment door, there was no sign of life. Usually, Shane was a creature of habit; Hayden could set his watch by Shane’s schedule. 
He tried calling. 
No answer. 
Texts were being sent, but not read. 
So, he used his key; he was starting to feel a bit worried by now. 
 
The apartment was bare. The fridge was empty. Everything was spotless, as always. Shane was not a messy person, but it was like it had been put into storage. 
Shut down. 
Like the waiting was over and now he was just gone. 
Hayden did a quick lap of the apartment just to make sure, and sure enough, there were spaces where things were missing. A blank space where Hayden knew there had been a couple of pretty picture frames of all three Hollanders and the other one of himself, Jackie and the kids with Shane at the last zoo trip they had done. He glanced through the bedroom door and saw that room too was blank, not that Shane ever had much in the way of clutter or decoration anyway, but the little things- his phone charger and ever-present hockey history or biography book on the nightstand were gone.
Shane had left. Quickly but silently. And Hayden had no idea where he had gone. He drove home, a small, very sad look on his face that had Jackie all over him the moment he walked into the kitchen. 
She looked worried.
“Hayden, babe. What’s wrong?”
He shook his head. He had told her exactly what Shane had said he could, so she knew Shane was seeing someone, and of course she knew absolutely everything that happened at work. Because Hayden loved his wife, and they were both terrible gossips. Not that either would admit to it.
“Shane is gone. Packed up his apartment and left.”
Jackie went back to unloading the dishwasher; he automatically moved to help her put the clean dishes away as they talked.
“Did it occur to you that he’s probably gone straight to his cottage?”
At this, Hayden perked up. 
He had forgotten about that huge glass house that Shane, for some unknown reason, called a fucking cottage. They had all driven down to see it when it was first finished. It was where Shane went when he wanted to be alone. It was usually much later in the year, so that was probably why it hadn’t immediately occurred to Hayden that’s where Shane would have gone.  After all, why the fuck would he want to stick around in Montreal when they had offered him up like a spit roast the second they could.
“Of course! I forgot about the cottage. Well, it’s not a cottage, is it really?”
Jackie giggled at his much brighter look and leaned over to kiss his cheek. 
He melted and wrapped an arm around her. She really was the best.
“You know he likes to decompress. Give it a few days, then ring him. It’s not been easy for him these last couple of weeks.”
And wasn’t that the understatement of the century, even though Shane didn’t follow much social media. He and Jackie did – see gossip freaks reference – so they had both been following in real time the utter shit show of a fallout from Shane’s outing. The pictures had been taken down, but of course by that point the damage was done. 
The internet was full of speculation, insults and some support. It was a mixed bag, really. 
The main problem was that hockey fans were usually as homophobic as the teams they supported. 
Seeing as the Voyageurs turned out to be some of the worst, it shouldn’t have been surprising that their fans were as god-awful to Shane as the team had been. 
Hayden would give it a few days and then reach out. He didn’t like to think of Shane stewing alone in that huge cottage all summer long. He was also trying to work out if he could convince the twins to set up a playground campaign to egg JJ’s house next time they were in that big playground near the defenceman’s place. Jackie would kill him, but as long as they weren’t caught, Hayden figured he could get away with it. 
Knowing Ruby, she could probably even convince some of the boys in the older classes at her hockey practice to come join in. Ruby was a devout pupil of her Uncle Shane, and it showed in the fact that all the older kids were impressed by her skating skills. Still, it was worth thinking about.
Until there was a sudden loud crash, a scream and then a lot of guilty-sounding whispering from the living room that had Hayden sighing and going to see what the twins had broken this time. 
It was probably Ruby. 
It was always Ruby.
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  Time didn’t stop. No matter how much Ilya had threatened it, in Russian as well as English. Wednesday evening arrived, his flight and time to return to Boston. He hated it. Even if Shane kept reminding him that it wouldn’t be for long, nowhere near as long as some of their stints apart had been. That, however, didn’t make Ilya feel better about leaving Shane alone in Montreal with him all the way back in Boston.
It had taken hours for Shane to persuade him to the actual airport. Then came the wrench of Shane not being able to come with him inside to the gate, which set him off pouting and sulking again. Honestly, he couldn’t wait till this was all out in the open. He was already more than fed up with hiding his relationship. He had the best fiancé. Why wasn’t he allowed to show him off? After all, everyone should be extremely jealous of his pretty Canadian hockey player. They should all either want him for themselves or want to be him because Shane Hollander had Ilya Rozanov after all. Only the best for Canada’s sweetheart. And Ilya was the best.
The rings had arrived the day before. They were as beautiful as Ilya had hoped; having seen some of the pieces when he was last in Russia, he had been pretty confident that they would look good, but they were even better in person. Shane had spent ages looking at them, twisting and turning them both in his fingers until he was familiar with both the texture and weight of them. Then he had put them on, both fitting perfectly on their right hands. Shane had then taken Ilya’s hand and spent more time memorising it now with the ring in place. This was something Ilya had noticed Shane did a lot. Needing to familiarise himself with textures and changes. If he was allowed the time to catalogue like this, then there was rarely a problem. It was only when he was rushed or backed into a corner that he started to struggle.
Years ago, back when Ilya was still pretending that he hadn’t given his heart away in a freezing cold alleyway, trying to light a cigarette at 17. He had started to put the pieces together about Shane; more and more, the term neurodivergent was cropping up. Little things about Shane didn’t add up. From the very beginning, when Ilya had hidden a smitten smile at the sight of this beautiful baby gay neatly folding his clothes before sucking his soul out of his dick on his first try. To the way certain fabrics bothered him, and labels were all cut out.
He had discovered that one when he realised Shane was switching their t-shirts as often as he could sneakily manage it, but only ones in certain fabrics. The butter-soft, expensive ones that were never returned. So, he had started to make a mental network of each of these little things until he spotted Shane fidgeting with his shoe, a miserable look hidden behind pretty but tired chocolate eyes. From the movement, it was the sock that was bothering him, so without a word, Ilya had bent down, removed his shoes and fixed the seam so it wasn’t pressing on the tips of his toes anymore. The look of relief had been instant on Shane’s face.
If Ilya had spent the next few days researching and using Google to open the pages in fucking Russian so he could understand well, it was a good thing that no one on the Bears other than Ilya spoke Russian, wasn’t it? His Shane was Autistic. It was very well managed and hidden, but it was there. If only you knew where to look. And look, Ilya did. He was obsessed, after all. It had some perks. So, Ilya had made changes, without really noticing what he was doing at first. It was only when Marlow had next stayed over that he had started in on Ilya suddenly having fancy-ass bedding on all the beds, and wonderfully soft, specially made heavy fleeces across the back of the sofas. It was then Ilya realised he was nesting. Trying to make his space more inviting for his pretty Canadian to like things, to want to stay. He had stopped, thought about it for a minute, then decided, fuck it. He had started now; no way he was going to stop.
They had submitted the paperwork that morning. Before Ilya had finally had to leave. It would be a couple of weeks until the licence came through, but by then Shane would be in Boston with him. Then they could sneak off to Ottawa and get married. Ilya couldn’t wait. Shane had let him know that he had been to see that nice lawyer again after they had submitted the paperwork. She had been very pleased and offered to do all the legwork for them, since she apparently had contacts to get it both pushed through and kept as private as possible. They had applied for the licence to be kept on a need-to-know basis, which they could, since Ilya was at risk while still being on a Russian passport, but there were always risks. Not that it would matter soon. Ilya was determined. As soon as the ink was dry on both Shane’s trade contract and their marriage, he wasn’t keeping it a secret anymore.
 
It wasn’t fun, stepping out of the airport and having to go straight to practice, but he made it. Just. Coach LeClaire just gave him a pointed look and told him to hurry his ass up. The locker room was already empty as everyone else was out on the ice, but Ilya had perfected the art of getting in and out of his gear at speed when he had been a teenager. He was on the ice and warming up within 10 minutes. Cliff Marlow was the first over to him. His big, overeager Left Winger threw himself at Ilya the second he was within reach. It was like being hit by a fucking freight train, and Ilya wasn’t small himself. He hauled Cliff off his shoulders, the motion causing his jersey to catch against the still-open claw marks in the muscles of his shoulder. Which in turn made Ilya let out a string of Russian that had Cliff shaking his head at.
Ilya had skated hard. Just to try and clear his own head. He had driven his team hard too, but that was mainly to silence all the damn fucking nosy assholes who wanted to know where he had been for nearly a week. By the time he let them off the ice, limping and cursing him out, he felt calmer. Cliff had filled him in on anything he had missed, not much; they hadn’t had a game after all, which basically meant the big man gossiping about everyone and everything. He let it wash over him. Familiar and comfortable. Still, it didn’t ease the absence of Shane.
He and Cliff were the last back into the locker room; the rest of the team were already stripped down, headed for the showers. They were all a sweaty mess, not surprising considering the workout Ilya had just put them through.  He and Cliff were quick to join them, while there was still hot water. Hazy was a water hog, and if he got into the showers first, everyone else had to scramble to join because he would use up all the hot water. Ilya followed Cliff in, everyone calling out that they better hurry or it would be cold shower time. He thought about the difference; here in Boston, his team was good. Not just as players on the ice, but they were a safe team. There were no slurs thrown about, no one was trying to undermine each other or isolate anyone. Ilya really couldn’t wait until he could show Shane just what a real team looked like.
As he stepped under the warm water, he was still lost in thought, so hadn’t realised everyone had gone quiet. It was only when Cliff let out a loud, obnoxious wolf whistle that he looked up. The whole lot of them were staring at him. Bood’s jaw was on the floor, Hazy was chuckling, and Cliff was almost on the floor; he was trying not to laugh; the only reason he was still upright was Victor St-Simone, who had caught him.
“What the fuck is wrong with you morons?”
They all looked blank. Until Victor rolled his eyes and spoke.
“English, Roz. Your brain got shredded too”
That was it. They were all laughing their fucking tits off. Ilya was just confused. He had no idea what he had missed. Obviously, his brain was still running on being with Shane because it had been a long time since he had forgotten to switch languages like that.
“Shredded. What the fuck are you on about?”
He was too tired for this shit. Then Cliff got himself under control enough to point and speak at the same time. Honestly, it was an achievement for the idiot.
“Fuck Roz. Have you not been near a mirror recently?”
A mirror? Why would he … Oh fuck. Shane. He had completely forgotten what his back must look like right now. He twisted, trying to look over his own shoulder to see the damage; even at the awkward angle, he could see it was a mess. Deep scratch marks, some that had even drawn blood at one point and now looked angry, raised red. Small, crescent-shaped puncture wounds that decorated his shoulders and the bites. Shane had kept them low, down along his collarbone so his compression shirt would cover it at games, but now there was a ring of dark purple teeth marks all the way across his chest. Possessive and claiming. Like a damn collar. Because yes. Ilya was very much owned now. And he loved it.
He fucking loved it.
With a smug, satisfied smirk across his face, he looked back at his teammates and then promptly held his arms out, turned in a slow circle and chuckled. The sound was low, deep and rumbling.
“Nyet. Sorry was too busy.”
Bood snorted.
“Thought it was a family emergency, Roz? What the fuck kind of emergency was it?”
Another voice piped up from the other end of the showers. Belonging to their backup goalie.
“And where can I get one that leaves me looking like that? Fuck Cap.”
Cliff came over; he had a particular glint in his eye that meant he was about to poke at Ilya and see how much he could get away with, but Cliff was his best friend and could get away with a lot more than the idiot realised, so Ilya left him to it.
“Whoa, Roz, some of them look deep. What the fuck were you doing to her?”
At this, Ilya grinned and opened his mouth.
“Well, Cliff, it’s called fucking someone so good that they grip onto you so hard. That they cling on with claws like nails, so tight into you that they mark. You should try it some time. Is better than fucking some limp, wet pillow. Yes?”
Marlow scowled at him and reached out to poke at the ring of bite marks on his chest. They were deep, and they could clearly see actual impressions of teeth in some of them.
“That’s not just riling a woman up, Roz! That’s straight up possession. She marked you like a fucking collar.”
Ilya just smirked.
Cliff narrowed his eyes at him.
“You fucking like it! Who the fuck is this woman, Roz? You never let anyone bite you.”
It was true, or at least they thought it was true. His Shane was usually so careful; scratches could easily be mistaken for a woman’s nails, especially as a lot had much longer nails than Shane did. But biting. That hadn’t been allowed. Because Shane knew Ilya liked to show off the marks he left on him, whereas Shane hid his, and where Ilya usually bit was much easier to cover.
“I don’t kiss and tell.”
Cliff made an outraged noise.
“Yes, you fucking do, Roz. Come on, spill. I want the details.”
He flipped him off over his shoulder and carried on washing; the water was turning lukewarm, and he needed to hurry. He hated showering in cold water.
The rest of them gave it up, as he knew they would. Hazy and Bood would push if Ilya had given them the opening, but Hazy in particular was perceptive and knew when to leave things alone. However, Cliff would not, and Ilya knew his friend wouldn’t give up anytime soon. Fortunately, he was saved by LeClaire. Their Coach strode in as they were all getting dressed.
“Right, listen up. Glad to have you back, Roz. As you all know, our cup run starts tonight, so let’s take it all the way. Go home, get some rest and eat. I will see you all here at 7:00. Do not be late.”
Everyone cheered, then laughed, all of them looking at Johansson, who was now their oldest player and was well known for being late. The big man swore at them all with a laugh. His dark red hair flopped in front of his face as he spun to avoid the towel that was thrown at him by Chouinard.
“Fuck off dickheads. I won’t be late!”
Then LeClaire rolled his eyes fondly at the lot of them and turned to Ilya and beckoned him to follow. He gave Cliff a ‘get going’ motion, knowing his friend would understand and get everyone out to start pregame rituals while he went with their Coach.
 
LeClaire offered him a coffee once they got to his office; Ilya took it. He was tired and would need a power nap before tonight, but he played in a lot worse states, so he wasn’t too worried. He watched as LeClaire brought over two mugs and sank opposite him in his own chair.
“Ilya, I’m glad you’re back. You cut it a bit close, though.”
He nodded and took a mouthful of the hot caffeine.
“Sorry, Coach. It was a rough few days.”
There must have been a look on his face because LeClaire softened. His shoulders dropped, and he leaned forward, placing his elbows on the desk between them.
“How bad is it really, Roz? And don’t try to lie to me.”
Ilya almost shrugged and brushed the concern off out of habit, but Jon LeClaire had been his Coach for years; he was a friendly, open man who was far closer with the Bears than any other Coach that Ilya had come across since his draft year. He was invited to Bood’s BBQ’s, his lovely wife and kids were always involved in the WAGs stuff, and he had been to all the weddings that had happened since he had become the Coach. So Ilya took a deep breath and told him.
He told the older man everything. All about the hacked phone, and Ilya’s own suspicions that it was one of the people closest to Landry that had leaked the messages for the PR. It all came pouring out: the treatment Shane had been enduring for years, the slurs, the casual racism and the utter contempt of the upper management of the Voyageurs. Then the worry, about how he really hadn’t wanted to leave Shane behind to face it all alone and the very real threat the other Voyageurs possessed to Shane.
LeClaire just listened. He let Ilya talk himself out before he started asking questions.
“They suspended him from the first game of the season?”
Ilya nodded. Angry all over again.
“There was a fight. When he first went back after the leak. He and Pike were suspended, but the ones that attacked them weren’t. Although Shane put one of them out on Medical in one hit.”
They both sniggered at that.
“Good. At least he’s prepared to fight. Now then, they will open the trade up the minute they get knocked out, by the sounds of it. I am guessing Hollander thinks they will continue to bench him?”
Ilya sighed but agreed.
“Da. The team won’t work with him. Coach, you don’t want to know some of what was said to him. Whatever you are thinking, it’s probably at least 10 times worse.”
LeClaire looked angry, which was unusual as the man was famously even-tempered for a hockey coach.
“Right, okay then. Well, we have the green light to put in for Hollander’s trade as soon as it goes live. With Johansson retiring and both Feller and Kane being up for the end of their contracts, we just have to hope Montreal are open to the offer. It should be enough; Feller is a good defenseman, and Kane would be able to play centre. I mean he’s nowhere near Hollander’s level, but he’s good.”
The two were relatively new players that had come in on two-year rolling contracts but hadn’t meshed well with the rest of the Bears. Sometimes it just didn’t work, but this would hopefully be in their favour. Both men were older than him and Shane, more stable and would be able to help try and pull Montreal out of the shit. Not that Ilya cared one shit about that trash, but it would look good to the managers, and that was all that mattered. Shane was coming to Boston. No matter what.
They won their first game. It wasn’t a surprise. Ilya had been pushing them hard this year. He had to channel his restless anger somewhere; if that meant it took them all the way, then all the better. Because he was angry. With every nightly call from Shane, it got worse; he could see the exhaustion, the pain all over his pretty Canadian’s face. It was tearing him apart. At least once a day, he was ready to throw down his gear and just leave. To get on a plane and go to Shane. It was only Shane himself stopping him. His Kitten would be furious if he threw his team’s chance at the cup, but that didn’t make it easy.
 
It was just after their third game out of seven against San Francisco Mission when he got the call from Shane.
“Ilya.”
Shane was crying. Heartbrokenly quiet little sobs that sounded like they were being punched out of him.
Cliff, Hazy and Bood all stopped dead from where they were walking just in front of Ilya when they heard him answer.
“Lyubimyy. What happened?”
He ignored his teammates. Shane was what mattered now.
“Airport. Flight is boarding shortly. I’m out. They put it up.”
Shane was fighting to get the words out, but he hadn’t even waited; the first thing he had done was book a flight to Ilya.
“Da. We knew they would, Lyubimyy. Send me details. I will be there. Breathe, come on, focus on my voice.”
Ilya was too busy talking Shane down from the panic attack to notice the looks that were passing between Cliff, Hazy and Bood, not at first. None of them had ever heard Ilya sound like he was now; it was written all over their gaping faces when he finally glanced up. Both Bood and Hazy turned to look at Cliff, as he had known the Russian the longest.
“Marlow, have you ever heard Roz sound like that?”
“Nope. Bet it’s whoever made a mess of his back when he was gone a few weeks ago. He’s never looked like that before either.”
Cliff shook his head. Ilya had finally realised what they were talking about and was glaring at the three of them, but didn’t take his attention off his phone. He could hear Shane slowly counting his inhalations and exhales on the other end, but it was still too fast.
“In Russian, Lyubimyy, with me now.”
He switched to Russian; it would make Shane have to concentrate on the numbers rather than the fact Ilya wasn’t physically there.
“Odin. Dva. Tri. Chetyre. Pyat’. Shest’. Sem’.”
By the time Shane reached seven, his breathing had come back down to normal; his voice was steadier too.
“That’s it. Better. When is flight boarding?”
“They are calling it now. I will text you the flight number. Pick me up?”
Ilya could hear the plea in Shane’s voice. Like he would ever say no, as if he had ever said no, even when he really should have.
“Of course, Lyubimyy. I will be there. Ya tebya lyublyu.”
He could hear movement from Shane’s end of the phone; he must be going to the boarding gate.
“Thank you. Got to go. Ya tebya lyublyu. I’ll text when I land. See you soon.”
The call clicked off. Ilya stood for all of about 3 seconds before turning and sprinting back towards his car. He ignored all the shouts of surprise from behind him as he all but threw his bag into the car and jumped in. The airport wasn’t far; even a fast flight would take at least an hour and a half, so he just about had time to dash home, shower properly and get changed before he headed out to pick up Shane. In the rear-view mirror, Ilya could see he had the biggest, brightest grin on his face, but for the life of him he couldn’t stop. Shane was on his way.
 
Considering it was late, the arrivals car park was still pretty busy. So, Ilya had made sure to park in one of the more secluded spots, just in case. At least in Boston, Shane was much less likely to be recognised than pretty much anywhere in Canada. America wasn’t quite as rabid over hockey as Canada was. According to the tracker on his phone, Shane’s flight had landed, and they should be at the baggage collection point. He hoped Shane had brought a bag. Not that it mattered in terms of clothes or day-to-day bits. He had everything Shane used in his house already, including a freshly stocked fridge of healthy food and ginger ale. It wasn’t like seeing Shane in his clothes was a hardship, although it was very distracting.
Speaking of his clothes.
There was his boyfriend. Wearing the Bear’s hoodie that he had left with him barely three weeks ago and a black cap that looked like it had been his too at some point. He looked unfairly good in his clothes. However, it didn’t stop Ilya from immediately spotting the dark smudges under those pretty chocolate eyes or the lost weight. Fuck. It must have been bad for the damage to be this bad. He had only left him just over three weeks ago. No one was giving him a second look. The Bear’s hoodie was a stroke of genius. In Boston, no one would ever think that Shane Hollander would be walking around with Rozanov’s name and number on his back. Oh, what little they all knew. Shane Hollander was on his back for Ilya Rozanov all the time. Or his knees. Maybe if he was lucky, in his lap. Ilya wasn’t picky. He would take anything Shane would give him.
Ilya felt everything click into place when Shane slid into the front seat of his least noticeable car. A black Mercedes SUV he had bought recently. He hadn’t told Shane, but he had sold all but two of his supercars when Shane had agreed to the plan to move to Boston. Although he had kept the bike. He just didn’t know if Shane knew about that; he had never driven it when Shane was with him.
“Sweetheart.”
He reached over the console and took one of Shane’s trembling hands in his own. Those eyes were overbright and glassy with unshed tears. The dark bruises made the scattering of freckles stand out even more than usual. Ilya wanted to kiss every single one.
“Take me home, Ilya.”
Shane’s wish was Ilya’s command.
 
Ilya’s house in Boston was a shrine to Shane anyway. A few years ago, he had sold his downtown apartment. Claiming that there wasn’t enough parking for all his cars when his team questioned him and bought the house on the edge of the city. It was in a high-class neighbourhood. Each had large driveways, big solid privacy hedges and big gardens. They were all so big and had so much land around them that there were only 6 houses in the whole area. It was delightfully open. If it happened to bear more than a passing resemblance to Shane’s cottage, well, that was for only him and Shane to know.
He took Shane’s bags as he let Shane into his home. He watched with something akin to panic as Shane first took his shoes off, placing them into the newly bought shoe rack and venturing further. Shane had been here before, but back then Ilya was still living in his apartment more than the house. He hadn’t started turning it into a honey trap for unsuspecting kittens back then. They had been at Shane’s more than his recently just because of how their schedules had conflicted. He watched as Shane took in the changes, cataloguing the differences, the startling similarities to Shane’s cottage and relaxing. Ilya could see it. Shane’s shoulders were lowering, the tension was easing out of his posture, and his eyes were softening.
He watched as Shane turned to him.
“You moved in here?”
Of course he could tell. Like Shane didn’t know every inch of him by now.
“Da. Sold the apartment. Prefer it out here.”
Shane was smiling. Not his fake smile, not even his shy one. No, this was a full, open smile that crinkled his cute little nose and scrunched up his freckles. Adorable. Ilya was so gone on this man.
“I love it. Reminds me of the Cottage.”
Ilya nodded. Knew that Shane would have spotted it straight away, even if no one else ever did.
“Thought you would like it.”
Shane came to him. Lifted a hand and pressed it to Ilya’s face, fingers stroking against his cheek. Ilya melted into the touch.
“I do, love. Very much.”
Ilya gave in. He dropped the bag and swept Shane up. His hands dug into the muscle of Shane’s thick thighs and lifted. He loved the way Shane automatically wrapped his legs around his waist and his arms around his neck. Like there was never any doubt that Ilya wouldn’t drop him. He never would. But Shane trusted him and always had trusted him. It was a heady feeling sometimes.
He carried Shane all the way to his bedroom, which was now their room. Although it wouldn’t be official until Shane signed the trade with the Bears. Still close enough. Ilya placed him on the new bedsheets. Egyptian cotton things with a stupidly high thread count that cost way too much, but they didn’t bother Shane’s sensitive skin, so he had bought them. Happily. And Shane looked good against the deep navy colour. It made his skin glow, his hair spread out in silky strands, and the blush creeping up his skin highlighted his freckles.
“Beautiful.”
His voice was husky. Deep and raw, as he gazed at the man he loved. Who loved him back and was here. Home. With him. Where he now belonged.
Ilya threw off his shirt. No longer able to wait, he crawled over Shane and pinned him. Those eyes had gone hazy, taking on that tell-tale sheen that meant Shane was dropping. It wasn’t a surprise. After everything that had happened, it was no wonder Shane needed taking out of his own head. He sat back on those huge thighs and took a quick sweep of Shane. He was trembling, muscles locked and mind spiralling.
“Look at me.”
It was a command.
Shane snapped his attention to Ilya. It was instantaneous. It was heady, the power he held like this. Shane only ever dropped for him. Their eyes locked. Ilya got up, ignoring the whimper of protest and stood beside the bed. He switched to Russian. The language slipped on instinct as Ilya began to lose himself in Shane. 
“Arms up.”
 Ilya slowly took off Shane’s hoodie and T-shirt.
“Cross your wrists”
He took off his own clothes and then looked back at Shane. He hadn’t moved, but he was watching, his chest rising and falling with little pants and whimpers. He started to try and sit up. No. Ilya wasn’t having that.
“Hold them there.”
Shane dropped back and repositioned his arms.
He reached down and unbuttoned Shane’s jeans, and in one smooth motion he pulled both the jeans and his briefs off. One by one, he removed the socks, knowing Shane didn’t need them when they shared a bed. He placed soft, gentle kisses on each delicate ankle as he did.
Placing one knee on the edge of the bed, he continued to kiss his way up the leg. He ran his nails down the sensitive skin of Shane’s inner thigh as he switched and did the same to the other leg. He straddled plush hips and anchored one big hand around Shane’s throat, his fingers applying just enough pressure to open Shane’s mouth. Ilya kissed him, hot and heavy. He used his hand to angle the kiss so he could plunder that sweet mouth with his tongue; he licked and tasted every inch. He sucked on Shane’s full bottom lip and drew it back into his mouth, where he sank his teeth into the flesh.
Shane moaned. Ilya could see he was fighting to keep his arms where he had been instructed to, but he stayed. Did as he was told.
“So good for me, sweetheart. So pretty for me like this.”
He felt Shane try to arch up into him, but he was heavier. His body trapping Shane’s against the bed. His Shane was so hard; he could see his cock was flushed, red and dripping. Always so wet.
“So easy for me.”
Ilya rumbled a growl against Shane’s skin as he lifted himself on his forearms, just enough to drag his hand down the heated, slick skin of Shane’s back to his gorgeous ass. Even with his large hands, he couldn’t fit it all in one palm. Fuck, it was such a glorious ass. He bypassed the dripping cock and manhandled Shane onto his stomach.
“Cross your arms, brace yourself on them”
Shane did as he was told. He pillowed his head on his crossed arms and tried to push his ass into Ilya’s hands and rub his cock on the sheets, desperate for friction. Ilya gave the plush ass a light slap.
“Stay still.”
Shane had frozen. Then let out a lewd mewl at the slap that went straight to Ilya’s already rock-hard cock. Fuck. That was new. Still not the plan tonight, but he filed it away in his mental chart of all things Shane for later.
Once he was sure Shane had settled. He moved. He slunk his way down until he was braced over Shane’s ass. He used both hands and kneaded at the delightful handfuls before carefully pulling the cheeks apart and exposing the needy, twitching hole. Shane was mewling and keening by this point, not even forming words in his desperate plea for Ilya to get a move on.
He dipped his head. Pretty sure Shane hadn’t worked out what he was doing yet, but the noise that Shane made when he licked a broad stripe across his hole would be forever etched in Ilya’s brain.
“Ilya!”
Shane was sobbing his name now. As Ilya licked and bit at his crease and soaking hole, he nipped at the swollen rim. Having to brace an arm across Shane’s thighs to hold him down, he was squirming that much. He tightened his hold and then slipped his tongue into the swollen flesh, feeling the relaxed muscle give as he licked deeper and deeper. He pulled back just enough to get a finger in alongside his tongue, working the digit into the wet, soaking ring of muscle that had gone soft and pliant under his ministrations. He sat up, reached over for the lube and added a generous amount as he worked in a second finger, spreading them inside and feeling the tight channel give into the stretch.  
“Can you come like this?”
He pressed his fingers in deeper, brushing over Shane’s prostate just enough to tease. He knew Shane could, in fact, come like this. His voice was so deep, he could feel the rumble in his own chest when he spoke.
“I think you can, Lyubimyy. Let’s try.”
The third finger pressed against the swollen rim; he circled his thumb along the skin where the muscle was stretched tight around his two fingers. Shane let out a punched-out noise as he pressed the third finger in as well. He watched, gaze hungry and dark as the beautiful ass swallowed all three of his fingers. He twisted his wrist and began to pump them in and out, keeping the motion steady but agonisingly slow. With his other hand, he gathered up the copious amount of liquid that was sliding down the heavy length of Shane’s cock. The touch caused Shane to keen, his back making a slutty arch as he strained to get more of Ilya’s touch. Like he couldn’t decide if he wanted to thrust up into the hand touching his cock or push back onto the fingers deep in his ass. Tears were gathering at the corners of glazed, dark eyes. The chocolate colour had gone so dark they looked black with desire.  
Ilya spread the precome over the stretched, twitching hole, adding to the lewd, wet noises his fingers were making. He could feel Shane tightening around his fingers on each thrust; his thighs were trembling, and his head was down. Four fingers were tempting, but he wanted to fuck his boyfriend, and that would be too much. So, he angled his hand and began to rub rather than thrust. All three fingers were pressed hard against that bundle deep inside. He ground his fingers against Shane’s prostate, listening to the moans get low and filthy. He leaned down and opened his mouth; right on the juncture of Shane’s neck was a very sensitive spot. He wouldn’t normally leave any marks there, but it didn’t matter now; he licked and sucked until the skin was a lovely bright red. Then he bit down on the edge o hard enough to break the skin.
Shane came apart. He screamed and cried through an orgasm that was so strong, he shot ropes of come all the way up his chest and his beautiful tits.
Ilya let him have a minute, but Shane surprised him by opening his eyes and looking at him over his shoulder. Those eyes. Fuck. Shane’s eyes were crying out for Ilya to fuck him. Big, glassy with tears at the corner, each lash glimmering with fresh wetness from previous tears.
“Fuck me…Please.”
Ilya growled.
“Fuck.”
As he reached over for a condom, Shane stopped him.
“No. I want to feel you.”
“Fuck. Shane.”
He was gone. So, gone. He lifted Shane’s hips and positioned himself behind him. He spread those wet, gleaming cheeks and thrust inside. He bottomed out in one thrust. Shane was so wet, so well stretched, it was perfect. It was like a furnace. So hot, and then Shane started to clench around him. Mewling and trying to urge him to move. Ilya was just trying not to come too soon.
Pausing just long enough to get himself together, he pulled almost all the way back out. Then slammed back in. Both of them moaned. Shane dropped his head to hang between his arms as he tried to hold himself halfway up. Ilya plastered himself along Shane’s back and pressed one large hand to the back of his neck and pushed. His hips kept pounding into Shane’s ass as he bent him into a supine arch. Fuck he was so flexible. Ilya held him down. Pinned on his cock and his weight as he fucked into him, Ilya glanced down at where they were joined. At the red, stretched hole that was taut around the girth of his cock, wet and leaking as he sped up. He wasn’t going to last much longer. With the way that Shane's body was clenching down around him, he was near another orgasm. Ilya hadn’t even touched the length of his pretty cock. 
“Ilya…”
Shane moaned.  Back arched even deeper as he came a second time. The heated vice of Shane’s hole clamped down on his cock had Ilya coming as well.
“Yebat.. Shane..”
He collapsed down on top of Shane. They were both dripping with sweat and come. Shane had gone limp under him, his flanks heaving as he tried to come down from two orgasms. Ilya cupped the back of his neck and stroked into his damp hair; he turned them, so Shane was spooned up against his chest. He kissed him, light and soft. He nuzzled him gently, then kissed him again, feeling Shane tilt his head just enough to encourage him. It was slow; Ilya kissed him with gentle pressure. Licking into the warmth of Shane’s mouth and lavishing attention on every inch of skin he could reach.
Only until he could feel Shane begin to twitch at the feel of the cooling mess all over them. He pulled away and, with one last kiss, went to put the shower on. Once he was happy the water was perfect, he padded silently back to the bed and scooped Shane up into a bridal carry. Shane was too tired to do anything more than whimper. Ilya got them both clean; he was careful when he cleaned out the mess he had made inside Shane, as much as he liked the idea of Shane walking around with his come inside of him. He knew it would be uncomfortable for his boyfriend. Maybe one day he would let Ilya fill him up and then use a plug to keep his come tightly inside. Just the thought was causing Ilya to get hard again, so he pushed the thought away and went back to washing them both.
He managed to get them both clean, dry and teeth done while Shane was still just about conscious, but it was a close thing. Ilya gently laid Shane down in a newly cleaned bed. He had changed the sheets while Shane was drying off, watching as Shane made a grumbly little yowl as he moved away to turn off the lights and make sure their phones were on charge. He chuckled a bit but shushed the tired grumble with a kiss as he got them both settled. Shane immediately curled up into his arms. He felt him push his face into his throat and relax, going boneless in his exhaustion.
“Sleep, Lyubimyy. You are safe here.”
Shane was gone in minutes. Ilya wasn’t surprised. Between what had obviously been a hellish few weeks and then just now, Shane would have had nothing left. Ilya made a mental note to get Shane evaluated as soon as they got the trade paperwork signed tomorrow. He would then spend all summer getting Shane lovely and healthy again. Getting to feed him, watch him work out and spend every minute plastered to his side, if Shane would let him.
 
They headed to the Bears’ training facility first thing in the morning. The team didn’t have a game today, and they had a rare day off before cranking up the pressure with two back-to-back games the next day. So, it was perfect timing for him and Shane to head in and get his trade papers signed.
LeClaire and Freya, the Bears PR manager, were waiting for them when they arrived. Freya smiled at them; she was an older woman who had long, silver-blonde hair and thin gold glasses. She was very nice but also very scary. Cliff was usually in trouble with her because the idiot just didn’t ever think before he spoke, but Ilya was her favourite. She told him so. He was good in front of a camera, and although he ran his mouth, he did as she asked.  Freya would love Shane. Ilya wasted no time in telling her this.
“Good morning, Freya! I have brought you a present.”
She raised one eyebrow and then looked from him to Shane.
“I thought this was a present to yourself, Ilya.”
Ilya’s jaw dropped in delight. Freya had never chirped at him like this before; she must be very pleased with Shane joining them.
“Well, Da, but I will share.”
LeClaire snorted.
“Somehow I doubt that, Roz.”
Ilya gave LeClaire a smirk, but at a look from Shane, wisely chose to keep his mouth shut. The interaction was not missed by either of them. LeClaire looked suddenly far too fucking smug as he held a handout for Shane to shake.
“Morning, Hollander. Glad to see you made it and Roz didn’t kidnap you.”
Shane had started with his polite, media smile on his face when they first walked in, but Ilya could see it softening with every word out of LeClaire’s mouth. Even though Ilya had told him over and over again that Boston was not like Montreal, he knew Shane wouldn’t be able to believe it until he saw it for himself. Ilya didn’t blame him.
“Good morning, Coach LeClaire.”
Shane took LeClaire’s hand and shook it. LeClaire gestured for them to follow him to his office. The Bear’s GM was waiting for them. He was a middle-aged man with sharp, intelligent hazel eyes. Patrick Webber had been promoted a few years ago when the original GM had retired. Ilya liked him. He was no-nonsense but had a quick sense of humour. Patrick moved forward to greet Shane with another handshake and a smile.
“Shane Hollander. Good to meet you. I am the Bear’s GM, Patrick Webber.”
Ilya had made sure that Shane knew that the three people in the office were all aware exactly why Shane was being traded and that they were signing not just Shane Hollander but Ilya Rozanov’s husband. Or would be as soon as the trade was secured. Patrick gestured to them all to sit down.
“I will let you read it through first, then you can ask any questions you might have. I will answer anything you want to know.”
Shane read through the contract. It didn’t take long. A trade contract in the calibre of Shane’s was pretty simple. His salary was protected; the Bears were offering 4 years, which would match him to the end of Ilya’s contract and a no-trade clause. He handed it to Ilya to check through while he looked back and forth between Patrick and LeClaire.
“You are all aware of why I have been traded. I just want to let you know that Montreal will probably take offence once this all gets out. They were hoping I would end up either dropping back down or sent to some backwater team that’s never been in a playoff.”
Ilya snorted in disgust. LeClaire wasn’t far behind, but it was Patrick who cleared his throat.
“We are very aware of your situation, Hollander. Please don’t worry. We will help deal with Montreal if anything happens. As your contract says, you are signed for the next 4 years, and we will look after you. What you experienced at Montreal should never have been allowed to happen, but we are very glad that the roll of the dice meant you ended up with us.”
Shane looked pleased. He glanced at Ilya. He had read it through. It was pretty much identical to his own, and they had managed to make enough cap space to keep both their full salaries. He nodded, silently giving his agreement. Shane took the pen and signed on the dotted line.
It was done. Shane Hollander was no longer a Voyageur. He was now a Boston Bear, and he was on Ilya’s team.
Ilya almost kissed him. It was only the sudden sharp look of ‘no’ from Shane that stopped him. He pouted and sat back in his chair, watching as the contract was scanned in to create a digital copy and sent to both Yuna Hollander as Shane’s manager and Farrah as his agent.
He caught LeClaire eyeing them both. His Coach had clocked them already. The way he and Shane could communicate was rare, and he supposed it would be rather a shock to see how differently he behaved around Shane than anyone else. They would get used to it, and it would be very useful on the ice. If he could convince LeClaire to put them on the same line. He couldn’t wait for training to start, and he hadn’t even won the cup yet, but everything seemed so much brighter now. Shane was here. He was so happy.
They went for a quick tour, even though Ilya had promised to show him everything once his trade was announced after the cup run was over, after they won, and everyone knew. However, he knew Shane would feel better after he had looked, so he allowed his fiancé to drag him around. What did please him was the comment Freya made as they came to the locker room.
“We are having these redone over the break. I assume you want Shane next to you, Ilya? Or would you rather not?”
Ilya looked at Shane; he let Shane think about it for a minute and just stood patiently waiting. Then Shane looked at Freya.
“Yes, please. Next to each other, but put Ilya on my right side.”
All three of them looked to Ilya. Surprised once again at their dynamic, after all, Ilya was the Captain, and Shane had already said he didn’t want the position this time. Even though Ilya was planning on making him his Alternate.
“What he said.”
That got a laugh out of Shane, obviously remembering the early interview where Ilya had used the same line.
Patrick just clapped his hands, shook Shane’s hand again, and pressed a pat to LeClaire’s shoulder on his way out. Ilya thought he heard him mutter something about “Good luck” to his Coach, but it was quiet, and he wasn’t actually sure.
They were ushered out a while later. LeClaire threatened Ilya with bag skates if he was late in the morning but got a pleased look on his face when Shane promised Ilya would be early and on his best behaviour.
Ilya just gave Shane a very sappy grin as they headed back to the car.
They were going home. Together. On the same team.
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  Cliff Marlow hadn’t been sure what to expect when the Boston Bears had taken the first draft pick that year. 
A superstar rookie. A Russian. A fucking big, lanky Russian.
The kid, and he was a fucking kid, no matter how much he grumbled about the title. was a menace. 
He was fun, though. Cliff watched in amusement as the new rookie rolled his shoulders and started making waves.
Rozanov was a powerhouse. Even when Cliff could clearly see he still had growing to do, he was balanced, moved like a fucking predator even when he should still be learning where his limbs went like the rest of the rookies. He was also delightfully open about sex and women. It wasn’t that the rest of the team were prudes, but there were a few that were already happily married and a few assholes that Cliff tried not to spend too much time with off the ice, honestly.
Evan Dykstra and Nick Chouinard were always good for a laugh and a drink, but beyond that they were both married and both happy with their wives, so Cliff tried to tone himself down around them. Besides, he liked both of their wives. Caitlin was awesome, did a lot for women’s shelters, and Selena was a fantastic cook, always sending the best homemade snacks with Chouinard when they were on the road. Cliff had no idea how she found the time with three young kids.
There was another surprising thing Cliff and the Bears had learnt early on about Roz; he loved kids and was really good with them. Like scarily good. They loved him, and he was always the first to entertain the little ones when family events happened. In fact, when Roz became Captain, young, very young, but damn fucking good, he had started encouraging hangouts and activities where the WAGs and kids were all enthusiastically invited. 
It helped him bond with Chouinard, who didn’t like spending what little off time they had without his wife and three children and Coach. Since LeClaire also had two children, his lovely wife Valérie was popular among the WAGs. The Bears were used to the rest of the world thinking that their Captain was just a womanizing man whore who liked the rich, fast lifestyle, but they knew better. 
Cliff knew better.
Which was why Cliff had noticed the change.
Roz had been gone for nearly a week. 
He had taken off in a flurry of Russian and fury; LeClaire had told them all it was a family emergency, and their Captain would be back before their first game. Since none of them had ever known Roz to take time away for anything, no one had complained. They were a bit worried, since they all knew that Roz didn’t have much in the way of family. There was never anyone except the occasional visit from that model-like Russian woman, and she never stayed long. 
Cliff had clocked it years ago, even before his dad had died. 
There was never anyone. Not on family days, not using Roz’s seats. Yes, he slept with a lot of women, but he never seemed to actually date anyone.
Until Bood had joined, Cliff hadn’t really clocked the pattern. Cliff liked Bood. He and Hazy got on really well with Cliff and Ilya. While they were both married, they were more open to talking than the two defencemen were. Bood had a bit of an adventurous side. His muscular arms were both covered in tattoo sleeves that incorporated nautical stuff, tropical flowers, and the Trinidad and Tobago flag. He was also, Cliff had to admit, a magician with a BBQ. Roz had quickly sniffed out that particular talent in that annoyingly accurate thing he did. 
Cliff didn’t understand it, but Roz was an absolute beast at finding things out about other players. Especially opposing players that really didn’t want Ilya fucking Rozanov chirping their secrets at them. 
He was like a fucking bloodhound for it. Bood had been the one to ask Cliff who Jane was. 
Honestly, Cliff didn’t have a clue. 
Not until both St-Simone and Hazy had piped up with their own comments on how often Roz got a text from someone called Jane. They just all assumed that Cliff, being Roz’s best friend, knew who she was. They had all laughed their fucking arses off at the blank look Cliff had given them. Even St-Simone had looked pretty exasperated by him at that point. Which was a shame because those pretty golden eyes always sent a strange shiver down Cliff’s spine whenever they were trained on him.  
Cliff had pointed out that he didn’t snoop into Roz’s phone as they did, but Hazy, in that strange, goalie-like way that they all had, pointed out that Cliff had known their Captain the longest, so it was only logical that he would be the one to know if Roz was seeing someone. 
They weren’t prying. They were just all curious. 
Roz kept a lot of himself hidden, and Cliff had spent years chipping away at the massive wall the young Russian hid most of his true self behind. 
He had been pleased with the added support when Bood and Hazy arrived on the team. Between them all, Roz was opening up just a little bit more. They are coming together nicely now. Cliff approved of all the changes that Roz had made. The younger man had pushed to get rid of some of the ‘old guard’ players, the ones who were still using language that Roz couldn’t seem to stand. That was the one thing that had surprised Cliff, even back when he was a cocky rookie. 
Roz couldn’t stand racism or homophobia. 
Back when he had first been drafted, there had been a couple of players that Cliff regularly got into it with for how they spoke about the younger ones. It was horrible and usually homophobic. They had learnt to stay away from Cliff during the sparring matches because they were no match for him.  As it turned out, Cliff only needed to let Roz loose on them. The kid had been pretty impressive for his age back then, but as soon as he set foot in the sparring ring, Cliff knew. 
Rozanov was dangerous. Not only could he throw a good punch, but something was lurking there, just under the surface. A darkness that the Russian kept well hidden but came to the surface when he fought.
 
It had been Hazy who said it.
One night after a game in Montreal. The only time Roz disappeared, like clockwork, every time.
“Bet he has had martial arts training.”
Cliff had been confused. They had been talking about food options when Hazy suddenly piped up with that comment. 
Goalies were a strange breed. 
But Cliff asked anyway, because he always did. It was fun, following along in the wake of Hazy’s odd thinking patterns. And the man knew things. It was like his brain was only half paying attention; the other half was constantly solving puzzles about people. Usually his teammates. Or comic books, depending on his mood, really.
“Who has what now, Hazy?”
Bood came back with drinks at that point and looked at them both.
“Captain. I would put money on him having some sort of training. Did you see him training in the sparring ring yesterday? He looked terrifying.”
They both shook their heads; none of them would get into the ring with Roz anymore, even Cliff only did it when he absolutely had to nowadays. It had been humiliating when Roz had been a fucking teenager and beaten him; now it was just asking for a beating. The man was a fucking monster.
Cliff snorted.
“Roz is always terrifying; thought you knew this by now, Hazy?”
Wyatt looked at them both. He had a particular look on his face that made Cliff stop and actually think for a minute.
“Hazy, man. What are you getting at here?”
“I mean, what the fuck pissed Roz off that much to cause that reaction?”
They had never found out what, and Roz had been in a horrible mood for weeks. Up until he had got back from Russia, anyway. Something had changed after his father’s funeral. 
Roz had been gone for a week. He hadn’t spent a lot of time back in his home country other than the summers before his father had passed away. But this time he had been gone a whole week; when he had returned, he had proceeded to tear his opponents apart on the ice. 
He was colder, darker and angrier. 
It had taken the All-Stars game to snap him out of it; Cliff would have described it as a switch being flicked. Suddenly all the darkness had been locked away, and he was back to being their Captain.
 
So, Cliff had been worried when his best friend had been forced to fly back to Russia right before their cup run started. It took a lot to snap him out of it last time, and they had all heard him shouting down the phone in angry, clipped Russian for days before he had left. As far as Roz had told Cliff, he was only meant to be gone to sign some papers that the Russian government were insisting had to be done in person, and then he would be back on the next flight home. 
Only he had been gone nearly a week instead. Cliff had heard from him a couple of times but not much. The only thing LeClaire had said was that it had turned into a family emergency. Cliff had texted Roz again, just to check in, but had gotten no response. Most of their team were pretty lacklustre with social media. Freya, who was their PR manager, did all of that for them. But none of them could miss the absolute shit show of Shane Hollander being outed as gay.
Cliff was never more thankful for how Roz had clamped down on any homophobic slurs than he was the day that news broke.
Montreal had been horrendous. Their fans had torn the kid to shreds. 
Hollander’s fucking own team had publicly slandered him, and no one had done anything. None of them even had his contact details. 
It had been Bood who suggested they send him a direct message on Instagram, from the whole team. Just to show Hollander that not all hockey players were like that. They had all huddled around Bood’s phone and chimed in with suggestions. Bood had at least had the sense to run it past Freya before sending, but she had wholeheartedly approved and told them she was proud to be part of the Bears. 
LeClaire had also approved and had mentioned that Roz would also approve. They had sent a short but honest message to let Hollander know that even if his own team were a dirty gym bag of dicks – good one, Hazy – that he wasn’t unsupported. Cliff had been pleased when he told Roz about that when he finally turned up again, bouncing in like he was running on too many cups of coffee. 
There had been a look. Just for a second, that flashed over the Russian’s handsome face. But he had been pleased with his team. Had told Cliff so. Even gave Cliff, Wyatt and Bood a brief but firm hug in thanks, which had surprised him. Pleased but surprised. Roz wasn’t big on hugs. He would sling arms over shoulders, fist bump and high five, but he wasn’t really a hugger.
Roz was different when he returned. They all noticed. Leaving out the absolute state he had come back in, Cliff still wanted details on what the fuck Roz had done to get someone to tear up his back like that. No, it wasn’t that. It was like he was in a constant state of anticipation, like he was expecting a call but didn’t know when it was coming. 
So, they all suffered for it. This strange mood in Roz had triggered him to work them even harder. 
As a team, they were starting to come together; they maybe even had a real chance at the cup this time around, if they survived the mood of their beast of a Russian Captain that was. 
The way Roz was going, he would kill them all off through sheer exhaustion. Cliff didn’t know where the fucker hid all that stamina. 
The bastard smoked for fucks sake. 
Or at least Cliff assumed he was still sneaking off to smoke; he certainly hadn’t dragged Cliff with him recently. Which was a pain in the ass because Roz had only smoked really nice, expensive Russian cigarettes and Cliff liked stealing them off him.
Whatever it was, it seemed to come to a head in the lull between game 3 and 4. Cliff had been attempting to drag Roz out with himself, Bood and Hazy for a quick drink. It had been weeks since Roz had come out with them, and they were limited on actual days off during the playoffs. Tomorrow was a rare treat, and Cliff was determined to enjoy it. 
However, he was foiled by the ringing of Roz’s phone.
Cliff had never heard Roz sound like that before. The phone call wasn’t long, but it was clearly important because they had all watched as Roz had turned and fucking sprinted back to his car. 
Not a word to any of them. Didn’t even seem to notice that they were still there. The three of them all looked at each other. None of them had a clue what the fuck had just happened. 
Cliff was a bit pissed. Whatever the fuck was going on with Roz at the moment, it was like they were only seeing half of the image. Still looked like Roz had imploded his night-off plans. Cliff turned back to the other two.
“Want to get drunk and make up theories about what the fuck that was?”
Both Hazy and Bood looked at each other, then at him. Bood raised one hand.
“I have beer and steaks at mine?”
Cliff barely paused.
“Sold. Let’s go.”
After all, Bood made the best steaks.
As it turned out, none of them could come up with anything remotely sensible, and they had instead started a book. It was, in fact fucking little black book that Hazy had pulled from god knows where. They had ended up putting an envelope in the back of it to hold the notes they were betting. Bood had the best handwriting of the three, so he had written down each of the theories they were betting on.
Cliff - Accidentally slept with a married woman.
Bood - Slept with twins and can’t remember which one, so he is dating both.
Hazy - Proposed and married by accident to someone famous, and it was accepted, and now needs a divorce without anyone finding out.
They were pretty drunk when they wrote them, but each one put $100 into the envelope. Hazy kept the book safe until they could sneak it into the locker room and see what the rest of the team thought.
 
Cliff enjoyed his day off. He did fuck all.
Then loafed around in his underwear and savoured the escape from Roz’s insane training schedule. 
That didn’t mean none of the team was aware of the stakes; they knew why Roz was pushing. 
They were close. So very close to winning the cup. If they could just keep it together long enough, it would be theirs. So, when the message on the group chat came through from Coach, reminding them all they had early practice because the next game was an evening start, Cliff had sworn. Loudly.
Dragging himself out of bed at what felt like the ass crack of dawn the next morning very much killed his day-off buzz he had been holding on to. So, too, did the very annoying sight of his seemingly hyper Captain. Who was somehow not just fucking early but fully kitted out in workout gear, bouncing gracefully on his blade guards as he waited for them all to file in.
What the ever-loving fuck alternate dimension had Cliff woken up in?
He looked to his teammates. 
Just as confused faces blinked sleepily back at him. 
Bood clapped him on the back and pushed Hazy and St-Simone forward to join their weirdly wide-awake Captain before the Russian started herding them like a fucking sheepdog. As he followed the rest of them, he heard both Nick and Evan wondering who the fuck body-snatched Roz and left them with what was clearly a fake. 
He couldn’t help but agree.
 
Practice was even worse. 
Somehow, overnight Roz had gone from a menace to an absolute fucking demon. He started on their footwork; apparently, none of them was correct anymore. 
Like somehow Roz had swallowed a whole fucking training manual overnight. He made them race against him, over and over again. Not a single one of them won. Roz was fast normally, but there was something about him this morning, like a fucking fire had been lit under his skin. 
He was fucking glowing.
Their only saving grace was the fact they had to be fit to play a game tonight. Otherwise, Cliff had been worried the whole fucking team would need to be carried out to the showers. Coach was just watching. Cliff had spotted him by the gate at one point; there was a slightly unhinged, gleeful look on his face too. 
Something was up, and Cliff would find out. He hated being out of the loop. He was a gossip; sue him. He was nosy; everyone knew it. 
But Roz was like a steel trap when he didn’t want to give anything away, so Cliff would need help. Luckily, he wasn’t alone in Roz wrangling anymore. 
Bood, Hazy and recently St-Simone, who had been actively spending more time with them lately, were getting good at it by now. It was St-Simone who brought up Hollander. They were the last ones getting changed, everyone else having escaped as soon as they could from the Demon that was their Captain.
“Hey you guys, have you seen this?”
They all turned to him. Cliff ended up hopping on one leg as he was trying to get his pants on over his still damp skin. Hazy, who had the most clothes on out of their group, sidled over to peer over St-Simone’s bare shoulder.
“What? How can we have seen anything? We have all just spent the last hour trying not to throw up on the ice.”
Bood snorted.
“I need whatever was put in Roz’s coffee this morning. Man was a fucking demon.”
Cliff finally got both his legs through the right holes in his pants and came over as well.
“Don’t. You might summon the fucker again.”
St-Simone laughed at that but waved his phone again. This time they could see all the small screen held up in his hand. 
On it was a picture of the Montreal Voyageurs, looking like they had all been out drowning their sorrows at the appalling loss that had resulted in them being kicked out of the playoffs. Or at least the whole team seemed to be there. Except as St-Simone was trying to point out. 
They weren’t all there.
“Never mind, Roz; he went into the office with LeClaire. We are safe for now. No, look at this. The whole team is in this picture except Hollander and Pike.”
Hazy frowned.
“Hollander hasn’t played since he was outed, has he?”
At this, they all lost the light, joking air that was present before. 
It had been lingering on all their minds. It wasn’t a secret. Not when Montreal had been so thoroughly thrashed without their star centre, but most of them couldn’t understand why he had been benched. The first excuse of a practice injury might have held. Except a few of their players had returned with obvious evidence of a nasty fight. It wasn’t like hockey fans or players couldn’t identify injuries from a physical altercation after all. 
Then Hollander was scratched. 
Repeatedly. 
Just him. 
It didn’t make Montreal look good.
 
Cliff shook his head.
“No. Roz was going off about it the other day.”
Bood cocked his head to one side as he picked up his bag, ready to head home for a nap after this morning.
“Roz talks about Hollander a lot.”
Fuck did he ever. 
Cliff had been listening to Roz talk about Shane Hollander for years; they might be rivals according to the NHL, but Cliff was pretty sure there wasn’t another player who Roz respected as much as Hollander. 
Oh, he complained about him. 
Called him boring and too much of a goody-two-shoes, ‘a perfect little golden boy,’ but Cliff didn’t think he meant any of it. 
Not at all. 
Roz knew any bit of information there was to know about Hollander. Could rattle off every stat, every little thing the other Centre had done. At first, a few of them had thought it was odd, until they watched them at the last All-Star game. 
Fuck they were terrifying. 
The other team hadn’t stood a chance; Cliff could tell as they all watched. Roz had been the only Bear to go that year; the two hadn’t even really been fucking trying. 
They had been playing. 
Toying with them. 
Like it wasn’t any effort to thrash a group of what was meant to be the best of the league. Roz and Hollander hadn’t even really needed the rest of their own fucking team. Cliff suspected the pair could have taken the whole lot on alone. But no one dared to say that out loud. It’s not like it would ever happen. Hollander and Roz would never end up on the same fucking team. 
It wasn’t possible. That would be a line-up that would tear through the rest of the NHL like tissue paper. It wouldn’t be fair. 
Cliff looked at the others.
“Imagine it. Just for a second. What if they ended up on the same team?”
All four of them shuddered violently. 
Bood rubbed his hands up and down his bare arms, and St-Simone crossed himself like he was warding away a ghost.
“What the fuck, Marlow! You can’t say shit like that. It’s bad luck.”
Cliff looked slightly apologetic but bulldozed onward anyway.
“Just saying. We all saw the All-Stars. If we could get Hollander here, we would be unstoppable.”
Hazy led them out to their cars, shaking his head.
“No, that’s like some alternate universe shit, like if Batman and Superman suddenly got married or something crazy.”
None of the rest of them understood a word Hazy was saying, but the topic distracted them long enough to pile into their cars and head home for whatever each one’s pregame ritual was. Hockey players were a superstitious bunch after all, especially when it was big-stakes games like these.
 
Cliff clocked the strange car still in the parking lot, just as he was leaving.  
It was new by the looks of it and parked in Roz’s usual spot. But it couldn’t be Roz’s car. It was a very nice, if expensive-looking SUV. Roz only drove his obnoxious sports cars, usually in the most horrendous colour he could find. 
There was no way Roz had traded his nearly brand-new Audi for a black Mercedes SUV. 
No fucking way. 
Cliff would have to remember to poke fun at Roz later for the fact that a car he would hate so much had stolen his favourite space.
He was chuckling to himself as he drove off, almost too much to notice when Roz himself came out of the building. Bag slung over one broad shoulder and a wide, happy smile on his face. Cliff watched through his rear-view mirror as his Captain pulled out his keys and jogged over to the black Mercedes, threw his bag into the back and pulled his phone out of his pocket. The Russian swung himself into the SUV, grin growing even brighter as he spoke to whoever was on the other end of the call.
Cliff was so fucking confused. What the hell was going on? There was no way he had just seen what he thought he saw. 
Nope, it was exhaustion after this morning, or he was hallucinating from lack of caffeine. Roz would never have been seen dead in a car like that.
Absolutely fucking not.
 






      

  












      Chapter 16: Shane
  



    Chapter Notes

      Here we go... Lets get our boys married.

The vows nearly killed me ...

Please let me know what you think.







  Being in Boston was like he could finally breathe again. 
Ilya was so happy. So attentive. 
Even when the man should have been concentrating on his cup run. 
Shane couldn’t help but fall more in love. Before all this, hockey would have been first. Absolutely unequivocally, if anyone asked, then Shane Hollander’s first thought upon waking would have been hockey. 
Even his own mother would say that. 
However, hockey, as it turned out, was not the only thing Shane Hollander was utterly obsessed with. It was just that the other subject was 6’3”, blond and happened to be Russian.
He slotted into life with Ilya like it was where he belonged. He wasn’t even that bothered about the fact he wasn’t playing. Honestly, he was glad of the break. 
It hadn’t been an easy few weeks. Shane had been stretched thin, pulled so taut he could have snapped at any moment. 
Had really. On that desperate, broken phone call in the departures at Montreal airport, not hours after his trade contract had gone live. 
As his heart had been shattered into pieces, his only thought had been to get to Ilya.
Looking at himself in the mirror had been horrible for the first few days. He had definitely looked like hell. 
No matter what Ilya said. 
He had lost too much weight, had barely been sleeping, and the only thing saving him from his skin breaking out was his rigorous nighttime care routine. 
Ilya had been an adorable mix of worried and furious. 
His fiancé had bounced back and forth between trying to constantly feed him, carry him everywhere and drown him in loving attention. 
Then to circle back to worry and try to force him to catch up on sleep all the time. A lot of people would have found it annoying, but Shane had been obsessed with Ilya Rozanov since he was 17 years old. 
He had known exactly what he was getting into bed with, and yet he had dived in anyway. 
Willingly. 
Headfirst. Well, actually it had been knees first really, hadn’t it?
 
Shane had actually been struggling more with keeping Ilya contained. 
The Russian needed to focus on his team, and it was at least easier when Shane was here. Rather than miles away, unreachable in Montreal. 
Instead, Shane was here, in his home. What was now their home. 
Here to send him off each morning with a kiss, or more. Usually more, and still here, safe to come home too. 
Ilya had given him blanket permission to alter the house or anything in it, anyway he liked. He was well aware that it was Shane with the real estate fetish, not him. But Ilya had done such a good job of making it exactly right; there wasn’t really anything Shane wanted to change. It was essentially a Boston version of his cottage; it felt like home. 
So instead, Shane had focused on all things he knew himself were difficult when you got to this point in the playoffs. 
All the little things. 
Cleaning, cooking and laundry. Boring jobs. 
All things that Shane actually liked doing. He had finally given in to Ilya’s not-so-subtle worry and started to adjust his diet. 
After spending a week eating the meals Ilya had left for him when he had stayed, and then having to go back to the bland, barely filling meal plan. 
He had accepted that Ilya was probably right, at least somewhat. He had felt much better in that first week. Once he had switched back, the meals Ilya had prepared were gone. His energy levels had dropped; he’d had to deal with low-level hunger pangs all day, and he got headaches more easily.
So, Shane did what he did best and had researched. 
Now, he had the time and energy to play with it a little bit. 
It didn’t matter if he got it wrong. 
It wasn’t going to negatively affect his play, and Ilya really wasn’t picky about food. 
The massive Russian could put away plates full and still go looking for a snack half an hour later. 
This was always made worse when they would be burning so many calories just to keep up with the physical demand of training at this higher level and the playoff games themselves. Another thing Shane had found he actually enjoyed was being able to venture outside without being recognised. 
As he had discovered in the airport, if he was wearing Bears merchandise, then no one really looked at him twice. People saw what they wanted to see after all, and no one was looking for Shane Hollander in Boston. Especially when Shane was wearing Ilya’s oversized Bears hoodies that made him look smaller and softer. His hair had also grown out. Instead of cutting it like he usually did, he had left it long. 
Ilya liked playing with it. He wasn’t sure if his fiancé had noticed, but Shane had. 
Ilya had always liked pulling on his hair, especially when he was on his knees, but he was a tactile creature by nature, and often when they were cuddled up, Ilya would card his fingers through Shane’s hair. Shane loved it, and Ilya had taken to playing with it even more now it was longer. So, for now, Shane would try having it long.
It meant he could tie his hair up into a bun or a short ponytail, with the shorter strands framing his face. It changed his look rather a lot. Ilya already called him pretty, but even he had to admit it made him look softer, maybe even a bit feminine in a way Shane wasn’t used to. He wasn’t sure if he liked it or not yet, but it was certainly interesting. He could put on Ilya’s clothes and venture out with little worry.
Which was where his new idea came from. While he had been scrolling on his phone, he had stumbled across these baking blogs. 
Quite a few looked amazing but were way too unhealthy, but a bit of digging had unearthed some much healthier versions, including some chocolate and peanut butter cookies that were very high in protein. 
Also, they would appeal to Ilya’s huge sweet tooth, and Shane wanted to make him something he could take with him and snack on when his fiancé was busy. It would be better for him than the processed muesli bars that Ilya would eat in two quick bites, so high in processed sugars. 
Even the thought of them had Shane making a disgusted shiver. Hence the new foray into home baking.  
The trip to the local grocery store had been rather fun; Ilya had taken one of his flashy sports cars so he could leave the much more appealing SUV for Shane. Mainly because the sleek, black SUV was far less noticeable than any of Ilya’s sports cars and because Shane flat-out refused to drive any of the death traps.
 
Armed with his new ingredients and his stubborn, determined nature to always get things right. Shane had quite easily taught himself to bake. 
He liked the step-by-step of measuring, mixing and shaping that baking followed. It appealed to his brain. 
Judging by Ilya’s ever-delighted kisses when he got home and found a new baked offering for him to test, Shane had taken it as a success. 
Shane knew Ilya was still worried about him. Could see it in those beautiful blue eyes, but he was better. He wasn’t just trying to make Ilya feel better when he kept reassuring the bigger man of this. He was much better now. He wanted to support Ilya as much as the blond would let him, determined to give back some of the endless recent support and attention that Ilya had given him.
It was made easier with the Bears having home-ice advantage, so they were playing the finals here, at home in Boston. 
That meant that Shane hadn’t had to wait behind while Ilya travelled. Not that he wouldn’t have done it; he would have, but it wouldn’t be announced until the Stanley Cup had been won that he was joining the Boston Bears. This was because he had been traded at the end of his own season, but his contract had been picked up so quickly that it was still the finals for the cup. 
Most players being offered for a trade, as he had been, would have had to wait possibly weeks for someone to pick up their contract.
There were only two games left. 
The only thing that was really upsetting Shane was that he couldn’t go and watch in person. 
It would be far too risky at this point to be photographed or even seen at the TD Garden. At least until his trade had been released as public information. He didn’t want to do anything to risk his trade, Ilya’s position or them being able to get married in the summer. 
He just wouldn’t do it. Even if he knew Ilya was feeling his absence too. 
Next year he would be beside his husband, wearing the same colours, on the same team.
Finally. 
That was what Shane held on to. The Bears would win. 
Ilya was on fucking fire. 
Shane got so hot and bothered watching him play at the moment; it was probably a good thing that he wasn’t in the stands. 
Then, as soon as the celebrations were over enough for Ilya to escape, they would take off for the cottage. They wouldn’t stay the whole summer, not this time. Since Shane would need to attend the training camp and Ilya would be coming with him, they would take a week. Shane was more than aware his condition was low at the moment. It would take him all summer to get it back; as it was, he wasn’t the best at bulking. 
Ilya was determined to get him seen by the Bears medical staff as soon as it was announced. He was chomping at the bit to get Shane in front of the Bears nutritionist. What he really wanted was to train with his husband. After being on the same line at the All-Star Game, they were both feeling that pull. Shane had suspicions that LeClaire would try them both being Centre on the 1st and 2nd line, but he was aware that wasn’t what Ilya wanted. 
They would need to spend the summer honing their natural on-ice chemistry, and Shane couldn’t wait.
 
The night of the Stanley Cup finals, Shane watched alone. 
He had refused his parents’ offer for him to come down to the cottage early. He hadn’t wanted to leave Ilya. 
Even though he could understand why they thought it would be better. His parents had done really well with everything, and he was pleasantly surprised by how well Ilya got on with them, but he was also very aware that they didn’t really understand. The bond between him and Ilya went deeper than any normal romantic relationship. Their obsession with each other for so many years ran in their very veins; it was like they were two halves of one soul. It was an incredibly sappy sentiment, but both of them felt the same. It had meant that once they had sorted themselves out and actually learnt to communicate with each other, everything had snapped into place. So especially now, when they were able to be together, to be living together in the same house. On the same team, then being separated wasn’t what either wanted.
There was also the fact that Shane knew. He just knew Ilya would win and no one would want to be anywhere near them for a day or so after that. He had plans. Plans that he did not want his parents anywhere near.
Shane was transfixed. Ilya was moving like a beast, like he was some huge, hulking predator on the ice. His own team were struggling to keep up, even though they had made some really good improvements since Shane had been writing up the training plan for Ilya from their previous tapes. The Bears won. Shane knew they would. Which meant when Ilya lifted the Stanley Cup on screen and spoke in Russian, Shane understood every word.
“Eto dlya tebya, Mama i ty moya lyubov’.”
On live television, Ilya had said.
“This is for you, Mama, and you, my love.”
Fuck. Shane hoped to god that the internet translators didn’t go too mental over that little nugget of information. Not that he could blame his fiancé. He probably would have done something so much worse had he actually been in the family seats. Something monumentally stupid, like throw himself at his stupidly huge, handsome Russian and kiss him.
Ilya sent him a picture of them all being showered in champagne while Marlow and Bood hung off Ilya’s bare shoulders. Someone - probably LeClaire, by the fact most of the team seemed to be in the picture – had taken a few quick snaps of them as they celebrated. All Shane could focus on was the way the liquid was making Ilya’s still heated muscles gleam in the bright light of the Bears locker room.
He knew that Ilya wouldn’t be able to get out of going to the celebrations, but he had an idea of how to make sure his fiancé wasn’t out too long. He unfolded his legs from the sofa and got to his feet; on his way to the bedroom, he shut everything down and turned off all the lights, but then left the low-level lamps on. The lamps cast a soft, romantic glow that led through to the bedroom. On silent feet, he headed into what was now their room.
Shane took a shower first; he didn’t bother with clothes, but he did put down the spare duvet that he kept in the drawer under the bed. For what he had planned, he didn’t want to have to strip the bed afterwards. He set his phone up on the nightstand. The camera was angled so it wouldn’t catch his face in the frame. Just in case. He reached for the lube; it never took much for him to get worked up thinking about Ilya, and just the image of him half naked and dripping in champagne was more than enough.
The camera was set to record. He made sure that he was arranged half-sat up against the headboard. Just like that night in Vegas. Slowly, he spread his legs, first the left leg and then the right. The muscles in his thighs were already twitching in anticipation. He kept his gaze forward, as if he was looking at someone sitting at the end of the bed. He stroked one hand across his chest and up against his neck; he let his fingers squeeze around his throat just enough to feel it, as he dragged the hand down and brushed against his nipple. It pebbled instantly under the touch. His breathing had picked up; his abs flexed as he arched into the feeling. His hand wasn’t as large as Ilya’s, but it was enough to get him started. He kneaded and rubbed at both of his nipples, his hands not big enough to massage the mounds like Ilya could, but his nipples were sensitive, and it sent sparks down to his cock.
He spread a generous amount of lube on his fingers and kept moving down, knowing the camera would pick up the glistening trail across his stomach and down to his leaking cock. He wrapped his hand around the already wet head, gathering the liquid to mix with the lube as he gave himself a couple of slow, steady pulls. His hips thrust up, chasing the friction, but he didn’t stay there. Instead, he carried on and reached down and behind to his entrance.
Shane tilted his head back against the headboard as he moaned at the feeling of his first finger when he pushed it into the tight ring of muscle. He gave a few slow thrusts, feeling his muscles give way. He opened himself up carefully; he didn’t want to come from this; he just needed to be loose enough. His fingers were smaller than Ilya’s, so once he was up to three, he stopped. By this time, he was panting and whimpering, unable to stay silent; his legs quivered with the strain of holding himself steady. Shane reached for the other item he had gotten out when he collected the lube. He made sure the camera would see it as he slicked up the soft, silicone plug with the mixture of lube and his come. It wasn’t huge, but it would keep him open, just on the edge of enough. Shane spread his legs just a little further and slipped in the plug; it sat snugly inside him. The stretch was just enough to keep him worked up but not enough to take him over the edge.
He stopped the recording and lay there. He needed a moment to calm down. Although it wasn’t huge, the plug was still pressing all the sensitive places inside him whenever he moved. He picked up his phone and clicked on his chat with Ilya. He sent a message, asking Ilya to call him when he was alone.
It wasn’t a minute before his phone lit up with a call from Lily.
“Congratulations, my love. You deserve this; that Cup well was earned.”
He could hear the soft hitch in Ilya’s breath. This was why he had learned Russian, because Ilya deserved to hear this in his own language. There was a husky quality to Ilya’s voice when he spoke.
“The next one is ours, Lyubimyy.”
Shane had to bite his lower lip to keep in the moan at that.
“How soon can you get away?”
Ilya must have caught something in his voice because there was a low growl from the other end of the phone.
“Soon.”
Shane gathered his courage. He sent the video.
“Make sure you don’t open that where anyone can see you. Come home soon. I need you.”
He ended the call before he could chicken out. The icon on the chat told him that Ilya had opened the video. Jesus, he hoped Ilya was alone. Too late now; he couldn’t take it back now. If a little thrill went through him at the thought of the rest of the team seeing Ilya’s reaction, well, he was possessive. Only he could get that kind of reaction out of Ilya, and he was even more pleased when, not 10 minutes later, he got a text to say Ilya was on his way.
Perfect. Bait taken.
 
It wasn’t half an hour later when he heard the keypad and the click of the front door locking. The house was quiet, and he had left the bedroom door open. On purpose. He was still lying on their bed, trying desperately not to touch himself. He was flushed, still hard and lightly panting when the broad form of the Russian appeared in the doorway. Shane watched as those darkened blue eyes locked onto him with a heated intensity.
“That was cruel.”
Ilya’s accent was heavy. Shane tipped his head back to expose the long line of his throat. Ilya’s eyes tracked the movement like a wolf eyeing its prey.
“Just showing you what was waiting here for you.”
Ilya moved. He stepped into the room. Slowly, silently shutting the door and came to stand at the end of the bed. With one hand, he unbuttoned his white shirt; the fabric was straining against his chest. Shane could already see the prominent bulge in his suit pants.
“Show me.”
The growl was dangerous. Ilya was right on the edge of losing all control. Shane kept his eyes locked onto those dark blue eyes that were staring at him, alight with a raging heat that would consume him as soon as he was touched. He wanted it. He needed it. He spread his legs and lifted his hips. Ilya’s eyes caressed him; his gaze was so heavy as it moved down the length of his body until he locked on the plug nestled into his reddened, glistening hole.
“Fuck…”
It was quiet. As if it was torn out of Ilya.
“I need you.”
Shane had lost all pretence of teasing now. He wanted Ilya to fuck him. He needed Ilya to fuck him until he couldn’t remember his own name. He could feel the tears that already gathered at the corner of his eyes.
“Fuck me … please.”
Then Ilya was on him. One large hand wrapped around his throat and jaw; Ilya kissed him. He kissed him like he was drowning and Shane was the oxygen. Shane felt him press closer, a slight shift of the hand that was holding his neck and his mouth, so he was forced to open for Ilya to thrust his tongue inside. He licked inside, caressed every inch of Shane’s mouth and sucked on his bottom lip. Teeth sunk into the swollen flesh as Ilya drew back; Shane moaned as he felt Ilya press his huge thigh between his legs. The solid muscle pressed on the plug and pushed it deeper. Ilya applied pressure with his hand and tilted Shane’s head up and away, so he had free access to his neck.
Shane could feel the teeth nipping where Ilya was moving down his throat; the skin was sensitive and hot under the scrape of blond stubble. Every sharp sting of Ilya’s canine teeth caused his cock to twitch. Ilya clamped his massive hands around Shane’s hips and pulled him into his lap, which put Shane’s back flush to Ilya’s muscled chest. He could feel every inch of Ilya’s erect cock pressing against his ass. Shane whimpered when he felt Ilya pressing his fingers against his stretched rim around the plug.
“So good for me, Lyubimyy. Not enough, is it?”
Shane dropped his head back onto a massive shoulder, feeling Ilya take all his weight as he was spread over one huge thigh. Shane closed his eyes and bit into his lip to stifle the scream that clawed its way up his throat as he felt Ilya gently twist the plug. It was pulled out, just a bit, then Ilya pushed it slowly back in. Deeper this time. He repeated the movement. It was so agonisingly slow. Shane was squirming before he knew it, trying to get more. It wasn’t enough. Strong hands pinned him into Ilya’s lap.
“No, sweetheart. This is my reward. Stay still.”
Ilya’s voice had dropped to that gravel pitch, the one where his accent was even heavier, and Shane could feel the rumble in his chest. He forced himself still at the command. Shane felt those large hands spread him over Ilya’s lap; he could feel heated, open-mouth kisses being pressed along the back of his neck and his shoulders. Teeth nipped in certain places; Shane just knew he would have bite marks following the pattern of his freckles across his back.
Just as he was reaching his limit, Ilya slowly pulled the plug all the way out. Shane keened at the loss, but it wasn’t for long. He was lifted, those strong hands wrapped around his waist and slowly lowered onto Ilya’s rock-hard cock. The stretch burned slightly. Just enough that Shane knew he would be feeling it tomorrow. The plug hadn’t been large, but it had been just enough to mean that Ilya could just push his way inside. His hole stretched obscenely around the large, swollen head. Shane could feel his body opening, the hot, thick slide of Ilya’s huge cock forcing him open in one long, torturous slide.
“Ilya … please.”
He felt the chuckle more than heard it. Deep and rumbling.
“Nyet, Lyubimyy. You can take this.”
He was wrong. Shane couldn’t take it. He was crying now, tears making his eyes a blur as Ilya kept on lowering him down. Ilya’s biceps bulged at the strain of lowering Shane’s weight. He felt the final inch slide home as his ass sat snugly in Ilya’s lap. This angle meant that Shane could feel him so fucking deep inside. Ilya was huge. Shane knew this, could take it normally, but like this, it felt like Ilya was rearranging his insides. Like he was being permanently branded by the shape of Ilya’s cock inside him. Shane mewled and tried to lift himself to get Ilya to move, but he was trapped. His hips were being held so tightly there would definitely be bruises to match the shape of Ilya’s hands in the morning. The tiny pinpricks of pain made more pre-come drip down Shane’s red, flushed cock.
“Can you feel me?”
Ilya growled as he took one massive palm and pressed down on Shane’s heaving belly. His muscles were slick with sweat, and he could feel every single inch of Ilya’s cock pressed deep inside him.
“Yes … please … Ilya”
He was begging now. Shameless and needy. He didn’t care.
“Tell me.”
“Fuck me. Please just move.”
Shane felt Ilya shift under him. His huge thighs lifted to brace them both on the bed; one hand found the back of his neck, and the other moved up into his hair. The longer strands were wound around Ilya’s thick fingers and pulled just tight enough that Shane had to move with the pressure, so it didn’t hurt. The other hand stayed pressed across the width of his stomach. As Ilya began to thrust up into him with intent, the pressure on his hair held him in place. The pace was brutal. Ilya was using all his formidable strength to hold Shane trapped on his cock and drive up into his body.
Ilya was growling, right against the back of his neck. Shane could just about make out the broken, ragged words in Russian as he was finally fucked like he wanted.  
“Mine… you take it so well, sweetheart. That’s it… so good for me.”
Shane was reduced to a low whine and husky little groan that sounded filthy even to his own ears. Words had gone.
The hand that was spread across his stomach pressed down as Ilya thrust up. He was so deep and so large that Shane could feel the bulge of Ilya’s cock press against the heavy weight of Ilya’s hand.
Fuck. The hand pressed harder.
Shane moaned. The feeling of being so full, trapped and being used for Ilya’s pleasure was too much. He dug his nails into Ilya’s thighs for something to hold onto as Ilya pressed deep and, with a growl, spurted what felt like so much come inside of him; the hot flood against his insides caused him to follow over the edge into his own orgasm. Shane gasped and keened through the sensations. He felt Ilya tighten his hold around his waist, the hand dropping from his hair to grip the meat of his ass. Pressing him tightly down onto Ilya’s cock as Shane felt him keep pulsing with more come again at the feeling of Shane clamping down on him from his own pleasure.
“You’re so perfect. Fuck I can’t get enough of you.”
The words were barely audible, whispered into his neck.
“Shane.”
Ilya moaned into the back of his neck as he finally stilled.
Shane felt very full. From this angle, it almost looked like his belly was a little swollen with the sheer amount Ilya had come inside him. He felt Ilya lift him. He was pretty out of it by now. He was carried into the bathroom; he was reasonably aware of being washed clean, dried with a very soft towel and carried back to their now clean bed, but everything was blurry at the edges.
He did feel the soft kisses that were pressed against his lips, his cheek, across his freckles and his forehead. Ilya murmured softly in Russian the whole time. He caught some of it but not all. Shane was pretty sure Ilya was calling his ass and thighs a gift from the gods, but he couldn’t be sure. He was asleep before his head hit the pillow. The last thing he felt was strong arms wrapping around him and tucking him against a wall of heated muscle. His feet were tucked in between Ilya’s, just like he liked it. So safe and warm.
 
He was woken to the feeling of strong fingers running through his hair. He grumbled and tried to burrow into the warmth he was pressed up against. The warm, massive wall rumbled with a low chuckle as Shane refused to lift his head from his lovely place between Ilya’s huge pecs. He nipped at the mound of muscle just to feel Ilya squirm. It backfired. Instead of squirming away, Ilya moaned and tightened the hand in his hair to press his mouth closer. Shane could feel the hardening line of Ilya’s interest up against his thigh. He lifted his leg just enough to press it against the thickening cock; above him, he heard Ilya growl.
When he moved, the twinge up his back told him he was sore. So shoving Ilya on his back and riding him was out then, but that was okay. Shane had another plan. He pushed at Ilya’s flank, getting the Russian to roll over so he lay supine on his back; interested, warm blue eyes watched him with adoration. Happy to go with whatever Shane had in mind.
Shane crawled his way down Ilya’s body, mapping every inch with open-mouth kisses. He paused to lick at his chest, sucking on each nipple, nipping at the erect bud and causing Ilya to hiss. He ran his nails lightly up each thigh, kneading at the corded muscle under his fingers. He sucked a dark hickey onto the cut of Ilya’s hipbone, before sinking his teeth into the soft flesh of his inner thigh. Pulling the bitten skin up into his mouth and worrying at it with his teeth and tongue until Ilya was almost snarling down at him. His cock was fully hard now. Standing proudly across his stomach, red and swollen. Shane licked a broad stripe up the whole length. He kept his hands dug into Ilya’s thighs to hold him down. Shane was strong and heavy; he kept his weight pinning down Ilya’s hips as he mouthed at the swollen head of his cock. He didn’t bother to keep it tidy; he liked making a mess of Ilya, loved the way he could reduce the massive Russian to a moaning, writhing mess with just his mouth.
Shane wrapped one hand around the base and took the head into his mouth, the heat and weight of it sitting heavy on his tongue. He licked up the slit and felt a large hand slide into his hair. Not doing anything yet, just holding. Shane paused. But the hand didn’t move; he could just feel the light tug as Ilya wrapped a few strands around his fingers. Not stopping him. So, he carried on. Opening his mouth wider, he began to press down the length of Ilya’s cock, softening his throat muscles and using his tongue to play with the thick, sensitive vein that ran down the length of the underside. Shane felt Ilya give a small thrust, the head of his cock hitting the back of Shane’s throat. Even with his weight pinning the Russian down. This time the hand tightened in his hair as he went to pull away.
Ilya growled and slowly fed his cock deeper into Shane’s throat. Shane relaxed and let him take over. Ilya’s other hand wrapped around his jaw and his neck. Those strong fingers stroked the side of his stretched throat. A thumb pressed against the edge of his lips, where they were taut around the girth of Ilya’s thick cock. Shane moaned at the feeling. The vibration caused Ilya to throw his head back and give a proper thrust up this time. Shane choked slightly but adjusted and took it. He swallowed around the length and relaxed. He could feel tears gathered at the edges of his lashes; he opened his eyes and looked up at Ilya. He knew what this look would do, and he wasn’t disappointed.
Ilya moaned. Then began to really thrust into his throat, not hard enough to hurt but enough to make Shane’s eyes water, and he had to work to keep his throat relaxed enough. He had a lot of practice at taking Ilya’s cock by now. It didn’t take long. He felt Ilya tap his cheek. He tapped three times back on Ilya’s thigh, his signal that Ilya could carry on and not pull away.  Shane let Ilya come down his throat. He had to work at swallowing it all. He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand as he sat up. Ilya had turned into a boneless puddle on the bed but somehow managed to find the strength to pull Shane up his body and kiss him. Hot and deep. Neither cared about the taste of Ilya that was being shared between them. Shane felt Ilya break the kiss; his large hands wrapped around each of his thighs as Ilya hauled him up higher.
“Up here. Want to taste you.”
Shane was confused for a second. Until a bright, heady blush covered his face. Fuck. Ilya couldn’t mean what he thought he meant. Could he.
Apparently, he very much did mean that. Ilya lifted him. Without even fucking sitting up. Asshole. He lifted until Shane was straddling his face. Shane was bright red. His thighs were braced on either side of Ilya’s shoulders; Shane reached above Ilya and balanced himself by holding on to the top of the headboard. It was a damn good thing the bed was sturdy. Neither of them was small.
“Ilya?”
Big hands spread his ass cheeks with a happy humming noise.
“Mmmm, sweetheart, that’s it. Come here.”
And Shane was powerless to resist.
The first lick sent heated sparks right up Shane’s spine and to his cock. He had to lock his thighs to not drop his full, not inconsiderable weight right down onto Ilya’s face. That was until he felt Ilya actively trying to pull him down; he resisted, not wanting to crush him.
“Ilya... stop, I will crush you.”
The growl Ilya let out was stubborn and even a little bit angry.
“You will not. Big, strong Russian. Can take tiny Canadian hockey player sitting on me.”
Shane huffed out a breath that turned into a moan when that devilish tongue went back to work, licking into his body. He tightened his grip when he felt Ilya spread his cheeks wider and start nipping at his rim. He was still a bit sore, but the mix of pleasure and slight pain was sending electric sparks across his nerves. Ilya suckled at the swollen flesh, making Shane whimper and shiver. He had to stop himself from rocking back into that deviously clever mouth. Ilya’s tongue dove deeper, licking into his hole that was both soothing the ache and driving the heat in his veins higher with each stroke. Once Ilya was satisfied that he was thoroughly wet enough, Shane felt him draw back just enough to press the pad of one broad thumb into his opening.
Shane moaned. Finally giving in and rocking back, chasing the feeling.
“Easy, Lyubimyy. You can come like this.”
Shane’s thighs were trembling with the effort of holding himself up. Ilya must have realised he was almost at his limit because he felt those strong hands wrap around the underside of each thigh, and suddenly Ilya was taking his weight. He was guided down so Ilya could get his mouth around Shane’s hard, dripping cock. Shane keened, high and thready at the feel of Ilya taking him all the way down. He wasn’t lasting long. Ilya was an expert at sucking dick, Shane’s dick especially. He knew every little trick to make Shane come quickly. Which he did. Even if he hadn’t already been on the edge of coming from Ilya’s tongue in his ass. It only took a few hard pulls of Ilya’s perfect mouth before Shane was arching his back and coming. Ilya swallowed it all and then licked him clean until he was shivering at the oversensitivity.
Ilya lifted him to the side; he kept an arm clamped around Shane’s waist and cuddled him close. Shane reached over and kissed him, sated and warm in the afterglow of a mind-blowing orgasm.
“Good morning, Love.”
Ilya smiled at him, wide and open. The smile that was just for Shane.
“Definitely a good morning, Lyubimyy. Do I get this every morning now?”
Ilya purred at him, voice low and slightly rough from taking Shane apart. There was that sexy, lopsided smirk that Shane secretly adored but pretended not to because it would give Ilya even more of an ego, and he really didn’t need any more. He neither confirmed nor denied that if he had his way, then yes, Ilya could have this every morning for the rest of their lives if he wanted.
 
They got out of bed. Eventually. It took a bit of persuasion by Shane, but he managed to get Ilya to move. Not that he really wanted to move either; his limbs felt like limp noodles, honestly, and he was sore, but yoga would help, and he knew if he was hungry, then by now Ilya would be starving.
As they moved through their morning, working out together, then eating breakfast before what was meant to be a quick shower, Ilya refused to wait and slunk into Shane’s, so it wasn’t quick at all. Shane couldn’t help the pleased little twitch at his mouth that he was hyper-aware of. He just couldn’t keep the happiness off his face. He watched as Ilya kept close, touching him, always pulling him to sit on his lap or lean on him. Shane adored it. Ilya being comfortable like this was special. It was reserved for those who meant something more, and Shane loved that he was at the top of that list. No one else. It meant Ilya was happy.
“We have about a week until I need to be back here to start my appointments with the new medical team. It’s up to you; do you want to go to the cottage now or wait till Wednesday when we go and sign the papers?”
They had booked their appointment to sign their marriage license as soon as Shane had put his name on the dotted line for his Bears contract. They didn’t have much of a window because Shane was going to need the whole summer pretty much to get himself back into peak condition. Ilya was also chomping at the bit to train together, so at least he didn’t mind. Then again, Shane knew that Ilya was just happy to go wherever he went, as long as they were together.
Ilya looked at him.
“We could go until Friday? Fly back at the weekend, then be here for Monday when you have your first appointment with Terry.”
Shane was happy with that plan. His parents knew they would be heading up to the cottage shortly. He would need to text his mother to confirm, but they were already planning on meeting them for Wednesday anyway. Since they would both be witnesses.
“Okay. Is that going to be alright with the rest of the team if you just disappear right away?”
Ilya laughed, his eyes bright and sparkling with mirth.
“Lyubimyy. I doubt most of them will even know what day it is for a few days at least. We will introduce you once we are back. Coach will announce on Monday.”
Shane was the one who packed. They would be collecting their suits on Tuesday, so it was just basic clothes, most of which ended up being Ilya’s, as Shane had found a fondness for wearing the oversized t-shirts and hoodies. If it was left to Ilya, then everything would just be thrown into a bag and be done with it. Although that was a bit unfair now. After being around Shane all these years, he had picked up a lot of Shane’s quirks and habits. Including knowing that Shane was particular about organisation and that everything needed to be clean.
 
They found flights for early the next day and were at the cottage by late Monday morning. Shane watched as the tension seemed to drain out of Ilya. The closer they got to Wednesday, the brighter the Russian got. It wasn’t that Shane wasn’t happy, because he was. It was just the way Ilya lit up every time he met Shane’s gaze that was addictive.
On Tuesday, Shane went and collected their suits. With them both having worn formal wear for the event before, they had both had accurate measurements on file. His dad had gone and ordered their suits for them. Since he was the least noticeable of the Hollanders, he was the least likely to attract attention. Yuna and Shane were both far too noticeable to blend in, whereas a middle-aged, white Canadian man wouldn’t even be noticed.
They had both gone with mostly black suits. Ilya’s was a slim-fit jacket that emphasised his huge shoulders, broad chest and trim waist. With a tight-fitting silk shirt in crisp white with silver designs along the hem. His legs looked even longer in the black, fitted trousers that sat very snugly around his massive thighs and shapely ass. Shane couldn’t stop staring at it.
Whereas Shane had gone for similar black trousers, again his were slim-fitted and tight, but he had decided to be a bit daring in his choice for the rest of his outfit. He had chosen a black long-sleeved shirt, under a beautifully embroidered black and silver waistcoat. The pattern leaned very much into an Asian style, but it was made like it was a corset. It laced up all the way along his back. It wasn’t tight enough to be uncomfortable, but it did cinch in his waist and emphasised his chest in a way he actually liked. Shane didn’t want to look like a girl. He wasn’t a woman. Had never even remotely felt like one. But what he did like was the way Ilya made him feel when he called him pretty. With the way Ilya was obsessed with his pecs.
Being half Asian meant Shane was well aware he was more finely featured than most men; he had worked twice as hard as everyone else to put on bulk and muscle in the hope that it would make him look more traditionally masculine. Back when he had been a teenager, it had been so much worse; he had been very fit but very much on the leaner side. However, as he grew into himself and piled on the muscle, he hadn’t really lost that look. In some ways, the added muscle actually made it worse. Shane was built. Even compared to taller, broader players, Shane was strong. His thighs were huge. His biceps were corded with muscle. He could do more pull-ups than anyone else on the Voyageurs team. Never mind how flexible he was. He could bench press more than over half the league. But all the extra layers of muscle had done was make his curves more noticeable.
Only Ilya had been able to make him feel positive about his body. Ilya, even when they had been teenagers, had worshipped every inch of Shane. He loved his waist, wanted his hands all over Shane’s chest and salivated over his plush hips and ass. It wasn’t degrading or feminising in any way. It never had been. Ilya was more than clear he wanted Shane as a man. The way he went at Shane’s cock all the time was hard to ignore. Over the years, Shane had begun to listen to Ilya rather than anyone else’s opinion on what he looked like. Shane and Ilya had grown together. They could each map the changes in the other’s body probably better than their own sometimes. And Ilya had just gotten more and more desperate for Shane as they got older. It made Shane feel brave.
Which was why he had chosen his suit the way he had. Ilya hadn’t seen it. Shane had insisted he go pick them up because he needed to try the waistcoat on and have it laced up. Even though technically it would be safer for his dad to have gone, Shane hadn’t shown anyone the design he had chosen. They had chosen a small, very high-end boutique-style shop that Rose had recommended. Not that she had known it was for wedding attire; Shane had just asked for local recommendations known for discretion.
Shane had known. From the moment the young man locked eyes with him over the beautiful dark wood counter, they were alike. When Shane had given him the order details, the man had paused, looked at Shane and then carefully asked if it was he who was wearing the waistcoat. Which Shane had confirmed. He had led him back to the fitting room, all warm wood and soft lighting. It had an old-age style of elegance that Shane liked. A lot like the young man himself. He had quietly helped Shane into the tight, long-sleeved shirt, silver tie and then finally the waistcoat. God, it was stunning. The design was exquisitely done. Once it was fully laced up, it looked amazing. Even Shane had to admit he was surprised how good he actually looked in it. Ilya was going to lose his mind.
Both outfits were expensive, but Shane hadn’t minded. It was worth it. Even if they had a full wedding later, they would keep the outfits. Well, Shane certainly would. Ilya’s could be used for other formal events if he wanted. The young man, Ivan, had shyly given Shane his name when he had thanked him for helping with the fitting on such short notice; he had clearly recognised Shane, but he had pointed out the sign on the counter. Not only were they proudly displaying all types of wedding attire for both male pairings and both female pairings, but the pride flag was also stitched into a beautiful design across the front window.
“Congratulations, Mr Hollander. I wish you all the best.”
There had been tears in Ivan’s eyes when Shane had signed a business card for him and promised to bring his husband once they were out. Shane had found that he wasn’t so afraid anymore. He liked the response he and Ilya got outside the bigoted world of hockey.
He had had to physically fight Ilya off from stealing the garment bag out of his hands when he returned to the cottage. But he had held firm. No matter how much the Russian pouted and offered to suck his cock. Shane wasn’t falling for that. One look and Ilya would more than willingly suck him off anyway.
“You can wait less than a day, Ilya.”
The Russian had huffed.
“Nyet. Cruel to your suffering husband Hollander.”
Shane had to laugh. He was such a drama queen.
“Not till tomorrow, and that will be Hollander-Rozanov to you, Mr.”
A completely besotted smile ruined the pout Ilya was trying to maintain at that. Before Shane could move, he was engulfed in huge arms and lifted; he automatically wrapped his legs around Ilya’s waist and held on.
“Not fair. You can’t use that on me. Will never win an argument again.”
Ilya could apparently still whine. Shane would have to fix that.
“Who said you were ever winning an argument?”
He was carried to bed, the garment bags forgotten over the back of the sofa until much later. Even then he managed to sneak his away before Ilya’s wandering fingers got to open it. Shane didn’t want to spoil the reveal.
 
Their appointment was early in the morning. That was done on purpose. When they had filed all the paperwork, the lawyer had put in for a special application for privacy due to celebrity status and Ilya being at risk because of it. They had been granted it on the first try. Although considering just who Ilya Rozanov was getting married to, it hadn’t been that surprising.
His parents had arrived at a god-awfully early hour and each separated. His mom had stayed with him while his dad had gone with Ilya. It wouldn’t be a fancy ceremony or anything, but they had chosen to write their own vows. What Shane hadn’t expected was his mom to break down into tears when he came out of the bedroom in his suit. The lacing was still perfect, and he styled his hair so it was swept back from his face but with a few soft strands framing his cheeks. It made him look softer, prettier. Shane had been trying out styles on Ilya for days, and this one had gotten a particularly favourable reaction. The look did lean very much into his Asian features, though, which he had actively avoided since he was very young. Which was probably why his mom was crying. She wasn’t usually a crier.
“You okay, Mom?”
She came to him. Wiping her eyes.
“Yes, honey. I promise. I know this all came out so horribly, but I am so glad you have Ilya. I just haven’t seen you this comfortable with your looks in such a long time.”
He ducked his head, now feeling a bit shy. Knowing he was blushing.
“I love him, Mom. He loves me, all of me. Not just the bits everyone else wants to see.”
His mother smiled softly.
“Which is all we ever wanted for you, honey. Now come on. Let’s go get you married.”
They went in Shane’s car. The one he left at the cottage. It was a sensible Jeep Cherokee in a nondescript black. Ilya and his dad would be using his parents’ car that was equally unremarkable. It wouldn’t matter once everything was signed and legal. In fact, Shane was actually beginning to get fed up with not just being able to tell the world that the most perfect man was, in fact, his husband. But they had to make sure Ilya was legally safe first. It was going over all these facts in his head that was keeping Shane from panicking; if he kept going over all the paperwork in his head, he wouldn’t think about Ilya suddenly changing his mind.
The drive wasn’t long. However, it was long enough for Shane’s leg to start twitching in the passenger seat. His mom had noticed. Like him, her automatic go-to was lists. So his wonderful, organised mother began to list all the paperwork they needed and get Shane to detail every bit of each one. It worked. 
By the time they arrived and were waved through the barrier to the private staff-only car park – since technically the office wasn’t open to the public yet – Shane was calm. His parents’ car was already there.  They were led inside and into a large, handsome office room. The older gentleman was standing in front of a large desk that had been laid out with all the necessary documents. A very formal and expensive-looking fountain pen sat in a black and gold holder in the very centre of the table.
Shane only had eyes for Ilya.
He was such a beautiful man. Absolutely stunning, and Shane had lost all the ability to talk in all four of his languages. It seemed at least that Ilya was having a similar reaction to the sight of him because the burning heat that had sparked in those blue eyes should be illegal.
The officiant went through all the legal speech. Shane was only half listening. Ilya had reached across the table and taken his right hand. He was stroking the back of his knuckles with his thumb in a soft, repetitive motion that was the only thing keeping Shane grounded. As well as the press of Ilya’s foot against his under their chairs, the heat of Ilya’s thigh seeping into the thin, silky fabric of Shane’s trousers.
Only when he got to the option of them saying their own vows did Shane drag his full attention to the older man.
“Do you have your own vows, gentlemen?”
Shane and Ilya nodded. They had agreed this was the bit they wanted to do, just for themselves. They had agreed Shane would go first. Now Shane was kind of regretting that choice, but one look at Ilya’s beautiful, handsome face and he was ready. He took Ilya’s hands in his and reached up to cup the blond’s cheek. He felt the soft nuzzle Ilya did into his hand, his skin so soft and warm. Freshly shaved and silky smooth under his palm.
“Ilya Rozanov. You have been the lynchpin of my universe since the first moment I laid eyes on you back when we were 17 years old. I may not have known at the time what it was, but I do now. You are the other half of my soul. My heart beats to the same rhythm as yours. Yes, you sometimes try my patience, and god knows you can be an asshole, but I love those parts of you. I love every part of you. I will always love every part of you. I promise to keep on loving you, no matter what happens or whatever we might face. We will overcome it all. Together. Forever and always. Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Ilya was crying. Silent, glittering tears that slid slowly down his cheeks. Shane reached up and wiped them both away with his fingers. Soothing his thumbs down the sharp slope of those stunning cheekbones and gently rubbing at his jawline until Ilya sat up and reached for Shane.
“Shane Hollander. I had very little English when I first met you, and what little I did have was gone the moment I laid eyes on you. Moya simpatichnaya kanadskaya khokkeistka. My pretty Canadian hockey player, who stole my words with your big, beautiful eyes and stunning constellation of freckles. I’m sure I fell in love with you right there and then. I was so afraid, but you, you were brave enough for both of us. You have brought me into the light and warmth. I think I was always meant to find and love you. Without you, my heart was half cold, my soul was searching, dushevnyy, until it found you. I promise I will be here. I will stay. No matter how hard it might get. You are stuck with me. Navsegda i vsegda vmeste. Forever and always. Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu vsem serdtsem. I love you too, with all I am.
Now Shane was crying. He could feel the tears rolling freely down his face. Ilya kissed them away softly before taking his hand in his again as they both reached for their rings. Shane picked Ilya’s larger ring out of the velvet cushion and slid it onto Ilya’s right ring finger. It felt right. Ilya took his ring and gently, ever so gently, slid it onto the ring finger of his right hand. They sat for a moment, Ilya holding his hand and both their rings on show. Shane thought he saw his mother take a picture, but he was too focused on Ilya right now to care.
The officiant gave them both a genuine smile and carefully removed the fountain pen from its silk-lined box. He turned towards Shane first, then offered it out on the cloth in the palm of his hand. It was very formal, and Shane found he liked the seriousness of it. Somehow it made it feel very much like a real ceremony. Shane signed first. His handwriting was neat and uniform. Ilya was offered the pen next. His writing, as Shane had been delighted to discover even in English, was a beautiful, flowing cursive. They had applied for a second version in which they wrote out in the same formal fashion, but this one had Shane’s legal Japanese name and Ilya’s legal Russian name. 
Even though it was unlikely that Russia would ever allow same sex marriages, this was a way Ilya got his name in his own language on his marriage certificate. Copies were taken and efficiently filed away. Their copy was placed into a stunning box that his parents had bought for them. Which had them both fighting back tears again. His parents hugged them both; Ilya melted into the affection from both his mom and dad. Shane had been worried about Ilya’s own mother not being here, but it seemed Ilya was more than happy to accept the affection from his mother. It was enough.
As they stood, the officiant bowed to them both and quietly left. For just a moment, it was only the four of them. Shane looked up into Ilya’s glittering blue eyes. Into his husband’s eyes for the first time in the rest of their lives. Ilya leaned down, one large hand coming up to cup Shane’s cheek and jaw. Shane’s eyes slid closed as Ilya’s mouth met his.
It was perfect.
It was done.
They were married.
Ilya pulled back just enough to lean his forehead against Shane’s.
“Nachalo vechnosti, moya lyubov’”
Shane smiled. The start of forever sounded perfect to him. He pressed up on his tiptoes and kissed his husband. Feeling Ilya’s answering smile under the soft caress of lips.
 
Unfortunately, they had to make sure they got back out to the cars before the office hours opened and they were seen. But Shane was more than happy to return to the cottage. Everything felt so perfect. He didn’t actually think he had been happier in his whole life.
They had taken his car on the way home. Ilya had reached across and taken his hand; he was stroking slowly over the band of metal on his finger. Almost like he was trying to make sure it was real. Shane couldn’t help but steal glances at Ilya the whole time he was driving. It was so hard to take his eyes off his stunning husband. From the way Ilya’s eyes were glued to him, the feeling was very much mutual.
Ilya’s voice was deep and husky with emotion, making his accent all the deeper.
“Krasivyy muzh”
Shane melted. Oh god, that was going to take some getting used to. It was a lethal weapon. When Ilya called him his husband in Russian. He would have to hope that Ilya kept it private because right at this moment, all hearing it made Shane want to do was kiss his husband and just not stop.






      

  












      Chapter 17: Ilya
  








  Husband.
Krasivyy muzh. His husband. Ilya was married. Finally, he couldn’t keep his eyes off Shane. That fucking waistcoat was torturing him. The outfit Shane had chosen was stunning, beautiful, and so fucking hot. Ilya needed to get his hands on that cinched waist. The way it outlined the curves of Shane’s chest had his mouth watering.
Ilya had been comfortable in the knowledge he was extremely bisexual since his early teenage years. He had slept with other men before, but not a single one would ever hold a candle to Shane. Even when they had been little more than gangly, uncoordinated teenagers. Ilya had watched Shane grow into his body over the years. Had obsessively categorised the changes as they happened. Had caught the uncomfortable way Shane always held himself, like he was embarrassed of the way he looked. Especially his more Japanese features. Which Ilya would like to point out were gorgeous. Yes, Shane was much prettier than most men, even with the way he had piled on as much muscle as he could to try and hide it.
Only it had kind of had the opposite effect to what Shane had been going for. All the muscle had done was bulk up his assets. Mainly the plush curve of his hips, huge ass and thighs. Then the beautiful chest that had the perfect-sized tits for Ilya to grab handfuls of, and Ilya’s hands were not small. The stretch marks had appeared slowly, wrapping around the curves like battle scars. Ilya was a little bit feral over them. Shane hated them. When Ilya had first seen them, Shane had tried to hide away from him. Clearly embarrassed and worried that Ilya would be put off by the delicate, silvery stripes. Which Ilya was not. Not at all. That had been one of their more rigorous nights. Ilya had fucked Shane twice and then sucked him off in the shower afterwards. All because of those damn stretch marks.
So, when he had caught sight of the wedding suit Shane had chosen, he had lost all thought process for a moment. Had forgotten why or when they were. There had been nothing in his head except for the stunning image of Shane. Who had been perfectly emphasised by the fucking corset-style waistcoat that was clinging to every inch of his husband’s full figure.
His now-in-laws had offered to take them out for a meal to celebrate, but Ilya had been secretly grateful that Shane had gently reminded them that they were in Shane’s hometown and what they were doing was risky enough as it was. Neither of them wanted to risk being caught in public now, not when they were so close to everything being safe. It wasn’t like Ilya was hard to miss. If he got photographed eating a meal with Shane Hollander and his parents when everyone thought that he was probably still celebrating winning the cup back in Boston, then it would be all over the internet before anyone could blink.
He also wanted his new husband all for himself.
It hadn’t been a full, fancy wedding, but it had been pretty perfect as far as Ilya was concerned. They were married. Shane was his now. Legally. On paper. He was Shane’s. When Shane had asked him what he wanted to do about their surnames, he had debated, just a minute, about taking Shane’s last name. Of leaving the broken, dark and cruel legacy of Rozanov behind for good. But it had been Shane who had pointed out that it had also been a part of his mother’s name and did really want to remove all the memories that she had given him for it?
It had been his Mama that first taught him to skate. Had held his hand and smiled so sweetly when he had taken off faster than half the much older kids as soon as he got his balance. Shane had once again come to his rescue. The gentle, soft suggestion of hyphenating and keeping both names was a nice compromise. They would be able to keep their own name for playing under but would be Hollander-Rozanov off the ice. The addition of Hollander felt like it softened the harshness of Rozanov.
 
Ilya allowed Shane just long enough to park the car and unlock the door to the cottage. Then he was on him. Ilya swept Shane up into his arms, a perfect bridal carry. Shane’s laughter was like a drug. It filled Ilya with a warmth that seemed to radiate from his heart, all through his body. Shane was a warm, solid weight in Ilya’s arms. He carried his new husband over the threshold and to their bed. With careful gentleness that belied the heated gaze that Shane was watching Ilya with, he laid him down on the sheets.
“Moy muzh”
Ilya was delighted with the full-body shiver that he could see go through Shane when he called him his husband in Russian. Shane sat up and reached for him. Ilya went. He would always go. He wrapped Shane up in his arms, relishing the feeling of Shane’s body pressed against his own. Slowly, he slid his hands up to that cinched waist; he had been dying to get his hands on Shane. From the second he had set eyes on him in his stunning outfit. Normally, Ilya’s hands were large enough to span most of the width of Shane’s waist, but now, with the corset-style waistcoat still encasing his husband’s curves, he could fit his hands all the way around. The tips of his fingers touched.
Ilya growled. Low and deep.
It never took much to turn him on where Shane was concerned, but this was like someone had lit a bonfire inside his blood.
Ilya kissed him. He caressed Shane’s tongue with his own, pulling back just enough to nip at Shane’s bottom lip, then diving back in again. Hotter and wetter. Driving his tongue deep, mapping out every inch of Shane’s mouth. He felt the moan that slipped out of Shane’s lips and fluttered across his own.
He broke the kiss to turn Shane around; he kept his hands wrapped tightly around the smallest dip in Shane’s waist as he lowered his head and began to nip and suck at the very sensitive skin just behind Shane’s ear. As he lavished attention on Shane’s neck, he slid his hands up the front of the corset and slowly started to undo the clasps. He was careful. He didn’t want to damage such a beautiful piece. Hopefully he could convince his husband to wear it in public one day. It would break people. All they could do was gaze upon the gift that only Ilya got to keep. Wishing it was theirs instead.
As each inch of the corset came undone, Ilya stroked his fingers along the silk material of the shirt underneath. It was similar to the under-armour style they wore for workouts. Tight and clingy. Shane’s skin was heated from the thicker layer of fabric, and he was already panting lightly; Ilya felt him lean more of his weight back for Ilya to hold up. The movement caused that perfect ass to press right where Ilya wanted it. He moaned, right into the heated skin of Shane’s neck.
“You are doing this on purpose.”
Shane’s voice was high and breathy.
“Da. I’m unwrapping my present. Don’t rush me, Lyubimyy.”
He smirked at the impatient hiss Shane gave as Ilya used his grip on his hips to stop him rubbing his ass on Ilya’s already hard cock. He wanted Shane to feel some of the burning impatience that Ilya had been battling since Shane had walked towards him looking like that. Shane whined at being denied the friction he was after but didn’t fight.
“So good for me. Such an obedient little Kotik.”
It was true. Shane was always so good for him. Always so quick to obey.
Ilya lifted the corset away from Shane’s body. He let go to hang it carefully up, along with shedding his own top layers. Not being quite as careful, but still hanging it all back up safely. He had loved the way they had looked together and hoped that Yuna had managed to sneak a few pictures at least. He would check later.
He rubbed a heavy, strong palm across the now bare spine as he dropped to his knees and removed Shane’s fitted trousers. Keeping the pace agonisingly slow but hot at the same time. Shane was trembling. Ilya mouthed at Shane’s cloth-covered cock as he stood back up and removed his own pants. Shane whimpered when Ilya moved away from his already leaking erection, but Ilya wasn’t giving in.
Now they were both naked.
Ilya retrieved the lube and placed it where he could reach.
“On the bed.”
Shane gracefully climbed onto the king-sized bed. Watching Ilya with darkened eyes.
Waiting.
Ilya tore his eyes from Shane’s blown pupils, the chocolate colour almost eclipsed by the black, down his body to the flushed, weeping cock.
“Show me.”
Ilya loved the way Shane knew exactly what he wanted. He watched hungrily as Shane settled himself back against the pillows, slowly spread his trembling thighs wide and exposed his twitching hole. As Ilya growled, Shane’s cock gave a twitch, and more pearly white liquid pooled down the swollen length.
Shane lifted his hips, arching his back and looking up at Ilya through his damp eyelashes.
“Come here.”
And Ilya went.
He prowled down and over Shane’s prone body. His own cock was rock hard by this point. Ilya kissed him; he wrapped his hand around the base of Shane’s throat. His fingers spread to hold Shane’s jaw in place; he pressed his thumb into the corner of those plush lips, forcing him to open his mouth for him. Ilya sank his sharp canines into Shane’s bottom lip, causing his husband to moan.
Ilya manhandled Shane onto his back, Shane easily allowing Ilya to put him where he wanted him. Ilya ran a reverent hand up one lovely thick thigh and pressed his husband to twist his hips so he could slot his own body right up flush behind Shane’s. He ran his nails along the soft, sensitive skin of Shane’s inner thigh. Ilya felt the shiver that went through his husband as his fingers circled the soaking wet head of his leaking cock, he felt Shane tip his head back onto his shoulder with a low mewl at the light touch. Ilya just gathered the liquid and spread it down Shane’s cock and onto his hand. He didn’t allow Shane to thrust up and chase the touch. Instead, he trailed his hand slowly down, pausing to roll the smooth, velvet-soft balls in one huge palm.
Shane whimpered and moaned, his hips making small little circling motions. Which caused Ilya to let out a low rumble as the movement caused that ass to rub against his own extremely hard cock.
“Nyet, Lyubimyy. Stay still.”
The movement stopped, but Shane reached back and sank his fingers into Ilya’s hair; those strong, skilled fingers tugged in a warning but stayed cradling Ilya’s skull.
Ilya added a generous amount of lube to his fingers and traced the twitching, heated rim of Shane’s entrance. He meant to go slowly, but Shane was becoming desperate, and his own erection was getting hard to ignore. Ilya pressed the first finger inside. Shane let out a high, needy keening noise and tried to arch into the feeling. Ilya clamped one hand down on Shane’s top leg; he kneaded at the muscle, digging his nails in just enough to leave a mark and pushed the thick thigh up and back. The change in position opened Shane up even further; he was spread out across Ilya’s hips and wide open. A second finger was quickly added, the ring of muscle giving under the onslaught and softening to allow Ilya to spread and scissor his fingers. He dropped his head to watch the lewd sight of his large fingers being sucked into that plush, round ass. Shane’s red, puffy hole glistening wet with the mixture of lube and his own precome.
“Ilya … Ilya … please.”
It was a plea. Soft and needy.
Ilya leaned over to kiss him, made wet and sloppy by the angle, but it left them both gasping into each other’s mouths. He added a third finger and twisted them until Shane cried out and pushed back harder. Ilya withdrew his fingers, knowing that his husband was right on the edge of orgasm. He slicked up his cock with the leftover mess and lifted Shane’s leg to open him back up. As he pushed in, he could feel the still tight, velvet heat clamping down around his cock.
“Fuck me …, please.”
As soon as he was all the way in, Ilya drew back almost all the way out, only to then slam back deep inside. Shane moaned, his hand tightening in Ilya’s hair to the edge of pain, but Ilya didn’t flinch. He set about fucking his husband. In this position, he was able to wrap a hand around the bent knee; he began to use Shane’s own weight for leverage and set a bruising pace.
Neither of them lasted long. Ilya had dragged it out too much to last. He adjusted his angle slightly to hit Shane’s prostate dead on with each powerful thrust, and by the low, continuous whimpering coming from Shane, he was very close. Ilya wasn’t far behind him.
“You’re going to come hands free for me … I know you can. So perfect, so easy for me, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya gripped both the thick thigh and the curve of Shane’s hip to pull his husband back onto his cock in time with the hard, deep thrusts. The feeling of Shane tightening around him and the beautiful, broken sound he made when he tipped over the edge was all too much for Ilya as he too gave one final thrust and buried himself in the tight, hot ass of his perfect husband as he came. Filling Shane up with spurts of hot, heavy come until they were both a panting, shaking mess.
He felt Shane pet softly at his sweaty curls as they both went limp, spooned tightly together as they calmed down from the high of an amazing orgasm.
“I love you.”
Ilya shifted slightly so he could kiss Shane. He gave that lovely, soft mouth a nuzzle with his own and murmured in low, rumbling Russian.
“I love you too. More than you know. Thank you, sweetheart, for bringing me into the light with you.”
He kissed away the few clinging tears at the edge of Shane’s large, soft eyes. Eventually he had to move and clean them both up, but for now he just wanted to bask in the presence of his wonderful, perfect husband. It wouldn’t be long till Ilya had to share Shane with everyone else, and as much as he wanted to be able to shout from the rooftops that the amazing Shane Hollander was his husband. He also just wanted this lovely, perfect moment to exist a tiny bit longer too.
 
Of course, the real world kept on spinning. No matter how much Ilya was of the opinion that time should stop so he could have copious amounts of amazingly hot, married sex all summer. That wasn’t the case. They had flown back to Boston on Sunday morning. Ilya had argued to keep their rings on their fingers, but Shane had sensibly reminded him that they still needed to tell the team everything yet. It wouldn’t be fair to not tell them first. Ilya had pouted but eventually agreed.
They had each slipped their rings onto the matching chains around their necks. Ilya had made sure that it sat safely with his cross and then closed the clasp on Shane’s for him, as he wasn’t used to the specialised lock as Ilya himself was. Shane had let his parents close down the cottage for them, as they had been itching to do something to help. Ilya had suggested that David and Yuna come down before training camp started in the last week of summer, and they could go out and celebrate properly then. Shane had given him a beautiful smile at that suggestion, and they had all parted with a good solid plan.
Shane had made sure Yuna had all the footage from his last few weeks with the Voyageurs ready to go just in case, and both Farrah and Xander had got the release of both the marriage and Shane’s move to Boston ready to go. They were just waiting for the go-ahead after Ilya introduced Shane to his new team.
Ilya had managed to expertly keep Shane distracted by lots of very vigorous sex during the week at the cottage, but by the time they returned to Boston, Ilya could tell his husband was worried. He wrapped his arms around Shane and drew him in close. He felt a soft press of lips against his chest as Shane snuggled under his chin. His husband had been stress-baking all of Sunday afternoon and evening. Pretty much as soon as they had gotten home. Ilya had left him to it for a while, keeping watch but just sidling close now and again to steal a taste. Both the food and his delicious husband. That had at least made Shane brighten and laugh each time. But it was getting late, and LeClaire had made the whole team meeting for 9:00 in the morning. Shane would be in with Terry for a physical at 8:30, and then he would join them after it had been announced that the trade. Considering that Johansson had officially retired after they won the cup, he would be absent for obvious reasons that the team wouldn’t question. However, both Feller and Kane had been offered in the trade to make space for Shane; Ilya knew none of the others had been particularly close to them, so he didn’t know if they had any idea of what they were walking into.
He helped Shane clean the kitchen and box up the rather large selection of baked goodies into meticulously organised portions. Ilya would sneak some in his bag in the morning. Shane was a really good baker, and Ilya had a sweet tooth, so sue him. If he also planned to brag about his amazing hockey player husband that could also bake, well, he didn’t need to tell Shane that. He would know exactly what Ilya was up to anyway.
 
Ilya drove them. Shane had insisted they take the SUV, and Ilya had taken one look at those big, wide chocolate eyes and given in. Of course, he fucking had. It didn’t help that Shane had then smiled and kissed him, while carrying both their bags to said SUV. Ilya’s husband was a menace. He just hid it so well that no one would believe him.
TD Garden. When they arrived, Ilya watched as Shane stopped and looked. Just for a moment. Ilya slid an arm around his back and settled a big hand across his waist; he gave a gentle but firm squeeze, then waited. He wasn’t rushing; they had plenty of time, and Shane needed to get everything slotted into place in his head. Ilya was more than happy to wait till his husband was ready. He pressed a kiss to the silky hair that Shane had braided into a pretty bun that morning. Ilya loved his long hair. Loved that Shane liked being able to do more with it now. He met those serious, dark eyes and just looked. That familiar, intense lock-in was back. It never failed to light a fire under Ilya. No matter if they were playing with or against each other, it didn’t mean anything. Ilya was attuned to that blaze of intelligence and stubborn determination. Had been for years. Shane reached up and touched their rings together. Then kissed him. Hard and fast, that had Ilya growling and reaching for the smaller man, but Shane had darted away, leaving Ilya to trail after him. Not minding the view one bit. No one else would have noticed, but Ilya did. Shane threw a look back at him over one shoulder and then added a little sway to his hips as he walked, keeping just ahead of Ilya, so his perfect, juicy ass was directly in his line of sight.
His husband was a fucking tease.
Terry was waiting for Shane in the locker room. Which was all nice and shiny. Ilya spotted that the cubbies had all been moved around. The walls had all been redone, and the room looked much lighter now. Less crammed together. Ilya was now on Shane’s right, his captain’s nameplate brand new. Shane’s new Bears gear hung in pride of place. Ilya watched as Shane put his bag down and ran a hand along the name at the top of the jersey. His number was 24. Shane looked at him.
Ilya cocked an eyebrow. Shane shrugged. Then stroked the soft, black and gold material one more time before turning when Ilya heard LeClaire’s familiar footfall. Terry was just standing in the doorway. Staring at them both, a strange look on his face. LeClaire grinned at them.
“Good to see you both. Shane, how are you feeling? You look a lot better now.”
It was true. Ilya was pleased with how much better Shane now looked. He wasn’t back to where he should be, but he didn’t look so drained or worn down like he had when he had first arrived in Boston.
“Much better, thank you, Coach.”
LeClaire nodded. Then gestured to Terry.
“Alright then, Shane. You go with Terry and get started. Roz, you come with me, and we can get this paperwork done.”
Shane stripped off the hoodie he was wearing, which was in fact Ilya’s and headed over to Terry. As he passed, Ilya felt his husband brush his hand in a gentle touch along his back, to squeeze his hip as he left. The silent reassurance that let Ilya know Shane was okay.
 
LeClaire wasted no time in getting the documents signed and sealed. All that was needed was a copy of their marriage licence and updated contact information. By the time the rest of the team started to arrive, Ilya and LeClaire were deep in discussion of the training camp that would happen just before the start of the preseason. They would need to bring up a handful of decent rookies to balance out their current roster. With Shane also being in attendance for the camp, Ilya was happy for the choice to be made by the two of them when the time came.
“You want him as your Alternate then?”
Ilya snorted and looked at his Coach like he was mad.
“Da. Of course. You have met him, right? Why wouldn’t I want him as AC? Who do you think designed all those improvements for the last push at the cup because it wasn’t me?”
Of course, LeClaire had suspected that, but by the look on his face, Ilya had to laugh.
They were interrupted by the loud shout that came from Marlow, St-Simone and Bood. Hazy was just behind them with Chouinard and Dykstra.
“Roz! Where the fuck have you been, man? It was like we won, then you disappeared off the face of the earth!”
Ilya dodged Cliff’s attempts to get him in a headlock and greeted them all. LeClaire herded them all to the new locker rooms to get a look around. There was lots of noise and light roughhousing that made Ilya smile. He loved these idiots. They were his idiots, and he was proud of them. LeClaire let out a loud whistle that had them all dropping into their cubbies to listen to their Coach. Ilya had made sure that Shane had taken his new jersey with him; he didn’t want the surprise to be ruined before the reveal.
Bood spoke up.
“So, Coach, who did we get for Kane and Feller? Anyone good?”
Ilya had to bite his lip hard to keep the grin off his face. He suspected that Hazy had spotted that he knew something because the goalie was looking at him suspiciously.
“Hey, Roz knows, look at that face.”
They all turned accusatory eyes onto Ilya. He just shrugged and looked at LeClaire. He was happy to throw his Coach under the bus for this one. Even if the whole thing had been his fault. Maybe. Probably.
“If you idiots would pipe down, then I can tell you.”
LeClaire raised his voice slightly, using the exact same tone he used with his children; Ilya noticed. Too gleeful to be anything but amused by that.  
“Yes, we did get a good trade. Probably the best we could have ever asked for. He will be here in a moment. Roz, why don’t you go get him.”
The glint in LeClaire’s eyes, Ilya would realise later, would have been concerning if Ilya had been paying attention, but he was too busy bounding off to go collect his husband. They hadn’t been out of each other’s sight for this long since they had gotten married.
Shane was just heading toward the locker room when Ilya found him. His husband looked a little flushed but wasn’t in any distress.
“Okay?”
Ilya watched Shane’s face closely.
“Yes, Ilya. All good; Terry has come up with a plan to get me back where I need to be. I will go through it all with you later.”
He smiled down at his husband. He knew he looked sappy right now, and could feel the expression on his face. Shane reached up and ran a hand through his hair to gently cup his cheek, rubbing softly at his cheekbone.
“Don’t worry. I’m much better than I was. Now, were you looking for me because it’s time?”
Ilya leaned into the soft touch and nodded.
“Da. It’s time.”
Shane squared his shoulders, touched his ring gently, then gestured at Ilya to lead the way back.
“Lead on then, Captain.”
Ilya threw him a heated look. His husband had the cheek to wink at him. Such a fucking menace. And everyone thought it was Ilya. They weren’t wrong; it was just that he wasn’t the only one.
The room was silent when Ilya walked back in. Every pair of eyes was on him. He grinned and then smirked at them all.
“If you want a naked picture …”
Shane’s voice came from behind him.
“Then they will have to ask your husband, won’t they?”
Ilya moved so Shane was visible. LeClaire dropped his head into his hands and groaned. Loudly.
“Really?! Not even 30 seconds, you fuckers?”
Noise exploded around them all. There was too much noise to make out everything, but a lot of the team were laughing. Probably thinking it was a joke. That was until Shane came around Ilya to stand in front of him. Ilya watched as Shane stood to his full height – even if that was so very small – and crossed his arms over his chest; the stance drew attention to the tight workout gear and the very visible muscles on delicious display. Shane fixed his team with a slightly dark look.
“No one takes naked pictures of my husband except me.”
 
You could have heard a pin drop…
Ilya was so in love with his husband.
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  Terry POV
When Coach LeClaire had come to him and asked for his estimate of how much damage a deliberately withheld diet could do to a top-tier player, Terry at first had been sceptical. Only when LeClaire had shown him the diet plan had Terry gone from scepticism to point-blank outrage. 
Whoever had written this should have lost their medical license if they even had one. On the surface, it looked good enough, said all the right things in a flowery, fancy way, but when Terry actually looked at it. 
Absolute disaster. 
Any top-tier athlete would crash and burn on this within weeks. He had said as much to LeClaire.
“This is appalling. It would cause significant damage, maybe even long-term if it wasn’t corrected in time.”
LeClaire looked both worried and resigned.
“That’s what I feared.”
Terry leaned his hip on the counter next to the exam table and gave his friend a look.
“Could you elaborate, please?”
LeClaire sat down heavily in the chair behind the counter that Terry was leaning on; he heaved a massive sigh and scrubbed his hands over his tired-looking face.
“We have signed a new contract. A big one. It will probably be the best thing that ever happened to the Bears in the history of the game. However, it comes not only with baggage, but the possible implications from the fallout could cause significant waves within the NHL.”
Terry put a foot up on the exam table and leaned an elbow on his knee so he could keep his balance and look at the printed-out plan again. Looking at the damn thing with the context now. It was even worse.
“You mean to tell me about our new player, who is good enough to be on an Original Six team. Who you have signed so fast, not even the rest of the trades are open yet. Has this been on this utter travesty of a diet plan? For how fucking long, Jon?”
LeClaire looked angry. More than Terry had ever seen him as he answered.
“If what I think is correct… Then his whole career, since his draft year. The same year as Roz.”
For a moment Terry thought he had misheard. But no. From the look on LeClaire’s face, he hadn’t. Technically, LeClaire couldn’t outright tell the team until the transfer paperwork had been filed. Which meant he couldn’t outright say the name. He didn’t need to. There were only two players on whom the Bears would consider taking such decisive action, and one of them was already their Captain.
That meant that the player who had been subjected to, been outright abused by, for this, for his whole NHL career, was Shane fucking Hollander.
Shane Hollander had been traded. To the Boston Bears. Here.
“Shane Hollander.”
It wasn’t a question, but LeClaire nodded in confirmation anyway.
“Yes. Hollander. Now can we fix this?”
Terry looked down at the innocuous piece of paper. 
It wasn’t career-ending. Obviously. 
Since Hollander had been playing like a beast when he was last on the ice – yes, Terry was very much a hockey fan – but it would have affected his ability to recover; he would struggle to put any condition back on during the breaks. 
More than likely, the man was tired all the time, drained of energy and probably had problems sleeping. 
But yes. Terry could fix it. It would take time, though.
“I can, yes. It won’t be quick and easy, though. I will need as long as possible.”
At that, LeClaire brightened. He looked much happier for the first time since he had come into the room. There was a particularly wicked look on his face that Terry didn’t normally see. Not outside of poker games anyway.
“He is already here. In Boston.”
Terry was confused. Why would Hollander already be in Boston if his contract wasn’t even finalised yet?
“Why is he already here? What aren’t you telling me, Jon?!”
LeClaire stood and walked over to the door, opened it, and gave a quick look into the corridor, obviously making sure no one was around. There wasn’t. It wasn’t a game day, and all the cleaning staff wouldn’t start clocking in till later.
“Shane Hollander is here because he needed to sign his contract before he got married. We can’t have his married name on the original trade contract.”
Terry’s brain short-circuited.
What the ever-loving fuck was Jon talking about? 
Shane Hollander, the same Shane Hollander that had recently been outed as gay after the end of his relationship with the famous actress Rose Landry. Not only was that possibly the quickest rebound that Terry had ever heard of, but why did his name change mean anything on an NHL contract?
Now let it be said that Dr Terry Walker was a smart man. It didn’t take long. His brain ticked over; he looked at LeClaire’s carefully blank face.
“Hollander is marrying another player?!”
LeClaire grinned.
“Oh yes. Want to guess who?”
Well, the logical choice would have been Hayden Pike, but that wouldn’t make any sense. Despite what the internet believed, it was pretty obvious that Pike was happily married to his wife with three children. But there really wasn’t anyone else. Not that seemed to have any special interest in Hollander … oh fuck him sideways.
Roz.
Anyone who had spent more than 5 minutes in the presence of Ilya Rozanov had heard the young Russian mention Hollander. 
It was a running joke in the Bears. 
They all knew that Roz was a little bit obsessed with his rival, knowing every stat, every detail to try and beat him. 
What if it wasn’t a rivalry at all? They had known each other for at least their entire careers, maybe even longer.
Terry took a deep breath.
“It’s Rozanov, isn’t it?”
LeClaire just rolled his shoulders and stood. Picking up the crumpled diet plan, rolled the offending piece of paper into a ball and threw it into the bin in the corner. 
It landed perfectly, dead centre.
“As of Monday, next week, we will have the first married couple in NHL history. Ilya Hollander-Rozanov and Shane Hollander-Rozanov on our active roster. So, we better take care of Hollander. I don’t want to see the carnage Roz will inflict on anyone that upsets his husband.”
Terry snorted.
“I get the impression I might be needed on the day we go up against Montreal for the first time next season.”
LeClaire gave a full-body shudder and looked rather terrified.
“You don’t know the half of it. Let’s just hope it’s not an at-home game and it’s Montreal’s own doctor’s problem.”
 
 
Terry had made sure he was early; everything was completely spotless, and he was waiting in the locker room on the Monday morning that Shane Hollander was due for his evaluation. 
He watched as Hollander arrived. The man was stunning. Even if Terry was a happily married man of 30 years, it was hard to ignore. 
Shane Hollander was very pretty. Especially with his hair longer. He looked smaller than when he was on the ice. Terry was used to seeing him on the opposing bench, bulked out with skates, pads, and uniform, commanding his team.
Now, walking into the Bears’ locker room. Hollander was smaller, but no less impressive. 
However, Terry could see from just a glance that he was underweight. There was still plenty of muscle there, but his body fat percentage was way too low.
Terry watched as, just two steps behind the smaller Canadian, there was the unmistakable presence of the massive, hulking Russian. 
On the ice, it was harder to notice the difference; Hollander always carried himself as bigger, his sheer presence taking up space. But here, with Roz looming behind him, there was actually quite a significant size difference.
There was also the crackling electricity between the two of them.
Just watching them interact with each other was a revelation. Terry had known Roz for years; he had never seen the big man act like that. 
The silent communication. The deference to the other. They seemed to be having a full conversation with just body language.
LeClaire appeared while Terry was still in the doorway. Still a little bit transfixed by the spectacle in front of him. When LeClaire gestured for Terry to take Hollander and get started, he noticed that as Hollander pulled off the oversized hoodie, the weight loss was even more noticeable. 
Terry caught Hollander running a gentle touch along Roz’s back, and what he thought was a squeeze on Roz’s hip as he came forward to follow Terry out. The touch seemed to relax the large Russian, but those sharp, ocean-blue eyes were still locked tight to Hollander.
 
The exam room was quiet. Hollander wasn’t like most of the Bears. He followed instructions perfectly and without argument when Terry put him through the basic fitness tests. 
Despite the weight loss and obviously not being in peak condition, Hollander was still able to score in the upper percentile of performance. In fact, some of their current roster wouldn’t be able to beat those numbers, and they were technically classed at their best.
It looked like Hollander was a similar creature to Roz. There was a higher tier for those types of athletes. Usually, you got one, maybe two in a generation if you were lucky. By some form of sacrifice to the hockey gods, the Bears had gotten both. At the same time.
Terry had been worried when LeClaire had shown him the mess he was dropping on him from a great height, but even though yes, it wasn’t great and yes it had done some damage. It was completely fixable. 
Hollander was diligent. He not only worked out correctly – something a lot of the Bears could use to remember – but he was an Ashtanga Yoga master. Which had helped to negate and slow down the damage.
Once the fitness tests and weigh-in had been done, it was time for the physical exam. Terry turned to Hollander and pointed to the curtain.
“You can get changed behind there and come out once you are ready. Everything except underwear, please.”
There was a pause. 
For the first time, Hollander didn’t obey instantly. Terry waited. Hollander sighed and rolled his eyes, a very fetching blush across his high cheekbones.
“You have to keep everything between us. Not even the Coach if I say you can’t say anything?”
That seemed like it was a bit of a strange question. Hollander had been around sports doctors since he was a kid, but Terry figured maybe it was because of the way Montreal had treated him. He didn’t know Terry after all.
“Of course, Hollander. Nothing leaves this room without your permission.”
Hollander nodded and stepped behind the curtain. 
Terry got fresh gloves on and readied the paper copy of the forms he would fill in during the exam and type up later. It was much quicker this way. 
So, he wasn’t actually looking up when Hollander stepped out of the changing curtain. Only when Hollander cleared his throat politely – very Canadian – did he look up. 
And promptly nearly dropped his clipboard.
Fucking hell.
Professional. 
He was a god damn fucking professional. 
He would not turn bright red. 
Terry fought hard. He really didn’t want to blush right now. Hollander was blushing enough for both of them.
No wonder.
The man looked like he had lost a fight with a rabid animal. Or a Bear. 
Specifically, a giant Russian Bear. What the fuck had Roz done to the guy?!
Terry bit his lip and slowly, carefully performed the most awkward physical act of his entire career, and that included the time when he had been forced to set a man’s penis that had been hit with a puck so hard that it not only broke, but it had torn the piercing in it.
He was covered. Marks everywhere.
It wasn’t just plain old hickeys. Terry had seen plenty of them. 
Embarrassing tattoos. Not a problem. 
But this was something else. To start with, there were, in fact, hickeys, but most of them were actual bite marks, complete with canine teeth imprints. From the neck down. Then came the bruises. Large, hand-shaped bruises that spanned Hollander’s waist, thighs, and, from what bit he could see, his ass. His legs had bites too; the thighs seemed to have had a lot of attention. Honestly, Terry had no clue how Hollander was standing, never mind walking without a limp; a lot of those marks looked really fresh.
Terry was a god damn fucking professional.
So, he pulled himself together, completed the exam, and then told Hollander to get dressed again. Once Hollander looked perfectly normal, polite and sweet again, in fact. He gestured for the man to take a seat.
“LeClaire informed me about the diet Montreal had you on. I take it you have already started coming off now?”
Hollander nodded.
“Yes. Ilya started changing it back before I even left Montreal. He’s been fighting against it for years.”
Well, that explained why the damage wasn’t as bad as it could have been. If Roz had been actively going against that mess for years, then it had helped balance it out. Still years. How long had this been going on?
“That’s good. As you might have worked out. It was extremely unsuitable for you and was doing far more damage than good. I will adjust one of the ones we have here and get our nutritionist Bex to write it all out for you. It should be within a day or so. Other than that, keep eating as you are now. Roz is actually pretty good at sticking to his, but he is one of the lucky ones with his monster of a metabolism.”
Hollander smiled. It was a beautiful smile. Unfairly pretty for a man, really. 
“Ha. That’s what the asshole tells you, is it? Don’t believe a word he says. He cheats more than you would believe. He just works it off, so no one notices.”
Terry looked confused.
“Roz cheats on his diet plan? His results have never indicated that.”
Hollander cocked his head to one side, suddenly studying Terry with an intensity he wasn’t used to. It was like being under a very sharp, very thin icicle that might drop on top of him any second.
“He cheats all the time. He just burns it off so quickly it doesn’t affect him. His workout is way more than you guys give him too. You may want to check again for his topline. He can both deadlift and bench way more than you have him at.”
Terry stood and pawed through the last physical test result files. Roz’s numbers were bloody high. The man was an absolute powerhouse. Even Cliff, who was technically physically bigger, was only just on par with the Russian. 
Surely Hollander didn’t know Roz’s numbers off the top of his head… How would the man even know Roz’s test scores? He didn’t even think Roz knew them.
Until Hollander spoke again. Voice smooth, calm, and measured.
“He makes sure to underperform; that way he has way more leeway to cheat against the diet plan because he works out on a higher level than you are expecting.”
No fucking way.
Terry is going to kill their resident Russian.
He managed to ground out a sentence.
“He will be re-evaluated carefully before the start of training camp.”
Hollander laughed. Bright and pretty.
“Good luck. You have no idea if he’s pulling his punches or not.”
At this, Terry locked eyes with Hollander. He had already worked some of this strange dynamic out by now.
“No. But I bet you do.”
Hollander didn’t deny it, just gave him another polite smile.
Anyway, that would be a different beast to tackle. One Terry would have to rope LeClaire into before the whole team did their new season physicals. For now, he would focus on this particular beast. A different kind of one for sure, but Terry was very much certain of one thing.
Shane Hollander was terrifying.
 
 
Zane Boodram POV
Zane Boodram, Bood to his friends and teammates. The meat man. The man with a BBQ plan.
Bood had settled in well with the Boston Bears. He had been drafted up to replace an injured winger who had been too badly hurt to come back to the ice after multiple surgeries. He had liked the team. He liked the people on his new team.
The Bears had a particular reputation among the NHL; it wasn’t that it was bad per se. 
It was more that they were known to be rather rough, rowdy, and quick to fight. 
It wasn’t even untrue. Not really. The Bears were in fact all those things. But they were also a really good team. Close. In a way that Bood hadn’t expected. Wyatt Hayes had been transferred in the same window as he was, and from what the Goalie said about Toronto, then Bood was very glad it was Boston he had been drafted to.
Rozanov had been made captain shortly after he had been brought on. The Russian was young, yes, but he was fucking good. Bood liked Roz; he liked him a lot. Roz knew exactly what to say to build them all up, knew exactly what to do with his players, and he himself was a terrifying powerhouse.
So, when Bood had begun to try and really become friends with the younger man, he had been pleasantly surprised to find that Roz actively encouraged meet-ups where the families were involved. This also led to Bood getting to regularly host his BBQ’s. Bood could basically be described as the team’s social director and head cheerleader. He had a big personality and knew it. However, since Roz was also a pretty big personality, they worked well together. Cassie adored the team. She loved the fact that Roz pushed so much to include everyone. A lot of the WAGs were very fond of their Captain. Not only was the Russian generous, but he also genuinely loved the kids. Was the first to step in and offer to babysit or change plans so the kids could come with the team rather than someone having to miss out.
It was a nice change for a lot of the players who had been drafted from other teams. Bood was really happy with his life in Boston.
Which was why he and the others had been worried about the changes in their Captain. They had all watched as Roz had struggled with his dad’s death, then whatever had sent the Russian into a spiral of anger just as they started their run for the cup, the cup that they had fucking won, by the way, but had then disappeared. Like completely. Straight after they had won, Roz had slipped out of the celebrations and vanished. For a whole week. Bood had checked in. They all had. But none of them had much in the way of a response.
It had only been when LeClaire had let them know that there would be a full team meeting on Monday to discuss that season’s trades that they all relaxed. LeClaire had reassured them all that yes, Roz would be there and yes, the asshole was absolutely fine.
Cliff had been like a bear with a sore head all week. Well, after the mountain of man had recovered from his cup-induced hangover anyway.
Bood missed Roz. Normally at this point in the summer, everyone who didn’t have family elsewhere gathered at Bood or Hazy’s most days. The Chouinard children were constantly asking where Roz was; he was always the most fun, and they missed him.
 
When it came to Monday, Bood made sure he was early. He wanted to catch Roz and check in; he was still a bit worried. On the way in, he almost fell over Hazy, Marlow, and St-Simone. Who had all obviously had the same idea that he had. Bood spotted Roz and LeClaire as they all piled into the not-very-big space of the corridor. None of them was small men, after all. Chouinard and Dykstra came bounding in after them and slotted in next to Hazy. Before Bood could call out, Marlow had yelled across the room at top fucking volume, making everyone wince. The mountain of a man threw himself at Roz and tried to catch the Russian in a headlock; Roz dodged like it was nothing and slapped a huge hand down on Cliff’s back as he stumbled. Letting out a low, rumbling laugh when Marlow had to catch himself on Bood’s legs to not end up in a heap on the floor.
Coach herded them all into the new locker rooms and managed to at least get them all not on top of each other. Roz smirked at them all.
“Missed me that much, did you?”
Marlow scoffed and threw him a two-fingered salute.
“Fuck off, Roz. Just thought you were dead in a ditch somewhere.”
Roz laughed again.
Bood noticed their Captain looked better than he had for weeks. A good, healthy glow about him that was normally reserved for the start of the season, not at the end of a frankly exhausting Cup run. Even if it had ended in a victory. 
They had fought fucking hard for it, and they were all looking a bit worse for wear. 
Terry would have a field day with them all at assessments. Bood shuddered at the thought. The Bear’s doctor was a little bit scary.
Coach let out a loud whistle to get them all to settle down a bit. He was obviously reaching the end of his patience with Marlow and Roz’s nonsense, so Bood decided to step in and help.
He spoke up. Silencing Cliff’s complaints from where his new cubby was.  
“So, Coach, who did we get for Kane and Feller? Anyone good?”
Bood had clocked Hazy out of the corner of his eyes. Their goalie was a little bit odd, all good goalies were, but he had an uncanny knack for figuring things out. A lot like Roz, actually. They were both really fucking perceptive. Roz was giving nothing away, and it was distracting Bood from what Coach was telling them. He had just focused back in on what Coach was saying to hear him tell Roz.
“…Roz, why don’t you go get him.”
Roz had bounded out of the room like his ass was on fire. 
Bood glanced at Hazy. What the fuck was going on here? There was definitely something up. 
Coach had a look on his face that was worrying. Hazy raised an eyebrow back.
They were all waiting with bated breath. It was like someone had hit the pause button. 
All eyes were turned towards the door. It was pretty intense. 
Roz’s broad shoulders filled the fucking doorframe. Cliff tried to peer around their Captain, making shoving motions with his hands as if that would make the asshole move.
Roz, having clocked their impatience, decided to be a little bit extra. Bood almost wanted to hit the idiot. If he wasn’t terrified of Roz in the sparring ring, he might have been tempted.
“If you want a naked picture …”
Everyone laughed. 
Cliff wolf whistled, and St-Simone got his phone out and held it up. Chouinard and Dykstra started humming a stripper song.
Until a frighteningly cold voice came from behind him. Whoever the fuck that was. Bood was honestly a bit scared.
“Then they will have to ask your husband, won’t they?”
They all watched as Roz moved. 
A smaller man. At least height-wise, he wasn’t tall, but he was broad-shouldered. Bood caught the movement from Coach as he dropped his head into his hands and groaned. Loudly.
“Really?! Not even 30 seconds, you fuckers?”
Hazy had apparently recognised the man standing just behind Roz.
Dykstra piped up from where he was laughing, leaning against Chouinard, who was also sniggering.
“Is that Hollander? What the fuck? Cap, didn’t think you had it in you to rope Hollander into a hazing ritual! Ballzy man.”
That broke the quiet. 
The noise descended around them all. 
A lot of them were laughing and joking. Not believing that Hollander had been traded. 
Bood wasn’t convinced it was all a joke. Why would Hollander be here if he hadn’t been traded for fuck’s sake? No. It was the other bit he couldn’t work out. 
What did Hollander mean? His husband? 
The noise was getting louder. Cliff’s loud, raucous laughter rolled over them all as he joked with Chouinard and Dykstra.
Bood changed his attention back to where Hollander and Roz were standing. They were pressed close. Roz was leaning down slightly to speak into Hollander’s ear; there was actually quite a height difference when they didn’t have skates on. Hollander was shorter than he looked. Bood leaned over to Hazy and St-Simone.
“Think it’s a joke?”
The others didn’t get time to reply.
Hollander had come around Roz to stand in front of him. Bood kept his eyes locked onto Hollander – not a fucking joke then, not by the look in those dark eyes – as the man crossed his arms over his chest.
“No one takes naked pictures of my husband except me.”
Oh fuck. Not a joke.
Abort. Abort.
This lot needed to shut up right fucking now, before they were very possibly torn to shreds. By the fucking besotted look on their Captain’s face, he would just stand there and watch.
 
Wyatt Hayes POV
Wyatt leaned closer to Bood. He wasn’t sure if it was for safety in numbers or just plain old-fashioned survival instinct.
Shane Hollander was fucking terrifying. 
Hazy could clearly see this wasn’t a joke. Neither Hollander nor Roz was joking. 
They all knew Hollander had been outed as gay, but Roz, as far as they all knew, was straight. But that was as far as they all knew.
Wyatt was very close with his sister. His sister, who was extremely - in her words, not his - and totally lesbian, had even gotten married to a wonderful woman. Wyatt had been over the moon for her. 
He had always been supportive of her sexuality, ever since they were teenagers. There had been many a time when Kristy had crawled into his bed late at night and cried because she wasn’t ‘normal’ like everyone else. He had held her and whispered that she was perfect the way she was, but inside he had worried. Worried what the world might try to take away from his amazing, kind, sweet sister just because the love of her life happened to be another woman. 
It meant Hazy knew that there was no way Hollander would be joking about this.
“Nope, not a joke.”
St-Simone pressed in on Hazy’s other side.
“Why do I feel like I need to either run or hide right now?”
Wyatt shivered.
“Because Hollander looks like he could kill us all and then have Roz hide the bodies.”
Bood had to clamp a hand over St-Simone’s mouth before he burst out laughing; they didn’t want that icy gaze pointed at them. Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on who you asked, Marlow picked that moment to stick his giant foot in it.
“What the fuck, Roz?! Your Montreal Jane won’t be happy about this shit.”
Wyatt could tell that Cliff hadn’t meant it how it sounded. He wasn’t bigoted; he probably didn’t even hear what he had said, but it was clear that both Hollander and Roz had. 
Roz stepped forward. Plastering himself to the smaller man’s back and letting out a low, rumbling growl of warning, all traces of humour gone. The accent was heavy and thick.
“Marlow. Shut the fuck up.”
With them all squished in a line, none of them could get to Cliff to shut him up the way Bood had St-Simone.
Hollander stepped forward. 
Shoulders back and eyes gone glacial.
“Jane is quite happy, thank you.”
They all knew about Jane. 
The woman that Roz met up with every time they were in Montreal. There wasn’t exactly much privacy when in tight quarters on the road for weeks at a time, after all. They all knew far too much about each other’s sex lives and bodies.
Wyatt’s brain was spinning.
Jane.
Montreal.
Jane. Wait. Jane.
Fucking shit, Jane…Shane.
Jane was Shane Hollander. 
Roz’s Montreal girl was a man. 
Roz’s Montreal girl was Shane Hollander.
The noise that escaped Wyatt was embarrassing, but it did possibly save Marlow from sudden, acute maiming.
“Roz, your Montreal girl …”
Roz grinned over at Wyatt. A real, genuine grin and nodded, confirming Wyatt’s suspicion. 
Their Captain then reached forward and hauled, fucking hauled, the solid form of Shane Hollander into his massive arms. Wyatt and Bood were close enough to hear him murmur into Hollander’s ear.
“Easy, Lyubimyy. We don’t need to kill Cliff today. He didn’t mean it as it sounded.”
To Cliff’s credit, he looked appalled, not that Wyatt thought he really understood what he had said wrong, but he hadn’t meant it. They all knew that. Wyatt would take him aside later and explain, but for now he needed to make sure Roz and Hollander knew they supported them.
He elbowed both St-Simone and Bood to get up and step forward with him. Bood leaned over and had the sense to yank Cliff up, who had finally got the picture and dragged Chouinard and Dykstra up with him.
Somehow Wyatt had silently been voted the spokesman of them. Probably for the best since he didn’t really trust the rest of them not to spark off Hollander again right now. Not that Wyatt blamed the man, not if what he suspected was the reason he had been traded was not going to be good. 
The NHL hadn’t managed to suppress the vitriol that the Voyageurs had thrown at their Captain after all. It wasn’t difficult to put together. It kind of explained Roz’s moods too after it had happened, and the phone call. 
Wyatt had remembered that Russian word that Roz had just called Hollander; they had heard it before. When Roz had answered that call after the second game, then vanished on them until the next game.
He was getting distracted. Wyatt took a deep breath and spoke.
“Roz. Captain. If you are telling us that Hollander has been traded here, which is awesome, by the way, and is now your husband. Then we support you. We support you both. Welcome Hollander. It’s great to have you. Let’s welcome the first husbands of hockey guys. Come on.”
Bood started clapping and stamping his feet.
The rest of the team all followed instantly. 
This time the shouting and noise were all gleeful, and Cliff was also cheering at the top of his considerable volume. The whole team watched as Roz wrapped his arms tightly around Hollander. The smaller man had tears sliding down his freckled cheeks.
So, Wyatt had been right. Montreal had been an utter bag of dicks. 
He made a mental note to gather the team and make a plan to destroy the fuckers in their first game. Hollander was one of them now, and Bears protected their own.
A loud wolf whistle went up as Roz spun Hollander, dipped him backwards and kissed him. If anyone had any doubts, the clear visual of their Captain slipping Shane Hollander some tongue in the middle of the locker room was enough to quell it.
Well. It was never getting boring.
Cliff and St-Simone were taking bets on how many other teams would shit their pants when Hollander and Roz came at them on the same team. Wyatt had a sneaking suspicion that it might even be on the same line, but he would wait and see if his instincts were correct. They usually were, after all.
This next season was going to be very interesting.
Wyatt couldn’t fucking wait.






      

  












      Chapter 19: Yuna
  








  Yuna Hollander stressed planned. 
She always had. When she got stressed, her brain wouldn’t, could not, in fact, stay still. The only way she could sleep was to get it all out onto paper. It was what made her a fantastic manager. She was meticulous, always prepared and steps ahead of everyone else.
When her son had been outed in such a horrible manner, Yuna had at first been able to focus on keeping Shane together. 
Between them, her son was very much like her; they had been able to get Shane through those last few weeks in Montreal. Yuna could not say she was entirely happy about Shane’s move to Boston. But she kept it to herself. 
She didn’t want to put even more pressure on Shane’s shoulders. It wasn’t even that she didn’t want Shane to leave Montreal; she definitely did, but Boston was the opposite of what Shane was. 
She was worried. As it turned out, Yuna had been right to be worried. Shane had bolted. 
The moment Montreal had thrown his years of dedication back in his face, those bastards hadn’t even hesitated to put his contract up for trade; Shane had flown to Boston the same day. Yuna had offered for him to come to them, but Shane had wanted Ilya. 
Yuna understood. Even if it had hurt, just a little. 
But Ilya was obviously good for Shane, since the next time he had video called them, a few days later, he looked a lot better. She just had to trust that the Russian knew what he was doing. She was working on it, okay.
So instead, she had cracked her knuckles and got to work. With his outing being so public, there was no chance of covering it up. This meant there were deals to be made, and brands to negotiate with. Yuna was under no illusion that they would all be fine with it, but some of them would see sense. She would make damn sure of it.
She started with Rolex.
Rolex was a big enough company that they were fairly comfortable with Shane being a gay man and out while still being a brand ambassador. They had just wanted him to switch to their new line of watches with tiny, little pride details on them. 
That was acceptable. Yuna was satisfied for now. The money was still very good, and they hadn’t even muttered a word about decreasing the amount.
Speedo were almost a bit too enthusiastic. Like slightly concerningly eager. 
But Yuna would take it. They wanted to set up photo-shoots instantly, but Yuna had managed to talk them down to a weekend before the start of the season. The woman Yuna was speaking to was obviously a hockey fan because she kept asking if Yuna had any insider details on Shane’s condition. 
Since Montreal hadn’t admitted the real reason they had benched Shane. However, Yuna gave them a big tick in her ‘to keep’ box because they actually offered almost double what was on the last contract, which had made her day.
 
Unfortunately, there were brands that weren’t happy. 
Those Yuna made lists of. 
She had lots of lists, but these names were in a special red book. 
These names were going straight to their lawyers, who would deal with the legal bit. While Yuna took to social media to quietly and subtly take the bigoted bastards down. 
It was fun. 
She even got out her special coffee just for the occasion. 
David had given her a worried glance when he checked in before he disappeared back to the new puzzle that Ilya had sent him.
It was a huge Russian landscape that David was enjoying immensely. 
Shane had claimed Ilya had only sent it because it had bears on it. They had both heard Ilya yelling from further away on the phone that he would find one with a Canadian mountain lion next just to make it fair. 
Neither of them had understood the reference, but it was wonderful to hear Shane laugh again. 
Yuna hadn’t realised just how long it had been since she heard Shane sound so free and happy. She had cried silently into David’s shoulder as he had petted her hair softly when that call had ended.
Yuna was worried. Had she been a bad mother? 
If it had taken this long for her to realise that her son had been drowning in Montreal and just putting up with it. 
After all, it had been her favourite team. Shane had been happy when he had first been drafted, but had it all just been because she was happy? He hadn’t seemed to have minded that he went 2nd, not 1st, but then again, she had made such a fuss over Montreal being so much better than Boston. 
Had Shane really been happy, or was that just her projecting onto him?
David had spotted her spiral.  Of course he had. He always did. 
Just like Ilya grounded Shane. David was her anchor, her port in the storm of her mind. God. They really were similar. Her and Shane. 
She had let out a watery laugh into David’s arms when that occurred to her. He had made a questioning noise but hadn’t let go.
“Just remembering back to when Shane was outed and Ilya was doing for Shane exactly what you do for me. Guess we have a similar taste in men too.”
David had kissed the top of her head and chuckled.
“I’m taking that as a compliment to be compared to Ilya.”
Yuna patted his shoulder.
“I think it was more like comparing Shane to me, but I will let you have it. This time.”
They had opened one of the expensive bottles of Russian vodka that Ilya had sent to David that night. Both needed something stronger for once. 
Yuna had ignored the scandalised look David had given her when she mixed it with cranberry juice. She had also ignored his muttering under his breath that he would tell Ilya on her. 
Shane would defend her. That stuff was lethal neat.
 
The boys’ wedding had been beautiful. 
Extremely secret but beautiful for it. 
Yuna had been a bit sad at first that she wouldn’t get to plan a lovely, huge wedding as she had always dreamed of for her son, but somehow this was more him anyway. 
If she had ever had any doubt about just how perfect Ilya Rozanov was for Shane, then they were gone when she got a look at him in his chosen wedding suit. The tears were streaming down her cheeks before she could stop them. She wasn’t even usually a crier, but this was just so much.
Shane had always been very wary of his looks. It hadn’t been so bad when he had been very young, but as he got older, he started school and began to skate more than just at home. 
Well. Racism was everywhere. 
And Shane looked so very Japanese compared to the others around him. He could have passed for a girl for a very long time. When he was young, he was pretty enough. Far too pretty in fact. It had worried her. 
Yuna had worked very hard to instil in Shane that it wasn’t about his looks; it was about his ability, but of course that didn’t work for everyone else’s opinions.
Yuna had watched as Shane had forced himself into workout routines that frankly terrified her. He had been determined to look ‘more like a man’ even though he had never really said anything directly to either her or David. 
Shane’s genes had meant he had stayed lean all the way until his late teens. He had cut his hair short, sometimes way too short, and it didn’t look all that great, but Yuna had kept silent and just tidied it up whenever he let her.
She had noticed him letting it get a little longer but hadn’t wanted to draw attention and possibly trigger him to cut it off again, but he looked so good with it long. It softened his features. He looked even more like her now than he ever had, she supposed. 
When he had walked out of the master bedroom at his cottage, his hair was beautifully styled: the thick, black strands swept back at the top to add a bit of volume, but loose and down to the top of his shoulders. A few of the shorter strands fell to frame his face. She had bitten her lip hard enough to bleed to keep in the noise that she had wanted to make. 
His outfit was beautiful, and the design had a distinct Japanese style to the pattern. 
It drew attention. In a way, she hadn’t seen him wear it in so long. 
Like he was proud of who he was for the first time in a very long time. Like he wasn’t trying to make himself fit in with what everyone else wanted him to be. Blend in, hide in the background. 
Yuna hugged him. 
She had pulled him to her chest and held her son tightly. No matter what, she would love Ilya Rozanov for this alone. 
It wasn’t even just the style, the newfound confidence in Shane; she was shocked he was wearing a corset, an actual waistcoat that laced up all the way up his back. God, he looked stunning in it, but it was more the symbolism of it that got to her.
Their vows. 
Yuna didn’t even think her own had been as good. She would never tell David that, but it was probably true. 
All of them had been crying by the end of it. She was so proud of them both. 
They looked so good together. She had managed to sneak a few rather good pictures; she planned to have the best ones framed and then give them as a gift to the boys.
It was a not very nice reminder that they couldn’t even go out for a meal to celebrate afterwards, not yet anyway. Honestly, maybe doing it in Shane’s hometown wasn’t smart before it went public. It wasn’t like it was easy to hide a massive, 6’3” Russian and two people who were very pretty and distinctly of Japanese descent after all. They would be pretty noticeable altogether. 
Still, Yuna liked the plan of going to Boston in a couple of weeks. She was kind of excited to see their home; Shane had sounded very pleased when he had told her about the house that Ilya had bought.
 
They had both been worried when they didn’t hear from Shane till late on the Monday that he was being introduced to his new team. Yuna had been pacing the living room while David kept looking at the same three pieces of his puzzle and failing to do anything with them. 
Until her phone had lit up and they had both scrambled for it on the coffee table. Yuna let out a relieved breath when Shane’s face had filled the screen. He was fine. He looked happy, in fact. His eyes were bright; he was smiling and wearing one of what must have been Ilya’s workout jerseys because it was massive on him.
“Shane, honey. How did it go?”
There was a snort as Ilya came into view. Yuna watched as the Russian scooped Shane up and settled in the same spot, meaning that they could both see because Shane was now in Ilya’s lap.
“All okay. Terry got my diet plan all sorted. He is going to monitor me closely until training starts, but he has given me a summer program so I should be back at peak for the start of the season.”
Of course. All Shane cared about was hockey. Yuna looked over to Ilya, who obviously spoke fluent Hollander because he answered the question correctly.
“The team was good. Very happy for us. Very happy we have Shane. Montreal will go down. Sorry.”
Yuna laughed.
“No, you’re not.”
At that, both of them grinned.
“Not really.”
Shane leaned forward slightly.
“It’s all okay, Mom. I promise. Ilya wouldn’t have moved heaven and earth to get me here if the team were like Montreal. They really were all happy for us, very supportive. We are officially the first husbands of hockey.”
Yuna had to fight back more tears. 
Shane looked so happy saying that. He was glowing. 
He had a team that had his back; he had his husband who was literally covering his back right now, and he still got to play hockey.
“Good. We love you both. Please follow what your Doctor says, and we will see you in a couple of weeks. Keep in touch. Ilya, you know I mean you, sweetie. Since Shane is still rubbish at picking up his phone.”
Shane lightly smacked Ilya on the chest when he laughed.
“Love you too, Mom. See you soon.”
Ilya was waving from under Shane as the call cut off. Dodging the fluffy pillow that Shane was threatening him with when he caught Ilya making a phone shape with his free hand behind his back to Yuna.
Yuna leaned back heavily into David when the phone screen went black. She rubbed his arm gently as he pressed a kiss into her hair.
“They are okay.”
David hummed softly.
“Shane is better off. They looked so happy.”
Yuna buried her face into David’s chest. He stroked her hair with a large, careful hand. His fingers teased out the knots that had formed during the day as she ran her fingers through it in stress.
“Yes, he is, love. He did well. Ilya is good for him. We just need to make sure we are here for both of them now, not just Shane but Ilya as well; he is ours too now.”
God, Yuna loved this man. Even after all these years, she loved him even more.
“Of course. We always did want more than one; now we have two sons.”
David squeezed her into his side and kissed her.
“Now we have to protect both of them. The Voyageurs need to go down. I will contact both Xander and Farrah next week and get everything ready.”
If Crowell wanted a fight, then they would be ready. Yuna was under no illusions that the NHL would be happy about this when the news hit the public. 
Now it was out to their team, and Shane’s trade had been signed and sealed; there was little stopping it. Not only that, but Boston would publish their new lineup soon, and that information would hit the other teams. They couldn’t contain it forever.
 
The two of them had flown up to Boston two weeks later. They had been forced to wait a little longer than they had wanted until David could get a couple of days’ break at work. 
The boys had met them at a lovely restaurant that, according to Shane, one of the WAGs, Bood’s wife Cassie, had highly recommended. 
It had definitely been worth it. Just to see the change in Shane’s eating habits. Yuna had watched with delight as her son not only ate a lovely steak, even if he had paired it with a salad rather than anything more substantial; he had, however, allowed Ilya to sneak a few of his fries in there and ate them with no complaints.  
It was a massive improvement from even a month ago, and Shane looked so much better.
 He had put weight back on; those dark smudges under his eyes had gone. 
Ilya too had bulked up already. If he carried on like this, then he would be in better shape than Yuna had ever seen him, and if she had secretly checked in on Shane’s rival at the start of each season just to make sure there was nothing to worry about, then she wasn’t about to start spilling secrets now, was she?
Ilya had driven them back to the house after they had all eaten. Yuna had seen pictures of it as well as bits in the video calls when Shane phoned them, but it hadn’t really prepared her for the actual sight of Shane’s new home. 
If she hadn’t already known that Ilya had been the one to buy the place, she would have thought that Shane had built it to match the cottage. It was pretty much a Boston copy of Shane’s cottage. 
Stunning, a lot of glass, private and out on the very edge of the city. Still a comfortable drive, but away from all the bits that Shane hated about being crowded in a city. Yuna turned to David as Shane was giving them a tour.
“We are sure Shane didn’t secretly have this built too, right?”
David nodded.
“Pretty sure. It looks so much alike, though, doesn’t it”
Yuna was honestly astounded. 
Ilya had bought this house years ago. Years. Even if he had taken a while to change things, it was still extraordinary. 
Shane smiled at them both; he was proud; Yuna could see it all over his face. He loved this house. Way more than the cold, metal apartment in Montreal. 
Just how much of himself had Shane been hiding over the years?
Although it looked like Shane’s tastes on the surface, and it very much was. There were clear patches of Ilya threaded throughout the home. Russian books. Beautiful large-scale photographs on the walls of pretty winter landscapes, video games and a huge TV with smartly organised gaming consoles on the shelves underneath. A fancy music system that had to be Ilya’s, since Shane hadn’t ever really been a music person. 
Then there was the garden. 
The properties in this area all had a large amount of land for a city, big privacy hedges all the way around so no one could pry.
As they sat out on the pretty deck that evening, Yuna heard the low, playful tones of the boys from the kitchen as they were carrying out the food.
“We can’t yet, Ilyusha. What would we do when we were away for possibly weeks at a time during the season?”
Ilya was clearly pouting when they came back outside.
“There are such things as boarding, Lyubimyy. We could find a good one. Or I’m sure Coach would let us bring it with us.”
For one wild moment, Yuna thought they were talking about a baby. But Shane’s next words squashed that thought.
“Ilya. Love. We can’t take a dog flying all around the country while we play. That wouldn’t be fair.”
A dog. Right.
That made more sense than a baby.
It didn’t mean Yuna wasn’t a tiny bit disappointed, though. 
Although she hadn’t known that Shane was a dog or a cat person, really. He hadn’t shown much interest before. But then again, there were apparently a few things her son had kept to himself. 
A thought did occur to her, though. Might be a good way to test the waters, so to speak. David had been thinking about retirement soon.
“We could look after it when you were away. If you want?”
Both Shane and Ilya turned to look at her.
“What do you mean, Mom?”
Yuna glanced at David, who nodded at once. Having followed her train of thought as always.
“If you two wanted a dog. For the long periods at least when you were away, he or she could come and stay with us.”
Ilya’s face lit up. 
Like she had just handed him the best present ever on Christmas morning. 
He was so sweet. Yuna had to hide a giggle as the massive Russian turned that pout, full force on her son. 
She could see him melting in real time, and then Ilya dropped to his knees and placed his head on Shane’s thigh, staring up at him through thick, blond lashes.
“Fine. We can look into it.”
Her son was so whipped. 
He hadn’t even held out for a minute. 
She caught David’s eye, and they both had to stifle their laughter in their hands as Shane shot them a mock glare. 
Ilya had leapt up and started covering Shane’s face in kisses, his huge hands cupping the sides of Shane’s face and down his neck so he couldn’t escape. Not that he seemed to be in any rush to get away.
 
They had stayed the night. Then caught a flight home the next evening. 
David had to be back for a meeting, and both of the boys had training still. The re-evaluations, or in Shane’s case, his first real evaluation as a Bear, were coming up, and that meant everything had started to ramp up. The preseason wasn’t far off now. 
Yuna had multiple meetings with Farrah and Xander in the upcoming days; they would be ready. All her boys needed to worry about was playing hockey. She would handle the rest.
God help the NHL if they even thought about making this an issue.
Or Montreal.
In fact, scratch that. 
Montreal could bring it on. 
Yuna not only had multiple weapons primed and ready to tear them apart, but she also had a son-in-law who was more than prepared to murder them if they so much as put a toe out of line.
From the sound of it, Ilya was backed up by pretty much his full team lineup. It hadn’t taken them long to fold Shane in, and once you belonged to them, well, the gloves were off.
Yuna couldn’t wait.
She would make sure they both attended that first game in person. 
Come hell or high water.






      

  












      Chapter 20: Shane
  








  Shane couldn’t imagine anyone in the world being a better kisser than Ilya.
Commanding and tender at the same time, just on the edge of filthy, but still managing to make Shane feel adored and precious. Shane spent most of the time feeling like he was trying to keep up. 
Especially when they were sneaking into empty rooms to make out like teenagers instead of watching the start of the re-evaluations of their teammates. Shane batted at Ilya’s chest in a feeble protest as his husband proceeded to snag his wrist and pin it back against the wall.
Shane moaned. He couldn’t help it. 
Ilya was pressing his not inconsiderable weight into him, and his massive thigh was wedged between his legs, causing friction against his very interested cock.
 He attempted one last time to push his husband away. 
It had absolutely no effect. 
Just because Shane had always struggled to bulk up did not mean that Ilya struggled.
When Shane had told Terry that Ilya was underperforming on purpose, he really hadn’t been lying. The asshole had been.
Ilya slowly sank to his knees. Shane glanced behind him, at the door. It wasn’t locked, but both of them were pressed back against it so no one was opening it anytime soon. Not with their combined weight anyway.
It didn’t take long. Shane was already hard and leaking. Ilya took him in with one smooth, practised motion. All the way. 
Shane mewled, brought his own hand up to his mouth to try and stifle the noise. Only for his hand to be pushed away and Ilya to press two fingers into Shane’s mouth instead. 
He was so close already. He licked and sucked at the fingers, saliva dripping down Ilya’s hand as Shane started to lose the rhythm when Ilya began to suck harder. Ilya removed his fingers and swapped hands. Shane felt him drop the now soaking wet hand down his body to circle his entrance. Saliva wasn’t the best lube, but Ilya made it work. 
Shane felt a large, warm finger press inside as Ilya continued to suck his soul out of his cock. It was over in minutes. Shane clamped his fingers into Ilya’s curls as he came down his husband’s throat while trying to stifle the moan he let out.
Ilya chuckled as he climbed back to his feet and kissed him.
“You are a bad influence, Captain.”
 Shane pressed his mouth to Ilya’s neck and nipped lightly at the slightly damp skin.
“It’s not our turn yet. Plenty of time.”
It was true, they still had time, but there was always a part of Shane that thought he needed to be at least 15 minutes early to everything.
 
As it turned out, they weren’t late. It was still Hazy and Bood’s turn. Shane had been a bit baffled when these first started that they weren’t all shut away in separate rooms with lots of sensors stuck to them. 
When he had voiced this, Terry had gotten a look on his face that Shane had learned to associate with ‘fuck Montreal doctors’ and other rude comments towards his old medical team.
The Bears also did these in pairs. According to Ilya, everyone except him anyway, but Terry had decided to pair Shane and Ilya together. 
Shane knew Terry hadn’t told Ilya that Shane had ratted him out, but he also knew his husband suspected that he was up to something.
Another new thing to Shane was the fact that not only was this one big team event, where no one was throwing nasty insults around or deliberately trying to injure each other to win. The rest of the team, once they had taken their turn, stayed to cheer or, more often than not, heckle each other. It was supportive really. It was also fun. No one was out to be mean, but they teased each other, they poked fun, they liked to challenge each other.
St-Simone called out when Shane and Roz entered.
“Hey Captain! It’s nearly your turn to show us how it’s done. Hazy and I reckon Hollzy can beat you at pull-ups. What do you say?”
None of them had really seen Shane train yet. This was the start of the whole team training for the summer. They had been given their time off. Now was the time to lock in. 
Shane could actually beat Ilya at pull-ups; he could also flip them and pull up and over into handstands on the bar, which Ilya could do, but he was nowhere near as graceful at it. His husband’s extra bulk was working against him.
Ilya snorted but just held his hands up as he went to start stretching. 
Shane followed him, watching Bood and Hazy finish up on the bikes. The two were pretty evenly matched, actually. 
Shane started to bend himself into some really simple yoga stretches, his mind starting to plan for the training sessions already when he realised the rest of the peanut gallery had gone silent.
Shane lifted himself out of the stretch and turned to look. Ilya stood behind him, but Shane was looking at the rest of them in confusion.
He was a bit concerned and cast his eyes over to Bood and Hazy, but both were fine, over with Terry getting their final readings done. 
Shane glanced back to Ilya, who was watching him with eyes gone dark and heated. That was nothing new. Not whenever Shane started yoga anyway, but it didn’t tell him what was wrong with the rest of them. He didn’t need to ask. Ilya just answered.
“They have never seen you do your boring yoga, Lyubimyy.”
Someone made a strangled noise from the peanut gallery, then Cliff’s voice boomed across the gym.
“Boring? What the actual fuck, Roz?”
Laughter followed as others began to pipe up.
“Yeah, Captain. Bet you can’t do it”
Then they started jostling each other and betting on whether they could do some of the poses or not.
Shane carried on, content to just listen while he warmed up. Until he heard Ilya throw fucking gasoline into the fire and start betting money with Cliff. 
What Cliff didn’t know was that Ilya was perfectly capable of all the basics because Shane had taught him. Shane wasn’t telling Cliff that, though. Instead, he moved on to some more advanced poses and watched. Ilya beckoned him over.
“Shane will show us. We copy.”
Of course, Shane went. He got them both onto the mats and began to demonstrate, explaining as he did so what exactly he was doing. It wasn’t just Cliff and Ilya interested by now. Pretty much half the team that had stayed was now trying to copy him with a rather large varying degree of success. Cliff was really bad. The mountain of a man had no flexibility at all. 
In fact, a lot of them didn’t.
Cliff was a collapsed heap on the floor when he spotted that Roz was actually quite good. Shane had to grin at the put-out look on the dark-haired man’s face. He really was a big kid. Even though he was older than him and Ilya. Shane took pity on the man and reached down to pull him up.
“You were never going to beat Ilya; he can do all the basics already.”
At that, Cliff spluttered and pounced on Ilya. Taking them both tumbling to the mats. Shane rolled his eyes but let the two massive idiots mock wrestle for a minute, that is until they knocked over St-Simone, Dykstra and Chouinard like a set of skittles.
“That’s enough, Ilya.”
The commotion stopped. Ilya hauled Cliff to his feet in a headlock and turned them both so they could look at Shane.
“Put Cliff down; Terry is waiting for our turn.”
Of course, Shane should have worded that more carefully because his menace of a husband obeyed. To the letter. He promptly let go and dropped Cliff back to the mats. On his face.
Cliff howled as he rubbed at his nose. Which luckily wasn’t broken. Again. But didn’t move from where Ilya had dropped him. Just rolled over so he could watch. Bood made a whip-cracking noise from where he and Hazy had come over to join the peanut gallery since they were done.
“Yeah, Roz. Do as you’re told.”
That came from Cliff. Ilya made sure to step on his back as he walked over to Shane. Bood and Hazy each offered an arm to pull Cliff back up to sit with them all as they settled in to watch Ilya and Shane’s turn.
 
The joking atmosphere didn’t last. By the time they had watched Shane be put through a much harder routine than theirs had been and put up high numbers. Even Shane was happy with his results, considering he wasn’t at peak yet. He had done much better than his last evaluation with the Voyageurs. It wasn’t until he slowed down a bit and focused back on the world around him that he realised something. Ilya was underplaying. Like a stupid amount.
He stalked over to where Terry was testing Ilya’s weightlifting. Shane bent to look at the amount, already knowing it was only just half of what Ilya could actually do. It was on par with Marlow and St-Simone, but Ilya’s had been higher than both. He knew Ilya could do more than him, a significant amount more.
Shane was not having this.
He crossed his arms over his chest and waited. Ilya finished the set and looked over at him. Shane cocked an eyebrow and tapped his foot. Ilya gave him a cheeky wink. Terry watched them but went to move Ilya on to the next test. Ilya didn’t move. Shane didn’t move. He moved a hand to his hip and maintained eye contact. With slow calculation, Shane cocked his hip and narrowed his eyes.
Ilya broke first.
“Actually, Terry. This isn’t my max.”
Terry looked gleefully between Shane and Ilya.
“Well, keep going. Show me what your max is then.”
Ilya looked over to Shane. He was already moving up to the weight bench. Shane added two more on each side. It wasn’t the max, but it was still higher than anyone else had done. The peanut gallery started up again. It was Bood this time.
“Come on, Roz, don’t tell us you have been holding out on us all this time?”
Shane tapped his fingers on Ilya’s arm and moved to spot him. Ilya tapped back on Shane’s thigh, three times. He was good.
Hazy swore. Cliff choked, and Bood had to sit down. That was a lot of weight. Heavier than any of them had done, and as Shane watched carefully, Ilya did another complete set. Shane lifted the bar down off Ilya so he could sit up.
“Is that enough?”
Ilya considered for a moment. Shane knew he could go higher, but they both had the pull-up bar test yet, and Ilya found that harder to maintain than Shane did. Most of the guys did. Since they were all heavier sets than Shane, it was harder. Ilya nodded. Shane stepped away and over to the raised bars.
Terry came over and gestured to Ilya to join them.
“Roz, you good?”
Shane muttered in Russian under his breath.
“He’s hardly worked up a sweat. Can’t believe he’s got you all fooled.”
Terry looked at Shane in confusion.
“Sorry, Hollander, I didn’t catch that?”
Shane smiled innocently at him.
“Don’t worry, Terry. It was nothing.”
Ilya, who had, of course, heard him, came up behind and reached his arms up to cage Shane in, his longer reach trapping Shane in as he leaned down and growled, also in Russian.
“I will show you working up a sweat, sweetheart.”
Shane lightly elbowed him. Ilya didn’t even have the decency to fake a flinch.
“Asshole.”
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu”
He didn’t kiss him, but it was close. Smug bastard. 
From the look Ilya shot him, he was well aware of what he was doing. It was automatic to kiss his husband whenever he said I love you. Shane never got tired of hearing it. Wanted Ilya to say it every day for the rest of their lives, in fact.
Instead, he pulled himself up onto the bar and locked in. Shane tuned everything out and just began to move. He switched over the top of the bar into handstands without really paying attention; Shane was just counting his reps in his head. He always counted in Russian these days; it helped to use the language as much as possible.
He hadn’t noticed, not until he spotted the aftermath, when Terry dropped the clipboard and sank into a chair, or when the peanut gallery all crowded the bench to see who could beat Ilya’s weight. He did snap out of it, however, when Ilya came back over and lifted himself, one-handed, on the other side of the bar. Only because his menace of a husband timed it so he could kiss him as he finished his lower movement. The interruption caused him to pause, holding himself upside down, above Ilya. Not one to miss a chance, Ilya lifted himself again and kissed him, giving his mouth a soft nuzzle, then a nip before lowering himself back to the floor.
“Enough now, Lyubimyy.”
Shane allowed himself to gracefully flip down and land in front of Ilya. Shane followed Ilya back over to the weight bench. The rest of the Bears were still competing. So far, St-Simone, Hazy and Chouinard had all tagged out before matching Ilya’s weight. Bood had nearly managed it, and Cliff was going to try to complete the number of reps as Ilya had. Shane smiled up at Ilya. All innocent and sweet.  
“Have you told them that wasn’t your best?”
The group all froze. Then all turned as one, like fucking meerkats, to look at Ilya. Then back at Shane.
“Hollzy. Please tell us you are pulling our fucking leg?”
Bood sounded pretty desperate.
Shane just gave a graceful little shrug and casually dropped yet another bomb.
“No. Asshole can bench press me.”
 
Then Shane walked over to where Terry was scribbling frantically in his notebook. He gave a concerned glance to the doctor and patted the man’s shoulder.
“You okay, Terry?”
Terry looked up at him.
“No, Hollander, I am not okay. You two are going to turn me grey inside a year at this rate.”
Shane bit his lip, a little guilty but still more than a bit amused. He loved the atmosphere with the Bears. Everything was so different. He liked Terry; the man was so much nicer than the doctors at Montreal had been.
“Sorry.”
Before Shane could say anything more, Ilya called across the gym in Russian. Shane, knowing that no one else could understand, almost cursed. That asshole.
“Come here, Sweetheart. They don’t believe me. I need a demonstration partner.”
He shouldn’t be encouraging this. Even if it was him who started it in the first place, they were still competitive. Being on the same team didn’t change that. So, he went. Of fucking course, he did.
They were all still gathered. 
Wide-eyed and gleeful. Like kids on Christmas.
Not full-grown, adult men betting each other to bench press what to normal people would be a ridiculous amount of weight.
Still, that didn’t stop him.
Shane settled on the bench; he gave a little wiggle of his hips to make sure he was flat but not pressing on the slight soreness up his back from the night before. 
He pointedly ignored the smug, handsome smirk that was directed at him from his husband. 
The weights were still set from whoever had tried last. It was the same weight as Ilya had done a full set with; it was, Shane had to admit, the highest he could go and do a full set. He could do one-off lifts of a higher weight, but it wasn’t his strongest event. His legs were stronger than Ilya’s, but in overall strength he didn’t win.
The rest of them started up like a cheering squad. Obviously, Ilya hadn’t told them that Shane could match him at this weight.
Ilya began counting them in. Both Shane and Ilya began to lift; they completed the set in perfect synchrony. Ilya counted them the whole time in Russian. 
When they both dropped the bar back down and sat up, the rest of the team were clapping and cheering. Shane shook his arms out. He was sore now; he would need to cool down shortly and stretch out on the mats, but his husband had one last trick up his sleeve, not that he was wearing any, just to finish them all off.
“Shane. Come here.”
He paused. Locked his gaze with those ocean-blue eyes. 
Silently asking if he was sure. Ilya just crooked a finger at him to come hither with a grin. 
Shane sighed, but stood up and stepped to Ilya’s side, making sure he was on the left side. He tapped Ilya three times on his glistening bicep, good to go, and then hopped up and held himself in a perfect plank position as his husband proceeded to bench press him. Shane let him do 5 reps, tapped Ilya twice on his hand, enough now, and then sprang away.
Now Ilya was panting but grinning as he sat up. Sweat was dripping down his neck, and his hair was damp. Shane couldn’t resist and stroked the wet strands back off Ilya’s face, eyes locked and electricity crackling between them. 
They were interrupted by Terry, who had finally had enough of the lot of them.
“Right, that’s enough. Get out here, go shower and eat. Coach wants you all out on the ice this afternoon.”
Groans of misery came from most of them. The majority of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd lines were still in the gym at this point. There were gaps still, and no one was quite sure what Coach’s plan for Ilya and Shane was yet, but the core of the team was all here. Cliff swung his tree trunk of arms around Bood and Hazy as they all trooped out to the showers.
Shane waited for Ilya to follow. They were the last ones out, making sure the others were all headed for the showers. 
He gave a little wave to Terry as they left. The man looked more than a bit put out. Shane turned to his husband. Ilya just shrugged and placed a big, warm hand across his back and guided him out.
 
Shane made it through the showers, getting changed and having lunch before the next thing hit him. Ilya had stuck close throughout, but he hadn’t really needed to. Shane wasn’t uncomfortable. Not like he had expected to be. The Bears weren’t like the Voyageurs. 
Even on the best days, they hadn’t been as good as fucking re-evaluations with this team had been. He and Ilya had been to two BBQ’s, a card game night at Cliff’s, and they had all been dragged to see the new comic book film – that Shane hadn’t really paid attention to, because he had been too distracted by watching his husband enjoy it – by Hazy. 
They were making an effort to include him. It had been Bood who had started with the nickname. Hollzy. No one had really called him anything shortened before. A few teammates had used Holly when he had been younger, but it hadn’t stuck.
The Voyageurs tended not to use nicknames unless they had a foreign or long name. The Bears used nicknames more than actual ones. Everyone had one. Shane was still learning them all, mainly because he had to be paying attention to catch them. He would get it as soon as they were on the ice.
He was actually looking forward to that afternoon. He had missed the ice. He felt like he could do with clearing his head a bit. Most of the team were still getting changed, but he and Ilya were already both ready. Shane felt Ilya snag him around the waist and lead him towards the rink.
“Come on, Lyubimyy. Let’s have half an hour before they descend on us.”
God, he loved this man.
Ilya always knew what he needed.
It wasn’t that he didn’t like them. He did. He liked them a lot. But it was a bit difficult. 
Although Shane could freely admit that he didn’t miss most of his old team, he did miss what it had meant to him. The Voyageurs had drafted him after all. But mostly, he missed Hayden. This was the first time Shane was preparing for a season without his best friend, and it hurt. More than anything. Shane missed Hayden.
He felt Ilya brush a gentle kiss to his forehead, and a large hand cradled his face as Ilya turned his face up, so they were breathing the same air. The Russian washed over his senses, dripping down into his blood and curling up warm and heated in his belly.
“How are you holding up, my love? I thought you could do with a bit of a timeout.”
Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya’s broad shoulders and pressed up against his chest to kiss him. 
His perfect husband. 
All his.
“I am now. Thank you for always knowing what I need.”
Ilya gathered him close and kissed him. Then managed to remove both their blade guards without sitting down, which Shane thought was rather impressive. Even if they didn’t have their full gear on right now.
 
They skated together. Just warming up with laps at first, but as Shane started to get comfortable on the unfamiliar ice, he began to slip into his familiar routine. He was wearing his hockey skates, not his figure skates, but he could still do a lot of his basics in the heavier ones.
Shane lost track of time for a bit. He just moved. 
Twisting and shaping his body into the familiar patterns. He threw in a couple of little jumps just to get his blood going; he landed both clean and spun away to start the next one when he caught the look on Ilya’s face. 
His husband was watching. No longer skating but stood, utterly transfixed against the boards. Shane skated over, worried that something was wrong, but the moment he was within reach, Ilya pounced on him. 
Suddenly he was pushed up against the boards, and Ilya’s mouth was on him. He moaned in reflex. 
Not quite sure what had riled his husband up so much, but more than happy to reciprocate the enthusiastic kiss. 
Until they both heard the loud, rambunctious voice of Cliff heading in their direction.
Ilya growled. Low and disappointed. 
Shane shushed him gently with another kiss, this one much softer than the previous ones. He nuzzled Ilya’s soft, cupid bow and ran his fingers through the soft, silky curls as he pulled back.
“Come skate with me, love.”
Ilya followed. He always did.
By the time the others all came tumbling onto the ice, Shane and Ilya were doing graceful, perfectly in step laps around the very edge of the ice.
Bood whistled in admiration.
“Looking good, Captain! Hollzy, how do you get him to stay so controlled? Normally he just goes flat out and expects the rest of us to keep up.”
Shane spun to a half stop in front of Hazy, Ilya staying in sync and moving with him. Just as Shane knew he would.
“We have been skating in each other’s presence since we were 17, Bood. I’ve picked up a few tricks along the way.”
They moved away so the rest of the team could start warming up. Ilya didn’t leave Shane’s side, though. They continued to skate around everyone else, watching. Shane started to point out things that needed to be worked on just as Coach whistled them over.
“Okay, guys. Well done this morning. I just want everyone to get a feel for each other on the ice today. Let’s start with footwork and go from there. Hollander and Rozanov, you two start, please.”
Everyone else stood to the side out of the way. Footwork manoeuvres were pretty simple, but Shane leaned up and whispered to Ilya.
“Follow my lead”
Ilya dipped his head and nodded instantly. More than happy to let Shane show off a bit.
“Of course, Lyubimyy. Whatever you want.”
They headed back out to centre ice and began. 
To start with the kept to the normal basics, apart from the fact they were step for step in sync again; it looked pretty basic. 
Until Shane picked up the pace. Suddenly they were flying. Still in sync as they moved through some sort of sequence that only they seemed to know.
Shane knew that Ilya would keep up; they had been practising this on their own at the cottage, but it felt good. They were moving in perfect sync; Ilya was with him. 
Someone was keeping up for the first time since Shane had set foot on professional ice. 
He wasn’t alone.
Coach’s whistle called them back in. Shane slowed them down but was reluctant to stop. He was having fun and didn’t want it to end so quickly. He felt Ilya tug him back to the others with a low laugh.
“That’s enough, Sweetheart, let the others have a turn now.”
Shane pouted.
Coach cleared his throat.
“Well, get a move on. Pair up. I want to see footwork drills.”
Both Bood and Cliff yowled at once in protest.
“Come on, Coach! We can’t do that! Those two were just showing off. Don’t make us suffer.”
LeClaire glared at both Shane and Ilya. The latter just looked smug while Shane bit his lip and looked down at his skates, like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
“No, Cliff, you moron. I want you to do the footwork drill those two were meant to be doing. I do not expect you to be able to skate like those fuckers. Now move!”
They all scrambled to obey. Coach turned in time to stop Ilya and Shane from joining them.
“You two. Go correct them. Hollander, your footwork is perfect; see if you can drill some gracefulness into these rampaging tanks. Obviously, it’s possible if Roz can manage it. Not that he had deemed to show us this particular skill before now.”
Shane decided to rescue his husband.
“We worked on it over the start of the break, Coach.”
LeClaire eyed them both but didn’t press. He just made a go-ahead motion to them both, calling out to Ilya as they went.
“Make sure you keep them at it, Captain. We have the raw power, but now we need a bit of finesse to go with it. I want to flatten all of them this year. Let’s show them exactly what they threw away.”
It was exactly the right thing to say to Ilya. Shane spotted the burning, furious glint in his ocean-blue eyes. He almost pitied his new team. 
Except he wanted so badly to show Montreal exactly what they threw away. 
He hadn’t wanted perfect acceptance, but he had wanted more than blatant homophobia.
It hadn’t been much to ask. 
But they couldn’t even give him that, and therefore they would pay.
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  Boston
POV Coach LeClaire
They hadn’t noticed him. 
Or at least Hollander hadn’t. Not yet. 
Roz probably had, but was far too distracted to care. Not that Jon blamed the Russian. 
Hollander was captivating. Poetry in fucking motion. 
He honestly couldn’t think of a single believable reason why Montreal would get rid of him. The young man’s record was extraordinary. He had been leading them to another cup. 
Oh, as much as Jon wanted to believe they would have still won if Hollander hadn’t been out, he wouldn’t have bet on it. There wouldn’t have been the fire lit within Roz for a start, or if his suspicions were confirmed, they wouldn’t have had the altered training plan that had given them the edge to win.
Jon wasn’t stupid. 
Roz was a fantastic Captain. He was a motivator; he loved each and every one of his team. He had improved the bonds between them all; he pushed them with his own skill to try and be better. 
But. 
He wasn’t a hockey genius. 
Roz didn’t have the analytical brain that Hollander was said to possess. 
And if it had been Hollander, from the background, not even from seeing them first-hand, that had written those altered plans that Roz had suddenly appeared with. 
Well. 
He would be forever in fucking debt to Ilya Rozanov for stealing away the star centre of the Voyageurs.
Maybe they should send Montreal a really fruity fruit basket.
If they were stupid enough to toss Hollander away just because he was gay, then more fool them. 
He would make sure they regretted it. 
Boston’s owner Charlie Johnson had told him that there was a lot of talk about Montreal’s management trying to do a very poor job of covering up some major fuck ups. 
Obviously, from watching Hollander and Roz, the split from the Voyageurs had left its mark on Hollander emotionally. Never mind the physical damage that Terry was working hard to fix. From the results of this morning’s tests, Terry had still been pretty pale when he had gone to ask for an update while the team were taking a break; it was working.
Terry hadn’t shared anything confidential. Not even he could know unless it directly affected their ability to play, but he had reassured him that Hollander was recovering. Not that Jon expected anything less. Hollander had managed to play and win like that for years. He was almost salivating at the thought of what a fully fit and healthy Shane Hollander could do, if that’s what he put down being handicapped.
Watching Hollander now was like a dream come true. 
There were just the two of them; the rest of the team were still eating and taking as long a break as they could get away with. 
Or Roz had told them to give them a bit of time. 
That was very possible. As Jon watched, he could tell that Roz had brought Hollander out here alone, on purpose. Hollander had been coping well with the chaos that the Bears brought, but essentially he was a different kind of personality. 
Jon still wasn’t quite sure how the two had ended up together; on the surface, they were so fundamentally different, but looking at how Roz watched Hollander, how Hollander tracked Roz, maybe it wasn’t such a surprise. How in sync they were was ridiculous. 
Jon believed Hollander when he said the two had been practising, but this wasn’t the work of a few weeks.
This was the result of an obsession.
To be able to read each other so fluidly. 
They didn’t look; they didn’t speak. 
It was almost like a sixth sense or an instinct for where the other was on the ice at all times. 
No wonder they had fought so hard against each other. There was no way they could have half-arsed it; the other would be able to take immediate advantage.
He watched as Roz finally snapped. His Captain had been transfixed. So had Jon, honestly. At the sight of Hollander performing moves that would make some actively competing figure skaters jealous, while not on the correct skates for it, too. 
Hollander must have done some serious training over the years, and since no one, as far as he knew, was aware of it, it must have been done in secret. It wasn’t full figure skating anyway; that had been some sort of hybrid between the two. 
If Jon was willing to bet, he would put money on Hollander having created it all on his own.
He did debate making his presence known when Roz slammed Hollander up against the boards and kissed him, but before he could, the very loud voice of Marlow broke the pair apart. 
Jon wondered again if Roz had organised the time alone for Hollander to relax a bit and that had been an intentional signal from Cliff. He was the loudest, and none of the others would think twice about that much noise from the man.
The two on the ice pulled apart and set off skating again as Jon could hear the rest of his team come stomping down to the ice. He watched with interest as Roz and Hollander did laps around the rest of them, perfectly in step with each other. They let the rest of the team warm up as they moved around them, whispering to each other.
Jon would pull the pair of them later to see what that was about. But for now, he had a team to whip into shape. He set them to footwork drills. They wouldn’t like it. 
The Bears were all good skaters, had good balance, and each one was a tank, but they were built to fight, built to bulldoze their way through the other team’s defence. For some teams, that was what was needed, but for the more technical, tricky teams, that tactic more often than not let them down. Which was where experienced technical skaters like Hollander came in. 
Even if Hollander had obviously been keeping some things tight to his chest over the years, because the man certainly hadn’t pulled out some of those moves in any games. Which, again, Jon wondered why. What on earth had Montreal been playing at?
While they were all warming up, Jon stepped into view by the gate and whistled them over to form up. He ignored the groans, complaints and mutterings from his biggest skaters. 
The likes of Marlow and Bood would always struggle with footwork, but Jon was determined. He had help now. Roz would no longer get away with whining and complaining along with the rest of them; he suspected that Hollander wouldn’t let him anyway.
He set them off as the first pair. He wanted to see what Hollander would do. Would he stick to the requested basic drill or would he do one of his own? Then begged the question: how much could Roz keep up with? As far as he knew, Roz was not in any shape or form a technical skater. He was extremely fast for his size and more manoeuvrable than most, but not like what he had just seen Hollander do.
It turned out that Jon was completely fucking wrong. 
Ilya Rozanov was perfectly capable of being a technical skater when he was being led around by Shane Hollander. 
If he was any less of a professional, his jaw would have been on the floor. Not just him but the rest of the team too. They watched as Hollander pushed them up a gear, then another and then somehow another. 
These fuckers. 
Where had all this been hiding? 
There was no way this was a few weeks’ worth of training. No. 
This was what having someone on the same level as you looked like. How much was the skill gap holding these two back?
He would need to study previous tapes of Hollander’s games against their own as well as get the two of them to sit down and actually talk to him. The sooner the better. 
At least with both Roz and now Hollander, he wasn’t trying to do this on his own. Hollander would be invaluable here. If the man could teach Ilya Rozanov, then he could fucking teach anyone. But he supposed a lot of that could be Roz’s incredible natural talent at work too.
The rest of the team were pretty bad, honestly, but Hollander was watching, assessing. 
Roz was orbiting the smaller man but would lean down and make a comment, to which Hollander would respond, and then they would move on to the next target. Maybe Roz had an excellent point about making Hollander his Alternate. 
They worked perfectly together.
Roz was physical. Jon knew this; they all did. Roz was expressive in both voice, volume and body, but a Roz that freely reached out to his teammates was new. 
Hollander didn’t. He was clearly a verbal teacher, but when Hollander corrected or explained something - at this point it was Marlow who was the current victim – and they didn’t quite understand, then Roz would step in and first demonstrate with Hollander explaining as he did it, then help to physically correct the footwork or stance.
Jon was very pleased.
They were already getting it. This was going to be so good.
“Alright. That’s enough for today. Cool down and head out. We start full time from tomorrow. 8:30. Don’t be late.”
Most of them were tired, sweaty and grumbling, but Roz fist-bumped them all as they left the ice, and Hollander made sure to say something positive to each and everyone of them. They were tired and sore, but all of them were smiling.
He stood for a moment. 
Roz had gathered Hollander into his arms and was just standing at the edge of the ice, holding him. Jon was a bit surprised that Hollander allowed it until he realised that the smaller man’s shoulders were shaking.
He walked away.
He could get them first thing in the morning. Something told him that Hollander, and now therefore Roz by proxy, liked to be early.
 
They were not only early, but they were both already out on the ice when he arrived at 8:00 am. 
It wasn’t that Roz was ever lax in his time as Captain because he wasn’t, but he had never been this early. 
Jon put his bag down quietly and leaned against the gate to watch. Hollander was breathing heavily. He seemed to have finished whatever he had been doing because Roz skated over from where he had been skating in a large, focused pattern around him. 
Jon heard Roz speak Russian, not English, and Hollander held out his hand.
The Russian reached out and threaded their fingers together; it sounded like Hollander was counting, but he was too far away to hear clearly. They began to move, twist one way, turn the other. Mirror images of each other. It was clear that it wasn’t something Roz was proficient at, but as he studied Hollander’s movements, his own got more and more confident. 
Fuck he was quick. 
It almost looked like they were dancing, but actually they were weaving in a particular pattern. 
It took a moment, but when they split at the scoring line, following a soft word from Hollander, Roz suddenly dived forward and put himself right where he would look like he was taking the shot, only to have Hollander spin gracefully out from behind the broader back and shoot instead.
He could see it. 
The play they were imagining. 
Fucking hell, it would be devastating. 
No normal skaters could pull it off, but these two…
It might just be possible. 
They were playing like they were on the same line. He could admit that he hadn’t even considered that as an option. He had been working on having Hollander centre the 2nd line and then put them together on the powerplay. They could still be on the power play, but they were moving as if they were on the same line.
Interesting.
He let out a whistle. 
Both of their heads snapped up. Roz had moved. In the blink of an eye. Roz had Hollander tucked in behind him, one massive arm curved back and away to keep him pushed back out of sight. Only when those dark, glacial blue eyes locked onto him did the Russian relax.
Okay then. 
Note to self. 
Don’t sneak up on the two of them.
Ever.
Warn all staff. Especially those who might be around in the early mornings.
He pitched his voice to carry across the ice.
“Morning, you two. Here early, Roz?”
He watched them carefully. 
Roz had relaxed but hadn’t stepped away from Hollander yet; in fact, until Hollander reached up and stroked a hand gently down the Russian’s face, forcing him to look down at him rather than at the perceived threat. Jon kind of felt like a voyeur right now. Whatever Hollander said worked, though, because Roz dropped his stance and the two skated over to him.
Hollander nodded his head in greeting.
“Good morning, Coach.”
He decided to ignore that little display for now and turned to them both; he ran a quick eye over them. They weren’t particularly sweaty. Either they hadn’t been out here that long, or they hadn’t done anything too strenuous yet.
“Take your skates off and come with me, please.”
They both obeyed. Roz kicked his skates off and then bent to help Hollander unlace his, which, as it turned out, were not hockey skates. They were the much fancier, more complicated high-level figure skating boots. The lacing was far more complicated, and between them it was much quicker than if Hollander had to do both alone. 
The two slipped on the shoes they had left when they had obviously laced up earlier, and Roz picked up Hollander’s skates. He watched as Hollander collected a specialised storage bag and Roz carefully strapped the skates into it as Hollander held the bag open. 
No words had been spoken between them. 
Jon was feeling pretty sorry for the single community out there as soon as any footage of these two went live.
 
By the time they had hashed everything out, Jon could hear the clattering and loud voices of the rest of the Bears. Mostly on time too for how early he had set the starting point. Roz had been the more difficult one. Jon supposed he shouldn’t be too surprised by that, but they had agreed. 
They would try both ways. First, they would try being centre on both lines, and then they would switch, and both be on the same line. 
When he had asked which one would be centre in that set up, the answer had shocked him. 
It wasn’t that he hadn’t known Roz could play Wing; he had done it before, but it hadn’t seemed to be his preference. 
The question had barely been out of his mouth when Roz had jumped in to say Hollander would centre and he himself would be his wing. He would just have to wait to see what worked out best with the rest of the team. He did not doubt that the two could make either play option work, but it was basically down to what they could match to everyone else.
Jon organised and had them run a few practice drills. 
He started with Roz on the 1st line and Hollander on the 2nd. They were both so fucking good. 
However, Roz was restless. He wasn’t focused. 
Hollander actually pulled him to one side, and the two spoke in hushed murmurs for a few minutes while the rest took a quick hydration break. When Roz came back, he was better, but still not clicking with his wingers. 
Jon could see what the problem was. Roz was faster. Much faster than he had been even at the end of last season when he had been playing like a beast. The wingers couldn’t keep up, so they were never in the right place at the right time. 
Roz was either too open or too far in and had no one to pass to or even to distract him.
He gave in after the lunch break.
He whistled them all to form up and then beckoned Roz and Hollander to the front. He turned to Roz.
“Fine. You can try it. Choose who you want as the other wing and then your 2nd line to replace Hollander.”
The rest of the team were confused, but Roz lit up. Hollander touched his arm gently and leaned in to discuss. 
Jon didn’t have to wait long. He should have known the fuckers would have already been through all this before practice even started.
“Bood, you are left wing with me and Hollander.”
Roz pointed to Bood, who skated forward to stand with Hollander, all the while still looking confused but doing as he was told.
“Cliff, you and St-Simone take a wing each on the 2nd. You can choose which, as both of you can switch. Then, Carmichael, you take the centre on the 2nd. Run a few drills each way and then decide which placement is better.”
The three obeyed. Then Hollander stepped forward and motioned to Connors to come forward.
“Connors, we are going to try you as centre for the 3rd line for now.”
Hollander cast his eyes over the others, then caught Roz’s gaze, who nodded and gestured at two of the younger wingers.
“Cadyn, you take the right wing on 3rd and Kohn, you take the left. Again, let’s run this through a few drills and then see how you all work.”
 
Jon stood back and let them run with it. Hollander switched St-Simone, so there was one vet on each line, which worked better. Roz then signalled Hazy to set himself up in the goal, and he had the 2nd and 3rd line take turns trying to score. As they did, Hollander and Roz corrected, instructed and changed things until they were both happy. Roz turned to look at him and nodded.
He called an end. The rest of the team was exhausted, and they had conditioning training tomorrow. He was pleased, though.
“Well done, everyone. Get some rest. Conditioning Training tomorrow, so eat light first thing, please. Terry will have my hide for a rug if someone throws up again.”
Everyone turned to look at Cliff here. The big man scowled and grumbled.
“Coach! Not my fault, no one warned me beforehand.”
Bood snorted, and Hazy clapped the winger on his bulky shoulder.
“Yeah, we did, Marly. You just didn’t listen, again.”
They trouped out, all of them laughing. Roz had an arm slung around Hollander, and they both looked happy. He would have to publish their lineup at the end of the week. It didn’t give players positions, but everyone would assume that Hollander would centre line 1 or 2 and then Roz the other.
They would all be in for a nice shock on the first game, wouldn’t they? Luckily, no one heard Jon LeClaire’s rather scary cackle that echoed in the empty hallway. They might think he had gone mad.
 
 
Montreal
POV Coach Theriault
It hadn’t gone to plan. 
In fact, nothing had gone to fucking plan since that pansy arse Hollander had made such a mess.
Now he was facing enquiries about his team’s conduct. 
Questions about why Hollander had been benched for the last three games. 
Especially when a lot of people were commenting on that being the reason they lost in such a spectacular way. 
He was admitting to nothing.
Boiziau had been made Captain, which the team had liked, but he certainly didn’t have Hollander’s work ethic. If there was one thing he regretted, it was that he had been able to dump so much of his work on Hollander; it was unreal. 
When he had first done it, he hadn’t actually expected the fag to do it all, but he had. 
That and more. 
Theriault had gotten used to doing very little for his very large paycheck. Since they had also been winning, no one had noticed, or if they had, nothing was said.
Until Hollander went and got himself fucking outed. 
Disgusting. 
Fags had no place in this sport, and especially not on his team. 
So, he had turned a blind eye. Let the likes of Drapeau and Comeau do all the dirty work for him. Then, if anyone did say anything, he could blame them and not take the flak himself.
But as it turned out, Boiziau was pretty useless. The whole fucking lot of them were pansy arse bastards who apparently couldn’t score a fucking goal without Hollander there to hold their hands.
So, he had convinced management that it was all Hollander’s fault. 
They, like him, were not keen on that type invading the hockey world, so they had agreed. 
Since the fag was also a fucking Jap or at least half of one, they could even say they had tried, but it wasn’t their fault. Sometimes these things didn’t work out. 
It wasn’t his problem to sort anyway; it was Marcel’s. The slimy twat had to earn his keep somehow. Unfortunately, the fans weren’t entirely of the same opinion.
It wasn’t like they had said it was because the fag was gay. Marcel had explicitly told the team not to post anything that could be used against them, but of course the whole lot of them, bar that little nancy boy Pike, had posted their understandable displeasure towards a gay hockey player. 
The PR department had been scrambling for weeks to try to spin it from a different angle, but currently they weren’t very successful. 
There was also the problem that they really were lacking a main centre now Hollander had gone. 
The decision had been made to take a trade for Hollander as soon as they could to fill the gap. Because they had put Hollander up for an offer so early, they had a few nice early opportunities before everyone else started.
He hadn’t really paid attention to where Hollander had been traded to. Since he was salary protected, it would only be a team that had the cap space. 
Most decent teams didn’t have the kind of opening to take Hollander this year. That was why he had pushed for it now; none of their rivals would be able to take him, so he would either have to get a voluntary cut, drop down if no one offered for him or go somewhere in the back of beyond that had never been near a cup in their history.
 
When the next season rosters were published, they had at least managed to draft up an up-and-coming centre and had gotten two decent, steadier players from somewhere. 
It was the fucking GM’s job to sort trades, not his, but he was reasonably happy with what he had managed to cobble together. They would need this season to mesh, but it could be done.
He had been drinking a fresh, steaming hot black coffee while scanning through the live updates from each team’s roster posting when the Boston team went live. 
He hated Boston. 
That rat bastard LeClaire had gotten Rozanov. 
He had been extremely disappointed when they had lost out on the first draft pick that year. Rozanov had won Boston the fucking cup last season and would be looking to do it again.
At first, he had just glanced and then moved on. 
He wanted to see who Toronto and Detroit had replaced since they had both lost players to retirement at the end of last season, when something had caught his eye.
In Boston’s lineup. 
Rozanov was at the top, then right there underneath was Hollander. 
He did a double-take. He looked again. Nope, still fucking there. He refreshed the screen, just in case it was an error.
No. It was still fucking there. Hollander was in Boston.
How the fuck was that possible? There was no way they had cap space for the faggot, why would Boston, of all teams, want him? He was a fucking fag, and their star centre was a fucking womaniser. Didn’t all Russians hate gays anyway? Didn’t Rozanov and Hollander hate each other? Why in the hell would anyone put them on the same team?
That was until his phone started going mental.
The messages were from a Coach and managers' group for their division. It was not a nice influx of messages. In fact, most were downright criminal in nature. He was being blamed for Boston having picked up not one generational talent, but two.
There were a lot of questions as to why they had traded Hollander. Especially to Boston, of all places. Their direct rival. 
He needed to speak to that bastard Marcel and that useless sack of shit, Kevin, and find out what the fuck he had done. The public would find out about this soon, and they would have no fucking hope of it staying under wraps.
After all, it wasn’t going to fucking look good, was it? The insults the team had thrown at Hollander. Bad enough that the man himself had removed his no-trade clause and let himself be traded all because the rest of his team and he had refused to work with a fag. Not that he regretted getting rid of the little cunt, but he wouldn’t let a fag drag his team through the mud. After all, they were all straight; it wasn’t his fault that Hollander liked to take it up the ass and got all sensitive when someone said a rude word to him for fuck’s sake.
He stormed to his office door and began bellowing for those useless bastards, Kevin and Marcel. 
Someone was going to go down for this, and it certainly wasn’t going to be him. 
It was their fucking mess; they could sort it out. 
He had to find a way to fucking defend against a Boston with Rozanov on 1st line centre and that fucking fag Hollander on the 2nd line centre. 
Even if he was a fag, he was still a fucking decent player.
As he slammed his door, the wood splintered into his hand. He kicked out at the offending object, only to get the wall instead and felt his toe snap. He howled and let loose a string of vitriol that would make a sailor blush.
He would get Hollander back for this.
It was all that fucking fag’s fault, and he would pay if it was the last thing he did. 
And he would start with making sure everyone knew that Hollander had failed several medicals over the recent years. 
He had known keeping him on that special diet would come in handy one day. 
It would certainly make Boston regret taking a trade for someone so pathetic, and he could use it as an excuse as to why they had benched him.
Yes, that would work.
Now where the fuck was Marcel? He had half a mind to make the idiot come up with his own fucking excuses, except he might get the blame if he allowed that, and he was not going down for this.
Hollander was.






      

  












      Chapter 22: Hayden
  



    Chapter Notes

      Just a quick one because it's a busy weekend sorry! Again be warned there are slurs and very bad language in this one.







  The summer break was meant to be fun. 
It usually was. 
Not this time. 
Shane had bolted; Hayden had been back to his apartment several times only to find a removal company boxing up the last bits of Shane’s belongings. They wouldn’t tell him anything. 
Hayden hadn’t heard from Shane. As far as he could tell, Shane was not at the cottage. Hayden and Jackie had tried multiple times to call, but even when they had gotten through, Shane had been short and clipped each time.
Until the day that the next season’s team rosters went live.
His phone rang. He was juggling an armful of Lego boxes, so he just hit the button to accept without looking at who was calling.
“Hayd.”
Which was when he promptly dropped the stack of Lego boxes, stood on three bricks with his bare feet and swore. Loudly and a lot.
There was a pause while he hopped around, holding his foot in pain until he could answer.
“Shane. Buddy, is that really you?”
A concerned noise came through the speakers.
“You okay, Hayd?”
He managed to put his foot back down, not on any of the fallen bricks, and pick up his phone, probably this time.
“I’m okay. Fuck. Shane, what the hell is going on?”
Voices drifted through from Shane’s end, but Hayden couldn’t make them out; it was obvious that Shane wasn’t alone, though.
“Hayd, I need you to listen carefully. The team rosters are going to be live shortly, and my name will be on one, but we suspect it is going to cause a bit of backlash. You need to be careful; management may target you because they can’t get at me.”
Shane had been traded already. Fuck. 
He tried to pretend that it didn’t hurt. Why hadn’t Shane told him? Why had his friend just vanished without a word?
“I will be, Buddy. Just tell me. Are you okay?”
There was a laugh. A lovely, sweet laugh that Hayden had never heard Shane do before. And didn’t that say a lot about his friend’s life in Montreal before all this?
“I’m the best I have ever been, Hayd. I can’t say where I am yet, not until the lists go live today, but I will call you later. I promise you are the first one I called. No one else even knows I’m not in Montreal. The apartment will go up for sale tomorrow. I didn’t want to do it until it’s out that I have been traded.”
Hayden felt the tears slip silently down his cheeks.
“You have really been traded. This is it?”
Shane made a soft, gentle sound down the phone. Hayden heard one of the background voices come closer. Almost enough to hear the voice clearly, other than that it was a man.
“I’m sorry, Hayd. They put my contract up so early I haven’t been able to say anything. There are also legal things being put in place on my end, so I have had to be careful.”
Because Hayden was still with the Voyageurs. He knew what Shane wasn’t saying. He couldn’t know anything because it could be a conflict of interest and affect whatever legal mess was about to happen. He heard Shane cover the phone on his end, but it wasn’t enough to muffle the next sentence that came through.
“Lyubimyy, Coach is calling for us. Are you done?”
Boston. Rozanov.
Shane was in Boston. 
That Russian accent was unmistakable. Shane had been traded to Boston. He heard Shane answer in full Russian, and then his voice came back clearly onto the line.
“I will call as soon as I can, Hayd. Just take care. Please. I’m worried.”
No wonder. 
This was not going to go down well.
“I will be fine. I will let you know what happens on this end. Call me, okay, buddy. We have been worried.”
A tapping noise, and then Shane rushed out a goodbye, then the call went dead.
Hayden crumpled to the floor, phone cradled in his hand and tears still tracking silently down his face. He couldn’t believe it. 
Shane was in America. Shane had been traded to Boston. 
Hayden wasn’t stupid. The reason no one could know was that both Shane and Rozanov could be accused of manipulation, corruption and conspiracy against the NHL. It had to stay between the team’s GMs until everything had been signed, sealed and approved. If anyone had found out that Hayden had known, being a member of the team that Shane had been traded from, that would have meant the end of his career too.
Just because he understood exactly why Shane hadn’t told him, hadn’t told anyone, that didn’t stop it from hurting. 
Fuck. It hurt. 
Not even really that he hadn’t known; no, it was more that his best friend was now all the way in America. Yet he was stuck here. He had another two years on his contract, and he didn’t have the get-out-of-jail-free clause to remove that Shane had used. Also, he wasn’t in Shane’s league. There was no way Rozanov hadn’t given his team the heads up. Boston couldn’t have organised a trade otherwise, not when they already had Rozanov. Unless one or both of them had taken a pay cut to come in under the cap, but at the end of the day that didn’t matter. Whatever Boston had done, it had worked.
Fucking hell.
Rozanov and Shane are on the same team.
That was fucking terrifying. Hayden knew that Roz would be gunning for the Voyageurs, and Hayden didn’t blame him one bit.
He wasn’t quite sure what Shane had meant that they would come after him, not really sure what Shane had been trying to get at, but he would be careful. He would keep his head down, play to the best of his ability and stay out of everyone’s way.
 
Of course, that only lasted until the team meeting the next day. 
Obviously, the team rosters had gone live because Theriault and Marcel were stomping around like bears with sore heads. Theriault was even worse than normal, spitting curses and insults like they were water. 
There was an edge to the air that had Hayden looking over his shoulder every time he heard a noise. 
He had gathered the rookies into his corner of the locker room. Both of them looked even worse than at the end of last season. He had tried to keep in contact with them, but both had gone home to visit family.
Drapeau was in top form. He, along with pretty much the rest of the team, was flinging about casual slurs and comments about everyone that came across their tiny minds. Shane was one of the main targets.
“Bet the faggot is back down at the AHL crying to his mommy right now.”
Comeau snorted and waggled his bushy eyebrows in a disgusting leer.
“Shame. Hollander’s mother was one hot broad. Makes sense that’s where the sissy boy got his looks.”
Hayden felt like he could throw up. 
From the very pale looks of both the rookies, they did too. Hayden did his best to keep them out of the line of sight as it got worse.
“No one had an ass like Hollander either. Could put a fucking woman to shame, nothing to look at anymore.”
That comment came from Gagnon somewhere beside Comeau. 
The rookie centre, Davis, looked like he was about to start crying. Hayden pulled him and Royle, the other rookie winger, out of the locker room and onto the ice to start warming up. 
They were the first ones out so far. Davis looked up at Hayden; he was slightly shorter but stockier.
“Pike, we don’t want to be here anymore.”
Royle nodded in agreement. Hayden sighed and put a hand on each of their shoulders.
“Trust me, I know, kid, but we have to deal with it for now. So, this is what we are going to do. Stick with me. We are all going to be 3rd line or bench warming anyway. We keep out of the way, we say nothing, and we wait.”
Davis looked down at his skates; he scuffed the edge of the blade against the other. 
Fuck he looked like Jade when she had been told off for something Ruby did and was just taking the blame like a good sister.
“I don’t want to just let them say things like that, though. Hollander was the only one who paid any attention and spent time with us. He was the one who stayed hours with us to practice. He was the one who stopped them teasing us all the time.”
At this, Royle piped up:
“Yeah, Hollander was the one who had the bracelet my mama gave me, fixed when Wilson and Gagnon snapped it, when I missed that goal right before the final whistle. It’s the only thing I have from her, and it’s my good luck charm.”
The kid looked close to tears. 
Hayden had to be better than this, but he was at a loss for what to do. He couldn’t go against the whole team by himself. Not when Theriault was backing them all up. There had to be a solution to this, but for now he would protect them both to the best of his ability.
“Okay. Look, we speak up and tell them to knock it off, but we don’t engage. There are way more of them than there are of us, and they won’t hesitate to hurt you. I am going to look at self-defence classes for all three of us. Let’s just play to the best of our ability and stay safe for now.”
They both seemed happier with that and the three of them began skating a warm-up, Hayden teaching them the one that Shane had taught him. It was much better than the standard one the rest of them did. It was only when Davis paused to ask Hayden a question that he realised that the rest of the team were starting to skate out onto the ice.
“Do you know where Hollander went?”
Hayden held a finger up to his lips and hissed softly.
“No. Best not to ask. Theriault gets set off whenever anyone even mentions his name now.”
Davis nodded sadly but dropped it. Hayden felt a bit bad, but they would all be told after practice anyway; he wasn’t keeping it a secret for long.
 
Practice was worse than last season. 
JJ still had no clue, and Theriault was too busy hurling abuse at the whole team to bother actually doing any coaching. Most of them didn’t seem to have bothered doing any conditioning over the summer, and from the wheezing Hayden could hear coming from Comeau, he suspected the man had not given up smoking like he was meant to.
Davis and Royle actually weren’t in too bad shape; they had been following the plan that Shane had given them before the whole mess last season. Whereas the rest had slacked off for three weeks and now it was showing.
Hayden had stuck to his normal summer routine and was pretty happy with his own condition, but it was disheartening to watch. He, Davis and Royle kept to their own little group and performed the drills being asked of them. Different from the ones they had used previously and nowhere near as effective, also not as well planned out because there was overlap and confusion when two of the groups had ended up in the same space at the same time. That had resulted in a shouting match, and Theriault shouting even louder over the noise that got nowhere.
By the time the end was called, Hayden was fed up with the lot of them. They were instructed to shower, change and report to the big conference room. Everyone was impatient and pissed off, so the atmosphere was toxic with them all crammed in together. Theriault put the rosters up on the projector and stood so he could go through them all.
Hayden was digging his nails into the thick material of his sweatpants under the table. Davis was chewing on his thumbnail in worry, and Royle’s leg was bouncing against Hayden’s chair. 
Boston’s roster was last. It had been fairly quiet up until it flickered up on the screen. For a moment everything was frozen. 
Then came the uproar.
It was loud. 
It was horrible. 
Hayden almost covered his ears-the language was that bad. 
And Theriault was right there with them.
“Shut the fuck up!”
Davis had stood. His chair fell back with the force he had jumped up out of it. His face was red and his eyes overbright.
“You have no right to talk about Hollander like that. Even if he’s not on this team anymore. You can’t just say things like that!”
Comeau stood, slowly advancing on the smaller, younger man. A nasty, delighted gleam in his beady eyes.
“Oh. What are you going to do about it, Rook? You’re a little fag just like your hero Hollander.”
Davis was shaking but stood his ground.
“I will report you.”
Laughter. 
And it wasn’t just Comeau.
“You try it. You little faggot. I will fucking end you.”
Theriault didn’t even blink. Just gave Comeau a slimy smirk and pointed his finger at Davis.
“Sit the fuck down, or I’ll bench you until next season.”
Davis did not sit down. Royle stood with him, Hayden too. All three of them looked around the room. No one would meet their gaze unless it was filled with hostility.
“You will have to bench all three of us then.”
Hayden crossed his arms over his chest and looked Theriault dead in the eyes. Their team was currently in utter fucking shambles, and Hayden was actually one of the best players right now. Even if he had been relegated to the 3rd line.   
“Don’t fucking test me, Pike.”
Davis shifted but stood closer.
“Then cut out the fucking shit towards Shane. For fuck’s sake he’s not even here anymore, and none of you will leave it alone.”
Theriault scowled but rolled his eyes and turned back to the screen. Hayden lowered himself back to his seat, Davis and Royle doing the same, but he could feel both were shivering with the adrenaline crash.
 
Hayden shepherded both of the younger men out before anyone could stop them as soon as the meeting ended. The rest were too busy shouting about how unfair it was that Boston now had both Rozanov and Hollander. Like it wasn’t entirely their own fault that Shane had been traded. Like it wasn’t their treatment of their star player that caused a fucking generational talent to high-tail it out of his home as soon as the season had ended.
Davis was still red in the face. Royle had an arm wrapped around the smaller man’s shoulders and was guiding them both, so the rookie centre didn’t smack into a wall.
“Come on, you two. You are coming home with me.”
Neither argued.
He had texted Jackie a heads-up; she was always more than happy to feed his teammates. Only it used to be JJ and Shane he brought home after a bad day. 
The thought of JJ left a bitter taste in his mouth. The ass hadn’t looked at him once today. Hayden wasn’t even sure he wanted him to, but still, it was years of friendship JJ just seemed happy to throw away. Hayden was still hurt and angry about JJ’s treatment of Shane.
After they had eaten, Hayden sat both of them down with a beer and looked at them. Davis shifted in his seat and fiddled with the bottle in his hands. Royle sat up straighter and met Hayden’s eyes.
“So, Shane went to Boston. I need you two to decide if you want to try and stick it out here or if you are looking to trade out.”
Royle looked first at Davis, then back at Hayden.
“What about you?”
Hayden sighed. That was the question, wasn’t it? He wasn’t staying; that was for damn fucking for sure. It was whether he could get out sooner than the two years he had left on his contract.
“I have two years left, but if the offer is there, then I’m taking it. I can’t play here anymore, not if this is what everyday is going to be like.”
Davis nodded.
“Then we aren’t staying either.”
Royle snorted a dark laugh.
“Think Hollander has more space in Boston?”
They all laughed. It wasn’t a very nice sound. 
They all knew that Boston would be maxed out now. If they need players, it would have to be rookies straight up from the AHL who were on the bottom of the pay scale. Taking both Shane and Rozanov will have completely maxed their cap out.
“Unfortunately, no, but I can ask Shane for any suggestions. For now, we need to make it known we are looking. Without letting Theriault or JJ know. So, keep your ears to the ground and talk to me if you hear anything. For fucks sake, be careful what you say in the locker room.”
He made sure they both got a taxi back to the shite apartment that the two were sharing with some other youngsters on lower income near the practice rink. 
He got ready for bed, Jackie already curled up fast asleep hugging her pillow. He would have loved to go to Boston with Shane. Even if it meant dealing with that asshole Rozanov all the time, it was true what he had told the kids. Boston wouldn’t be taking on any more high-end players for a while.
However, there were other American teams near Boston that weren’t there. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to look. It would mean moving his whole family, but honestly, he didn’t want his children growing up in a city that would allow one of their own to be treated like Shane had been.
He would look into it. If he could, he would take Davis and Royle with him. He liked both of them, and Shane had put a lot of effort into both of them. 
They were good. Really good, in fact. The three of them made a pretty decent 3rd line, actually. He would get them to join him early, before the rest of the team. Since Hayden knew from experience that no one bothered doing the extra hours. He had watched Shane practice first thing enough times to know after all.
Hayden wasn’t a generational talent, but he was good. He was stable, he was steady. He had managed to keep up with Shane Hollander for years. So now he would use that. He would get the three of them working as seamlessly as possible. Then even if the rest of his team sucked, their line wouldn’t. 
Theriault didn’t have the players to afford to bench Hayden. 
Not anymore. 
So, he would take full advantage of it while he could.
He slipped into bed, wrapping his arms around Jackie. When she made a sleepy grumble at being disturbed, Hayden dropped a kiss into her hair; it always smelt like strawberries. Sweet and soft. He couldn’t make the Voyageurs better. If Shane hadn’t managed it, then he stood no chance. But he could make it better for his own family and maybe Davis and Royle too.
He would damn well try.






      

  












      Chapter 23: Ilya
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      Next up — first game against Voyageurs .. anyone else biting their nails??







  Ilya had known he would adore having Shane on his team. Being married to the love of his life, being able to wake up beside him every day. 
He hadn’t dared to dream. Hadn’t dared to hope. 
Shane was the best thing that had ever happened to him. If there was one thing he could say to himself, back when he had barely escaped his father’s tyranny and stood in that freezing cold, dingy rink, it would be that it was all worth it. 
Keep your eyes on those beautiful freckles; it will be worth every minute in the end.
Right now, though… 
Well. 
Right now, Ilya was furious. 
Not at Shane. No. This was a different kind of rage; one he thought he had left behind in his father’s grave and his brother’s blocked number.
The team rosters had gone live. They had all known there was the possibility of some backlash when the other teams discovered that Shane Hollander had been traded with basically no public knowledge. Which technically wasn’t true. 
Shane’s contract had gone up; it had been posted; it just hadn’t been up long enough for any other teams to spot it. Ilya and LeClaire had made damn sure of it. So now they were just stuck waiting. Ilya was not good at this sort of helpless waiting. He was so much better when he could move, when he could fix things.
They were all camped out at Bood’s. It had started off as a good day; training had gone very well, and Shane was getting more and more comfortable with everyone. They were getting very close to the start of the season. LeClaire was happy to go through the formal process of awarding his husband the A position. All that was left was the interview tomorrow, but Shane had already done one before, as well as a Captain interview, so he wasn’t worried. 
He and Shane were sitting curled together on one of the sofas under the fancy covered deck. It was still warm enough in the late afternoon for them all to crash out on the comfy outdoor sofas, rather than inside.
Bood was manning his industrial-sized grill, chatting away to Wyatt and Cliff. Cassie was happily holding court with the three other WAGs; they all included Coach’s wife as a WAG, and she was more than happy to be part of the girls. 
Ilya wrapped an arm around Shane’s waist and tugged him closer. Shane was watching the gaggle of kids kick a football around the lower part of the garden; his husband’s eyes were locked on a dark-haired, blue-eyed child, one of the kids from Bood’s street. He was so much smaller and slighter than the rest, worryingly so. His hair was too long, slightly matted and clearly needed some care and attention, but he had an odd expression on his face, starving and desperate like a dying animal that was looking at its first meal in weeks. 
Right then, he was struggling to keep up. The Chouinard kids were bigger and slightly older: Noah, the oldest; Theo, the middle; and little Lola, the youngest, while the LeClaire pair were trying, but the oldest, Noah, was making it harder for them to keep an eye on him and still play.
Ilya felt Shane unfold himself and stand. He watched as his husband slipped in and plucked the little boy out of danger. The other kids didn’t mean any harm, but the little boy clung gratefully to Shane as he carried him back to where Ilya was still sitting.
Shane sat back down against Ilya’s side and went to put the boy down, but he just tightened his grip and looked up at Ilya with big, glittering blue eyes. Ilya melted.
“Malen’kiy detenysh. Do you know you have the best seat in the house now?”
Ilya smiled at him as Shane settled back down under Ilya’s arm, both watching the small boy. He watched as Shane adjusted his hold so the kid could sit up on his knee and see them both. His husband was so good with kids. He knew Shane was missing the Pike children; it was clear on his pretty face every time they were with the team’s children. Looking at this little boy, there was something similar to Shane’s more Asian features in his face. Not the eye colour, but the shape and the more delicate bone structure.
However, both their eyes went wide when the little boy looked at Ilya, head cocked to one side and then replied. In quiet and tentative Russian.
“Privet. Vy govorite po-russki?”
Ilya looked at Shane. Silently questioning whether he should go see if Bood had any more information on this little boy. Shane nodded and turned back to answer. Also, in Russian. Ilya went, and the rest of it he only heard about from Shane later.
“Hi. Yes, we both speak Russian. What’s your name?”
The little boy thought for a moment, like he wasn’t sure he should tell them, but in the end the lure of talking in what appeared to be his first language was too much.
“It’s Levi. My name is Levi.”
Shane held out his hand in offering to the small boy.
“I’m Shane and the big man is my husband, Ilya.”
Little Levi shook Shane’s hand, looking rather shy until he realised what Shane had said about Ilya. It was then that Ilya returned; he was fighting to keep the anger off his face. He knew how scary he could look when he got angry, and he didn’t want to scare the kid. It looked like Shane was making progress, though.
**“Lyubimyy,** come inside.”
Ilya wasn’t sure how much English the kid understood, but by the way he was still clinging to Shane’s jumper, he would allow himself to be carried. Ilya slid his hand across the small of Shane’s back to ground himself and feel the warmth from his husband’s skin under the thin hoodie.
Cassie was waiting for them inside the kitchen. Everyone else was still outside or busy playing games, so they were alone. Ilya looked at Cassie; she was tall, blonde and very pretty, but right now she just looked sad. Ilya watched as the kid pressed closer to Shane; he really was small. Especially if he was as old as Cassie said he was meant to be.
Shane looked up at Ilya, beautiful chocolate eyes narrowed and suspicious.
“Ilya…”
He sighed and looked down at the kid. Slowly, he held out his arms and asked gently.
“Can I take you for a second?”
Those big, blue eyes looked from him, then back to Shane. Ilya watched as the little boy waited for Shane to nod before he agreed. Oh, fuck. That was adorable.
Until Shane murmured softly to the child, whose name was Levi, apparently, before manoeuvring his arms so Ilya could take him.
“It’s okay, Levi. Ilya is safe.”
Ilya scooped the child, now identified as Levi and made a swooping noise that made him giggle and wrap his arms tight around Ilya’s neck.
“Much cooler up here. Far higher up than tiny Canadian hockey players. Da.”
He spent the next couple of minutes distracting Levi while Shane talked to Cassie quietly in the corner. Ilya watched the shared look of fury cross Shane’s face when Cassie shared that they hadn’t even known Levi’s name because no one had ever gotten him to talk. According to Cassie, Levi knew a few basic signs in sign language but had never spoken before. Although he did understand a reasonable amount of English, what had gotten to Ilya was the fact that Levi was meant to be 7 years old. He looked barely 5.
When Shane came back over, Ilya could see the fury, carefully hidden behind those chocolate eyes. They had just managed to convince Levi to try the BBQ chicken, laughing at Cliff, who ate the very spicy one by mistake; no one told him that was the one he picked up, and he was dancing around the table like a demented bird. When a shout came from the garden behind.
It was loud, angry and Russian. Levi had frozen in Shane’s lap. 
Ilya stood, placing himself in front of both his husband and the kid as a huge, lumbering man appeared in the gateway. The man’s face was a ruddy, violent shade of red, and he was yelling again before anyone had the time to answer. 
Ilya motioned for Shane to stay with Levi. The rest of the Bears were circling up around them, Cassie and Selena shepherding the other kids inside. Valérie, Caitlin and Lisa made sure to follow them and deploy distraction techniques in the form of a new movie that Cassie had persuaded Bood to pay for.
Cliff moved to flank Shane on one side and Wyatt on the other. Victor came to stand beside Ilya, as did Bood. Ilya leaned over to ask him a question.
“Have you ever met him before?”
Bood shook his head. The big man looked worried. It did not help Ilya feel better.
“Nah. They only moved in a couple of weeks ago. The kid just appears. He is sweet and the others like him. Doesn’t cause any bother, but he’s always alone. I figured his parents were at work or he was giving the nanny the slip, you know?”
Ilya did understand. If Levi didn’t talk, then there was no way Bood or Cassie could have picked up on the Russian accent.
They must have looked pretty intimidating, but Ilya was pretty familiar with the exact look on this man’s face. He had been on the receiving end of it all of his earlier years. Except this man was not the powerful, hulking form of his father. No. He was on the rounder side and clearly a heavy drinker by the bloodshot skin and pockmarked face.
He barked in heavy Russian.
“Useless fucking brat. Where the fuck has he gone?”
Obviously, he had no clue that any of them could understand him.
Ilya stepped forward, making sure that Shane and Levi were still hidden behind him, and spoke. He knew his voice was dark, more like the one that he had thought he left behind years ago.
“You are interrupting. Our kids don’t need to hear that kind of language directed at a child.”
Only then did the man realise just what he was standing in front of. He was not an impressive specimen, but there was a spark of viciousness that his brother also had, exactly the same. This man thought he was more important than he was. Ilya was about to prove him wrong.
Or he was. Until Levi slipped off Shane’s lap and came to Ilya, looking up at him with tears gathered in the corner of his big blue eyes.
“Mr Ilya, I need to go. My Papa will be cross if I don’t.”
Ilya bent down to one knee, not taking his eyes off Levi’s father.
“You come here if you need anything. Mr Zane and Miss Cassie will call Shane or me. The others can’t speak Russian.”
Levi nodded and then darted forward to quickly hug both Shane and then Ilya before he scampered off towards his father. The man spat in fury when Ilya stood back up and locked eyes with him. They couldn’t do anything. Not legally. Especially as all they had were suspicions, but they would be keeping an eye on Levi in the future. Ilya and Shane would also be teaching both Bood and Cassie basic Russian words if Levi did come back. Even though Ilya was more than aware that now that he had been caught, the chances were he would be kept under closer watch in future.
 
Ilya watched as Shane sat with Cassie and the other WAGs. Ilya left him be for a bit, knowing that Shane didn’t want everyone knowing how upset he actually was. To make matters worse, Coach arrived with a dark look on his face an hour or so later. They all gathered around him, and Ilya knew it was going to be bad news.
It was.
Montreal had put a formal complaint in. The first preseason game was in a week, and it was Boston VS Montreal. Someone at the NHL had a twisted sense of humour. Really, though, it was probably because the animosity between the two teams always used to sell tickets. Only that was the rivalry between him and Shane. Now it was going to be a bloodbath. Ilya would make sure of it. If Theriault was putting in formal complaints, then it was because the man knew they were going to be torn apart.
The minute Shane set foot back in that rink, there would be an uproar. Even if the NHL managed to keep his transfer a secret, which they were desperately trying to do. The lame ass excuse that the Voyageurs had used to excuse benching Shane wouldn’t hold up the moment he was seen playing at not only full strength but better than he ever had before.
Ilya tugged Shane into his lap. He wrapped his arms around Shane’s waist and held him tight against his chest; he could feel the low-level tremors running through his husband’s smaller frame. 
Ilya knew those tremors by now. Anger, mostly, hot and tight under the skin, and still some hurt tangled up underneath it. 
Coach reassured them all that the complaints wouldn’t actually get anywhere, since there were no grounds for it to legally hold. 
This was why they had been so careful. Why they had made sure to sign Shane’s contract before he legally changed his name. Even if that information wasn’t readily available to the public.
 
They all went separate ways shortly after. Everyone was tired. 
They had another full day’s training tomorrow, as well as their new rookies being brought up in preparation for the preseason starting. He and Shane had chosen four. Coach had picked the short list, then given it to Shane and told him they could pick.
He knew Shane was looking forward to it. His Shane had spent a lot of time with the two rookies when he had been at Montreal; from what he had said, he was the only one who bothered with them. Just another thing that fucking Theriault had dumped onto his husband.
As they lay in bed, Ilya sprawled out across Shane’s chest and Shane’s strong arms wrapped around his shoulders. Ilya talked softly, hiding his face in the smooth, warm skin of Shane’s pecs.
“He reminded me of my father.”
He felt Shane stroking a hand down his bare back and up into his curls; he melted into the touch.
“I know. I could see it on your face, love.”
Ilya sighed and buried his head further into the perfect tits he was enjoying being smothered by. 
He felt Shane laugh softly at his action but didn’t stop him. That was basically permission as far as Ilya was concerned. He turned his head and began to layer kisses across the heated skin, pausing to lick and nip around the hardening nipple and to get his hand around the other soft mound. They fit in his hands so perfectly. 
He kneaded at the supple flesh as he fastened his mouth around the other nipple. Ilya sucked until it was a hard, swollen bud in his mouth and Shane was arching up into him with a low whine. Ilya sat up and back on those huge, plush thighs. They were both hard already, but it was late, and Shane would need to be in top form tomorrow so Ilya wouldn’t fuck him. Not tonight anyway.
Instead, he gathered the pearly liquid that was already pooling the length of his husband’s perfect cock and used it to slick both of them in his hand. Shane writhed under him. He leaned down and captured those lovely, plump lips in a hot, wet kiss. As he began a slow, steady pull with his hand, he wasted no time in licking and nipping at the seam of Shane’s mouth and winding their tongues together. 
The mewls and whines were muffled between them as Ilya swallowed the sounds into his own mouth. Shane broke the kiss to pant and tried to thrust his hips up into Ilya’s hand, clearly needing more.
“Look down, sweetheart. Look how much bigger I am.”
Shane moaned. But he obeyed.
He always obeyed.
Ilya loved seeing their contrasting skin tones when they were pressed so close. His hand was just about big enough to wrap around both of them. The copious amounts of precome leaking from Shane’s cock were enough to slick them both, but Ilya lifted his hand up to Shane’s mouth and drew his thumb over the reddened, bitten bottom lip.
“Spit.”
Shane spat into his hand.
He reached back down and took them both in hand again. He moaned as well as Shane at the heated drag of skin on skin as Ilya sped up. Shane clamped his thighs around Ilya’s waist, and in a show of strength he didn’t normally use, flipped them so Ilya was now under Shane.
Darkened blue eyes gazed up into chocolate gone black as Shane wiggled his way so Ilya’s cock was pressed up between his ass cheeks. 
Ilya understood instantly. He sat up so Shane was in his lap and wrapped his hands around those delicious hips, digging his fingers into the plush meat of Shane’s ass. The pressure kept his ass cheeks tight around Ilya’s rock-hard cock. Ilya snapped his hips up. 
He had to keep a tight hold on Shane to keep him steady, but it worked. His cock was nestled in the hot, wet clasp of Shane’s ass cheeks, and the motion of fucking up into the pressure was pressing right up against Shane’s hole.
It didn’t take long before Shane was fighting in his hold, not to get away but because he was so close he was unable to keep steady. Ilya wasn’t far behind him. This was fucking hot. Shane’s ass was so plush that he could actually fuck his cheeks like this even at his size, and Shane took it so well.
“So perfect. You’re so hot, Lyubimyy”
His voice was a growl; he was close as well. Ilya tightened his hold and angled his cock, so the tip was catching on Shane’s twitching rim; he repeated the thrust, and then Shane was throwing his head back. 
His back in that beautiful, slutty arch as he came all over both of them. Ilya right behind him. He painted Shane’s ass and back in his own come, feeling a primal satisfaction at marking his husband.
Ilya stilled and relaxed as they both came down from the endorphins of fantastic sex; Shane’s chest was heaving as he panted until he caught his breath, and Ilya leaned up to kiss him. 
Soft and gentle. He felt Shane start to squirm uncomfortably as their combined come cooled on his skin. So, he hoisted Shane into his arms and carried them both for a quick shower. 
By now it was far too late, and they were meant to be asleep. He blamed his far too sexy husband for tempting him, but being honest, all Shane had to do was fucking look at him, but still. Not his fault his husband was far too beautiful.
 
Ilya paced outside Coach’s office while Shane was having his interview. Logically, he knew that Shane was more than qualified for the Alternate’s job. 
For fuck’s sake he had been Captain. 
But Shane had made it clear. He would accept the A, but he wasn’t after Ilya’s C. It didn’t really matter. 
They acted as two Captains anyway. Orders from one were the same as from the other. The Bears were more than used to it by now, and were happy with it. They balanced each other out. They supported each other where the other needed it and made decisions together.
He had warned Coach that he might be better off recording the interview, as some of what Shane could say in answer would be horrific. Ilya had eventually gotten Shane to tell him as much as his pretty Canadian could bear, but it was still hard to digest what Montreal and Theriault put Shane through.
When Shane came out about half an hour later, he looked a bit raw, but there was a happy little smile across that beautiful face. Ilya was on him the second the door shut, and he could get his hands around those hips. 
He pulled his husband up against his chest and nuzzled into his hair, tied up in a pretty bun out of the way, before he could bring himself to ask.
“You okay, Lyubimyy?”
Shane patted his bicep. Eyes calm and steady.
“I’m pretty sure Coach is going to be recruiting for a murder spree, but Da. I am okay. It was better after I told you everything.”
Ilya kissed him. `
“Coach gave you the A, though?”
He was slightly worried that Coach had gotten too distracted with the evidence of Montreal’s and Theriault’s abuse to actually remember to tell Shane he had got the position officially. Shane laughed softly and stood up on his tiptoes.
“Would it actually matter? You and the rest of the Bears already treat me like a second Captain.”
This was very true, and it made Ilya happy. The sheer appreciation his Bears had for his husband was a wonderful thing.
“Nyet. We would do it anyway.”
They would. It was true, but this way Shane would be going into the first preseason game against the Voyageurs with his A on his jersey. Ilya couldn’t wait. But first. The new rookies.
Shane was the one pacing now. Ilya knew that rookies were something of a soft spot for his husband. 
The youngest one, Luca Haas, was an up-and-coming centre. A lot like Shane had been at that age. He was even similar in build and personality to what Ilya had seen. 
Luca had been shy, rather self-critical, and, according to Shane, was an incredibly smart player and future star. He had looked at Shane with heart eyes, as Cliff called it. It was rather cute.
The other three rookies were a bit older than Luca but were good, strong players. They would mesh nicely with their current roster. 
Ilya’s idea was to rotate the rookies in with some of the middle-level players so the veterans would be there to back them up, but they could still get ice time. He and Shane had drawn up a rough plan after watching the rookies at the tryouts. 
They would adjust as they went through the preseason games accordingly. If necessary, he or Shane could switch out and centre the second line for a bit. That was the beauty of having depth at both centre and wing now.
Ilya watched as Shane instantly drew the four rookies in. The over-exuberance of Cliff, Nick and Victor was too much for them. 
Like ducklings, or, a more amusing thought, like lion cubs, the rookies followed Shane to find their cubbies and get sorted with their new uniforms. 
Cliff sidled over and clapped Ilya on the shoulder. Bood, St-Simone and Hazy right behind him.
“So, the first game is against Montreal…”
They all looked at each other. 
Chouinard and Dykstra both cracked their knuckles and rolled their huge shoulders. Both defencemen were like brick walls. 
They didn’t have the dexterity or the speed of the wingers, but they were immovable when they needed to be, and the pair were vicious when one of their own was targeted.
Ilya locked eyes with the core of his team. Other than Shane and his new little gaggle of cubs.
“Da. They don’t just go home crying. They get carried home. We break them. They don’t touch Shane. Time they pay for what they have done to my husband.”
Hazy slammed his fist into his opposite hand with a resounding smack.
“Hollzy is ours. He’s our second Captain, never mind the official Alternate shit. He’s our other Captain. We will defend him, Roz.”
Bood gave a nasty grin.
“Yeah, Roz. We can break bones and make it look like an accident.”
Cliff threw his tree trunk-sized arms around Ilya and St-Simone. Both of them had to brace against the mountain of a man leaning his whole weight on their backs with no warning.
“We got Hollzy’s back, Roz. Let’s see how many of them we can put out on injury.”
It wasn’t like the Bears weren’t known for both rough games and fighting. 
Just this time, they wouldn’t hold back in the name of sportsmanship. 
Those motherfuckers didn’t deserve any mercy. They certainly hadn’t given any to Shane.
A whistle. They all looked up. They stepped away from each other like they had been caught with their hands in a cookie jar. Cliff elbowed Dykstra so the short man was in front of him. Chouinard laughed at him.
“You’re scared of Hollzy, Cliff.”
Cliff gave them all a smirk.
“Damn fucking right I am.”
They all laughed, knowing that Cliff didn’t mean anything by it, but all silently agreeing, as Ilya could read on every face, that despite their Captain being a terrifying, hulking Russian. They were all far more afraid of the smaller, much prettier Hollander-Rozanov.
“It’s not like Roz would help. That fucker would just stand there and let Hollzy murder us. Then help him get rid of the bodies.”
Bood was howling, and Hazy was bent over, wheezing, being held up by St-Simone and Ilya himself.
He just smirked at Cliff. 
His best friend was a dramatic idiot, but he wasn’t wrong. Ilya would fucking gladly just hide the bodies for his husband and then take him to bed. Shane was hot when he had an angry kitten face on. It was most of the reason that teenage Ilya had insisted on being as annoying as possible to his pretty Canadian.
He loved his team.
Even if he would willingly sacrifice them to Shane in a heartbeat. 
They didn’t need to know that, though.






      

  












      Chapter 24: Shane
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      Okay here is the long awaited Bears Vs Voyageurs. I'm afraid I am not that good at writing games as it turns out. My first attempt ended up as the smut ... anyway enjoy.

Let me know what you think.







  The ache was low-level but persistent. 
He loved being with Ilya. He was coming to adjust to the Bears. 
They were a lot. Not in a bad way, but just very different to even what his best days with the Voyageurs had been. 
Boston was a very loud and proud city. There were pride flags on every corner. Not just during Pride Month but all year round. Same sex couples were everywhere. 
Shane still hadn’t really adjusted to the idea that he could hold Ilya’s hand, hold his husband’s hand outside and as long as there were no rabid hockey fans around, no one would so much as blink. 
So, it was very much different than in Montreal. Not just because he was learning how to be himself, but also because he was now allowed to be. 
In fact, the Bears actively encouraged it. They were wild, rough, and unapologetic, but they were all loyal in a way that knocked him sideways whenever he thought about it. 
He had never felt like the Voyageurs had been loyal.  
Not like this. Maybe never like this. 
The Bears made such an effort to include him, to make sure he knew that he was welcome as Shane, not just as Ilya’s husband.
Shane needed to be three steps ahead of everyone else. That was the only way to keep his brain on an even keel. 
He was a planner. His spreadsheets had colour-coded cells. 
Ilya thought it was endearing. He was used to Shane after all these years; the Russian knew how to flex and adapt around him. He had plenty of practice at it.
Shane had been worried, so very worried about the move, about how to learn once again to make himself fit. 
Only to find he didn’t need to. 
The Bears did not expect him to make himself smaller, to make himself less than he was. 
In fact, they were dead set against it. 
Every single one of them. 
They wanted him exactly as he was. Quirks and all.
From Coach LeClaire, who had treated Shane like he was an equal to Ilya, from the moment he had arrived. 
To Terry, who had been utterly devastated at the state Shane had arrived in; his previous team's medical files had made the man almost cry. 
Freya, who looked at him like he was some sort of gift. She routinely had to deal with the fallout from one of the Bears in front of a camera. Clenched teeth and phrases like ‘menaces to society’ and ‘PR nightmares’ were used a lot.
Shane had heard Ilya’s response more often than not. Usually accompanied by what should be a ridiculous pout but was instead far too attractive.
“A menace.”
Ilya had repeated lightly, flexed his arms, and rolled his massive shoulders.
“This very harsh word. I prefer charming liability.”
Freya had looked like she wanted to hit him at that interview.
Shane didn’t control Ilya. 
Not in the way some thought. 
That wasn’t how it worked. But he was able to balance his husband out, take out some of the sting and soften the Russian in ways the public just didn’t get to see. 
The Bears, though, as soon as they had spent time around them both and seen their dynamic, had gleefully embraced them as a pair. The support was sometimes a bit indelicate, a bit rough, and very much present.
In Montreal, Shane had been forced to make himself smaller, twist his image, twist his personality to fit the Voyageurs’ requirements. 
In Boston, Shane was learning how to reshape himself. 
It was hard. Habits of years, forced pressure, and expectations that he was only now learning were way too high were hard to break. 
Shane still had to pause, to remind himself not to look over his shoulder whenever he didn’t stay later than everyone else. When Ilya gave his back a gentle but firm nudge out of the door. 
Home. 
They were allowed to go home and let LeClaire finish the work. 
He wasn’t failing for wanting to go home with his husband before midnight. 
It wasn’t that Ilya wasn’t a good Captain. No, not at all. Ilya was a fantastic Captain. They loved him. He never slacked off or refused any of the responsibilities.  
It was that Shane had been holding up under the work of about three people. For fucking years. Ever since he had been drafted.
 
When LeClaire had brought both Shane and Ilya to the rookie tryouts, Shane had been both pleased and surprised. Montreal hadn’t even let Shane in on the discussion when they had taken rookies on.
Shane had a soft spot for rookies, which Ilya was well aware of. The Russian had often grumbled, not entirely harmlessly, about the amount of extra time that Shane spent with them.
Ilya had caught him. Of course he had. The second his eyes had locked on Luca Haas. The kid was good, very good. A familiar look in those eyes pulled on Shane’s heartstrings. Another him. Maybe not quite a generational talent, but one that could become something special. If given the chance. If he wasn’t made to fit into a mould that would break, not nurture him.
Ilya had watched him. Those deep, ocean-blue eyes were knowing and adoring. Shane could see that Ilya had seen it too. 
The hulking Russian had skated over and circled the kid. Shane had seen the way Haas both straightened himself in pride at the attention and shrank to hide the bits he thought wouldn’t be wanted. 
So familiar. So hurt already. Haas was so young.
Haas was Shane’s first pick. 
It seemed both LeClaire and Ilya had come to some unanimous agreement that the rookies would be Shane’s choice.
Ilya had skated over when it had all gone quiet for a bit, leaned down to rumble in his ear. In Russian. So even if anyone was listening, they wouldn’t easily be able to understand.
“We can take four. Come look at these three. Good solid foundation. A bit more about them than the rest. More fire.”
Shane followed, keeping in step with Ilya as they moved as a unit. There was no press at these events, which was a good thing because most of these rookies were so nervous already. They didn’t need the added stress of cameras, as well as coming face to face with two hockey legends at once.
The three Ilya had spotted were a mixed bunch. But as Ilya had said, they were a good selection. Suited to a range of positions. Shane watched as they started pushing and shoving each other. Voices louder than the rest. Ilya was right. They would be a good fit for the Bears; confidence and a certain amount of fierceness, regardless of the situation, were what most of their team was built upon.
It was only the addition of himself that had smoothed some of those rough, sharp edges, and he was more than capable of having claws if he needed to. It just wasn’t his first instinct. 
But these three. A slow, burly rookie defenceman knocked into the smallest of the three as they watched, and the other two turned at once, bristling, poised to defend.
Yes. Good instincts. Protective of each other.
Shane liked them. 
He liked them even more when he and Ilya watched the three form up around Haas when the same lumbering defenceman tried to do the same to the slighter Swiss. 
Haas had looked so surprised when LaPointe had thrown an arm around him and pulled him with the group, keeping the smaller blond tucked into his larger side.
 
They had taken all four. 
Because there was no way either Ilya or Shane was leaving any of them after what they had seen. 
Shane was the one waiting for them the morning of their first day. 
It had been agreed, by all the Bears, that Shane was the nicest one, the least intimidating of the lot of them; it was very possibly also true. 
Bood was likeable but looked pretty scary with his armfuls of tattoos, and he was very loud. They were all loud if it came down to it. They were all massive, noisy and brash. Even if they were harmless, most of the time. 
Shane was quieter, more patient. He was also the one going to be in charge of the rookies and their training. LeClaire had made that more than clear. Part of Shane agreeing to take the Alternate position came with the responsibility of the rookies. 
Shane couldn’t wait.
 
 
Luca Haas had arrived first. Shane had known he would. Eyes down. Bag slung over his shoulder and footsteps a shy shuffle.
Shane stepped forward.
“Good morning.”
He kept his voice soft, trying not to startle the kid. He still flinched. Stood ramrod straight and almost saluted.
“Oh, yes. Good morning.”
The accent was melodic and sweet. Haas obviously hadn’t been in America long, and like Ilya, English was not his first language. Shane’s heart went out to him. The kid really was a mix of both of them, wasn’t he? And Jesus, he was only just 18 years old. Shane wished he knew German. Surely it wouldn’t take him that long. Russian hadn’t, after all.
Luca was still staring at the floor or Shane’s knees. Eye contact was hard. He would know. Gently, so very gently, Shane put a hand on the kid’s arm, so he knew he was touching him first, then tipped a finger under Luca’s chin, so he looked up.
“You can look me in the eye, Luca. It’s okay. There’s no disrespect in that among the Bears.”
The blond’s shoulders dropped, just a tiny bit, but it was enough.
“Thank you. It’s what I’m used to.”
Shane wasn’t sure if that was a Swiss thing or a Haas household thing, but he would be patient. Ilya was so much better at picking these cues up than he was. They were interrupted by the other three rookies, falling through the door because they all had tried to fit at the same time.
Oh Jesus. 
They really were baby Bears. 
Cubs. 
Ilya had chosen three bloody, miniature versions of what looked like Cliff, himself and probably Victor.
The dark-haired one, the tallest and broadest of the group, LaPointe caught the other two since he was in the middle.
“Guys, chill. It’s not a race.”
Young, cchestnut-brownhair that was just long enough to fall into his bright green eyes grinned at his taller friend and promptly whined.
“But Adrien, we don’t want to be late.”
LaPointe shoved him forward.
“Then get a move on, idiot.”
All three burst out laughing. That was until they caught sight of Shane and Luca. 
Shane raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest. His compression shirt was long-sleeved but skintight. It did nothing to hide his biceps or his chest. He watched as all three gulped and scurried into a line.
“Good morning.”
“Sorry!”
“We aren’t late, are we?”
The three voices all overlapped, and Shane wasn’t sure who said what, but he held up a hand and gave his best ‘behave’ look. 
It was apparently highly effective because all three bowed their heads at once, despite all of them being bloody taller than him.
“No, you aren’t late. Follow me. I will show you all where everything is, then take you out onto the ice to meet the team.”
Luca stayed close behind him. Shane could feel him, the quiet, mirroring footsteps. The other three had greeted Luca with a smile and looked genuinely pleased to see him, but Luca had only managed a small smile back.
Shane showed them where the locker room was. Pointed out each of their cubbies. They were all to his left: Luca next to him, then LaPointe, Young and Holmberg at the end. 
Bood was on the other side of the four, which was about as sensible as the BBearsever got, without Shane giving up having Ilya on his right. Which he was not about to do.
“Get changed. Put your stuff away and then I will take you all to meet the rest of the team. They are already out on the ice.”
LaPointe clapped Holmberg on the back and grinned.
“Guess we are being thrown in the deep end then.”
Shane looked at all four of them. Even Luca had settled in; now he had a set of instructions to follow.
“Afraid so. We have our first game at the end of the week, so we need to get a move on. Need to see how and where you guys will fit in.”
Young’s eyes were wide as he paused, pulling his pants on. The stance made him look like a gangly crane balancing on one leg.
“We get to play?”
Shane shot them a pleased smile. A real one that was known to him made his face look soft and pretty. All four blushed instantly at the sight.
“That’s the plan. So come on, hurry up.”
They scrambled to obey. 
Luca was done first. He came to stand beside Shane. Again, he was tucked in close and slightly behind Shane’s shoulder. 
They were pretty similar in height, but Luca was a slimmer build. Shane made a mental note to get Terry to schedule their physicals for the morning. He would take them into the gym while each one was being looked over. That would give him a baseline for their fitness.
Shane checked their skates before he let them out onto the ice. Not because he didn’t trust them, but because the Bears would not go soft on them just because they were rookies.
As he checked each pair, he spoke.
“They will check hard; they won’t pull punches, but I will not let them go overboard. Show them what you can do.”
Young, LaPointe and Holmberg all skated out and gathered at the edge of the ice, just in time to see Bood, Cliff and Victor all get slammed into the boards by Ilya. Shane wasn’t sure which one, but he heard the low, punched-out words as he and Luca came up beside them.
“Fucking, fuck.”
“That’s terrifying.”
“We are so dead.”
Shane couldn’t help it; he laughed. 
They sounded so starstruck. 
Not like they had just watched three huge men get checked hard enough to be bruised by one other player. He cast his eye back over the ice and then lifted his hand to make a low, howl-like call. The whole team stopped dead and turned. All except Ilya, who was already barreling down the ice towards him. 
Shane knew what his menace of a husband was about to do. Of course, he fucking did. 
Well, he wasn’t going to let him. Shane put an arm around Luca, swung him out of the way to be caught by the other three and pivoted in the blink of an eye to position himself just right.
Ilya snagged him around the waist, easily lifting him up and around. Just as Shane knew he would once he moved. The dick. He was such a show-off.
“Asshole. Where was the need?”
Ilya rumbled into his neck.
“Missed you, Lyubimyy.”
Shane slid his hands down Ilya’s arms and stepped back down onto his own blades.
“I have only been gone an hour, Ilya.”
Cliff let out a loud snort from where the rest of the Bears were forming up in a semi-circle around their Captains.
“And Roz has been dying the entire time, Hollzy.”
Bood sniggered and elbowed Wyatt to whisper, not very quietly.
“What do you call a dog that’s been left alone by his owner?”
Shane felt the glare Ilya threw at them from over his shoulder as St-Simone shoved his way in between the two with a cheeky grin.
“Oui. It’s called pining, I think.”
Shane sighed and detangled himself from a clingy Ilya to step in the middle and beckon the rookies forward. 
They obeyed. Obviously nervous but keen to stay close to the one person who seemed sane in this place.
“Enough. Absolute dicks, the lot of you. Do you want to scare them off before we even start?”
Like the rookies, all except Ilya looked at their skates and muttered apologies. 
The four rookies were giving Shane a look he couldn’t quite parse, but they huddled closer and stayed quiet, so he took the win he could get, honestly.
 “Right. Behave for a moment, please. Ilya, come here.”
Ilya skated forward and stood beside Shane, turning his body so they stood shoulder to shoulder.
“Rookies. This is your Captain. Ilya Rozanov.”
All four looked like they wanted to bow, but had locked their knees in fear of falling over and very possibly embarrassing themselves. 
Shane then went around the circle and introduced everyone, making sure to point at each player so the kids could start memorising who was who.
“First in line. We have Zane Boodram.”
Bood waved and grinned at the nervous four.
“Call me Bood.”
Shane pointed to Hazy next.
“Next we have our goaltender, Wyatt Hayes.”
Wyatt nodded and clapped a hand on Bood’s shoulder.
“I go by Hazy. Good to meet you, kids.”
Shane was pretty sure he heard Young mutter that he wasn’t a kid, but he ignored it and carried on.
“Then we have Cliff Marlow and Victor St-Simone.”
Cliff gave them a huge grin that would have put a shark to shame.
“Marlow or Marly.”
Victor rolled his eyes and gave them a real smile, actually looking normal compared to the others.
“Vic’s fine on the ice.”
Shane gestured for their two defencemen to step forward last.
“Then we have our two best defencemen. Nick Chouinard and Evan Dykstra.”
Evan gave a little salute and Nick a peace sign, which had Cliff start laughing, and Nick switched it to flipping him off instead.
“Great to have you.”
“Most rookies we’ve ever had at once. What did you do, Roz? Didn’t want to leave a puppy on its own because you took the rest of the litter?”
The rookies looked like they weren’t sure whether to be offended or not, but Shane narrowed his eyes at them all in silent warning. Ilya rolled his eyes at Evan.
“Nyet. They are not puppies. Puppies are cute. They are cubs.”
Bood cocked his head to one side and studied all of them.
“Well, I guess the three big ones could pass as Bear cubs, Roz, but the cute one? The one that looks a bit like Hollzy, actually.”
At that, Ilya grinned wolfishly at Shane. Which made Shane switch the glare to his husband, not that he minded the comparison. There were a few similarities between him and Luca.
“Nyet. Haas is a lion cub.”
Shane reached out and thumped Ilya on the chest. The wall of Russian muscle didn’t even flinch as Shane hissed at him.
“I am not a lioness, Ilya.”
He supposed the hiss he had just let out wasn’t helping his case, and he really hadn’t thought it through, because Cliff then piped up.
“Err… Well, Hollzy, we have all seen Roz’s back. You really could be a lioness leaving him looking like that all the time.”
Shane felt the blush. Knew he had no way of stopping it. He never did.
But what he was waiting for was the flush of shame, the automatic flinch and hide that never came. The Bears were not the Voyageurs. Cliff was not saying it to hurt or even to be bigoted. He really was just teasing them. Shane knew this; it certainly wasn’t even the first time. After all, Ilya had given them plenty of ammunition to go to, over the years.
Now they had all found out – meaning that Hazy had told them all – that Shane was actually Ilya’s Montreal girl. Jane. Cliff had been extremely amused when he had realised that every single hickey, bite or scratch mark for the entirety of the years that they had known Roz had all come from Shane.
However, the rookies just looked confused, heads snapping from Ilya to Shane like they were trying to follow a tennis match. Until LaPointe – apparently the most outspoken or the designated spokesman of the group – got up the courage to ask.
“Can someone elaborate, please?”
Before Shane could, Ilya came to stand slightly in front and to the side of him. Shane watched as Ilya dropped the carefree, laughing attitude to show them a bit of the darker side of the 6’3” Russian.
“I think my husband might have forgotten a tiny detail when he introduced us.”
Shane could feel his team tense, shift their stances to make sure they could move at a moment’s notice, but even with that at his back, it didn’t trigger a fear response, not with this group.
“I didn’t forget Ilya. I was just saving that information until we had finished the first practice.”
He turned back to his four new charges; he felt it as Ilya pressed up against his back, wrapped his huge arms around his waist and hooked his chin over his shoulder. By the shiver that went through all of the rookies, Shane figured he could guess the look on his husband’s handsome face right now. The strong hold, the steady, deep breathing at his back grounding him, giving him the strength to actually tell them. 
It wasn’t that he feared the reaction. If any of them reacted badly, they would be removed from the team. Both LeClaire and Ilya had made that quite clear. No. It was just that these were the rookies he had chosen. That he was responsible for them and he also liked them. He didn’t want them to react negatively.
“Ilya is also my husband. On the ice we use our own surnames, but off the ice we are both Hollander-Rozanov.”
There was a pause. 
Four different coloured sets of eyes went from Shane to Ilya, still plastered across Shane’s back and then back again. 
Luca blushed. Bright red. Even redder than Shane’s went. 
Young started grinning and digging his elbow into LaPointe’s side and whispered, which, in a mostly empty ice rink, of course, the sound carried.
“Hey, man. It’s not just you; maybe we will be okay here.”
 
They all heard. 
Luca froze and looked at LaPointe. 
Shane looked at both of them. So did Ilya. His husband gave LaPointe a once-over and then chuckled. The sound rumbling like a purr against Shane’s back.
“Da. Yes, you will be okay here. Gayest team in the league.”
Victor sniggered.
“Yeah, Cliff is thinking about joining you too.”
Cliff made an indignant noise that sounded like someone stepped on a squeaky toy and wrestled Victor into a headlock.
“You weren’t meant to tell everyone, you dick! And I was drunk when I told you that!”
The pair devolved into a wrestling match that Bood and Hazy waded in to separate them before someone – probably not either of those morons – got hurt.
Shane turned back to Ilya as he waved away his idiot teammates and went back to LaPointe.
“Ignore those assholes. Young is right. You are all safe here. No matter if you like sucking dick or fucking women.”
Shane went red to match poor Luca and hissed at Ilya for his crude language. They were kids! Ilya turned that sly, sexy half-smirk down at him.
“Don’t give me that, Lyubimyy. We were sucking each other’s dicks before their age.”
Shane was never more grateful that none of the rookies was Russian. 
Didn’t stop him blushing, though. But it was true what Ilya had said. They were safe here, and he was pleased that they were already feeling that and speaking up.
“Or both, Ilya. Considering you are the bisexual one.”
Ilya grinned cockily and snuck a quick kiss to his cheek.
“Da. Probably more like Shane-sexual now.”
That shouldn’t make him fucking melt. 
But it did. 
Oh, Jesus, did it make him want to float away? 
Ilya had no business being this romantic when they were meant to be practising. 
Cliff made loud, obnoxious gagging noises from behind Ilya. The rest were laughing again; even the rookies were getting brave enough to join in.
Ilya threw his glove at Cliff so he could put two fingers up at him.
“Fuck off, you bastard. Just jealous anyway. Never been more single.”
Bood let out a cackle, which had Cliff start chasing the other winger around the ice, yelling betrayal at him. Only to have Hazy hold up his hands and shrug.
“Well, Marly, Roz isn’t wrong. Maybe Vic is right, and you should try men. Seems all the women have sworn off you.”
And they were off. Cliff left off chasing Bood to aim for their goalie with a roar. So, both Bood and Hazy worked together and tackled the bigger man. 
Shane put his head in his hands. He loved his new team, but fuck were they hard work. He had never encountered this type of playfulness before his trade. Then again, he didn’t think any of the other teams were like this.
They did manage to actually practice. Eventually.
Shane let Ilya run the drills while he noted down possible combinations that would work best with the new rookies. Luca could have been a winger, but he was moving more naturally as a centre. For now, they would put a rookie on each line. Holmberg was a bit of a question, as Shane was actually leaning towards defence, but he had been playing as a winger in the AHL.
As a draft plan, Shane had himself centre on the 1st line. With Ilya as his right wing and Reece Holmberg as his left wing. The 2nd line now had Luca as centre, with Cliff as left wing and Adrien LaPointe as the right wing. Finally, the 3rd line had Bood as the centre, which he wasn’t too happy with, but he could do it, and Ethan Young as the left wing and Victor as the right wing. They would try and see. It could always be moved around since they were still in preseason games. Hopefully, with an experienced vet on each line, that holds the balance. After practice, Shane was happy to see the four rookies had been successfully assimilated into the group. Only Luca was still a bit reserved, but Shane had already noted he was much shyer than the other three.
He made sure to check in with all four and remind them of the physical exams first thing. He wouldn’t tell them about the gym tests until they were already here. Hopefully they wouldn’t freak out too much in advance if they didn’t know. It wouldn’t be a full evaluation anyway. Just a basic breakdown to see what needed the most work.
 
The first preseason game. 
Against Montreal.  
Shane knew it was going to be bad. Ilya was restless, pent up and angry. 
The morning of their flight was a flurry of activity. Both Shane and Ilya worked together to corral the extra fired-up Bears onto the plane and into the hotel. Shane left Ilya to wrangle the grown-up, or at least meant-to-be fully grown, adult men and tried to focus on his rookies. 
Luca seemed to have sensed that Shane needed to keep busy, needed to mother them to stop his own brain from spiralling. 
It wasn’t like the whole team wasn’t aware of why this game was such a big deal. Shane knew the rookies were sticking close to him, knew also that Ilya had probably told them to do it, but he appreciated it anyway.
Shane was holding himself together all the way until they got to the hotel. 
He had messaged Hayden earlier not to be seen contacting or interacting with him until after the game. But it brought it all back. By the time Ilya came through the door, having had to talk down both Cliff and Victor from paying the Voyageurs a late-night visit. Which had included talking himself down too. 
But Shane had made them all promise. 
They could destroy them on the ice but not off it. 
Neither of them wanted to risk his mother’s wrath if they did something to put her lawsuits on hold. Shane shivered at the thought. Ilya came over, half undressed, when he saw the tiny shiver.
“Okay, Lyubimyy?”
The truth was, Shane didn’t actually know if he was okay or not. 
He didn’t want to think; he didn’t want to be in charge of anything right now. 
Ilya wrapped his arms around him and pulled.
Shane went. He always went. Ilya settled him against his heated skin. Still warm and damp from his shower. Shane felt the rumble that went through the bigger man. He looked up into that beautiful, handsome face, knowing that his eyes would be telling Ilya everything he needed to know.
Sure enough, Shane felt Ilya change his grip. 
His big hands cupped his hips, pressing their bodies together rather than just holding him. 
Ilya kissed him. No build-up. Just deep and claiming. 
Shane was panting for breath, and his head was swimming with pent-up desire. His whole world condensed down to here, now. With his perfect husband. 
Shane dropped. He was on his knees before he really registered the action. Ilya let out a low, approving growl that Shane felt through the muscles he was holding onto for balance. He had Ilya’s cock in his mouth before his husband could think about stopping him. 
He was already mostly hard. Usually it was around Shane. Being married hadn’t exactly curbed their lust for each other. Probably made it worse, actually.
Shane licked around the length, not quite taking it all the way down yet. He braced himself on Ilya’s massive thigh muscles, enjoying the way his nails left crescent-shaped stamps in the mole-dotted skin. 
Shane felt Ilya slide a hand into his hair, then around the back of his neck. 
They could go too hard as they both had to be in top form tomorrow, but Ilya knew his limits. 
Ilya nudged the head of his cock into the back of Shane’s throat, firmly but not hurting. 
Shane relaxed around the girth. Softening his throat and opening his mouth wider. 
Ilya held him steady, his hips giving small, grinding thrusts that had them both moaning.
“This, okay?”
Ilya’s accent had deepened. His voice was a velvet growl of restraint.
Shane tapped his thigh in agreement. This was more than okay as far as Shane was concerned. 
If he thought Ilya would do it, he would encourage his husband to just bend him over and fuck him until he screamed, but then he wouldn’t be able to skate tomorrow. It would almost be worth it.
Instead, Shane settled for letting the vibrations of his moan cause Ilya to grip his hair tighter and give in a little. 
For the feel of his heavy, hot cock opening his throat so he had to take it. He had to swallow or choke.
Tears gathered at the corner of his eyes as he worked his tongue along the sensitive underside. 
His lips were taut around the fully erect width, shiny with his own saliva and a mix of Ilya’s precome. 
His own cock was dripping, red and swollen. 
Ilya picked up his pace, thrusting for real. His hips were tightly controlled so as not to hurt him. Shane looked up at him through wet, shimmering eyelashes, and Ilya was gone. 
Shane didn’t pull away. He sucked and swallowed until the flood of come stopped and Ilya eased back on the grip to his hair. 
Shane gently kitten-licked the length of the softening cock until Ilya was clean and shivering from the oversensitivity. He mewled in protest when Ilya reached down and hauled him up with a grip under his thighs.
“On the bed, Lyubimyy. Lay back.”
Shane let himself be carried and then lay on the king-sized bed. They had been given the biggest room. Also, the one furthest away from everyone else.
Ilya kissed him. He wrapped one huge hand around Shane’s cheek and neck, holding him exactly where Ilya wanted him. All Shane could do was kiss back and whine. He bucked his hips up, trying to get some friction on his very hard cock. 
It wouldn’t take much; he was already close, but Ilya pinned him. His weight held Shane’s thighs down so he could get his mouth around his cock. Shane mewled and strained against the restraint as Ilya took him all the way to the base in one smooth motion. 
A huge palm rolled his balls expertly as he hollowed his cheeks and swallowed around his cock. Shane gripped those silky, damp curls just for something to hold on to. 
Shane was begging. It wasn’t quiet.
“Ilya .. Ilya …”
Ilya chuckled. The vibrations ran straight up Shane’s already weeping cock.
“Please … pozhaluysta”
He gathered some of the wet stickiness that was pooled on Shane’s belly.  
Slicked two fingers and reached back to rub and circle Shane’s entrance. Ilya pushed one finger in; Shane let out a keening noise and thrust his ass back for more. 
Ilya gave him the second finger; Shane knew the burn would be there just a bit in the morning, but he was still tempted to throw Ilya over and get him hard again. 
It wouldn’t take much. 
As if he knew what Shane was thinking, Ilya suddenly pressed both fingers in and twisted. 
Then Shane was coming; Ilya swallowed it all down and kept on slowly, leisurely pumping his fingers into Shane’s puffy hole. 
Until Shane was whining at the sore, oversensitive feeling and Ilya finally pulled away. Not before he gave a sudden, sharp bite into the juncture where Shane’s thigh met his hip. 
The bite was hard enough to leave both a bruise and teeth marks. Ilya kissed and licked at it until the skin was well and truly marked.
“Just in case.”
Ilya growled.
He just collapsed back into the pillows. 
His mind went quiet with his orgasm. He was tired now. 
Shane watched as Ilya got up and went to the bathroom; he heard the tap run, and then Ilya was back. 
He was wiped down with a warm, soft cloth and then lifted under the covers. Shane’s eyes had closed by the time Ilya tidied up, turned the lamp off and settled in behind him. 
Shane sighed, snuggling back into the warm, solid body that wrapped tightly around him. He felt Ilya press a kiss to his neck and murmur softly.
“Ya tebya lyublyu. They will be burnt to the ground. None left standing tomorrow. They don’t get to touch you, my sweetheart.”
Shane felt the tear slip down his cheek as he pressed even closer, wrapping his legs tightly through Ilya’s.
“Ya tebya lyublyu. They won’t. You won’t let them. And I won’t let them touch you either. I won’t hesitate. Not anymore.”
He felt Ilya kiss the tear away and squeeze him, as he could physically get them any closer without Shane crawling into his ribcage.
 
 
The game was a bloodbath. 
They had all known it would be, but it was probably worse than most had been expecting. 
The crowd had certainly been riled up. Since they were playing in Montreal, and pretty much the entire arena had gone silent when Shane’s name and number had been called, but not for the Bears. 
Like the crowd was holding its collective breath, waiting for the punch line, but of course there wasn’t one. 
He was the A to Ilya’s C, and it was proudly displayed on his away jersey. His whole team was keeping a tight circle around him and Ilya. The looks from the Voyageurs bench were toxic at best but promised violence at most.
Theriault looked like he had just swallowed poison. Shane knew the instructions would be to target him. Ilya knew it too. The whole of his team knew it. 
The Bears were on edge, thrumming with an edge of aggression so high it was off the charts. Even for the Boston players.
The insults didn’t take long to start. 
Comeau aimed straight for him, even though he had already flicked the puck back behind him to Ilya, without having to look. 
It was a move that had surprised Comeau; he had obviously been counting on the exact moment when Shane turned his head and made the pass to hit him. Only he didn’t get the chance. 
Cliff was suddenly there, right in the way, and Cliff was a lot bigger than Shane or Comeau. The bastard swerved messily away. 
Even though Cliff, after being put through a footwork crash course by Shane and Ilya, had managed to neatly swing back around. 
The mountain of a man gave Shane a pleased wink and kept pace as they moved back to reset after Ilya had scored.
The more they scored, the worse the game got. 
It was dirty. It was a bloodbath. 
After all, he had been promised one. Ilya had fucking delivered. 
Wilson was the first to be benched from injury. Ilya stole the puck, passed to Shane and then, in a move almost too quick to spot, he had flicked his skate out. The angle would have tripped a normal player, but this was Ilya, and he balanced perfectly on his other skate while absorbing the impact of Wilson crashing face-first into the ice. By the look of the spray of blood, his nose had shattered.
Ilya was not punished. Only Shane had caught the movement, and most players wouldn’t have a clue how or what Ilya had even done. 
The game reset as a rookie was brought in to replace Wilson. 
But the Bears knew. It hyped them up even more. 
Chouinard and Dykstra were working overtime to keep as many Voyageurs as possible away from Shane. 
Ilya was circling him like a hunting wolf. A massive Russian wolf that was looking for blood.
Shane was still the fastest, and now he no longer needed to hold himself back; not all of them could keep up, but Ilya certainly could. 
Luca wasn’t far behind either. The kid was a fucking rocket. He just needed some more training, then he too would be able to keep up with Shane. Bood wasn’t slow either. 
The score kept climbing. While Hazy, their wonderful, amazing goalie, had a rather nasty snarl on his face and had shut out every attempt that the Voyageurs made on the Bears’ goal.
It felt good to know they were utter and complete shite, still. Without him, they had fallen apart. 
JJ was still the Captain, but nothing had improved. In fact, it looked to have gotten worse. 
As the gap in the score got wider, both Shane and Ilya skating rings around them, the Voyageurs were getting desperate. Which in turn made them even more violent. 
The slurs were getting nastier too, but with the refs being from Montreal and clearly biased towards the Voyageurs, there wasn’t much they could do.
St-Simone and Bood both had nasty bruised shoulders from bad checks. Chouinard and Dykstra were black and blue from head to toe pretty much, and Chouinard was favouring his left knee after an illegal high check, but he had let Shane tape it and carried on with a dark look on his face towards JJ.
When Gagnon spat at Shane as he skated past, Shane was set on ignoring it until he heard what he said.
“How many of them are you letting bend you over Fag. Bet you spend all your time on your cocksucking knees now, don’t you.”
Unfortunately, Shane was not the only one to hear it. 
Luca was right next to him, as was LaPointe. The burly rookie let out a roar that would have made Cliff proud before going to drop his gloves. 
He was blocked by Shane. He didn’t want his rookies fighting in their first game. They didn’t need to anyway. 
St-Simone had dropped his gloves and swung before Gagnon had even realised the dark-skinned man had skated over. He hit him square in the jaw. 
The crack was audible. Gagnon dropped like a sack of potatoes to the ice.
Not only was the Bears’ new speed surprising, but the fact that they were so quick to defend their Alternate seemed to be a stumbling point for the Voyageurs. In fact, Ilya took great delight in chirping at JJ as the other captain was left tearing his hair out to replace another player.
“Hm. Never seen loyalty before. Not something Voyageurs are any good at. Motherfuckers the lot of you.”
JJ just swore at Ilya in French. Both LaPointe and St-Simone immediately fired it right back at him. Which made Ilya’s smug smirk just get wider.
Another rookie was brought on, and the line switched again, so Shane and Ilya were back out. They would definitely need to swap Holmberg to defence. The rook was doing a damn good job of guarding their backs. It wasn’t like either he or Ilya really needed a left wing anyway. 
Shane spotted the gleeful look on Coach’s face as they performed the same flawless bait and switch he had seen them do back at the start of camp – even if Coach LeClaire thought they hadn’t known he was there, they had, of course – Shane moved silently behind Ilya. 
His husband drew all the attention on himself and then left them wide open for Shane to spin out, set up and score before they had blinked and even realised he was there.
Fuck. Were they always this slow? 
Shane was pretty sure they had gotten slower because this was pathetic.
Shane had managed to keep the Bears reasonably contained. Even when the final timer clicked down, and the score was 8-0. 
Shane himself scored the hat trick, thanks to Ilya setting up for a final goal a tenth of a second before the clock turned down to zero. But of course, the Voyageurs always were sore losers. Shane had been hoping that it might have changed. Of course, it hadn’t. 
He had made them promise not to touch Hayden. His best friend had looked miserable all game. He was now done on the 3rd line with Shane’s old rookies who also looked like they were ready to cry. 
But the rest. 
They were fair game. Especially now that the game had ended.
It was Ilya that sparked it. Although he didn’t throw the first punch. He didn’t need to. All he had done was skate over to Bood and comment loud enough for the Voyageurs’ entire bench to hear.
“Well, that was easy. Look what happens when you throw away the only player that was carrying all your worthless, bigoted arses to a cup. Pridurki”
Drapeau, JJ, Couillard and Mitty were jumping the boards and dropping gloves before the rest of the Voyageurs had even moved. Although most of the rest of them were sporting injuries. 
Whereas the Bears had barely been touched. It was a very dumb decision on the Voyageurs’ end; they weren’t fighters, like the Bears. Every single Bear had been put through basic sparring training, and some like Bood and Cliff had boxing experience. 
Then there was Ilya.
Fuck he was magnificent. 
Even on skates, it was like watching a professional. Which technically Ilya was, but no one except Shane knew that.
Ilya had Couillard down in seconds. 
He didn’t get back up. 
Then he turned on the smaller Russian, something cold and cruel in his handsome face. Shane was just close enough to hear the pair spitting insults in Russian, but Mitty was no match for the much bigger and stronger Captain.
One of the new Voyageur rookies made the mistake of going for Luca, who was pressed close to Shane’s shoulder. 
Shane moved. He spun, putting Luca behind him and pushed him gently back towards the other Bears and snarled in Russian.
“Ilya. Protect the cubs.”
And then Shane dropped his gloves.
Everything went silent. Like the bigger, bulkier Voyageur was moving through molasses. He was a slow, clumsy brute. Shane twisted his hip, angled his body and snapped out a leg. It was perfect. Even on skates. Shane hooked the lumbering body around the thighs, and he went down with an ear-splitting crash. Shane followed it up with a swift punch that made blood explode from the bigger man’s mouth, and then he was falling backwards. Out cold from the force of the hit.
Then Ilya was there.
The sound came back. The crowd was roaring, whistles were blowing, and Theriault was hurling insults, but all Shane could see were those proud, heated blue eyes.
The refs were shoving and yelling at both teams to get off the ice. Shane began to move; he gathered his four rookies. Checked them all visually; there were no signs of any injuries before herding them towards the tunnel. Ilya was right behind him, guarding them.
Fuck, Shane was so in love.
The crowd was still screaming. The refs were trying to get the bleeding, limping or unconscious Voyageurs players off the ice, but the Bears were all leaving on their own skates. Not even one of them needed help. Shane was so proud.
Even if someone was dripping blood.
He could see the spots on the floor, which meant it was probably Cliff or Bood.
He would deal with it in a minute.
Right now, he was going to bask in this feeling, just for a moment longer.
They had won.






      

  












      Chapter 25: Fan POV
  



    Chapter Notes

      A few people asking for the game from an outside POV. So I have given it go, sorry it's only short but let me know what you think.
How about one of the rookies next.. was thinking Luca?







  Helena had been a Voyageurs fan her whole life. It had started with her dad. He had brought her, too small to even walk yet, balanced her on his knee and narrated the game for her. She had been asleep halfway through, but the memory lingered. She had asked for skating lessons as soon as she was old enough and had been pretty decent, but it was an expensive hobby that her mom wasn’t too happy with. Too boyish. Too brutal.
So instead, she had been nudged towards safer, less bloodthirsty hobbies, but as soon as her mom had turned her back, she was back. Her mother had a new family now. Far away, back in her home country of France. She visited a few times a year, but they weren’t close. Helena had gone back to bringing her dad to every Voyageurs game she got off work for. Her dad had never really recovered from her mother leaving him, but tickets were always guaranteed to brighten him up.
As soon as she could afford it, she bought them season tickets. As close to the front seats as she could get. He loved them. She was still a fan. The joy of watching Shane Hollander had never faded. Helena had been barely 13 when he had been drafted. God, everyone had gone feral over him. All the girls in school would let the boys take them to games, just to see him. Hollander was hot. It wasn’t a secret. Even now, years later, Helena still thought he was one of the hottest players in the league.
There had been a lot of rumours before the start of this season. Hollander had been strangely absent from the ice right at the end of last season, with many commenting that it was the reason why the Voyageurs had failed so spectacularly and been knocked straight out of the running for the cup. Helena had her own suspicions.
It had been all over the internet. Especially if anyone followed Rose Landry’s acting career as she did. Shane Hollander. Captain of the Montreal Voyageurs. Was gay. Had been outed most horrendously. The internet was a horribly cruel place. Helena hadn’t really cared. Whoever Hollander wanted to date was entirely up to him; she was pansexual herself, but hockey was a very homophobic sport. Always had been. She remembered asking her dad once, when she was still dreaming of her own hockey career, why there were only boys on the team. Where were the girls?
He had explained, as much as her 6-year-old brain could understand, that the NHL was men only. Helena remembered pouting at that. She had said she could be just as good as any boy. Her dad had agreed with her. It had only been as she got older that she had really understood. Hockey wasn’t just homophobic; it was male-dominated and the whole lot were misogynistic.
Many fans had taken to social media to ask what really happened. Where was Hollander? What were the Voyageurs playing at, benching their Captain and best player? A lot of fans were angry. At the Voyageurs' management, at the NHL and unfortunately, a lot were furious with Hollander. That was the other problem. Three-quarters of hockey fans were as homophobic as their teams. Slurs. Insults. Pure vitriol had been poured out at Hollander for weeks. It hadn’t really died down until the end of the season, and Hollander’s own team had stepped in, started threatening lawsuits and actual consequences for the slander that Hollander’s own team PR hadn’t done.
It was telling. That Hollander’s team had been forced to wait until the official season ended to be able to defend him. Since the Voyageurs seemed to be content to let him get hauled over the coals. In fact, some very quick people had managed to get screenshots of Hollander’s own teammates being as cruel and slanderous as the fans, before then suddenly the PR could get involved and take everything down. Funny that. How they could defend the straight players but not the now openly queer player. Hollander hadn’t denied it. Couldn’t really.
Helena had seen the original texts. Rose Landry’s PR team had almost been as guilty as the Voyageurs. They had clearly stalled taking anything down because it caused a massive spike in Rose’s popularity and interest in her new movie. Helena could only imagine how isolated, how alone Hollander had felt. And to out someone, anyone, like that. The disgusting person who had done it in the first place should be put in prison at the very least. But according to the internet stalkers, there were many; no one had been caught.
She hadn’t seen the stands this packed for a preseason game for a long time. Usually, it was only the diehard fans like her and her dad that had the all-inclusive season tickets. Then again, some bright spark in the NHL had decided to put the Voyageurs up against the bloody Boston Bears for the opening game. If any two teams had more bad blood between them, it wasn’t known. The rivalry was legendary, and it had only gotten worse when Hollander had been drafted to Montreal and Boston had gotten Rozanov. The words ‘Generational talent’ had been thrown around those two since before their draft. Helena had remembered. Her dad had complained for days that it wasn’t normal for such a rivalry to be hyped up so much, for the players to be pitted against each other at every turn. But it sold tickets. The two of them had amazing chemistry.
When Hollander and Rozanov were on the ice. No one could look away. Both arenas were always sold out. The Bears 81 and the Voyageurs 24 jerseys were the league’s best sellers. Helena herself was wearing her Hollander one.
The crowd was restless. The fancy, all-pomp opening ceremony seemed to drag on. Helena watched as fans craned their heads for a glimpse of the team’s new line-ups. Everyone was waiting. Some were leaning forward at the edge of their seats; some were standing. Helena had her nail in her mouth before she remembered that she supposedly kicked that habit as a child.
Montreal Voyageurs skated out. One by one. Pike was no longer the Alternate. It was Comeau instead. Not a smart move. Comeau was volatile, aggressive and honestly not that good a player. There was suddenly silence.
Like every Montreal fan held their breath at the same moment. The Captain skated out. No. Something was wrong.
It wasn’t Hollander.
It was J.J. Boiziau.
The noise that erupted was so loud she had to cover her ears for a moment. Hollander wasn’t there. Had they still got him on the bench? They couldn’t really see from the stands. The players were all looking away, helmets obscuring their faces.
Boston skated out. Lots of new faces on the Bears team. The overconfident assholes had brought what looked like four rookies to the match against their main rival. Helena thought they must be mad. Who brought four rookies to an opening match against another top-tier team? That was until the last player before the Captain skated out. Helena knew that figure. She had spent hours studying it. All the fans did.
What the ever-loving fuck was happening?
Why was Shane Hollander in the Bear’s white and black away colours? With the A for Alternate on his chest being followed by the massive, hulking form of the Bear’s Captain. Ilya Rozanov.
The crowd roared in outrage.
She was very confused. Absolute utter confusion all around the stands. Some were shouting at Coach Theriault. Some were yelling, hanging out of their seats to yell at the Voyageurs themselves. A lot were screaming at Hollander.
Helena watched as the Bears formed up. They circled. Closed ranks. Protective. The Boston Bears had put Shane Hollander in their centre and looked like they were seconds away from throwing down if the Voyageurs even looked at Hollander wrong.
What might have been worse was Rozanov. He looked terrifying. He was always one of the most intimidating players, in both size and presence, but what had they been feeding the Russian over the summer? He looked massive. And furious. Rozanov was hovering. Coiled like a predator around Hollander. He was very close. Touching the smaller man, brushing their shoulders, a quick squeeze around his hips.
It looked possessive.
Hollander allowed it. Seemed to lean into it almost.
 
The actual game was an utter disappointment for any Voyageurs fans. They were pretty pathetic without Hollander. The only decent line seemed to be the 3rd, where Pike had been dropped down to with the young players who had been Hollander’s rookies last season. Pike seemed to have taken them under his wing. Notably, they were the only three that didn’t get targeted.
Helena wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t becoming a Bears fan. Right in her home arena, because fucking hell. She had watched hockey all her life and played it to almost the point of pushing to see if she could go pro, but she had never seen anything like Rozanov and Hollander on the same team. On the same fucking line even.
It was deadly.
The pair moved like they could read each other’s minds. Hollander was even faster. He had been fast on the Voyageurs, but now, Rozanov was right there with him and had given up his centre position. That was almost as unbelievable as the fact that they had traded away Hollander. Rozanov was still Captain, still proudly wearing the C, but he had moved to play Right Wing for Hollander and seemed gleeful about it.
The Voyageurs were obviously gunning for Hollander. They were also, it was sorry to say, not in the same league without him. Their lines didn’t match up, their passes weren’t connecting, and the defencemen were all over the fucking place. The only tiny, bright point was that it was only a preseason game.
Marlow was blocking like he was a defenceman. His massive, tree trunk-like limbs were always just right in the way. The rookie on Hollander and Rozanov’s line was built more like Marlow than a winger, but it did not seem to matter. The pair didn’t need anyone else. Hollander was a ghost, there one minute and gone in the next second. The Voyageurs just couldn’t keep track of him. Rozanov was a more physical wall of aggression, but he was skating differently, sharper, faster and with lethal turns. And wherever Hollander was, Rozanov was right there putting his body between his new Alternate and the Voyageurs.
It was a brutal game. The Bears won. Of course they did. But the score was a travesty.
8 – 0 to the Bears.
Hollander had scored a hat trick. A fucking hat trick. And then, to add insult, had set up one of Rozanov’s.
Rozanov had scored a hat trick too. Bood and Marlow had scored one apiece too, with a beautiful bit of distraction teamwork from Hollander and Rozanov.
Most of the Voyageurs were out on injury. The Bears had held nothing back during the game, not seeming to be bothered about penalties or time in the sin bin. In fact, they cheered their way both in and out.
The tension climbed. From the looks on the faces of the Voyageurs, it was only a matter of time. Which, if their new Captain had any sense, he would have put a stop to it; the Voyageurs were not a fighting match for the fucking Boston Bears. Helena leaned forward as she sensed the final spark, the one that lit the whole thing into a raging inferno. Drapeau, JJ, Couillard and what looked like Mitty had all jumped the boards and launched themselves at the Bears.
It was utterly terrifying. The Bears knew how to fight; that was nothing new; they were well known for it. However, Helena had watched a fair number of Bears’ games over the years and had never seen Ilya Rozanov look like that.
If only that had been the end of it. That would have been bad enough.
Rozanov put Couillard down in seconds. He didn’t get back up. Mitty was Russian too, but half of Rozanov’s size without his protective gear on. From this close, Helena could actually hear the two growling out things in sharp, bitten-off Russian. That fight didn’t last long either.
Bood had gotten the Voyageurs captain in a chokehold, with one of JJ’s arms twisted up his back in what looked like a painful angle. Marlow dealt with Drapeau. Both were huge men, but Drapeau was at an obvious disadvantage since his movements were frenzied with fury. Meanwhile, Marlow was a tank, and to anyone who had ever watched any professional boxers, he knew what he was doing. Drapeau took a punch to the gut, folded in half and then was hit in the ribs. He collapsed. He did not get back up.
 
It was only then, in between all the confusion, the noise of both the fighting players and the crowd, that Helena spotted a burly figure head for one of the Bears’ new rookies and Hollander. It looked like Hollander had gathered his team’s rookies and had them shielded away from the worst of the fights, but one of the Voyageurs’ own rookies had decided to aim for either Hollander or Haas.
If you blinked, you would have missed it.
Hollander moved so fast. He had pivoted, softly pushed his rookie back towards the other three behind him and then performed some sort of what looked like a martial arts kick. How the hell he had managed it in a split second, balanced on one skate on ice, Helena had no clue, but she wished she had filmed it. Since she was sitting so close, she heard Hollander snarl out something, but it didn’t sound like English, and it was too loud to make out through the din. Maybe it had been French; she knew Hollander was fluent in both.
Rozanov must have understood because suddenly the huge Russian was between the Voyageurs and the Bear’s new rookie, shielding them with his own sturdy bulk as Shane fucking Hollander dropped his gloves.
Never. Not in his whole career had anyone seen Hollander drop his gloves like that.
Helena watched, mesmerised by the graceful movement that enabled Hollander to hook his skate neatly around the much bigger man’s leg and he hit the ice with a deafening crash. Helena couldn’t help the wince, even if she thought the Voyageur rookie – Frank Jones, she thought his name might have been – deserved that for going after players that were not involved in the fight.
However, Hollander didn’t stop there. He was so fucking fast, like a snake. Before Jones could get a breath in, Hollander had delivered a powerful punch that clearly shattered his nose and possibly his lip, maybe even a tooth or two. The man crumpled backwards, from the looks of it unconscious from the hit and spraying blood everywhere.
Then Rozanov was in front of Hollander.
The bigger, broader frame was suddenly in between Hollander and both the crowd and the Voyageurs. The Russian didn’t seem worried by showing his back to the enemy team, but then again most of them couldn’t even stand unaided now. Helena could just see from her angle that Rozanov had his huge hands on Hollander’s biceps and seemed to be talking in a low, deep voice.
Whatever Rozanov had said must have worked because Hollander scowled at the crumpled figure with crimson spread around him, shook his own hand out, which sprayed little droplets of blood at his feet and then skated back to his rookies. Rozanov followed just a step behind. Sticking close. Watching. Like some sort of horrifying guard dog.
Helena watched, utterly numb, as Hollander seemingly collected his rookies. She clearly saw him check them all over with those dark eyes, just like her dad used to do when she got up after a fall or had taken a nasty hit. Then Hollander was calling to the Bears, tipping his head back to speak to Rozanov. Who was literally almost plastered to Hollander’s back at this point, and then he was herding them back down the tunnel. Just as the Bears were nearly all out of sight. Rozanov stopped. The Russian turned, cocked his head and winked at the Voyageurs bench. Anyone close enough or even with a camera recording would have seen the Bears’ captain clearly mouth the words.
“Thanks. He’s ours now.”
And then promptly disappeared.
 
The noise swelled around her. The crowd had gone nuts. Most of the Voyageurs were either being helped off the ice or carried off on stretchers. In the big patches of freezing crimson were the two front teeth that had belonged to the Voyageur rookie who had tangled with Hollander.
The refs were still shouting.
Helena just sat there. She could see that Coach Theriault was swearing up a blue streak, both at his own team and at the Bears. He looked pissed. Medics were still trying to clear the decimated Voyageurs from the ice. From the looks of it, there were only a few uninjured players left. Hayden Pike seemed to have escaped, as well as Royle and Davis, who had been on the 3rd line together.
If Helena had to guess, she would have put money on Hollander having instructed the Bears to leave those three alone because the rest certainly hadn’t been given the same mercy. Then again, anyone who had seen the comments that most of the Voyageurs had been making towards Hollander when it had all gone down last season, Helena didn’t really blame the Bears. The comments hadn’t been up long, but it was social media. People had seen it. Some had screens and grabbed a few. All the Voyageurs whom the Bears had targeted or been the most violent with were the ones who had been disgusted towards Hollander after he had been outed.
Guess that said a lot more about the Boston Bears than it did the Voyageurs. Maybe not all NHL teams were homophobic douche bags.
Helena supposed she would need a new jersey now. Maybe one for Rozanov as well as Hollander’s new one. Her dad would be cross he had missed this, but Helena would bet good money that it would be all over the internet before she even got home. Plenty of the crowd had been filming it on their phones. She kind of wanted a slow-motion, close-up of that kick Hollander had delivered. It looked like a kickboxing or maybe karate kick. She still had no idea how the man had managed that on skates.
The crowds were being ushered out. The ice would need cleaning; the Voyageurs were a mess, and if Helena wasn’t mistaken, then the Voyageurs’ PR team would be shitting themselves right now.
As she headed home, she called her dad. He would want a play-by-play of this game, and she had to break the news to him that after more than a lifetime of being a Voyageurs fan, they were now Boston Bears fans.
Maybe they should look at moving.
Boston seemed like a nice place to live.
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  Luca was still shaking. Shane had moved so damn fast and had pushed him out of the way. Made sure that the bulky brute of Voyageur hadn’t ploughed into Luca and probably at least fractured, if not broken, something.
Hockey was not gentle.
Luca could scrap with the best of them. However, he was not the biggest or the strongest player. No. Luca Haas was fast, though. Had been the fastest player in his draft year. Few comments had been made in comparing his speed to Shane Hollander’s. That had made younger Luca very quietly proud.
 
Then he was drafted up to the Boston Bears.
A tiny, well-hidden part had been a bit disappointed it wasn’t the Montreal Voyageurs, but it was only tiny because the Bears had Ilya Rozanov.
Ilya Rozanov. Boston Bears Captain. Star centre.
An absolutely devastatingly gorgeous Russian man. Luca had almost combusted on the fucking spot when the scouting group from the Bears had arrived. There, right at the front, was Rozanov. Followed by the Bears’ coach, LeClaire. Then a second person. Luca had nearly bitten through his lip. That was Shane Hollander. What was Shane Hollander doing with the Bears Captain?
If Luca’s brain had been working, he would have worked it out so much faster, but he had just been blindsided by not one but both of his hockey legends, at the same fucking time.
The Bears had picked him.
He was now on the same team as Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander.
 
Luca had always been shy. A little bit awkward around others his own age. He had spent most of his childhood with his grandfather. His parents hadn’t really been around. His mother had been a gambling addict, and his father was quick with his fists. So, he had moved in with his grandfather. He had been the most wonderful person Luca had ever met. He taught Luca how to bake. Had taught him to draw and bought him his first sketchbook. Had taken him to the local ice rink as soon as Luca had fallen in love with hockey when he was barely old enough to join the littlest kids in the skating class.
The thing was. He had been good at hockey. He felt different on the ice. Not so afraid. Not so shy. It hadn’t helped him make friends, but it had made his grandfather proud.
It had nearly broken him when, after just turning 16, his grandfather had been rushed to hospital. He had been playing at the time and hadn’t found out until the end. He hadn’t made it in time to say goodbye. Luca had almost quit there and then. It had only been the thought of how much his grandfather had wanted to see him drafted that had kept him going.
Everything had been left to him. It had just been enough. Then, just a week after turning 18, barely two years later, he had succeeded. He was a Boston Bear.
The Bears were not at all what Luca had expected. Their reputation was pretty terrifying. At first, he hadn’t thought he wouldn’t be a good fit. He wasn’t rough, he couldn’t really fight, and he wasn’t loud. But neither was Shane Hollander, and the Bears seemed to almost worship Shane. Well, it almost wasn’t in Ilya Rozanov’s case. The huge Russian looked at Shane like he was the sun, moon and stars. Luca could only dream of someone looking at him like that one day. It really hadn’t been that much of a surprise when Roz had announced on their first day that he and Shane were married. Luca would have guessed together maybe, but the married bit was shocking. And heartening. Like someone had lit a candle in the dark. Fragile, small, but there. Hope. He didn’t have to lie here. Luca didn’t have to pretend he had a girlfriend, like he had done before he was drafted. Maybe he would be brave one day. He at least knew they wouldn’t beat him up for it, since Young had just blurted out that LaPointe might be the same way too. Nothing had been further confirmed, but it had been heavily implied.
 
Shane, he had told them to call him Shane or Hollzy; he didn’t mind which, had been there right from the start. He had guided them, taught them, and spent time with them. All of the Bears had. Every single one of the older players had made an extra effort to engage with all four of them. Luca had been rather intimidated by the massive, hulking forms all crowding in, especially in the gym. Until Shane had suddenly appeared and sent them all running. The other three didn’t seem to mind as much, but Luca struggled when he felt cornered like that. Then again, he was taller than Young but slimmer than all three of them.
At first Luca had thought Shane, not Roz, was the Captain. Not that Roz wasn’t a good Captain because he was very good, but it was clear that Shane was the one in charge of the rookies. Luca thrived under the attention. He was embarrassed to admit it, even to himself, but he loved the focus, loved the care that Shane showed. That all of them showed. Roz did too, just in a different way. They weren’t that much older than him and other rookies, but they felt it. Even more than the older players. There was a maturity, a strange sort of forced, almost rushed growth about the two of them. Luca knew exactly what that felt like.
Luca stuck to Shane. He liked the other rookies, even though he was somehow still the youngest. They were nice. Much more boisterous than he was, louder and more confident. Rather more like the other Bears. Yet there was Shane. He was a lot like Luca. Or at least Luca felt so, and Roz had commented on it a few times. So maybe he wasn’t as out of place as he first felt.
Watching Shane and Roz was an experience. On the ice, the pair were fucking terrifying. They were both magnificent, scary and amazing all at once. Roz said that Shane saw the ice differently. None of them really understood what that meant, but Roz seemed to. Shane’s control was something most skaters could only dream of, never mind his edge control. Luca honestly thought he would break his ankle just thinking about some of the moves Shane casually pulled out. Like it was nothing, without even thinking.
Training was hard. Roz was hard on them. Shane was harder. He had high expectations. Especially Luca. It was flattering, really. And also, most days he felt like his muscles could melt into a puddle of goo on the floor and never move again. He wasn’t the only one. The veteran Bears often complained that Roz on his own had been bad enough, but now, with Hollzy too, they were all dying on a daily basis. Roz assured them all that they weren’t dying. If they really wanted to kill them all, then he would make them try to keep up Shane’s yoga routine. Marlow particularly had gone a little green at that, but LaPointe had piped up and asked, because of course he had.
Roz had explained. Shane Hollander was an expert at yoga. Because of course he was, why wouldn’t he be? Marlow had then cut in to expand on that and call it torture because the human body was not meant to be able to bend itself like that. Of course that had made Roz give Marlow an extremely dirty smirk, and just as he opened his mouth, Shane had walked into the room. From the look Roz received, he had heard everything. Smartly, their Captain had stayed silent.
Both Marlow and Bood had made a whip-cracking noise behind Roz’s back. They had been forced to extra pull up for that while Roz kept pulling himself up one fucking handed to kiss his husband while he did raised handstand presses on the same bar above him. Marlow had nearly thrown up that day. It didn’t stop him downloading an actual whip crack noise on his phone and playing it every time Roz looked at Shane until Coach had confiscated it from him.
When Shane had discovered him in the gym alone and trying to lift weights that were really too heavy for him, instead of the punishment he had been expecting, Luca had been given a detailed training plan and the promise to help him. Every morning Shane was there. Well, Roz was too, but Luca was losing a bit of the fear slash infatuation with his Captain, enough to function better in his presence anyway. As long as Luca didn’t look too much when said Captain threw off the already thin tank top he was working out in and carried on like he wasn’t over there on the weight bench looking like a Greek fucking god.
Luca had been mortified when he realised that Shane had caught him looking. Which was because Shane was looking too, but he was married to him. Luca was just trying not to drool. Because it was not fair. It wasn’t like Shane was a slouch either. The man was just as built but with a curvier build, wasn’t quite so broad or tall. But all Shane had done was lift an eyebrow at him and say at least he had good taste. Then he threw the tank top into Roz’s face and told him to stop showing off and put it back on. There was a kid in the room. Luca would like to point out he wasn’t a kid, but Shane was kind of low-key terrifying, so he just took it and went back to his rowing machine.
 
When the first preseason game had been announced, they had all known it was going to be a mess. Well, actually no one was repeating what Roz had said, but Shane had taken him away for half an hour to calm down before he broke more than one of the professional-grade punching bags. Even Marlow had looked concerned and backed away from their Captain. Luca had watched as Shane had spoken quietly, softly in Russian as he slipped inside the tense, quivering arms to stand in between Roz and the bag that was now in two pieces. Shane had taken the Russian’s face in both of his hands, thumbs stroking back and forth over that sharp jawline until Roz’s arms had dropped. Then had wrapped tightly around Shane’s waist. Luca had been more than a bit impressed when Shane hadn’t even staggered when all 6’3” of his husband had sagged into his arms. Luca was pretty sure he would have crumpled on the floor in a heap.
Everyone had quietly carried on working out when the two had disappeared for a bit, Bood taking over from Roz in giving instructions and Victor writing the results neatly on Shane’s clipboard. Nothing was said when the two reappeared about 20 minutes later, Roz much calmer and Shane looking a little rumpled. Although Marlow did give Shane a leer that Luca thought was very brave, he was surprised when all Shane did was blush and walk away. Roz sauntered over and took his place next to Marlow on the weight bench. As he stretched, his pants slipped down a bit, and Luca caught sight of a very fresh-looking bite mark right on Roz’s hip bone. He too went red and looked away. Luca wondered absently if this was what catching your parents felt like, because it was pretty mortifying. But also, hot. Oh, he really was gay, wasn’t he?
Getting to Montreal had been a bit of a challenge; they were all riled up and on edge. Roz had done a good job of corralling the older Bears, but Luca could tell that Shane was starting to crack. So, took a deep breath and attempted to herd the other three rookies with him to huddle up around their Alternate. Luca watched carefully as Shane seemed to settle; the more he needed to focus on them, the less he was getting worked up about being back in Montreal. Adrien had cottoned on too as he helped to keep them all close, flashing a handsome smile down at Luca that made his stomach do a funny little flip.
No. Absolutely not. Luca did not need to go crushing on his own teammate right now. Even if he was cute. Nope.
Someone had made sure that Shane and Roz were roomed at the end of the corridor, as far away from the rest of them as they could. When Young had asked why, Marlow had just looked at him. Luca had been forced to his flaming face in his hands, and the others had been laughing at him.
“Kid, trust us. You haven’t yet seen either of them in the showers. None of us wants to room next to them when the walls are this thin.”
Bood had clapped Young on the shoulder and then sent him and Holmberg to one of the smaller doubles. Luca had been given the other key, and Adrien had been pushed in with him. Shane had checked in with them all before he and Roz had headed up to their own room; Luca had appreciated the gentle concern. He was nervous. This would be his game at the NHL level. This was also a game that mattered; they had all been filled in on the events that had led to Shane’s trade. Luca had been furious. Like really, really angry in a way he didn’t normally get. As a kid, he had followed both Hollander and Rozanov’s careers, as most aspiring hockey players his age had. He had their posters on his wall. His grandad had bought them for him; he still had them.
The game was that evening. They had all been instructed to eat at lunchtime and rest until they were needed to head to the arena. Luca hadn’t managed to nap like he had wanted to, but he felt better than he had expected. Adrien had slept. Luca had watched, slightly jealous, as the dark-haired man had sprawled out on the double bed and been asleep in minutes. Instead, Luca had put his headphones on and done a few sketches. The rhythmic motion of his pencil, the soft, lilting voice of his favourite singer, had been enough to settle him.
The knock at the door had made Adrien startle awake. Luca had laughed, just a little, at the wild flailing of long limbs and the swear words it had resulted in.
“Come on, rooks. Time to go.”
The voice was loud but not unkind.
Luca just groaned and shook himself out of the warm bed. He looked over at Adrian, who had gathered himself up from his sprawl of tangled limbs to get to his feet. The rest of the team were gathered and waiting; the tension had come back. They were all on edge. Roz had a muscled arm wrapped tightly around Shane’s waist as they came down to join them, and they both looked more relaxed now. The manic, wild look disappeared from Shane’s dark eyes. Luca did not want to think about what Roz might have done to calm his husband down, but he could make a few educated guesses. From the instant teasing that Marlow cracked at Roz, so could everyone else.
“Glad we put you guys in the room furthest away from the rest of us. Might have traumatised the poor rookies. They are still kids, Roz.”
Rozanov flipped him off while Shane ushered the whole team in the direction of the bus, looking like he hoped no one would comment on the dark blush staining his cheeks.
 
Luca’s leg was bouncing. He was tapping his fingers against his thigh as they all lined up waiting for their name and number to be announced. All four of them were last up, with only their Alternate and Captain after them. He felt a hand gently press on his calf, just above where his skates ended. Luca tore his eyes away from the floor and saw Shane was crouched, balanced on his skates, but his thighs straining at his pants as they took his weight in a type of squat position.
“You okay, Luca?”
He nodded. He didn’t trust his voice; he could feel how dry his throat was. A water bottle was pressed into his hand.
“Just a mouthful. Stop your tongue sticking to the roof of your mouth.”
Luca obeyed. It did feel better; the water was cool and eased the dryness in his mouth enough that he risked speaking.
“Thank you.”
The hand gave his leg a brief, comforting squeeze.
“No problem. Remember this. We are right behind you; hold your head high. If you weren’t good enough, I wouldn’t have picked you.”
Warmth suffused Luca’s chest. It wasn’t that he didn’t know he was any good. He knew he was, but he just didn’t hear it very often, not like this. Not with a gentle, firm care that pushed his spine straighter and made him want to hold his chin up and look at people the same way Roz did. Like he belonged. Like he had the right.
“I will.”
Shane patted his leg and then rose. Luca watched him move down the line, stopping and speaking to each one of them. He had said something each one needed to hear; Luca could see it in the way they sat up, looked that little surer of themselves as Shane moved on.
Adrien caught his eye. Luca gave him a tentative smile. He received an excited grin back as the call to stand and line up came from Coach. Luca slotted into place behind Reece Holmberg. He felt the steady, commanding presence behind him as he looked; there stood both Shane and Roz. Ilya really. They both looked massive in their gear. Solid. Dependable. Strong.
Luca could do this. He was a Boston Bear. He had been picked by Shane fucking Hollander. He would not let him down.
His name and number were called.
Luca skated out. His stride was sleek and sure. He held his head high and focused on joining the rest of his team. He lined up next to Reece and watched as Shane skated out to them.
Holy hell, he was an impressive sight. The Alternate symbol is clear on the white away jersey, as well as the ice-cold expression on his face. The noise of the crowd was almost deafening. That was one of the biggest differences between playing in the AHL and this: the crowd was so much bigger, and this was only a preseason game, but it was packed.
Luca could hear the confusion, the anger coming from the Voyageurs’ fans. As soon as Roz had skated out, the Bears began to move. Roz signalled them, a silent, quick gesture with his hand to form up. Luca moved as Shane pointedly crooked his fingers at himself and the other three rookies. The older players formed a protective barrier around their Alternate, but Shane had made sure that they were tucked in behind him. That meant that the rest of the team, Roz and Shane himself, were between the Voyageurs and the four of them.
Luca watched as Roz circled Shane. Had a possessive, claiming hand on his husband at all times. The glare on his usually handsome face was utterly terrifying. In fact, Luca’s whole team looked harder, meaner than they normally would. It made a shiver of fear snake its way down his spine; he was very glad that he was on this side of those looks.
 
The game itself was carnage. They won. They fucking won. He hadn’t scored, but he had been on the ice way more than he had expected. Luca knew what Shane had told them. The rookies had been promised ice time, and they had been given it.
A fight breaking out had been inevitable. All of them could see it. Roz, Marlow and Bood had dealt with them. Again, utterly fucking terrifying. And he still had to sit through hand-to-hand basics and more boxing practice yet. Roz had threatened them all with sparring against him if they slacked off. According to literally the whole team except Shane, Roz was a beast in the ring, and no one wanted to be partnered with him. So, it was apparently a very effective threat.
Shane had skated over the minute the fight broke out.
“Stay with me, please, rooks. You aren’t ready to get into the likes of this. I don’t want you injured.”
None of them argued. The four of them gathered up around Shane, watching from behind their Alternate’s broad back as their older, more experienced teammates easily dealt with the Voyageurs. Luca pressed close to Shane’s shoulder so he could be heard without shouting. He didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention to them.
“Why are they trying to fight us when the Captain looks like that?”
Shane had turned his head slightly to look at Luca and reply when suddenly Luca had been gently but firmly pushed back into Adrien’s surprised arms. Then Shane had moved.
A barked-out command in Russian had their Captain appearing as he had teleported, and instantly there was a massive wall of padded Russian in front of them. All fire, fury and pride lit up those glacial blue eyes, which were locked onto Shane.
Like a flash, he had hooked the charging brute of a Voyageur rookie around the legs and brought him crashing down. Then followed it with a punch that looked like it knocked the much bigger man out cold. It looked for a moment like Shane was going to keep going, but Roz had moved. Putting himself between Shane and the downed Voyageur. Luca could hear Roz growling in low, deep Russian. His huge hands wrapped around his husband’s biceps.
Then Shane was flicking the blood off his hands in a careless, casual flick and turning back to Luca and the others. He checked them over. Luca watched Shane’s dark eyes scan each and every one of them for any sign of injury before he began to herd them towards the tunnel and off the ice. Luca heard him call to the rest of the team as they were shepherded off the ice. Roz’s massive shadow lingered over Shane’s back to block them from being followed.
They didn’t hear what Roz called out to the crowd of Voyageurs, but they would all see it later on the internet as fan edits went viral; for now, Luca was pressed down onto a bench along with his fellow rookies.
Roz was plastered to Shane’s back, his arm tight around his waist and his gaze dark with heat. Luca was so glad his room was not next to theirs. Shane looked at the four of them.
“Get changed. We are getting out of here.”
They all obeyed.
Luca watched as Shane checked Roz over out of the corner of his eye. He was running his hands down the blond’s arms and hands. Turning each one over and pressing a kiss to the bruised knuckles. Luca looked away and pretended he wasn’t blushing a soft crimson as Adrien laughed at the sight of his face when he walked into the showers.
“Fuck off.”
Adrien stopped laughing and smiled instead. Why did he have to be handsome? It just wasn’t fair. He wasn’t meant to be both. Either nice or good-looking. Both were dangerous.
“You blush so easily. It’s cute.”
And there went the blush even more. He wasn’t fucking cute. He was a professional athlete. He was not cute. But he was bright red.
Luca was exhausted by the time they got back to the hotel. They all were. Coach had made it clear they weren’t prepared to do any interviews after that game. Both Shane and Roz had agreed. Luca was pretty sure Roz would have said something to get himself arrested for public indecency with how he was looking at Shane the entire bus ride back.
No one stopped them as Roz ushered Shane away with a quick call of good game, well done over his shoulder. Marlow, Bood and St-Simone just leered at the retreating couple while Hazy started sending the rest of them up to bed. Their flight was early in the morning. Marlow clapped all four of them on the back and promised they would go straight to Bood’s to celebrate properly. Since three out of them four of them were younger than the legal drinking age.
Luca suspected that Marlow at least would be in the bar for a while, but it looked like everyone else was as tired as he felt. He hadn’t even fought anyone. He couldn’t imagine how the others were feeling. He was not looking forward to getting up at the ass crack of dawn to catch their flight.
As it turned out … his room was not far enough away.
They were so freaking loud.
Luca would not be able to look at either of them ever again.
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  Ilya wasted no time. He had Shane slammed up against the door of their hotel room before it had even shut properly. The combined weight of both of their bodies forced it to crash shut. Ilya didn’t give a fuck.
He hooked his hands under those thick, corded thighs and hauled Shane up to kiss him. Deep and filthy. Tongue easily overpowering Shane’s for dominance and strings of hot, wet saliva on their lips as Ilya dragged his mouth away and down the exposed throat as Shane threw his head back against the wood with a moan.
Shane had locked his thighs around Ilya’s hips, his ankles crossed in the hollow of Ilya’s back. It pressed their already rock-hard cocks together. Ilya growled. He dug his teeth into the pulsing vein high in Shane’s throat. Knowing the sting of slight pain and then the heat of his mouth would go straight to his husband’s cock.
Ilya tightened his hold and pulled them away from the wall to carry Shane over to the bed. He just about managed to tear his mouth from those irresistible freckles to slam Shane down onto the bed. Shane arched up into him at the rougher edge of the manhandling. The moan Shane let out was loud and sweet. Ilya had his mouth attached to Shane’s neck again before the sound petered out. He pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses down the length of that strong throat. Pausing to bite in sensitive places and suck a line of deep purple hickeys from the back of Shane’s ear to his collarbone. Nice and visible. Shane was his.
Ilya felt Shane scrabbling at his shirt, hands almost ripping the fabric in his haste to get his hands on Ilya’s skin. He pulled back and threw off both of their offending garments. Absolutely no patience for Shane’s usual insistence on folding his clothes. He would make it up to him tomorrow. Ilya got his hands around the waistband of Shane’s pants and briefs; with one swift movement he had pulled them both down and off. Shane’s beautiful cock was freed to his greedy eyes, already wet and leaking.
Ilya stepped away, soothing the whine Shane let out with another searing kiss as he quickly removed his own sweats and underwear. He grabbed the lube from his bag and locked the door before returning to press Shane heavily into the mattress. His full, substantial weight pressed his smaller husband into the bed.
He wrapped his hands around Shane’s flanks and flipped him onto his stomach, then he heaved him up the bed. He quickly lubed up his fingers and dragged them down Shane’s back; he spread those juicy, full cheeks and growled at the sight of Shane’s already twitching hole. Shane was making high, keening whines as Ilya stroked his fingers around the rim of his entrance. Ilya had little patience now. He was too worked up. Watching his husband drop his gloves had been one of the hottest things he had ever seen. He had been half hard from the second Shane had moved.
Feral. Desperate. Hungry.
Ilya forced himself to take a breath. To calm himself. He pressed his tongue to the beautiful, deep dimples just above Shane’s ass as he pushed in the first finger. He had to hold Shane still from thrusting his hips back into his hand. He quickly added the second finger and began to stretch the tight ring of muscle.
He felt the softening as Shane relaxed around him. He crooked his fingers and pressed the tips against that swollen, sensitive bundle of nerves that had Shane melting and letting out an impatient moan.
“Ilya … please … I can take it”
Ilya knew Shane could take it. He would feel it in the morning, but they were both impatient. He reached over for a condom but felt the upset whine vibrate through Shane’s back. He paused. Those glistening eyes, gone almost black from desire, were watching him over a broad shoulder.
“Sweetheart?”
Shane pressed his ass back into Ilya’s cock; he hissed and clamped his hands on the plush curve of Shane’s hips to stop his movement or he would come too soon.
“Want to feel you.”
Ilya snarled.
He placed a huge palm under Shane’s belly and lifted his hips and pressed the other large, strong hand to the back of his neck, bending him into a slutty, deep arch that presented that perfect, peachy ass.
Ilya pressed his cock into the tight, hot hole. There was slight resistance; the swollen head of his cock stretched the puffy rim until it pushed past the only just-stretched muscle. Ilya had to grip the base of his red, rock-hard cock to stop himself from coming from the tight, velvet pressure around his length.
Shane let out a scream, high and thready at the feeling of it being nearly too much. The stretch of Ilya’s thick, huge cock bullying its way inside. Forcing Shane’s walls and muscles to give and open to him.
Ilya growled out a low moan.
He braced Shane’s hips and then snapped his own forward, hard. Nailing Shane’s prostate dead on. Shane keened and moaned. The sound was beautiful. Ilya had completely forgotten they were in a hotel room. He was far too focused on fucking his husband as many times as he could.
The angle had Ilya’s cock pushing in deep. Shane had tried to hold himself up on his arms, but Ilya was pounding into him; the force of his thrusts had made Shane’s arms give way. The lowering of his head actually made the penetration deeper. Ilya snarled and bit into the back of Shane’s neck as he plastered himself to that beautiful, broad and sweaty back.
His cock was so deep, Shane was so tight, hot and wet. Perfect.
Ilya dragged them backwards to the edge of the bed; Shane mewled and whined at the pause until Ilya positioned them where he could get better leverage by bracing one strong leg on the floor. It meant he could put all of his weight and power behind his thrusts. Ilya slammed back in. Shane howled.
Like this, it didn’t take long.
He could feel Shane spasming around his cock. He reached down and pressed his hand to the heaving, smooth skin of his lower belly and cupped the slightly swollen mound where his cock was pressed in so deep, he could feel it.
Something had gone a little bit feral in his brain. Ilya rumbled out something he had never voiced before, in Russian.
“Feels like you’re swollen with my baby.”
He pressed just a bit harder, the span of his hand big enough to cup the soft, secret place where, if it was possible, his baby would be.
The sound Shane let out as he came, from Ilya’s words, would forever be imprinted on Ilya’s hind brain. High, desperate, and so hot.
“You like that. You want my baby, Lyubimyy”
Ilya gave a few more frantic, heavy thrusts, then he too was coming. A lot. He could feel it filling Shane up. The soft swell under his hand was just a little firmer with the amount of come he had just put inside his husband.
Shane made a soft, embarrassed sound and collapsed down onto the bed. The bed made a loud, suspicious cracking noise at their combined weight collapsing down together, but Shane was too fucked out to notice or to complain about the wet patch yet. Ilya ignored it and happily stayed where he was. Draped across Shane’s back and still inside. The primal, feral beast inside his chest wanted to stay there, wanting to keep his come inside as long as possible. Like that would force biology to change, and it would be able to take.
He kept his hand cupped across the tiny swell of Shane’s belly. The size of his palm was able to cradle the mound safely. He stroked the edges softly, feeling the tiny, silvery stretch marks that would only get bigger the rounder, the softer Shane would grow. If only it were possible. The images in his mind were making him hard again. He rubbed his thumb across the warm flesh; he kissed Shane’s neck and down his back. Still not pulling out. Shane tellingly didn’t move or try to push him off to get clean. His husband was still turned on by this. Like he was. Their blood was still hot from the game, from the adrenaline of the fights and now this thought. This image had turned into an inferno in both of them.
Ilya could feel himself getting hard again. He slowly ground down, seeing if Shane was too sore or not. Shane gave a low, needy mewl and attempted to push back up into him.
Okay.
He would be gentler this time. Ilya reached his other hand up and kneaded at Shane’s plush tits; he rolled the hardened bud under his fingers and pulled lightly on them. They would get fuller as Shane got heavier with his child. His cock was already fully hard, but it gave a throb at that thought. Ilya moaned. Filling his palm with the soft, swollen pec and squeezing. Shane’s voice was broken, his throat raw from the constant high moans, keens and whines he had been making, but Ilya heard him.
Just a whisper, a plea, but Ilya heard it.
“Ilya, please… I want … I want … please.”
He carried on with the slow, heavy grinding into Shane. Lying across his back, he couldn’t get the same angle to slam in and out, but this was so very deep, intimate and eased by the hot, wet load Ilya had already put in him. But Shane wasn’t finished destroying his control yet.
“Please... fuck your baby into me..”
And Ilya was gone. His brain exploded into a dark, feral desire that he had no control over.
He sat up, careful not to pull out and gripped Shane’s waist to pull him up so he was in his lap. With his cock still pressed in deep, Shane moaned at the change in position. It dragged Ilya’s dick against every sensitive part of him. Ilya felt Shane drop his head back onto his shoulder and go all soft and pliant in his hold. Sitting him up like this had the effect of making the swollen, soft skin of his belly look fuller. Ilya moaned at the feel of it against his hands. He wrapped both around the gentle swell and murmured in low, heated breaths against Shane’s ear.
“Look at you. Can you feel this?”
Shane shuddered and whined, his mouth falling open in deep, heavy pants. Shane tipped his head back to reach Ilya’s lips, who willingly indulged him with a slightly sloppy kiss due to the angle.
“Gonna fill you up. Make sure it takes.”
Ilya hissed as Shane tightened around him at that whispered filth. Fuck this was so hot. Why was this so hot? Ilya could feel Shane was getting close. The back of his hand was pressed between Shane’s gently swollen belly and his hard, dripping cock. Ilya didn’t need to touch him there, though. Shane was reacting to soft rubbing and stroking of his taut belly like it was his cock. Ilya ground up harder into Shane, feeling the shift and swell move with the motion under his hand.
Shane moaned and reached down to put his own hand on top of Ilya’s, both of them feeling the swell and slight roundness. It was too much for Ilya. He pressed as deep as he could as he came again. Spurting ropes and ropes of hot come up into Shane. Forcing his body to swell around the load. The feeling had Shane shuddering, shivering and coming too. Ilya watched as Shane came hard, more than he had for a while, even given it was a second orgasm.
He didn’t move. He let them both come down from the massive high. Shane’s chest was heaving, his own was panting against Shane’s back. He pressed sweet kisses to Shane’s neck, shoulders and cheeks.
“Are you okay?”
He managed English this time. He felt Shane nod and make a soft purring sound in the back of his throat as Ilya stroked his swollen belly with his fingers. Still unable to pull his hand away just yet. Shane reached back and wrapped an arm around Ilya’s neck to turn his head so he could kiss him.
“Hmm, very okay.”
That was good. He wanted to do this again, but only if Shane had enjoyed as much as he had. This needed to be explored. He didn’t want to move, but they were covered in sweat and come. Ilya carefully lifted Shane off his now soft cock. Both of them let out low, punched-out moans at the sensation. Ilya was transfixed by the slow, gentle slide of his come dripping down those plush thighs. He wanted to gather it up and push it back in. Keep it there with his fingers until Shane was hard again. He wanted to see how many loads Shane could take, then plug him and let him lie there all soft, fucked out and full. Swollen, visible with the evidence of Ilya’s desire for him.
Ilya growled softly and had to move, or he would do it. Then there would be no way his husband would be walking out and getting on the flight in a few hours. From the way Shane’s deep, tear-stained lashes quivered and then met his own gaze, his husband could read every single one of those thoughts that had just skittered across his brain. He watched as Shane’s eyes went shuttered, glassy, and he made to open his legs, to grant Ilya the access he was dying for, but one of them had to be strong here.
Fuck. Shane looked ruined. Ilya couldn’t take his eyes off him, covered in his own come, belly still slightly swollen. His come dripping slowly out of his red, puffy hole down those creamy, silken thighs.
Ilya lifted him into his arms. One arm under his knees and the other across his back into a bridal carry. Shane hissed and whimpered at the movement, but they both needed a shower. Ilya got them both clean. Shane tried to stop him from washing away the come inside of him; tears gathered at the edges of his eyes, and he clung to Ilya. Shane was still quite dropped, had dropped beautifully into the fantasy in a way that Ilya hadn’t thought he would. He soothed him with kisses, with his hands gently stroking at the sore, stretched skin of Shane’s belly. His abs were so tight that the swell had made his stretch marks look a bit reddened. Ilya dropped to his knees and pressed kisses to the sore flesh, his hands massaging and washing out the come while he distracted his distraught kitten. Ilya could see that Shane was overtired, still slightly under and overstimulated, but didn’t want him to stop touching.
He got them both clean, dry and left Shane to sort of manage to brush his teeth as he quickly stripped and remade the bed, only to realise the headboard was now half hanging off the back of the frame and underneath a few of the supports had snapped. He decided they would just curl up on the other side and deal with it after a few hours of sleep.
Ilya grabbed a large t-shirt of his own, one that was big on him, so was delightfully massive on Shane and threw on a clean pair of briefs. He didn’t trust himself to have no barriers between them. Not with how riled up he still was, despite the fact he doubted either of them could get hard again for a while. His cock seemed determined to test that as he went back into the bathroom and found Shane had dropped the towel from around his waist and was gently stroking the sore skin of his lower abdomen.
He fought down the flash of heat that image brought and scooped Shane back into his arms and to bed. As he pulled the T-shirt onto Shane and got them both settled, Shane immediately pressed himself flush against Ilya’s front. His ass pressed into the cradle of Ilya’s hips. He heard Shane let out a soft sigh as exhaustion took over. Eyes slipped shut.
“I love you.”
“I love you too, sweetheart.”
Ilya slotted his head into the warm, perfect dip between Shane’s head and shoulder. If he slid his arm under the hem of the over-large shirt and placed his hand across the width of soft skin on Shane’s lower abdomen, then no one but them would know. If they both fell asleep like that, then that was between them.
 
 
The loud, shrill noise wouldn’t stop. Neither would the sharp banging on the door. Ilya groaned and snuggled Shane’s warm, sleeping body closer. His hand was still comfortably cradling Shane’s belly, and he was reluctant to pull away, but the noise wouldn’t stop. Shane was making quiet, irritated noises as he snuffled closer back into Ilya’s hold.
Then the hammering on the door turned into an annoyed shout.
“Oi Roz, Hollzy! Get the fuck out here.”
It was fucking Marlow. Of course it was.
“Fuck off, Cliff.”
A cackle was heard.
“Not a chance, Roz. We need to leave soon, and Coach is getting antsy. Something about noise complaints.”
Ah.
Fuck.
He had completely forgotten where they were last night. They were not in their safely isolated home in Boston or the wholly alone cottage back in Ottawa. They were in a hotel in Montreal. By the feel of gravel in his own throat and very vivid memories of last night, yeah, there were probably complaints from both the floor above and below.
Coach was going to kill him. Shane was going to kill him.
There was also the broken bed that they were currently sleeping on the not-broken side of that Shane hadn’t noticed last night. Ilya looked at his phone. They had managed maybe four hours of sleep at best.
“Okay. Fine. Give us a minute.”
One last thump of a massive fist against the door.
“Better hurry up.”
Ilya grumbled but withdrew his hand from under the t-shirt that Shane had slept in. At his movement, Shane began to stir. Making a tired little whine in the back of his throat as he began to wake. Ilya watched as those beautiful, big chocolate eyes fluttered open and locked onto him. The look Shane gave him was almost indescribable. So much warmth, so much love in those eyes that Ilya melted.
He pressed a kiss to those sleep-softened, reddened lips and stretched. He was stiff and a bit sore from the culmination of the game, the fights and then his long night after, but it had been so worth it. He stroked his fingers across the constellation of freckles that scattered along the bridge of Shane’s nose and cheeks, smoothing his hand back and forth to Shane’s jaw, over his mouth and down that now hickey covered neck.
“Time to get up, Lyubimyy.”
Shane, obviously still exhausted but always willing to obey Ilya. Arched his back like a cat. Then promptly froze. Ilya winced in sympathy. If he was sore, then he knew Shane would be aching all over right now. Then came the bright red blush that crept up his bare chest and face.
“Ilya.”
He paused in admiring his husband’s naked, beautiful body to answer.
“What, sweetheart?”
Shane rubbed absentmindedly at the still red and bruised skin of his lower belly, making Ilya have to fight to control himself. They did not have the time for Ilya to indulge the seemingly instinctual reaction to either himself or Shane touching that particular patch of skin.
“Did we really …?”
He couldn’t seem to finish asking what he wanted too, although he didn’t need to. Ilya thought he looked so adorable, all embarrassed and blushing. Especially with what he had been begging Ilya for last night. Loudly apparently.
“Da. Very much so.”
Shane threw an arm up over his eyes. Like that would help hide his blush or stem the embarrassment.
“Oh, Jesus.”
Ilya couldn’t help but laugh. He really wasn’t bothered. In fact, it made him feel a flash of possessive pleasure, knowing that everyone had heard how good he made his husband feel. He knew Shane didn’t see it the same way, though. His beautiful kitten was always so shy, except with him.
“We need to get ready. Marlow has already been up to complain we are running late.”
Shane hated being late. Ilya reached out a hand to help steady him, and when he got to his feet, his legs nearly buckled under him. Shane took the support gratefully.
“Easy, Lyubimyy. Take it slow.”
 Ilya wrapped an arm around Shane’s waist until he found his feet. They didn’t have time for Shane to do any of his usual yoga stretches to help ease the aches, but he made sure he got some food and some painkillers before the flight.
Then Shane caught sight of the broken headboard. He turned on Ilya.
“What the fuck, Ilya?!”
He couldn’t stop the heated leer from crossing his face; he didn’t really try that hard either. He was a bit proud of his nighttime escapades, honestly and didn’t mind paying the room fine. It wasn’t like they could afford it after all.
“It’s fine, Lyubimyy. Will just pay the fine.”
By the time they were both freshened up, dressed and had packed up, the blush on Shane’s cheeks had gone down. He just huffed at Ilya’s smug grin, and they headed down to meet the others. Shane was limping. Ever so slightly. It made Ilya equal parts guilty and horny. He still had to survive the flight home.
 
Everyone was already there when they came down. Ilya had both their bags thrown over his shoulder, and he guided Shane to sit while he went to pay the fine. When he got back to the table, two mugs of tea in his hand and a smirk still on his face from the look on the girl at the reception desk’s face when she realised what he was paying for and put it together with the noise complaints. Her blush wasn’t pretty, though.
As he put the mug down and grabbed the bacon roll that Bood handed him with a nod of thanks. It looked like Victor had managed to find some nice brown bread and some eggs that Shane had accepted. Good. He would make sure that Shane got some painkillers before they left for the airport after he had eaten. They always carried anti-inflammatory painkillers, just in case.
Only once he had eaten did he realise that none of the rookies would look at him or Shane. Even Wyatt, Evan and Nick were looking pretty embarrassed whenever he met their eyes. Only Cliff and Victor seemed unbothered. In fact, Cliff was giving him the biggest, most lavish smirk he had ever seen the man wear.
Fuck.
They had all heard too.
He tried not to let the extremely smug, self-satisfied smirk break out, but he really wanted it to. Ilya felt the kick under the table and looked over to see Shane was bright red again and scowling at him. His husband had obviously just kicked him, knowing that the expression he wanted to let out was not approving. He reached his hand out and stroked the back of Shane’s neck, gently massaging his fingers into the bowed shoulders and back up into the silky black hair. Shane hadn’t put it up this morning; it was fully down and so very soft under his rough fingers.
Footsteps signalled the arrival of Coach LeClaire. Ilya could see him out of the corner of his eye as the man approached their table. Steaming mug of coffee still in his hand. Ilya noticed that Coach had a particularly interesting look on his face when he stopped in front of the table, crammed full of huge, broad-shouldered hockey players.
“Want to explain why we have just had an email informing us that one of your rooms has just paid the bill for the furniture damage clause and the cost of a replacement bed?”
As one, they all turned to look at him and Shane.
Shane groaned and promptly burrowed his head into the table, hidden by his folded arms.
Ilya, however, cocked his head and gave Coach a puzzled look.
“Da. So you are where that email went.”
He couldn’t keep the smirk off his face this time and shrugged nonchalantly.
“Sorry.”
Coach rubbed his face with his hands and gave Ilya a mildly displeased look. Then looked back at Shane, his face telling everyone that he knew the answer before he asked but was going to do it anyway.
“And the noise complaints?”
Cliff snorted, Victor sniggered, and the rookies looked away, blushing.
“You even have to ask Coach?”
Bood then seemed to give up on being embarrassed and joined in.
“Next time we put them on a whole different floor. I wasn’t even the closest, and I could hear them.”
Coach rolled his eyes and chivvied them all up and out to the airport shuttle. Ilya kept an arm around Shane’s shoulders. It was early, and there weren’t many people around, but he was still careful to keep the touch on the line of friends. Or at least arguably friendly. However, he wasn’t letting go. Shane was tired, sore and still a bit unsteady. The rest of the Bears kept their two Captains in the centre of their movement. Ilya was grateful; it would mean it was harder to get a clear view of them.
Even though they started up the teasing as soon as they were on the Bears’ private plane. At least they waited. It was better that they did it where only people in the know could overhear. It wasn’t that Ilya cared but Shane wanted to make an official announcement, and Ilya would do whatever made Shane happy.
They all got settled. The rookies all pretty much dropped off to sleep before the plane even took off. Shane too. Ilya tucked him into the window seat and wrapped an arm around him so he could lean on Ilya’s shoulder. Warm and snug in Ilya’s oversized hoodie.
Cliff sat opposite. Ilya watched his friend wait until Shane was asleep before he leaned forward to talk. Making an obvious effort to keep his usually loud voice low.  
“Hollzy okay?”
Ilya knew Cliff was asking about Montreal, not the sex. At least at the moment. He spotted Victor lean around Cliff to join in from the row in front. They were worried. Ilya was extraordinarily grateful for his team. For the way they had just accepted with open arms that, of course, Ilya was bisexual, and of course he was in a long-term relationship with his generation rival Shane Hollander. Who he had stolen for their team and then promptly married. Normal week for the Bears.
“Da. Needed to be taken out of his own head after.”
It was Victor who gave Ilya a look. Cliff had just nodded. Clearly not understanding the subtitles of that sentence, but Victor had.
“Somehow I’m not surprised.”
Ilya smirked. Victor switched to French.
“J’aurais dû m’en douter avec tout ce bruit hier soir. Tu as vraiment touché le gros lot, Roz.”
Beside him, Shane shifted his head so his mouth was pressed against Ilya’s throat, just below his ear and softly translated.
“I should have known, by all that noise last night. Hit the jackpot there, Roz”
Ilya snorted and grinned back at Victor.
“Damn fucking right I did.”
Both Victor and Cliff narrowed their eyes at him instantly.
“You don’t speak French, Capitaine.”
Ilya just waggled his eyebrows at them both and sat back into the seat. He felt Shane settle more fully against his chest, and he tightened his arm around his husband. It was fun to mess with them. Now they wouldn’t know if he did or didn’t understand. Victor would work it out quicker than Cliff, but it was 50/50 if he told the bigger man or not.
The flight wasn’t long.
Shane had slept the whole flight. As had all four of his rookie cubs. Ilya half lifted, half supported his husband down the ramp and out of the plane. He looked back over his shoulder to see Cliff had Young under one arm, Victor had Reece under his, and Adrien had Luca around the waist. They all got into the bus with little to no bother. None of them had more than their carry-on bags, and it was still far too early in the morning for most sensible human beings.
Ilya got everyone into the cars that were waiting for them. Most were in pairs or groups of three who lived near each other. Coach got in with himself and Shane after giving everyone the instructions that they had today and tomorrow off before their next game, which was at home.
He got the sense that LeClaire wanted to talk, so he instructed the driver to take all three of them back home. From the grateful look that Coach shot him, he had been right. Ilya wasn’t worried. He knew what Coach looked like when he was mad, and this wasn’t it.
When the car pulled up and Ilya put the code in for the gate, he gestured for Coach to get out first and handed him the key. Shane was still half asleep, so Ilya just scooped up his husband and carried him to the door, which LeClaire held open for him. Ilya toed his shoes off; Coach followed suit, and he padded through to place his precious armful down on the huge sectional sofa. As he eased Shane out of his arms, he made a sad little snuffle and whine of protest at the loss of familiar arms, but Ilya shushed him with a kiss and pulled the weighted blanket down from the back of the chair and placed it over Shane. Who softly melted back into sleep at the warmth and the pressure.
Ilya waved Coach through to the kitchen, where he put the kettle on and pulled two large mugs down.
“Coffee or tea?”
LeClaire dropped into one of the padded bar stools that Shane had bought when he first moved in.
“Coffee, please.”
Ilya made a coffee and a pot of tea. If Shane woke up, he would want the tea, but if not, he could drink it all himself. He brought the mugs over and sat on the other side so he could see both LeClaire and Shane on the sofa. Ilya pulled the milk out of the fridge and placed the sugar bowl next to LeClaire’s mug. He put honey in his own tea and then waited. It didn’t take long.
“Ilya how are you both?”
Again, Ilya was struck by just how lucky he had been all those years ago to have been drafted by Boston under Jon LeClaire. Coach didn’t really give a crap about the noise complaints or even the fine for the broken bed. No, he was worried about how Shane was holding up, having been faced with Montreal for the first time since he was traded.
“He is better than he thought. Bears did a good job.”
It was true. Ilya was very proud of the way his team had rallied and publicly shown their support for his husband. They hadn’t hesitated. Not once.
LeClaire nodded his head. A proud smile on his face.
“Yes. You all made me proud. Best opening game I could have asked for. I need to do some switching with the lines, but we can sort that out in the next game.”
Ilya agreed. Shane had been right about Reece being a defenceman, not a winger, but they could move around. Ryan Carmichael would make a good right wing for the 2nd line and bring Cliff up to the left wing with him and Shane. They would discuss that tomorrow and try out a few combinations. Right now, he knew that wasn’t what Coach was here for.
Just as LeClaire set his mug down and laced his fingers together, Ilya saw movement from the sofa. Shane had woken up. Ilya stood and went to him. Those sleepy chocolate eyes drew Ilya in like catnip. He cupped Shane’s jaw and tipped his head back so their eyes locked.
“Awake now, Lyubimyy”
Shane gave a soft purr and nuzzled into Ilya’s hands.
“I am. Did I hear Coach’s voice?”
Ilya pressed a chaste, soft kiss to Shane’s warm forehead.
**“Da.** Lyubimyy you did. Up for joining us?”
Shane used Ilya’s forearms to lift himself up from the sofa. Ilya took his weight with no effort and moved a hand to Shane’s waist to guide him over to the kitchen island. He settled Shane on the cushioned stool next to his and got down his husband’s favourite mug. LeClaire waited patiently for Shane to get set up, take a couple of bracing sips of the hot tea and look more awake. Once he sat up and looked awake, Ilya silently pushed his kitchen notebook and pen under his hand. Shane gave him a loving smile as he flipped to a new page, picked up his pen and gave his full attention to LeClaire.
There was a pleased smile that sat fully on LeClaire’s face as he watched them. Ilya pressed his thigh against Shane’s and threaded their fingers together on the top of the island. He rubbed his thumb softly, absently across the slightly bruised knuckles that had knocked a man out cold in one hit a day ago.
“I wondered what you two thought about holding a press conference tomorrow to confirm the rumours from yesterday’s game. About your relationship. Now it’s entirely up to you, but Freya suggested we get ahead of the media.”
Shane tightened his fingers around Ilya’s.
“We already had a plan in place if this happened. Our agents have prepared statements. We will release them, then do the press conference. Limited to questions only, pre-approved beforehand.”
LeClaire nodded in agreement.
“Of course. Freya will not allow anything that isn’t approved. You will have every right to stop the conference if at any point you are uncomfortable.”
Ilya growled and wrapped an arm around Shane’s waist.
“Will remove anyone who crosses the line myself.”
He noted that Shane didn’t stop him or tell him no. That was a sign that his husband was more worried than the smooth, calm look on his face gave away. Ilya tightened his hold and pressed a kiss to his hair. It also hid the pleased smile that had stolen across his face.
Ilya was more than happy to finally let the public know that Shane Hollander-Rozanov was his and his alone.
 
By the time LeClaire left to go home, it was late. Ilya had made sure to send an update to Xander while Shane phoned Yuna. From what he could hear, his mother-in-law was frothing at the mouth to sink her teeth into launching her legal tear-down campaign against Montreal. This would be the first step. Tomorrow. Everyone would know.
Ilya rubbed his finger across his wedding band that was back where it belonged on his finger. He was legally safe now. Russia couldn’t touch him. His brother couldn’t do anything against him anymore. He did feel sad about his mother’s grave, but maybe it was time to let some of that pain go. One day he might take up Shane’s offer to have a plaque made and put in the grounds of the cottage. By the lake maybe. She would have loved Shane’s ridiculously named glass mansion. It was not a cottage. No matter what his husband said.
Ilya led Shane to their bed. His husband was tired and sore. A good night’s sleep first, then he would get him to do some light yoga in the morning, then run him a hot bath. Before he let him go for a stupidly long run or near the gym.
They had gone hard last night and pushed some boundaries that they hadn’t before. Ilya knew they would have to talk about where exactly last night went, but it could wait till this was over. He wouldn’t leave it too long, though. He wanted to see how far Shane would let him go. Ilya forcibly turned his thoughts away from that topic. He didn’t want to get worked up again now. They both needed to sleep, and it wouldn’t look the most dignified if Shane was limping even more at the press conference. Even if the idea made a flicker of desire lick its way up Ilya’s spine like a flame just catching something to start burning with intent.
He curled around Shane in their bed. Glassy chocolate eyes opened as he slipped one arm under Shane’s head and the other draped over his waist, pulling him so they were pressed tightly together. He felt Shane relax. The lingering tension drained out of his muscles as the heat Ilya always radiated spread under the duvet. Ilya wrapped his legs around Shane’s, tucking his feet in and rubbing gently until the freezing skin started to warm. He had always thought that it was a good thing Shane had chosen someone like him, someone from a freezing cold country. Surely no one else would want ice-cold feet pressed against them all night. Ilya wouldn’t change it for the world.
Ilya pressed feather-light kisses along the back of Shane’s neck, his hand splayed across the soft curve of a hip and dipping down against his abdomen. There were fingertip-shaped bruises on the edges of Shane’s belly. Where Ilya had clung to him last night. The silvery stretch marks were still raised and more noticeable than normal. Ilya’s mouth watered as he wanted to kiss them, to worship the sore muscles and tight skin that had taken him so well last night. But he knew if he started that he wouldn’t stop and Shane wouldn’t stop him, even though he was sore and probably should.
Shane never said no. Neither did he. Even when they really should have back then.
Ilya didn’t regret it.
He didn’t regret any of it. Because if he had done anything differently, then he might not be here, lying with his husband in his arms waiting to make their relationship public.
For the first time in years, Ilya thought this must be what true contentment felt like. He felt Shane turn his head and press a kiss to the corner of his mouth. He shifted his hand up from under Shane’s neck to cradle the side of his face and jaw as he lifted himself up just enough to kiss him properly. Deeply but gently. Ilya licked softly into Shane’s mouth, entwining their tongues and caressing his jaw with his thumb. He felt Shane sigh quietly as he broke the kiss and lay back down.
“Ready for this, Lyubimyy?”
Shane stroked the arm that was wrapped tightly around his waist. His strong hands ran softly over Ilya’s skin in a sweet, repetitive pattern. It soothed them both. Ilya loved the feeling of Shane’s hands on him.
“Yes, Ilya. I really am.”
Ilya couldn’t keep the blinding smile off his face. In the tiny streams of light through the gaps in the curtain, he could see such a beautiful answering smile on Shane’s gorgeous face.
“Ya lyublyu tebya vsem sertsem”
A tear slipped down Ilya’s face as Shane murmured sleepily back. He burrowed his face into the soft, silky hair as Shane tucked his head under Ilya’s chin. All soft and warm. Trusting completely that Ilya had him. Always.
“I love you with all my soul.”
If soulmates really did exist, then Shane was definitely his, and he was Shane’s. He believed that with all his heart.
Tomorrow.
Tomorrow everyone else would know too.
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  Freya could have cheerfully strangled Jon LeClaire. It was all right for him to tell the boys that they would hold the press conference this evening, but he wasn’t the one who had organised the flaming thing. It wasn’t that it couldn’t be done. Jon had at least given her the heads-up last night that both Ilya and Shane were on board with the plan.
Yuna Hollander had been a godsend. That woman had strategies with backup plans that had their own conspiracy theories just in case. Obviously, Shane had looped her in last night because when Freya had dragged herself into her office at an ungodly early hour, a huge takeaway coffee clutched to her chest like a lifeline. There, in her inbox, were three perfectly crafted emails.
The first one was the agreed list of questions.
The other two were the statements the boys would be putting out at midday.
One each for both of them and then a joint one.
Freya was highly impressed. It made her job easier. Now she had to wade her way through the quagmire of press wanting to attend. This would be by permission only. Freya would make damn sure that no one would be out to cause harm. Shane had been good for the Bears. Freya had always been not so secretly fond of Ilya, but she had quickly grown to like Shane too. So polite. So well behaved in front of a camera. Unlike the rest of her unruly charges.
The process of selecting who was allowed into the conference was made much easier by the list of acceptable questions. Freya and her assistant just screened by seeing who would sign the legal statement to agree to just that. If they wouldn’t sign, then they weren’t put on the list; it was as simple as that.
Even with the strict screening, there were a lot of them. It wasn’t surprising. After the opening preseason game against Montreal had gone so spectacularly – both in the good way for them and the bad way for the Voyageurs – the rumours were all over the place. Everyone wanted information. Everyone wanted answers. Freya wasn’t sure they were going to like what the real answers were. Jon had told her that Ilya had threatened to physically throw anyone out who upset his husband. Freya thought it was rather sweet. Ilya really was a big softie when it came to Shane.
Still, it had been tight, setting everything up in time. Freya had sent the boys instructions to come in nice clothes. Not necessarily suits, but something that suited them; she wanted them to look as good as possible for this.
Freya was waiting for them both by the door to the locker room. She would need to check in with them first and then head upstairs to help corral the already eagerly arriving press. What she hadn’t been expecting was most of the flaming team was also crowded into the locker room as well.
“Why are you all here?!”
At the sound of her voice, Marlow whipped around and promptly tried to hide behind Wyatt Hayes – the next biggest other than himself and Roz – but it wasn’t like he was successful. Cliff Marlow was both the tallest on the team and the widest on the team.
“Emotional support?”
“Friendship?”
“Back up.”
“To help Roz hide the bodies…”
Freya sighed. She should have retired last year when she had the chance. But alas had caved to Jon’s pleading that he couldn’t keep them all contained on his own. He was right. Jon had no chance. And that was before Shane had joined. But she really needed to start looking for someone she could train to replace her; she wasn’t getting any younger, and as good as her assistant was, he was going off to university in a year, so she didn’t want to position permanently.
She turned to the crowd of huge, hulking men. Who had devolved into wrestling somehow in the 30 seconds she had closed her eyes.
“Fine. But you all need to behave. And you aren’t going in the room. You can all wait outside.”
She watched as Shane tipped his head back to give Ilya a look. The bigger man stood right behind him, hands resting on his hips. No words were exchanged, but Ilya turned his head to his roughhousing players and snapped out a command.
“Blyat. Enough, you idiots.”
The commotion stopped. Cliff let go of both Evan and Zane who he had been attempting to wrestle to the ground and all three looked vaguely guilty. But not at Ilya. No. The three were looking at Shane.
“Sorry, Hollzy.”
Freya watched in fascination as Shane gave them a small, wan smile but didn’t speak. Ilya tightened his hold on his husband; she spotted a big hand slide up to the back of Shane’s neck and cup the bared skin between the collar of his jacket and where his hair was tied up in a silver clip. She heard the low, deep rumble of Russian, soothing and gentle even if she didn’t understand what was being said.
It was obvious that Shane was nervous. He was a bit pale; his fingers were messing with the ring on Ilya’s hand where it lay across his stomach. Freya could see him leaning back into the taller, broader form behind him. She could only imagine how this was making the two feel. At least at the moment, no one had directly accused Ilya of anything. There were literally just a few rumours after the game and footage of them touching on the ice, but Ilya was a tactile Captain, so it hadn’t gotten much traction. Not like the explosion of rumours, questions and accusations that were trending about Shane once again.
“Time to go, boys. We need a last-minute run-through and get you both ready for the cameras.”
This was being broadcast by NESN and NHL Network, the camera crew had already set up ready. It wasn’t anything new for post-game interviews, but it was more unusual for a press conference to be called like this.
They followed her out and through to the room they were using just down the hall from the media room. This was the main reason they had decided to host the conference here at their own arena. First because it was the Bears’ home base. Second because it was already all set for exactly this situation since they happened regularly on game days.
Freya caught the slight movement as she got them settled and went to leave to go check on the next thing on her never-ending list. Ilya had put his hand under Shane’s chin and very gently lifted the smaller man’s head, so their eyes met. He had leaned in and pressed a kiss to pink, bitten lips, and when he pulled away, he smoothed a thumb over the reddened skin where Shane had obviously been biting his lip in worry. They were alone in the room apart from her in the half-open doorway, but neither seemed to notice. Or maybe they just didn’t care. It was very sweet, watching the two together. This wasn’t a side many, if any, had seen of Ilya Rozanov before.
As she closed the door, she made sure it made a noise so they would know she had left. It would also give them a second or two’s warning before the camera crew’s makeup assistant came in.
 
The reporters, interviewers and a few influential sports bloggers made up the rather large group now waiting in the Bears’ media room. The camera was ready to go. Her assistant Daniel was standing by the door, headset on and tablet in hand. He would be monitoring the crowd from back there while she would be up by the table where the boys would be sitting.  
Freya spied Jon as he came into the room and nodded. They were ready. Right on time. As their Coach, Jon would be staying and would be standing just to the side and behind the table. Freya knew he was more than willing to jump in a deflection if needed. Jon was protective and proud of his team.
Ilya and Shane came through at 5 minutes to the dot. Before the door could close, Victor St-Simone, Wyatt Hayes, Zane Boodram and the hulking form of Cliff Marlow attempted to sneak in behind them. Freya glared at the four over her glasses. She was about to go throw them out before the camera was on air, but a silent shake of the head from Jon stopped her. When she saw how Shane had smiled, real and much less stressed than it had been before when he caught sight of them, she understood. Shane had coped with a horrible situation of his forced outing as well as the treatment from his own team. This unquestionable support was not only a good look for the Bears, but it probably made their Alternate Captain feel a little less alone.
By the stubborn look on all four men’s faces when she looked at them, she didn’t think anything short of a bulldozer would move them anyway.
The cameraman gave the sign for the camera to go on air. This was live after all. The conference had begun.
Freya crossed her fingers behind her back and prayed that they had taken enough precautions, and that it would all go well. The two definitely deserved this to go well, and she would damn well make sure it did.
The opening questions were nice and safe. One of the familiar, more regular reporters – she had been invited on purpose because she could be trusted to stick to hockey-related questions – started by asking about how they felt about the Bears’ astonishing defeat of the Voyageurs in their opening preseason game.
Ilya had answered very diplomatically, at least for him, and Freya relaxed slightly. The few hockey-related questions after that were nice and easy. Shane was asked how he was settling in, very well, thank you, and Ilya was asked how he felt having another Captain that he had to tell what to do.
Freya had seen the light touch Shane had given Ilya under the table before he had answered. Obviously warning the Russian to keep it clean by the quickly covered-up snickering from the peanut gallery of Bears at the back. He did manage to keep it clean and reasonably professional, but there was a rather rakish edge to his smirk that Freya knew was suspicious. Ilya was a known menace in front of cameras, and somehow, she knew this was going to descend into chaos very shortly. Despite Shane’s attempts to keep Ilya reigned in.
She knew that face.
It was Ilya Rozanov’s ‘I’m going to cause chaos, and then it’s your problem, not mine’ face.
Freya debated retiring on the spot.
 
 
Reporter POV, Kathryn Thorne
The sudden press conference wasn’t that much of a surprise. Not after the opening game the Bears had just had. They had absolutely destroyed Montreal. Which again was not surprising since the Voyageurs had apparently traded away their star centre and former Captain Shane Hollander.
Kathryn could admit she wasn’t easily surprised, but it had been all over the internet within hours. Shane Hollander was now the Alternate Captain for the Boston Bear’s. Her own team.
She had been covering them for years. Since before their current Captain, Ilya Rozanov, had been drafted in. She had still been with NESN back then, before her switch to the NHL Network, but she had been pleased that they had allowed her to continue covering the Bears.
So, when the invitation to the Bears’ press conference had arrived in her inbox at 8:30 in the morning, she had agreed. Everyone was frothing at the mouth to get the inside scoop on what the hell had happened at the end of last season. Herself included.
Kathryn had been one of the first to arrive. She had given Freya a smile and a wave when she had passed the older woman; she knew where to go, and Freya had just smiled back as she had bustled off, obviously busy. She didn’t envy the Bear’s head of PR, having to set this up in less than two days. Kathryn had settled in her preferred seat. Near the front but not directly in the centre.
She had watched as the room filled up. There were a lot of them. She recognised most of them. The cameras were already up and running. It wouldn’t be long. The air in the room was thick with anticipation. A low-level buzz was fluttering through the room. They were all excited.
Heads turned as one – like meerkats – as Freya, her assistant and Coach LeClaire all came in. Each took up a pointed position around the edge of the room. The look of disappointment on a very young reporter’s face right at the front was almost funny. Until the door opened again and Ilya Rozanov stepped through. He was not a small man. Kathryn knew this. She had personally interviewed the Bear’s Captain a couple of times recently. Somehow, he looked bigger. Broader. More powerful.
The black suit jacket strained slightly as he sat down; the white shirt clung to every inch of his well-defined chest. He had foregone a tie, and the top couple of buttons were open. The heat in the room seemed to rise almost instantly. Rozanov looked like he had just stepped off a bloody fashion runway, not sat down for a press conference.
Then, while still recovering from those visuals. Shane Hollander walked in right behind the Bear’s Captain. The smaller man was in an all-black suit. Again, no tie, but fewer buttons undone and less of a tight cut; the shirt was a beautiful silk that wrapped snugly around that very trim waist. The slight V-shaped collar taunted and hinted more than it showed, but Kathryn struggled to tear her eyes away.
Together the pair looked stunning.
The cameras were going to have a field day with this, and that was before anyone had even spoken. The soft lighting caught against the golden glitter of the familiar cross necklace around Rozanov’s neck. The Russian lifted a hand to resettle the piece when something else caught her eye. It was probably because of the angle she had chosen to sit at, but there was a gold and black ring on Rozanov’s right hand. He had never worn a ring in any interview before. It was a beautiful ring too. Unusual. Noticeable.
 
They had all been asked to sign the paperwork before they had been allowed in. That alone told Kathryn that this was about way more than just Shane Hollander’s trade, but the first few questions were nice and tame.
It was only when a young up-and-coming podcaster got brave that it started to get interesting.
“This is for Hollander.”
She watched as the dark-haired man turned his dark eyes onto the young man; that gaze was different. She had seen Hollander do lots of media coverage when he had been Captain. The two teams had played each other a lot after all. That look was new. It was still polite; he was very Canadian after all, but it was colder, less naive than she supposed.
“How do you feel about the real reason you were traded? After all, your draft contract wasn’t completed. So, there must have been more to it than the story that the Voyageurs have been pushing.”
It was almost toeing the line of acceptable, but he hadn’t outright asked if Hollander had been traded because he had been outed as gay, so the Bears’ team seemed to allow it. Hollander himself leaned on his right hand and seemed to think for a moment first before he answered. Voice soft, calm and lilting in the silence.
“You are correct. My draft contract had two more years to go. However, it became clear I was no longer welcome in the Voyageurs space. It was my decision to remove my no trade clause. Not theirs.”
You could have heard a pin drop.
Then the mad scramble to write down every word that Hollander had just said. Kathryn took the opportunity. She caught Rozanov’s eye and raised her hand to ask a question. By the look on his handsome face, he clearly recognised her.
“Good evening to you both.”
Rozanov gave her a boyish smirk; it was very charming.
“Ah, Privet. Back again this year, then.”
Kathryn had to fight not to blush, but she knew her makeup would hide the small flush; she was lucky she didn’t blush a dark red like her sister.
“Yes, I am. May I ask you both how Hollander came to be traded here, to Boston, when your contract doesn’t seem to have been public knowledge? Usually trades like yours are pretty well published.”
Rozanov leaned closer to Hollander and murmured something in his ear. It was so deep and quiet none of them could hear it, but Hollander relaxed slightly and turned to her with a more open look on his face than he had worn so far.
“Ilya says you are trustworthy, so yes. We will answer you.”
Well, that was cryptic and slightly scary. However, Hollander continued, voice carrying effortlessly through the room. Everyone was hanging on to every word.
“My contract did go live. It was completely above board and legal. The records are all there.”
Rozanov slung a huge arm over the back of Hollander’s chair and touched his shoulder. Hollander paused and looked at the bigger man; the eye contact was brief, but there was something heated in it. Whatever passed between them meant Rozanov took up answering the question.
“Bears were quick. Didn’t want anyone else to snap up such a tasty …”
It seemed like Rozanov was looking for the right word. Hollander supplied it without pause.
“Morsel.”
Ilya squeezed the shoulder where his hand still was.
“Da. Didn’t want to miss out on such a tasty morsel as Shane Hollander.”
Hollander rolled his eyes.
“I am not a snack, Ilya.”
Again, the air between them fairly crackled. Rozanov made a small biting motion towards Shane’s cheek. He was pushed away softly, playfully, with a single finger. The Russian tried to bite the finger too.
There was a quickly smothered snicker from the back wall. Kathryn glanced over and did a double take. There lined up like bodyguards were four of the veteran core of the Bears players. Marlow, St-Simone, Boodram and Hayes. Bloody hell. They looked intimidating. But also, it was a very solid show of support. A deliberate show of active team support for Hollander. Again, all around her was the excited sound of typing or scribbling down notes. This was gold dust level content.
A Sports reporter for WHDH 7News in Boston was next with her hand up. Coach LeClaire nodded for her to go ahead.
“Elephant in the room. What was your real relationship with Rose Landry? Considering the confidential messages that were circulated at the end of last season, was she your cover?”
Kathryn watched the playfulness drain instantly out of the Russian. His eyes had gone dark, his face Slavic blank in a way she hadn’t seen off the ice before. It was pretty terrifying. Rozanov took his arm from the back of the chair and leaned forward, his huge biceps threatening to rip the seams on his jacket as he tensed. From where she was sitting, she realised that the shift forward had placed Hollander behind Rozanov’s broad shoulder.
Deliberate. Protective. Almost possessive.
His voice rumbled out. Low and with an aggressive edge that hadn’t been there before.
“That is not an approved question.”
Hollander ran a hand down Rozanov’s arm. Stopping on the strong forearm and gently but firmly pushing the bigger man back so they were level again.
“It’s alright. It’s pretty close. I will answer.”
The woman who had asked had immediately perked up again, looking hopeful.
“I was in a real relationship with Rose Landry. I wasn’t entirely sure I was gay. We split as friends and have remained friends even now. She was never a cover. I don’t cheat. I am entirely loyal to my partner.”
A flurry of noise skittered around the room.
One of the bloggers spoke up this time. He was young and looked rather arrogant. Rozanov was still tense and didn’t seem very pleased, but Hollander kept his hand on the muscled forearm. Calming. Holding. The contact seemed to soothe them both.
Kathryn was getting pretty suspicious here.
“You just said you are loyal to your partner. Does that mean you are with someone else now?”
The room held its collective breath.
Against the wall, she noticed all four of the Bears tense. They stood from their relaxed postures, rolled their shoulders back and seemed to ready themselves for something. She couldn’t be sure, but her suspicions were growing.
“Yes.”
She had to swallow the laugh. Bloody hell, that was sassy. And not usually Hollander’s go-to reply.
Both men shifted. The arm that Hollander had his hand on was Rozanov’s right, the one she had spotted the ring on. As Hollander reached up to push a stray piece of hair out of his eyes, the lights caught on what looked very much like a matching ring on his right hand.
Matching rings. But on the right hand.
Oh hell.
She was right.
If she dug her nails into her leg a little too hard to stifle the very unprofessional squeal that was trying to crawl up her throat, she hoped no one noticed. She had to risk asking. Politely. She put her hand up.
Hollander nodded to her.
“Are those possibly matching rings?”
She was pretty proud of how level her voice was. They shared another very charged look; she could practically see the silent conversation going on between them. Rozanov leaned forward; he splayed his large hand out where it could clearly be seen.
Hollander did the same. Rozanov spoke. His voice was low, the accent heavier than it had been, as if the emotion in it made him closer to reverting back to his native language.
“Russians wear their wedding rings on the right hand. Is tradition.”
Hollander looked her straight in the eyes.
“Yes. They are matching rings.”
Several of the reporters started shouting.
Rozanov stood up. The four that had been back against the wall were suddenly there, standing shoulder to shoulder behind the couple. He carefully took Hollander’s hand in his, pressed a kiss to the ring and then wrapped an arm tightly around his waist.
LeClaire stepped forward as the group moved as one and left.
“Thank you for coming. That’s all for now. We will not be answering any more questions today.”
Silence.
The cameras both turned red to signal that live had been cut. Then suddenly there was a mad scramble to get out. Whoever got this story written up first would be in the money. Especially with the younger and up-and-coming reporters and journalists.
Kathryn made her way calmly out of the door. She was thinking. Rozanov was a known womaniser. As far as the public knew. He was straight. He was also Russian. It wasn’t a secret you couldn’t be gay and be Russian. Now that would be a very interesting interview.
As she made her way back to her car, she pulled out her phone to send a request to Freya. She had done one-on-one interviews with a few of the Bears over the years, including Rozanov before. He hadn’t seemed to mind her. It was worth a try. She was actually pretty damn impressed and pleased for them. From what little snippets she had picked up on, it was very much real. Hollander and Rozanov definitely had chemistry that was for damn sure.
That was one hell of a hard launch.
It would certainly make the headlines by the morning.
Social media was going to blow up. She almost felt sorry for Freya.
Almost.
The rest of her was jealous of anyone in the Bear’s getting a front-row seat to that relationship. After all, the timeline of it all was enough to be scandalously juicy, and she wasn’t even that kind of reporter. They were going to have a field day with this. There was so much to pick apart, and people would. The internet was a scary place.
She wouldn’t be surprised if there were timelines created and deep dives into every single interaction that Hollander and Rozanov had ever had by midnight. It was a very curious question. How long exactly had it been going on? Many were going to question the reason behind it. Had they just gotten married so Rozanov had citizenship? Maybe they weren’t in a real relationship at all. She would be tracking social media carefully on this one. And praying she got that interview. Now that would be a feather in her cap.
So many questions.
Patience was going to be required. Shame it wasn’t her strong point. Internet stalking all night- it was then. She would need coffee.
A lot of coffee.
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  Ilya Rozanov 🏒 @RozanovOfficial81
In response to the Boston Bears press conference yesterday, I would just like to say that, as Captain, we are very pleased to have Shane Hollander join us. He should be with us rather than the homophobic, racist and pathetic voyageurs. Hollander is where he belongs now. He is mine. Thank you to all the Bears fans who have shown their support for our new Alternate Captain, who is also my very pretty Canadian husband.
💬 4.8K | 🔁 24K | ❤️ 112K
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Ilya. That was not the agreed statement. Take it down.
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24
Too late now. It’s trending. ☹ Sorry.
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Seriously Ilya. I left you alone with your phone for 10 minutes. @YunaHollander is spitting mad.
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24
I will take down now…
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Thank you. You’re not the one she shouted at …
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24
Poor Kotik. Come here. Will make it up to you 😉
Cliff Marlow @MarlyOfficial7
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81 and @HollanderOfficial24
Err guys? Do you realise that this is on main? And Roz, don’t you dare! Not again…
Zane Boodram @BoodramOfficial43
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81 and @MarlyOfficial7
I second the NO, Roz. The neighbours complained last time!
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @BoodramOfficial43
Should have told them it was you and Cassie. @BoodramOfficial43 They were most likely jealous…
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Ilya, stop, please. And come here. Now.
Cliff Marlow @MarlyOfficial7
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24 and @RozanovOfficial81
Ooo Roz is in trouble …
Wyatt Hayes @HayesOfficial30
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Roz, what did you do?
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @HayesOfficial30
If I don’t return … don’t come to rescue me 😉
Cliff Marlow @MarlyOfficial7
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
😆 Yeah, ’cause the fucker is right where he wants to be … under Hollzy’s thumb
Victor St-Simone @StSimonOfficial18
Replying to @MarlyOfficial7 and @RozanovOfficial81
Are we sure it’s Hollzy’s thumb?
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @StSimonOfficial18 and @RozanovOfficial81
That’s enough. You are all on your official accounts, and Freya will come after me, not you lot … and no, it’s not my thumb, but don’t let anyone rescue him. He likes it here…
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24
Chert voz’mi, da!
Yuna Hollander @ManagerYHollander
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81 and @HollanderOfficial24
Ilya, this was not what we agreed. Xander is swearing in Russian. Please post the correct statement. You too, @Shane Hollander.
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @ManagerYHollander
Will post it now. Sorry Yuna 😊
Yuna Hollander @ManagerYHollander
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Thank you, Sweetie. You both did very well last night. We were both proud of you. ❤️
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @ManagerYHollander
Don’t look at me … @Yuna Hollander. I have been trying for half an hour! It’s not my fault it wasn’t on time. I see Ilya gets the compliments and I get complained about… such favouritism.
Ilya Rozanov @RozanovOfficial81
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24
Am favourite Hollander. You know this. All Hollanders love me …
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @RozanovOfficial81
Not unless you post the correct statement; I don’t. Farrah is calling me now!
 
Ilya Rozanov 🏒 @RozanovOfficial81
The Bears welcome Shane Hollander after a difficult transfer. As a team, we are very privileged to have the second-best player in the league join our team. Since we already have the first, now we have a matching set. Please continue to support Hollander and the Bears as we get our newest player settled. Thank you to all the fans who have shown their support for both the Bears and our new Alternate Captain.
On a personal note. To address the press conference last night and subsequent rumours now circulating on the internet. Yes, Shane Hollander is my husband. No, I did not marry for a green card. I am in love with my very pretty husband. @Shane Hollander. Have been for years. Please respect our privacy at this time.
💬 12K | 🔁 85K | ❤️ 410K
 
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
I would like to thank the Boston Bears’ team and management for welcoming me with open arms. The transfer was very fast and not under the most ideal circumstances, but the Bears have been nothing but kind and supportive during this rather stressful time.
Now that I have had time to get settled both into my new city and my new team, I would like to address the rumours surrounding my sexuality. First, no one else has a right to my sexuality, and I hope that my experience can teach people a lesson in what is not okay to do to anyone what was done to me.
However, I will now confirm two things. Yes, I am very much gay, and I am now very happily married to the love of my life. Thank you, Ilya Rozanov, @Ilya Rozanov, for making all this so much easier. You made me the happiest man alive by marrying me and being the most perfect husband. We would ask everyone to please respect our privacy at this time. Thank you.
💬 18K | 🔁 92K | ❤️ 530K
Zane Boodram @BoodramOfficial43
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24 and @RozanovOfficial81
Well, at least Hollzy was polite about it… Roz not so much.
Wyatt Hayes @HayesOfficial30
Replying to @BoodramOfficial43
Much better than his first attempt, though.
Cliff Marlow @MarlyOfficial7
Replying to @HayesOfficial30
I think I actually preferred his first attempt.
Shane Hollander @HollanderOfficial24
Replying to @MarlyOfficial7
Cliff, please do not encourage him …
Victor St-Simone @StSimonOfficial18
Replying to @HollanderOfficial24
Wow, you guys… have you seen the reactions? Keep the rooks off it. Some people are getting pretty nasty.
Zane Boodram @BoodramOfficial43
Replying to @StSimonOfficial18
Lots of support too, though.
 
 
Ilya put his phone away and padded over to where Shane was standing by the kitchen counter. The whole team was over at Bood’s. It was closest to Chouinard’s, which wasn’t big enough for the whole team as well as all the kids. Also, Bood loved any excuse to fire up the grill, and nothing was better than having them all over.
He loved the way his team preferred to be together. It was a very nice, warm feeling that settled low in his stomach. It soothed the ache of what his family should have been, of what he got a tiny glimpse of when his Mama had still been alive, but this was so much more.
The way they had all just enfolded Shane in as well.
Cassie and Selena were plating up the side dishes while Caitlin and Lisa carried out the cutlery. Shane was mixing smoothies for kids -much nicer than the ones he made Ilya drink in the morning – as Valérie expertly herded the kids into chairs so they could eat.
Ilya wrapped himself around Shane. His hands tight on his husband’s plush hips, he slipped under the hoodie and found warm skin. Shane automatically leaned back into him, allowing Ilya to support some of his weight as well.
They would need to look at the reactions in a bit, but Ilya would make sure they ate first. If he let Shane look now, then he would work himself up into a spiral and not eat a thing. His husband was still recovering from the mess Montreal had made of his diet, and skipping meals was a no-go as far as Terry was concerned.
Ilya picked some of the lighter things he knew Shane would eat. Bood was always really good at making sure there was something that suited everyone. Cassie too. The tall blonde was very much pleased to have so many WAGs for company after they moved. Ilya had heard her and Lisa telling Valérie once about how their previous experiences were not so good and how happy they both were with the Bears.
He pulled Shane down to sit on his lap when everyone sat down. Cliff jokingly tried to pull Victor down into his lap and got a slap around the back of the head for his efforts.
“Aww, come on, Vic. That’s not how you acted when we last shared a room …”
Cliff was smirking and waggling his eyebrows at the handsome dark-skinned man.
“Fuck off, Cliff. It was freezing …”
Bood leaned forward, an extremely interested look on his face.
“I need to know this story.”
Victor glared at Cliff. And muttered in slightly angry-sounding French.
“Don’t you fucking dare, Marlow. I swear to god I will send that picture to the whole team group chat if you do.”
Shane perked up in Ilya’s lap, causing him to groan into the back of Shane’s neck and have to hold him still. The way he was squirming right on top of his very interested cock was not helpful in public. Neither was Shane speaking fluent French.
“What picture?”
Cliff groaned and dropped his head into his hands.
“I forgot Hollzy speaks like 10 fucking languages.”
Ilya looked smug and cuddled his husband closer.
“Not 10 but up to 5 now, Da?”
Shane nodded, looking a bit embarrassed but also pleased.
“The fifth one doesn’t really count yet, though.”
At this, Shane glanced over to Luca, where the rookie was sitting next to him and Ilya, with Adrien on his other side. Only Ilya knew he was attempting to learn German for his new rookie. The other three had either English as their first language or French and English, which wasn’t a problem since both Victor and he were fluent.
Ilya squeezed Shane lightly and murmured Russian into his ear, the hot breath across his skin making him shiver lightly and give a delighted little wiggle.
“What did Victor say, Lyubimyy?”
Shane tipped his head back just slightly to quietly whisper back, even though only they could understand.
“There is apparently a picture that Victor is threatening Cliff with. He said he will send it to the whole group chat.”
A gleeful smirk crossed Ilya’s face as he looked up from where he had tucked his head into Shane’s sweet neck.
“Vic. As your Captain, I order you to share this picture.”
Cliff looked at Ilya with stark betrayal on his face. But Victor shook his head and refused.
“Sorry, Capitaine, but I will not.”
Ilya huffed but settled back with a pout on his face. Shane laughed at him and patted his chest in sympathy.
 
After everyone had eaten and the kids were all gathered around Bood’s massive TV in the living room under the watchful eyes of the wives. Bood glanced at Ilya and Shane with a cautious look on his face.
“Shall we get some beers and have a look? Together maybe?”
They all went quiet.
None of them had looked, but those that had kept their phones in their pockets had felt the alerts going off the whole time. Ilya appreciated the suggestion that they all stay together to look. At least he would have help hiding the bodies depending on what they found.
Cliff went to get the beer. As he handed them out, he made sure to pass over the can of ginger ale out of his pocket. Ilya flashed his friend a smile. Just another way in which they had all slotted Shane in with the rest of them. Everyone had ginger ale in the fridge along with any alcohol. Shane took the can with a shy, pleased smile up at Cliff from where he was curled up against Ilya’s side.
They had moved outside the pretty deck that was still warm from the residual heat from the grill. Zane and Wyatt sprawled on one sofa; Cliff took the big chair in the middle, and Ilya had pulled Shane into his side on the other sofa. The rookies all nestled at his and Shane’s feet. Luca leaned back so his shoulder touched Shane’s leg and the other three in a big puppy pile between everyone else’s legs. Nick and Evan had squeezed together on the other massive armchair. Evan was half in Nick’s lap.
Ilya pulled out his phone.
The rest did the same. It was time to see what the internet had to say. Ilya tightened his hold around Shane’s waist and pressed a kiss into his soft, silky hair. The others met his eyes, one by one. They weren’t alone. His Shane was not alone. This would not be like what happened when the texts had been leaked. Ilya wouldn’t allow it. The Bears wouldn’t allow it.
 
Dan @Hockeyfan0987
Are you all seeing this shit???!!!!
Bradtheman @Voyageursnumber1
Hollander is such an attention seeker. No wonder the Voyageurs got rid of him. 😡🤬
HollanderN1 @Hollander’sGirl
There is no need to be homophobic about it! This is why he left. Hollander didn’t do anything wrong.
Voyageurs4ever @Number1fan
Our team can do so much better. We were right to get rid of the baggage that doesn’t fit with the team.
Bear’sRule @BostonBears
Oh yeah. Here come the Voyageurs fans. If this is how you treated your best player, then no wonder our Captain managed to sign him right under your noses.
Greg Jones @BearsaretheBest
Keep it coming, Montreal. No idea what you have done. Still thanks though!
Helena Woodstock @NowaBearsFan
Never been so embarrassed to have been a Voyageurs fan in my whole life. They deserved everything they got at the opening game. I was there and saw it all. The Bears did everything they could to keep it clean.
Barry Knox @HockeyisLife
You were there, @Helena Woodstock? Can you confirm that Roz had his hands all over Hollander, or was it just bad camera angles?
Helena Woodstock @NowaBearsFan
Replying to @HockeyisLife
Rozanov is known to be a tactile Captain. However, yes, he was pretty supportive. Not that I blame him. Anyone would be if they were married to Shane Hollander. Congratulations to them both.
VinnythePuck @MenonlyHockey
Come on! This is ridiculous. How are they allowing this?? Hockey should focus strictly on the sport, not personal lives. Voyageurs were definitely right to move on.
GwentheQueen @womenarebetter
Replying to @MenonlyHockey
This attitude is exactly why people leave. Inclusion matters in sports. NHL, you need to open your eyes. Hollander and Rozanov are better players than anyone else in years. What does their personal life matter in this day and age?!
Helena Woodstock @NowaBearsFan
Replying to @womenarebetter
Absolutely right on. You go, Queen. #supportHollanov
Jake Hallon @MontrealRules
Of course, some people are all in support. Personal drama doesn’t belong in the NHL. There has to be a rule about keeping focus on the game.
GoddessFreya @BearsforReal
Replying to @MontrealRules
Just goes to show the double standards. What the Voyageurs management and team did to Hollander was completely unfair. I hope they enjoy the consequences because the team dynamic is going to suffer.
Elena Buckle @TheBoyAquarium
There is nothing wrong with two players being together, as long as it doesn’t affect the game. If you bothered to look up the stats, you would see that both Hollander and Rozanov’s score averages went up when playing together. Check your facts #supportHollanov
Braddley Ken @TheRealBrad
Replying to @TheBoyAquarium
What facts are you looking at?? The league needs to investigate this conduct to ensure the integrity of the sport is maintained.
Hollander is Cute @CaptainHollander
The negativity in these comments is unreal.
Harris Drover @RainbowHockeyforAll
This is such an amazing story! Come on, guys, can’t we all be happy for them and celebrate diverse players as part of the hockey community? Love and Hockey for all. #supportHollanov
Janet Keenan @SkatingWorld
What I want to know is whether those rumours about Hollander’s old team are true and why they were protected while he wasn’t. The organisation should have stepped in much sooner to handle the public fallout. #ProtectShaneHollander
Steven Dale @MontrealVoyageurs#1
There is no way that relationship dynamic works on the ice. He never had the competitive fire like Comeau. Making him captain was a mistake from the start.
 
Rose Landry @RoseLandryOfficial
Thank you to all who have supported Shane and Ilya. Congratulations to you both. Can’t wait to see some pictures. Yes, Shane and I did date, but found we were much better suited as friends. Thank you for respecting our privacy about our previous relationship. ❤️❤️ #supportHollanov #ProtectShaneHollander
Kaitlyn Shaw @FigureSkatingisBetter
Well said, Rose Landry! Setting the record straight. #supportHollanov
Miles Pearson @MilesP.Official
Replying to @RoseLandryOfficial
Always handling things with class, Rose. Glad you spoke up; hopefully people start listening now. #supportHollanov
Paul Karner @HockeyGoals
The league needs to address how personal relationships are handled on teams. Do something about this situation, or fans will stop renewing season tickets. @NHL Official
Liam Trent @BeerforGame
Replying to @HockeyGoals
Agreed, the focus needs to stay on traditional sports values. @NHL Official, fix the team standards.
Ian McCaffery @VoyageursCup
The league structure needs clear boundaries regarding player relationships to avoid conflicts of interest. @NHL Official
Frank Devot @HockeybeforeWives
Management did what was necessary for team cohesion. You don’t want distractions affecting the roster.
Sian Williamson @PinkSkates4eva
Replying to @HockeybeforeWives
Empathy seems completely missing from these arguments. It’s just a sport, but these are real people.
Helena Woodstock @NowaBearsFan
Replying to @PinkSkates4eva
Totally agree. Inclusion shouldn’t be up for debate. #supportHollanov
Gabriel Winchester @ArchangelxHunter
Seeing some of these comments makes me want to step in. @Sam Winchester, fancy coming out of retirement for a bit? These players deserve some solid legal and public support! #supportHollanov
Samuel Winchster @WinchesterLawOfficial
No, Gabe, let’s keep it professional. @Shane Hollander and @Ilya Rozanov, if you require legal representation regarding contract disputes or organisational treatment, please contact my office. #supportHollanov
Gabriel Winchester @ArchangelxHunter
Replying to @WinchesterLawOfficial
Glad to see you’re ready to back them up legally!
Samuel Winchster @WinchesterLawOfficial
Replying to @ArchangelxHunter
Always ready to advocate for fair treatment. #ProtectAllPlayers
Jane Walker @JaneandLily
Aww, this is so sweet. Imagine having to hide a relationship for so long. Good on you both. Congratulations. #supportHollanov
John Smith @HockeyPuckGoal
This situation is distracting from the actual sport. Fans want accountability and a focus back on the game itself. Deal with the policy issues. @NHL Official
(Note: Several subsequent comments in this section were automatically removed by moderation filters.)
 
 
 NHL Official @NHL.PR.Official
There will be a formal review of recent events. Please respect that all players and teams have been allowed to contact our PR department to discuss the matter. No further public comments will be made until the next official announcement. Thank you.
GoddessFreya @BearsforReal
Only stepping in now that public pressure is mounting. The handling of this entire situation has been deeply disappointing.
🔒 This thread is now closed to comments
 
 
 
Scott Hunter POV
Scott couldn’t quite believe what he was watching unfold online. There was no way this was real. Right?
There were no Out and Queer hockey players.
For a fucking good reason.
There was no way both Shane Hollander – although that was slightly more believable than Ilya Fucking Rozanov - were both Queer and then surprised together and married. Nope, someone was playing a really bad prank.
Or at least that’s what it looked like, until the NHL official PR team had started getting involved. Then the threads were being shut down as soon as they popped up. Comments were getting deleted faster than they were being posted.
His phone pinged with a message from both his Coach and their head of PR.
Coach ➡️ Do not engage with anything mentioning Hollander or Rozanov online. NHL-wide lockdown for investigation. Major penalties if anyone is caught commenting.  Stay offline until further notice.
Oh, Fucking Hell.
It was real.
Scott reached for the nearly full bottle of whiskey. A dark, twisted feeling in his gut. God, he was angry. And jealous. Why did they get to not be alone? Why did Hollander and Rozanov, of all the fucking people, get to be together? Not when Scott had spent years. Years. Of his life hiding in the shadows.
A tear slipped down his face. He didn’t bother to wipe it away. He just tipped the bottle straight into his mouth as more ugly, spiteful tears rolled down his face. The green, twisted feeling in his stomach was just getting stronger.
It would be real. Or if it was, it wouldn’t last.
Why the fuck would two players that good throw their careers away for a fling or a good fuck. He didn’t doubt either was a good fuck. He had thought about it often enough. Both of them were unfairly stunning in different ways, and together. Like flicking a match onto a bonfire.
Right at this moment. Scott hated them both. Just a little.
He stayed on his sofa. The room was dark and silent.
The bottle slowly emptied. It wasn’t like anyone would come looking till the morning. What did it matter if he got flat drunk and pathetically cried himself to sleep? No one cared anyway.
More tears.
More silence.
The clink of the empty bottle rolling away sounded loudly in the empty apartment. Scott was sprawled. Out cold on his living room floor. Wet tear tracks were still visible in the moonlight streaming in through the windows. 






      

  












      Chapter 30: Carter
  



    Chapter Notes

      Okay so this was not the plan ... I fear this fic is now writing itself and I am just along for the ride. So introducing Carter and Scott to the cast. Carter was not taking no for an answer.

Let me know what you think.
Please note this will be a long fic. We are not half way done here so buckle up. And Enjoy.







  Carter Vaughan, known as Vaughny to his teammates. Had been the Admirals’ alternate captain for years. His best friend was their Captain, Scott Hunter. A certain best friend who was not currently answering his phone.
Which never happened.
Scott always answered. Scott was always the first one to arrive and the last to leave. He put everyone else first and seemed to forget that he too was human. Carter was very worried. He had been out on a disastrous date with his girlfriend Gloria last night; it had ended in another fight, no surprises there, so he hadn’t seen the mess that was social media until the early hours.
Which was when he had tried to contact Scott.
Carter liked to think Scott was smart. And a lot of the time he was. But not about this. Carter had known. For years. Scott was nowhere near as subtle as he thought he was. Every time they went out with the team, the man would duck and avoid the waves upon waves of women that threw themselves at him. It was embarrassing sometimes. It was the look on his face when he thought no one was looking. Also, no completely straight guy looked at Shane Hollander’s underwear adverts with that particular expression for that long. Even Carter had looked. Hollander was hot. But Scott had been drooling, just a little, at that ass.
So, Carter had learned to run a sleek form of interference. He ran the women off. He diverted them to players who were looking for dates. He stood as a silent, much more subtle wall between Scott and the rest of the world.
This was Gloria’s main argument. Or at least it was recently. He spent more time with Scott than he did with her. True. He didn’t deny it. He did spend pretty much his entire day, and more than a few nights, crashed in his apartment with Scott. They were best friends. Scott needed him. If only the man would see what was right in front of him. The team would accept him. Carter had made damn fucking sure of it the moment he had become the Alternate. Lowkey, the whole team knew. They were all just waiting for Scott to tell them.
Which was probably why the news that Hollander and Rozanov were hard launching their relationship would hit Scott hard. He knew it would. Don’t get him wrong, Carter was pleased for the younger pair. He had had suspicions about Hollander, at least, for years. The polite Canadian was far too similar to Scott. Never seen with a woman. Until Rose Landry, and look at how quickly that had been over, and the utter shit show of the fallout for him. In fact, Hollander had the exact same panicked look when one came near him. Eyes that lingered a tiny bit too long in the wrong direction, especially on a certain Russian. But then again, Carter knew where to look for all these little signs. He had been covering Scott’s for years, after all. So maybe him picking up on it was a bit unfair. Rozanov had been a harder read, but to Carter, it certainly wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. He had seen them at the All-Star Game. You couldn’t fake chemistry like that, and Rozanov was possessive. No one but him could go after Hollander. 
 
So, when Scott didn’t answer multiple calls or texts, Carter was too worried to wait till the morning. Scott didn’t live far. Carter had a key. He yanked on his sweats and threw on a jumper – it was a bit wide at the collar, meaning it was Scott’s – and was out the door in seconds. The roads were quiet. Even in New York, 3:20 am was too early for most people. Carter pulled into Scott’s car parking space; the man didn’t bother with a car. His foot was tapping in an impatient pattern as he was waiting too long for the lift. It felt way too long. He had his key in his hand, ready, the metal now warm in his palm from how hard he was gripping it.
Carter got the door open. Scott was sprawled on the floor.
Out cold. He hoped.
The smell of cheap whiskey lingered in the air. Carter coughed softly and sighed. The idiot. Why hadn’t he called him? Date night or not, he would have been here in minutes if Scott had just called. This was part of the problem. Scott was convinced he needed to suffer alone. Well, enough was fucking enough. Maybe it was time for drastic action. Especially as Carter now had confirmation that Scott was not alone.
First things first.
Carter hauled Scott into his arms and back on the sofa. The man let out a pained groan, but his eyes opened, not very focused, but there was enough awareness to recognise who was with him.
“Carter?”
His voice was low, raspy, but there.
“Yeah, man, it’s me. You could have called.”
Scott pouted, blue eyes wide and sad.
“Didn’t want to … didn’t want to disturb. Date.”
Oh yeah, Scott was pretty drunk to be messing up this much. He must have drunk pretty much the whole bottle on an empty stomach. It wasn’t like it was easy to get a 6’4” man, built like a Navy SEAL or linebacker, drunk. Carter would know. It was a favourite to pull on the unsuspecting rookies.
“Next time, call me. Come on, let’s get you to bed.”
It was a little easier now that Scott was sort of awake, but only a little. Carter was taller, but Scott was heavier and currently doing a pretty good impression of dead weight. But he managed it. If Scott hit the bed with a little harder thump than necessary, well, Carter was a bit annoyed at his best friend.
Maybe it was lucky that they basically lived in each other’s back pockets because Carter knew where everything was and had enough of his own stuff here to survive for a few days. By the time he had forced two glasses of water down his idiot best friend and rolled him into bed, it was nearer dawn than anything else. Carter stripped off his own clothes down to his boxers and crawled into the massive bed beside Scott; he didn’t trust him enough to go sleep in the other room. It wasn’t exactly like it was the first time they had shared a bed. As Carter settled down, he slung an arm around Scott’s waist. The other man slept better when he had some form of contact; it helped prevent the nightmares. Which was always bad when Scott got drunk. Which was why he rarely did.
A low, pained sound woke Carter far too soon. He stretched. Only to realise that Scott had wrapped around him like he was a teddy bear at some point. And was apparently awake, regretting last night’s life choices too, by the sound of it.
“You alive, Scotty?”
Another dying animal sound was the only reply.
Carter snorted a laugh. He couldn’t help it.
“Let me up. I will go find water, painkillers and food.”
The grumble was very much a negative, as Carter felt Scott burrow further into his back and cling tighter. Carter just sighed.
“Alright, octopus. Either let me go, or you have to come with me. Dealers’ choice.”
Carter waited. Finally, the arms let him go, but not without a very pathetic whine of discontent. He patted Scott’s broad shoulder in mock sympathy and got out of bed.
“Go shower. You stink.”
Hurt, sad, puppy-dog blue eyes looked up at him from the pillow. Soft, fluffy blond hair was an absolute mess. Carter just pointed to the bathroom and went to find something he could make for breakfast. Or more like brunch now.
By the time he had scrambled eggs on toast, coffee and some fruit cut up, Scott came stumbling through. Well, he was at least clean and didn’t smell like someone had spilt the contents of a distillery on him anymore. But that wasn’t much of an improvement. Those baby blue eyes were red-rimmed. His hair was flat, and he looked exhausted. Carter pushed the other plate towards his best friend and set down both coffees.
“Eat first.”
Scott just sluggishly followed the command. It was lucky they didn’t have practice till tomorrow morning. It was still preseason; they hadn’t ramped everything up for the start of the actual season yet. The timing from Boston was intentional. Least impact on the season. Or Rozanov was impatient. Carter could definitely see that being the reason. The Russian gave off very possessive vibes; even when the two were meant to be ‘rivals’, Carter could totally see that being NHL hyped sexual tension, though who other than those two was to know.
They had both received a further update from Coach.
Coach ➡️ Team meeting first thing before practice. Stay off socials. Don’t do anything stupid. Higher-ups are not taking this well.
Well, that answered that then. Crowell was going to be an absolute ass, wasn’t he? No wonder Scott was so terrified of coming out. Carter turned back to Scott. He still had both their phones, so he wasn’t worried about Scott doing anything stupid, but he had a plan.
He scrolled through his contact list till he found what he was looking for. Victor St-Simone. A fellow winger from Boston. They had bonded pretty quickly at one of the previous All-Star Games. Now to see if he would give a point of contact for Hollander or Rozanov. Maybe pass on a message if not. He didn’t have either of the younger men’s numbers, and socials were obviously out right now.
 
Carter V ➡️ Hi Victor. Look, I know this is going to sound off, but I really need a favour. Could you possibly pass my number on to Rozanov or Hollander, please? It’s pretty urgent…
 
Victor St S ➡️ What’s up, Vaughny?
 
Carter V ➡️ It’s not really my place to say, but I’ve got a bit of a situation here. I really need to speak to either Hollander or Rozanov. I promise I have nothing but support for both of them, and I am really pleased they are together. It’s not that. Well, not directly.
 
His phone suddenly made the group chat request noise. He had a notification that he had been added to a group chat. Puzzled, Carter clicked on it and then promptly almost dropped his phone. It was only his great reflexes that saved the device from hitting Scott’s marble countertop and probably smashing the screen. The group chat was Victor, himself, for some reason Cliff Marlow and then Hollander and Rozanov. Man, that was fucking quick. He clicked back to his chat with Victor.
 
Carter V ➡️ Thanks. That was quick.
 
Victor St S ➡️ HAHA. You might not be thanking me later, but Roz says he knows what this is about, and Cliff bet he was bullshitting, so Hollzy and I are just along for the ride.
 
He clicked back on the group chat that was suddenly exploding in notifications, all from Rozanov. As he scrolled through the mess – most were insults to Scott’s age and his own lack of ability – nothing new there, and Carter was pretty sure insults were how the Russian showed affection if the relationship reveal with Hollander was anything to go by.
 
Ilya R ➡️ It’s the old man you need help with, da?
 
Oh, how the fuck did he know? But still, this was good. This was what he had been hoping for.
 
Carter V ➡️ Hello, Rozanov. Yes, it is Scott. Am I guessing you know? Or have you figured it out?
 
Ilya R ➡️ Known all along. Roomed next to him once. He likes to listen. Like mating call.
 
Shane H ➡️ Ilya. Behave.
 
Ilya R ➡️ Tis true, though, Lyubimyy.
 
Cliff M ➡️ Fuck’s sake. Now I owe Roz $200.
 
They were bloody mental. The whole lot of them. Still, this might be exactly what Scott needed. It had been clear when Carter had watched the press release that the Bears had done to spark all this mess in the first place. Not that he was blaming them; he categorically wasn’t. It had just made it clear that their team was very much behind their Captain and new Alternate. The way all four of them had stood guard had silently said it all.  
The Admirals had a home game tomorrow against Pittsburgh, but then they were away against Boston the day after, and they had a day or so break. All he needed to do was tell Coach that he and Scott would be catching a later flight back and then he could arrange a meet-up. Hopefully.
It seemed like Rozanov was psychic on top of being an asshole because the next string of messages came through shortly after.
 
Ilya R ➡️ You and old man stay after game. Need to talk.
 
Shane H ➡️ Carter, if you can arrange a later flight, then you two can come to ours. It will be better than anywhere public.
 
Carter V ➡️ Thank you both. And congratulations on your marriage. You looked happy at the conference.
 
Ilya R ➡️ We looked good. No one is prettier than my husband.
 
Shane H ➡️ Thanks, Carter. Will send you the address. Feel free to come over straight after the game. Since you guys will lose anyway.
 
Carter did a double take. Oh hell. Rozanov was such a bad influence, or maybe this was just the real Shane Hollander, and the hockey world was just seeing the real him for the first time. Very much like Scott. How many were hiding. How many were drowning in their own desperate misery because of the likes of Crowell and teams like the fucking Montreal Voyageurs.
Now all he had to do was get Scott through the next two games in one piece. That was not going to be easy. He ignored the angry messages from Gloria. He really wasn’t concerned with her right now, which probably said a lot about where his relationship was headed, didn’t it, but he was concerned about the hulking, slumped form on the sofa.
He picked up another glass of water and made himself a second coffee, because he was going to need it, and headed over. Scott looked blank. Tired, done and only half present. Carter handed him the glass of water.
“Drink. It will help with the headache.”
Scott scowled but drank anyway.
“I’m fine.”
Carter rolled his eyes and settled down so he could pull Scott under his arm. Not only was physical touch a comfort for both of them, but it would also mean he could stop the bigger man from trying to run. Which he knew he would.
“You are not fine. It’s time we talked about this, I think. I’ve let you go on too long like this.”
Scott looked up at him with clear confusion on his handsome face. Fucking hell, the man was useless. He really thought he was keeping this secret, didn’t he? Carter took a deep breath, tightened his hold and took the lid off the years-old can of worms.
“Did you honestly think I had never noticed? Did you really think I was such a bad friend that I didn’t know that women repulsed you?”
Carter could feel how tense Scott had gone. This was why he had hold of him; if he let go, then the blond would bolt.
“What are you talking about?”
There were tears in those baby blues, but Carter forged on. He had started this now; there was no going back. He wasn’t letting his best friend force himself back into the closet now.
“Scott, buddy, you are my best friend. I know you better than you know yourself, and no straight man looks at Shane Hollander in his Calvin Klein ad like you did. Not that I blame you, but maybe don’t tell Rozanov that. He will probably rip your eyes out.”
Scott looked away but didn’t try to run. Carter would take it.
“How long?”
His voice was small, like he was waiting for the final axe to fall.
“Oh, Scotty. I’ve always known. I was waiting for you to come to me.”
And that did it.
Scott burst into tears. Heartbreakingly quiet sobs, like he was worried someone might hear. Carter felt his own eyes well up. He hugged his best friend closer. They would get through this. Somehow.
 
The game against Pittsburgh hadn’t gone too badly. They had won, but it hadn’t been as easy as it should have been. They had lost their 3rd line left wing and centre at the end of last season; the replacements weren’t meshing well, and neither was the new right wing on the 2nd line. They would need to look at possible trades soon if this carried on. But they managed.
The meeting that Coach had called was basically to say everyone stays off social media other than the team’s official PR, and anyone caught not following the shutdown would be fined and benched from games. Carter took that to mean that Crowell was shitting himself at the backlash he and most of the Montreal team were now facing. St-Simone had told him on the chat that Hollander’s management team were setting in motion to sue the fuck out of Montreal management for their abusive treatment. Carter hoped they actually did.
He held Scott together long enough to get to the away game at Boston. That game had made them look like amateurs, but that was mainly because Scott was out of it. He couldn’t look at Hollander or Rozanov. Carter suspected he felt guilty about the outburst he had told Carter about the night he had gotten blackout drunk. It hadn’t been nice, what Scott had admitted to thinking. Carter knew it all stemmed from jealousy, but he hoped that this evening would go a long way toward helping Scott heal. He just had to get him there.
Boston had won. 5 – 2. Rozanov was just as much of a fucking menace as he always was. In fact, he was worse. He defended Hollander with a frankly terrifying ferocity. Not that Hollander needed it. The man was so fast the Admirals couldn’t catch him. Never mind those rookies that Hollander seemed to have a fucking sixth sense for; anytime they looked like they were being targeted, Hollander was suddenly there in the way. Especially Haas. The kid was nearly as fast as Hollander too. Carter could honestly gleefully murder the Voyageurs for allowing such a thing as Shane Hollander on the same team, never mind the same god damn fucking line, as Ilya Rozanov. This was just a preseason game. The actual season was going to be hell, wasn’t it? They would have fared better if their Captain and best player had been actually present in the damn game, but Carter would deal.
 
It took a bit to get the despondent man into the showers and clean clothes. Carter had packed them both spares in his own bag before they left. He had also informed Coach that they would be flying back later, after the team. Luckily, Harv Murdock, the Admiral’s Coach, was aware of the situation. Like the rest of the team, he too had been waiting for Scott to tell them to let them in. Their Coach had been a pioneer for black players. He was not new to the state of the NHL. As soon as Carter had given him the quick rundown of what he had done, and what Scott had done on the night of the Bears’ press conference, he had understood.
The only one who didn’t know was Scott. But Carter had conferred with the Bears’ group chat, and they had all confirmed to just get him to them, and they would do the rest. So that’s what Carter was going to do. He had to forcibly shove a hoodie over Scott’s damp hair and propel him out of the door to the visitor locker rooms. The rest of the team had already left. A noise in the corridor made Carter jump. He looked up. There stood the darkly handsome Victor St-Simone and the broad form of the Bear’s Goalie, Wyatt Hayes.
“Let’s go, Vaughny.”
Scott tried to make a protest, but Victor got a hold of his other arm, and the two of them half-propelled, half-frog marched the Admiral’s Captain out to a big fancy four-by-four that was apparently Victor’s. Wyatt Hayes brought up the rear. Seemed like he was on defence or rear-guard duty if Scott tried to retreat. Carter sagged into the comfortable leather seats. The last few days’ tension started to drain out of him. He kept Scott pressed close to his side. The relief that he wasn’t trying to hold this all together on his own hit him like a brick wall. Hopefully this would end with Scott having much more than just him. It was a very sad fact, but Scott really didn’t have any friends. There was their team, yes, but Scott was so damn determined to keep everyone at arm’s length.
The house they pulled up to was gorgeous, and fucking huge. As Hayes leaned out the window and typed in the gate code, they obviously visited often if they knew the code by heart. Carter could see a few other cars in the driveway. He could guess most of the Bears were here. He wasn’t sure if that was moral support or physical backup, probably both, but he was keeping his fingers crossed it wouldn’t be needed.
Hayes jumped out first. Victor right behind him. The front door opened, and there, bathed in a warm, soft light, was Ilya Rozanov. He was stupidly good-looking. Anyone with eyes could see that. Easily as tall as Scott. Massive shoulders, trim waist and thighs like tree trunks. But it wasn’t just the size of him. They were hockey players. They were all huge. It was the presence. Not many had Rozanov’s aura. Or fighting prowess. Carter was also highly aware of that glacial blue gaze. Those eyes missed nothing. The Russian was extremely intelligent; in a way, hockey players usually weren’t. That was half of what made him so dangerous on the ice; it was how he knew exactly what sore spot to press. Of just what chirp would get him the desired reaction.
Right now, Rozanov looked thoughtful, if not a bit worried, actually, when those dark blue eyes swept over the sorry state of Carter’s best friend. He really hoped this would help because Carter was reaching the limit of what he alone could do. He needed help. Scott needed help. That was why they were here.
Rozanov beckoned them all inside. His deep, rumbling voice was quiet for once as he instructed Carter and Scott to take their shoes off and put them neatly into a pretty shoe rack by the door. Since when was Ilya Rozanov the type to have an ornate shoe rack? Carter could guess it was Hollander’s influence, but both of them dutifully obeyed. Hayes and Victor had done it automatically. Obviously familiar with the rules of the house. As they followed Rozanov through to the sunken space, which, as it turned out, was a massive living room. Carter caught sight of pretty much the rest of the Boston Bears sprawled around; a big group of them were playing a four-man racing game on a ridiculously large TV, and the rest were watching them.
Carter watched as Shane Hollander came through from the open-plan kitchen area. Fucking hell. He was even more stunning up close like this. Rozanov, like he was on a leash, was wrapped around the smaller man’s back before anyone else even blinked.
It was then that Scott had apparently decided to come back to life; he made a low wheezing noise and turned to give Carter a betrayed look. Eyes wild and chest heaving in clear panic. He had been so out of it that he really hadn’t registered what had been going on had he.
“Carter. What the fuck have you done?”
Scott tried to hiss quietly, but the room had gone silent. Even the rookies had paused their game to look over.
Every single Bear had tensed. Body language went defensive in an instant. Carter shoved Scott in the shoulder and gave him a stern look.
“Enough, Scott. We are guests, and we are here to talk. So, you will remember your manners, and you will behave. Or so help me, I will tie you to a fucking chair.”
 A snort of laughter broke the tension.
Cliff Marlow bent over, trying to cover his mouth and hide the snorts of laughter that earned him a slap to the back of the head from Zane Boodram and Victor.
“I like you, Vaughny.”
Carter relaxed at that. He was given a gesture from Hollander to sit, so he pulled Scott with him and over to a very soft-looking sofa that hadn’t got Bear’s all over it. Guess it was time to put his money where his mouth was and make this work.
For Scott’s sake. But for his own too.
This had to work, because he was out of options if it didn’t.
Next time it might not be a bottle of whiskey he found Scott had tried to drown his sorrows in. He couldn’t bear that thought, so there was no choice.
He locked eyes with Rozanov.
Here goes nothing.
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  He had no idea how the fuck he had gotten here. All he knew was Carter had herded him into the car while he had been drowning in the joint misery of losing again and the loss of Kip.
That was probably why he had reacted so damn poorly to Rozanov and Hollander. He was so fucking jealous. How the hell were these two kids braver than he was? Why did they get to be happy? Even though he was the one who had done the damage in the first place. Had tried to put the most perfect, amazing man back in the closet with him. Back into this horrible, lonely darkness. Rather than throwing open the door to let the light in.
When awareness had crept back in, he suddenly realised he was not at the hotel, but in a very huge, fancy-ass house. With an alarming amount of large windows.
Surrounded by Boston Bears.
What the fuck had Carter done? How had he been so out of it that he hadn’t noticed he had been kidnapped? A heavy hand had clamped down on his arm. The atmosphere had dropped. The air seemed to drop colder than the fresh ice.
Suddenly every single Bear in the room was eyeing him, like he was prey. Even the damn rookies had sat up from the giant puppy pile on the rug to glower at him.
Carter hissed into his ear.
“Scott, don’t be a moron. Think this through.”
The hand, familiar and warm, as it was Carter’s, tightened on his arm. A silent warning.
Rozanov had drawn himself up. Scott watched as the Russian took half a step forward to put his bigger, broader frame slightly in front of Hollander. Like the smaller man needed to be protected.
Protected from Scott.
St-Simone and Marlow had moved so they were both flanking the rookies. Protective. Ready but not aggressive. Not yet. Wary more than anything.
The tension climbed.
Scott braced himself. He felt Carter shift beside him. Not moving away, but not tense either.
 
Then Shane Hollander moved. Rozanov automatically gave him space, bending around him to plaster himself to his husband’s back. Those glacial blue eyes never left Scott, the silent threat all too palpable in the air. Hollander ran a gentle hand across the bare forearm that was snaked around his waist, naturally holding him close.
God, Scott was burning with jealousy.
The easy way they touched. Familiar. Loving. Possessive.
He watched as Hollander played with the gold ring on Rozanov’s right hand, the matching one glinting in the soft light as his hand moved. White teeth dug into that plump bottom lip as Hollander seemed to think for a moment. Rozanov was breathing softly into his throat, and the whole team was watching the smaller man for a signal. Like they would move on his command.
Wasn’t Rozanov meant to be the Captain, not Hollander? Scott was terribly confused. He flinched back when Rozanov shifted, but the Russian just moved so he was supporting Hollander’s weight and could lean down to speak into his ear in Russian.
“He needs help. This is not healthy; he is hurting himself and others around him.”
Hollander tilted his head and, to Scott’s absolute shock, replied in bloody Russian too, when had the little shit learnt fucking Russian.
“Glad Carter reached out. I think they are both at their limits. Scott wasn’t there at all in the game. It shouldn’t have been that easy to beat them.”
Rozanov snorted and rolled his eyes.
“Did you forget our team has you and me now, Hollander?”
Hollander hit him. Not hard; it was a tap, really, but Rozanov whined. Actually, fucking whined, as he had just had the wind knocked out of him.
“Don’t be dramatic, Ilya.”
Scott spluttered and stared at Hollander, eyes wide and glassy. He was aware he was shaking; he felt Carter wrap an arm around his shoulders and pull him into his side. Hollander came to him; he squatted down in a perfect posture to balance on the balls of his heels. Even in this state, Scott couldn’t help but note the strain in those once-loose sweatpants as they had now stretched across the sheer width of Hollander’s thick thighs.
A hand touched his knee. Scott forced his eyes away from the spectacle of those legs to look into concerned brown eyes.
“Scott, breathe. Copy me. In and Out.”
He could vaguely hear the deep rumble of Rozanov’s voice as he directed the Bears, but he was trying very hard to do what Hollander was asking, the grounding feeling of Carter’s arm around his shoulders, but it wasn’t enough. Hollander seemed to know because the next minute there was another larger figure on his other side and arms around his chest from behind. Marlow and St-Simone had wrapped him up as well as Carter, so he was boxed in on all sides. All he could see was Hollander, counting slowly as they breathed in and out. Slowly, steadily, Scott’s heartbeat came back to normal. His vision cleared, and his chest didn’t feel like someone was sitting on it.  
By the time he looked up, Hollander was still sitting right there. Concern was clear in those big, brown eyes. Rozanov was behind him, one huge leg braced against Hollander’s back to help hold him steady. Carter, Marlow and St-Simone were all still holding him; he didn’t really want them to let go, if he was being honest. The Bear’s rookies came back into the room carrying a tea set of all things. It smelt wonderful. Rozanov gently pulled Hollander up onto his feet and made him sit. Then proceeded to make tea for everyone, obviously knowing how each one drank it. Only when he had finished did he turn to Scott and Carter.
It’s Russian tea. Good for shock.”
He handed Scott his first. It was hot and sweet; he preferred coffee, but it was making him feel steadier, so he carried on drinking. Carter too practically inhaled the sweet liquid. Scott finally met Rozanov’s eyes.
“Thanks. Sorry about that.”
The Russian shook his head.
“Panic attack. I’m familiar with them.”
Hollander gave Scott a shy smile from his seat opposite.
“I used to get them a lot. Ilya was always very good at helping.”
 
The Bears resettled around them. Marlow and St-Simone kept him sandwiched between them and Carter. The rookies gathered around Hollander and Rozanov, while Chouinard and Dykstra sat one on each side of the rookie pile. Probably to keep them contained, as they got very overenthusiastic and one of them, the chestnut-haired one, was prone to flailing arms around when he got going.
Scott watched as Boodram and Hayes settled across from the pile he was in the middle of; both of them were watching him carefully. It wasn’t pity in their eyes, but it was something sympathetic, like they were seeing history repeat itself. It made Scott wonder just how much these guys had seen of Hollander and Rozanov’s relationship.
Hollander leaned into Rozanov. Scott swallowed down the acrid taste of jealousy as Rozanov slid a muscular arm around that slim waist and they pressed tightly together, like any space between them was too much. Rozanov was the one to turn to Carter with a knowing look on his face.
“How long have you known about the dinosaur?”
This time even Hollander didn’t bother trying to correct the Russian; Scott was pretty sure the only one he was capable of being nice to was Hollander at this point. But he supposed that was unfair since his team seemed to adore the giant menace for some inexplicable reason. Carter didn’t let go; Scott could feel him tighten his hold briefly in comfort before he started telling the whole story. Something in Scott was grateful that it was Carter starting this; he wasn’t sure his tongue would work right now, even if he tried.
“Years. Pretty much worked it out within the first week of being drafted to the Admirals.”
Rozanov gave Carter a mildly impressed look. Scott flinched and tried to sink lower into the sofa, but the pressure of three big, muscular arms around him made it difficult to move an inch.
“Me and Shane?”
Carter looked from one to the other.
“You? Oh, I didn’t, not really, but the way you treated Hollander was always different. I had a very slight suspicion it was more than just the rivalry. But Hollander, well, again, like Scott. The first time we all went out after a game, I had been watching Scott, and they both had the exact same reactions. I suppose I had an insider point of view that others didn’t.”
Hollander had started to blush. Scott thought it really wasn’t fair that he looked that good even when his cheeks were a lovely pink colour. Rozanov was nodding.
“Knew what to look for. Good instincts. Good friend to closeted dinosaurs.”
Scott closed his eyes to try and hide the tears. It was true. Carter had been far more of a friend to him than he had been for a long time now. He reached out and entwined their fingers together on his lap. Carter sent him a soft smile.
“Yes, he has been. Far better than me.”
Now it was Hollander’s turn to lean forward and lock Scott in with those big, earnest brown eyes.
“Then do better. Let us help.”
The rest of the Bears all murmured sounds of agreement. Scott looked at them all. They all knew. They all supported their Captains; there was no way Hollander was running as just an Alternate, no matter what his jersey might say. Was this what his own team could look like?.
Carter seemed to read his mind because he squeezed Scott’s hand and tugged, so he turned his head to face his best friend.
“They will. I made sure of it. I promise our team is just like this. You just need to let them in, Scotty.”
Marlow rumbled from his other side.
“Shit, Hunter, you need to wake up. You are far safer than Roz was. At least you know you have support. You aren’t going to be blacklisted from your home country or arrested if you ever went back.”
Rozanov glared at Marlow as Hollander paled at the words and promptly eeled his way right into the bigger man’s lap to wrap around him like a fucking limpet. The glare suddenly changed to a lavish smirk as he wasted no time in locking his arms around Hollander to keep him there. Marlow snorted and threw a cushion at the pair with his free hand as he wolf-whistled loudly, and Boodram rolled his eyes and mock-covered Haas’s eyes with his hand.
“Hey, you two, there are kids here.”
They all laughed, and Haas went bright red. The biggest of the rookies curled an arm around the cute blond and pulled him in close as if to protect him. Hayes piped up from the other side with a snort.
“The rookies are already traumatised, Bood. No use bothering about it now.”
Chouinard looked a little bit green as he shook his head.
“After that game against Montreal, we are all traumatised. Never mind the kids.”
St-Simone dropped his head back to the arm of the sofa and groaned; he kicked his feet across the space behind Scott, so they were tucked up Marlow’s solid thigh. The huge man didn’t even blink, just made space and rubbed an exposed dark-skinned ankle absently with his free hand. Just how gay was this team?
Rozanov just looked very smug and stayed with Hollander wrapped around him; the Russian leaned back and settled them both more comfortably.
“You are all just jealous.”
Most just rolled their eyes, and all the rookies blushed this time. But Scott definitely heard Marlow mutter under his breath.
“Damn fucking right, Roz.”
 
Hollander eventually dug his way out of Rozanov’s chest but only far enough to turn in his lap and stay there. Not like Roz looked likely to let go anytime soon.
“Right. Plan time.”
The Bears all perked up and lasered onto Hollander. Even Scott and Carter copied out of some pack like instinct before they could help it.
“Carter, make sure you and Scott have all of our numbers. We will make a separate chat that doesn’t include anything game-related. Scott, you are going to answer us. You are not alone anymore. Carter, you too, since you have been dealing with this alone for far too long and believe us when we say we know what that feels like, and it’s heartbreaking.”
Carter nodded and promptly handed his phone over. So did Scott. There was no way he was arguing with that look on Hollander’s face. Scott shivered slightly. He honestly wasn’t sure if it was fear or arousal.  If this was the way Roz felt going against Hollander all the time, there was no wonder that the fuckers had ended up together. Especially if the knowing smirk Rozanov was throwing at him from where he had his head tucked perfectly into that smooth, creamy-looking throat. Smug asshole.
“And for fuck’s sake, use our first names. It’s going to get old very quickly, or at least nicknames.”
That was true, Scott supposed, especially if they were now apparently all going to be friends.
 
Apparently, they were all staying over. Like the whole lot of them. The house had four large guest rooms, and the Bears split into groups with little fuss. The four rookies all piled into one room. Then the others split between the other two rooms and the sofas, which left Scott and Carter the last room.
Scott was tired and drained; he hardly noticed Carter passing him clothes from his bag and gently nudging him in the direction of the bathroom, but he wasn’t dead, so he had to look away from the sight of a half-naked Roz, passing out clean clothes to the room full of sleepy rookies. So, it wasn’t just Ilya; now that was going to take a minute to get used to, who was the lucky one. Objectively, the Russian could have been a model in a different life, just with his face alone. But his chest. Oh yeah. If Scott didn’t know he was totally gay, he would after spending any time in this house. The asshole caught him looking. He fucking winked and sauntered back into the master bedroom. Scott caught sight of pretty fresh-looking welts all down his mole-dotted back. It really wasn’t fair, was it?
The even more knowing look he was getting when he turned around and came face to chest with Cliff Marlow was pretty clear. As was another Greek god-like naked chest. Why was it so much worse when he wasn’t with his own team? He didn’t get these types of reactions to them. It’s like the damn Bears knew exactly what they were doing and fucking enjoying it. Knowing them, they probably were.
Marlow; Cliff. Fuck he would get this right, crossed his impressive arms over his bare chest and leaned against the bathroom door frame.
“You gonna be good about all this, Scott Hunter?”
It wasn’t a threat. But it also wasn’t. The leaner form of Victor St-Simone materialised under Cliff’s arm. Like personal space was a fucking option. They were messing with him now, weren’t they?. Victor ducked under one massive arm, playfully shoved the bigger Bear back towards the room they were sharing. The dark-skinned man threw back over his shoulder a warning look in those almost golden eyes.
“He will be.”
Scott just nodded and tried to ignore the heat curling in his belly at the casual manhandling that Victor was doing to the massive Cliff, who was letting him. Like they didn’t care. Like they wouldn’t be called all sorts of slurs if it was any other team-filled house, just for the way Victor had his hands sprawled across the muscular planes ofthe  are back to shove the other man away. Like the way Cliff gave a low, rumbling laugh and pretended to fall backwards so Victor yelped and scrambled out from behind the bigger man. Only to be grabbed and lifted off his feet.
He heard a snort as Zane and Wyatt watched from their open doorway. Both of them with fond smiles on their faces.
“Sounds like your team will be okay too. Maybe give them a chance.”
Scott could only nod and try to smile. Too close to tears to speak. Wyatt reached over and patted his shoulder while Zane nudged him toward the guest bedroom door.
“Sleep. It will all feel better in the morning. We aren’t going anywhere. You aren’t alone anymore. We will keep telling you until you believe us.”
He couldn’t take it anymore. He allowed himself to be gently pushed into the spacious guest room. Carter was waiting. Just like he always was. Scott collapsed into his best friend’s waiting arms and cried. At least this time it was with long-held relief.
Maybe these crazy idiots were right. Carter seemed to firmly believe that their team would be okay. The Bears certainly were. People knew. His best friend knew. No one had run to the press. No one had hit him. The world was still spinning. Carter’s arms were warm, familiar and solid around him. Fuck. He had been such a shit friend, hadn’t he? Well, there’s no time like the present to change that. With a deep breath, Scott pushed himself back a bit to look Carter in the eyes. Those soft, warm eyes that always had a smile for him.
“Thank you. For everything.”
Carter just smiled and hugged him again, arms squeezing just on the right side of too tight.
“No need. You’re my best friend, Scotty; I was so scared when I found you like that. Please don’t do that again. I don’t want to do this without you.”
Scott wrapped his own arms around his friend’s broad back and held on. He knew exactly what Carter had been thinking, and it had crossed his mind before. Not so much in recent years, but it was still there. The pain of losing his parents. The fear of being outed. The terrifying thought of people knowing; it was all weight, and sometimes that weight got too much. Scott knew that was why Carter had done this. He had scared his best friend. He had scared himself, if he was honest.
Maybe this was one step forward. Maybe soon he could call Kip again. Could tell him the truth. Could introduce him as his boyfriend. If he would even take him back. Honestly, Scott knew he didn’t deserve it, but maybe he could ask Ilya. He would bet money on the Russian knowing exactly how to win over tiny but powerfully built men with doe eyes and hearts too big for their own good.
Fucking hell.
He had similar fucking taste in men to Ilya Rozanov.
If he ever did introduce the menace to Kip, he would never hear the end of it, would he. His heart made a soft lurch of hope. Oh, how he wished that could happen. Scott would take every bit of teasing from the Russian just to have Kip back and to be able to introduce him to his friends. More than one. He had people now.
He wasn’t alone.
Scott felt Carter pull him into a puddle on the rather excessively big guest bed, which of course was wonderfully soft and had a weighted fluffy blanket draped neatly over the end of the bed.
He fell asleep to the familiar sound of Carter breathing gently at his back and the feeling of the lovely blanket that he was planning to steal before he left. The world felt just a little bit brighter.
He really did have the best friend anyone could ask for.
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  Yuna POV
Yuna had been vibrating in place for days. She had been waiting. As patiently as she could. Now she knew how the game worked. She knew that they had to time this right. The press conference went beautifully. She was so impressed with both of her boys. Shane had sounded so much better than the last time he had been in front of the press. Less robotic, more genuine and settled in himself. Ilya had even kept sort of calm, or as calm as the Russian was ever going to get. Although he had made a couple of remarks that Freya, the Bear’s PR manager, would have rather kept to himself, they weren’t particularly troublesome.  Not really.
The fallout had been expected. She had contacted both Farrah and Xander as soon as the NHL had gotten involved. This had always been a possible issue; they had done the same thing when Shane had been ostracised at the end of last season. The NHL had only stepped in to protect the straight, white players. And Yuna had evidence of it. She had documented everything.
The absolute gem of her case was the audio recording from the first practice Shane had been to after the temporary suspension had ended. The one that had ended in the fight. The whole thing had been recorded, dated and time-stamped. It was only audio, not video, but she could request access to the CCTV if it came down to it. That would prove that the aggressor had not been Shane or Hayden, even though it had been punished. On record, too. Honestly, Yuna was a bit embarrassed on behalf of the Montreal Voyageurs team management, because it was pretty poor.
Farrah had said it was the attitude. The owner was like that, and so were the upper management. They felt safe. They thought they were above the laws and regulations because the public image of the NHL supported their views. Up till now, unfortunately, they had been correct. They had been safe. Because they had been winning.
They had only been winning because of Shane.
Without him now, their true colours were being revealed. Yuna took screenshots of as many of the threads and comments she could find before the NHL removed them. Some players were supportive. Notable among them were the Admirals’ captain and alternate captain. Scott Hunter and Carter Vaughan. Ryan Price had put a small but nice comment. Hayden had also commented positively, as had all the Bears. However, most of the comments had been negative.
A lot of it came from team management; the Voyageurs had been pretty vocal, as had Toronto. Dallas Kent led the charge. Kent was known as a bigoted, obnoxious, and arrogant man on and off the ice. Yuna had seen a few instances of his posturing an image of dominance and toxic masculinity that he just could not back up. Nor should anyone want to. But his team followed his lead, and that was the problem.
Yuna had recorded it all. Between her efforts, Farrah and Xander had more than enough. Montreal first. Then Crowell and, if she had to, the whole NHL.
 
David put a fresh mug of coffee in front of her as she was typing away. Her glasses had slipped down her nose, and the words were starting to blur, but she was close to being done. She had a meeting with the lawyers the day after tomorrow, and she wanted to send Shane an itemised copy of everything beforehand, so they were both in the loop. She wouldn’t send them the details of some of the comments; she had cried reading them. Some people really were a disgrace to human beings.
Yuna gave David a smile as she sat back and gratefully picked up the steaming mug. As she was flicking through files on the table, her phone rang. It was late, so there weren’t too many options for who it could be. As she picked it up, Shane’s name was displayed on the screen. Yuna accepted the call.
It wasn’t Shane’s voice. It was Ilya.
“Yuna. Sorry for calling late. We have an issue.”
He didn’t sound panicked. More annoyed than anything. Yuna heard him growl out something in Russian, and then his voice came back.
“Crowell has sent an email requesting our presence in 3 days. Shane is very … angry.”
Oh shit. Well, Yuna couldn’t say it was too surprising, but she had hoped they could get the wheels in motion a little quicker before the sharks had begun to circle.
“Ilya, sweetie, what kind of angry?”
His voice was a little breathless when he replied.
“Like we'll need to hide the body.”
Ah. Okay. That was workable, at least for now.
“Put me on speaker, please.”
She heard the click of the button.
“Shane. Honey?”
A pause, a quiet rustle of fabric and then Shane’s voice came through.
“Mom.”
English, that was good. That meant not at nuclear levels yet.
“It’s okay. We knew this was a possibility. I will still have filed everything the day before; he can’t stop us. I just need you to keep your head in the meeting.”
More shifting noises. Yuna suspected that Ilya had gotten a hold of Shane to stop him pacing.
“I will forward you the email. Just in case. I’ll keep my head, I promise, but he’s the one behind covering for Montreal, and it makes me so angry.”
And hurt, but Yuna was sure neither she nor Ilya was going to point that out right now.
“Thank you. And don’t forget to record the meeting. Like you did before.”
Ilya had obviously taken the phone back because he answered.
“We will. Thank you, Yuna.”
She smiled.
“You’re both welcome. Good night. We love you.”
A soft noise, and then Shane came back.
“Good night, Mom. We love you too.”
As the phone went black, she turned to David, who had been sitting and waiting for her to finish. He raised a questioning eyebrow at her.
“Crowell has demanded a meeting. In three days.”
David frowned. The only reason the NHL commissioner would want a meeting with both Shane and Ilya now was not good. And they both knew it.
“He’s going to try something.”
Yuna nodded in agreement. Oh, she knew that slimy, horrible snake would try something. She just wasn’t sure which angle the bastard would go down. She would just have to make sure she told the lawyers everything and hope it was enough to either forestall Crowell or be able to stop whatever his plans were. At least Ilya was fully protected now, so even if he tried to threaten him with Russia, it wouldn’t work, because Yuna was fully aware that Shane was so in love with his husband that had they not been so careful. So cautious in the first place, and now she understood the gravity of that planning Shane had been so insistent on, which had seemed almost excessive when Shane had first told them.
They were both worried, but Yuna forced herself to focus on the meeting and getting everything in motion before the boys had to face Crowell. David couldn’t come with her because he was in a very important meeting at the same time, but Yuna could deal with lawyers on her, no problem.
 
As she sat in the conference room, all her paperwork neatly organised and presented, she was suitably impressed with the plan that was being put forward. First, they would go after the management of Montreal Voyageurs. For both abuse of power of a contracted athlete under their care and a breach of contract due to moral and physical damages. Shane had sent her all the results the Bears’ doctor had carefully documented, as well as all of Shane’s own signed, approved and stamped copies he had been given while he was under their registration. Yuna suspected that Theriault had assumed that since most of his players just didn’t care about paperwork, or following any sort of rules that weren’t of his own making, Shane had been the same. Of course, Yuna had taught her son better than that.
Shane had kept copies of everything. Originals where he could, and he had documented his progress and how it had affected him. Because, of course, he had. Shane was obsessed with two things. Being the best at Hockey and Ilya Rozanov. Which meant proof. The way the younger of the two lawyers had brightened up at all this had amused her for a moment; after all, how many cases would they get where they had documented, itemised, and colour-coded evidence handed to them.
The plan once they went after the management – which included medical staff, Theriault himself and that slimy PR manager Marcel, whom Yuna had never liked was to go after Crowell if he put a toe out of line. Yuna knew he would; from the looks of the two lawyers exchanging words, they were more than aware it would be needed. However, as Yuna told them, they couldn’t move forward until Crowell made himself clear in the meeting he had called. The older, more experienced lawyer had agreed that Yuna would make direct contact with him after the meeting and either give the go-ahead or say that it wasn’t required. It was still a lot.
She was there for hours. They went through everything. Every bit of evidence she had. The picture it painted about the truth behind Montreal’s treatment of Shane was shocking, even when she had seen it all before. There was something about it all laid out, in a comprehensive timeline of data, that made it really hit her hard. Even the lawyers were visibly affected and had asked if Shane was making a speedy recovery now that he was out and away from them. She had very proudly told them that Shane had never been better, and it was true.
They double and triple checked Ilya’s paperwork. No matter what Crowell or the League tried, he was safe. Married to Shane, with his legal name changed and Shane as his sponsor and spouse, there was nothing for them to touch. And that was without further proof of abuse that Yuna knew exactly how to find if she had needed it. Ilya’s father was lucky he was dead already, as unkind as that thought was, but that asshole of a brother better stay far away if he wanted to keep his testicles attached as far as Yuna – and Shane, because Yuna knew her son – was concerned.
By the time she headed home, she was exhausted but happy. It was all going to plan. Soon those that had targeted her son would be getting exactly what they deserved. Yuna was pleased. Now they just had to survive the meeting with the NHL devil himself. Yuna had faith in both of them. It was that bastard Crowell she didn’t trust as far as she could throw him.
He would have something nasty up his sleeve; she just knew it.
 
 
Commissioner Crowell POV
Roger Crowell had happily been the Commissioner for the NHL for years. Years. Without any real flare-up of this talk of reform or acceptance rubbish that he was not at all entertaining. His game was not for that ilk, thank you very much. He had been forced to acquiesce to the pressure from the public to those horrific Pride Night monstrosities, but he absolutely refused to make it compulsory. It would be by choice only.
That was until bloody Theriault decided to throw a tantrum over something that could have just been dealt with.
The hacking of that stupid bint’s phone had been unfortunate, to say the least, but if Theriault had just come directly to him, then he could have fixed it. After all, Hollander had owed them; he had been the token half-breed that he had begrudgingly allowed in because he was good. Hockey players like Hollander and that Russian nuisance Rozanov didn’t come around very often, and that kind of talent meant only one thing. Money. Lots of increased sales. That was where the rivalry idea had come from. The minute he had the PR department hype up the animosity between the two teenagers, it had become a veritable gold mine.
Until Montreal’s management decided to play by their own rules. It wasn’t even that Crowell didn’t understand why. Of course he did. After all, he completely agreed. Gay men should not be playing professional hockey. It was dirty. It made the game look weak. It was not happening while he was Commissioner.
But of course, that had been before. He could have fixed this. There was plenty he could have used to squash the bug back into line if he had been informed before Montreal had put Hollander up for trade. Crowell didn’t have the same influence or control over the Boston owner. He was one of the only ones he didn’t have either a deal with or blackmail on. Now Hollander was out of his reach. Protected. Supported. He had fought Rozanov going to Boston in the first place for the draft pick and lost. Now both of them were there. Under Charlie Johnson and that infuriating Coach, LeClaire.
 
The first thing was to get his hands on Theriault and tear him a new one. Then damage control. That flaming press conference had been a step too far. The problem was it was not technically against the rules. Why would there have been a rule for this? Hockey players didn’t come out as anything. Not in his League, and they certainly did not marry another MALE player. If they had been low profile, it wouldn’t have mattered. Money in the right pocket, a threat here and there. He could have silenced the whole thing, then quietly dropped the pair of them back down the AHL, then out.
But no.
These were the top two players in his League right now.
He had no way of removing them. Especially after the mess Montreal had made of the situation.
 
Crowell was still furious when his secretary buzzed to say Theriault and the Voyageurs’ owner, Vernon Blake. The two men were shown in. Crowell stayed seated behind his massive, dark oak desk. He wasn’t getting up for these two; no, that would imply respect, and he had lost any he had for either of them when the morons decided that they could be an embarrassment to his League.
Neither man looked happy.
Well, they didn’t deserve to be. He would get rid of both of them if he could, but alas, he would never find anyone to buy the Voyageurs right now. Not with the public opinion so divided about the treatment of Hollander.
“Take a seat.”
He didn’t waste time on pleasantries. It wasn’t like they weren’t aware he was furious; his summons had made that particularly clear. Theriault, however, looked extremely put out. In fairness, this was an unusual situation for them; their views usually aligned pretty heavily, and they normally got on well. Not anymore.  
“There are a few things in life that I absolutely can’t stand. One thing I hate is surprises. Another is disloyalty. And another is liars.”
Here he looked Theriault dead in the face. The man scoffed and glared belligerently back at him.
“I am none of those things, Roger, and you fucking know it.”
Crowell frowned at the use of his first name but left it for now; more important things to tackle.
“So, you say, however, the thing I hate the most is being embarrassed. And I especially hate it when the league is embarrassed. Right now, I have never been more appalled at your complete and total lack of any judgement.”
Theriault went to open his mouth, but Crowell was shouting now, spit flying from his mouth; he was so enraged.
“What the fuck were you thinking?!”
This time Theriault snarled out his defence.
“I didn’t want any fucking Faggots on my god damn team, Roger. You know this.”
Crowell sighed; it wasn’t that he didn’t agree; he did.
“I am aware, but you went about it the complete wrong way. You should have informed me immediately, and I would have dealt with Hollander.”
It was then that Vernon leaned forward and pulled a formal, expensive-looking envelope out of his jacket pocket and placed it on the desk between them.
“No, Crowell. You would not have been able to deal with Hollander as you put it. This arrived just before we left to come here. Hollander is suing us. The list of grievances is extensive and, unfortunately, from what quick bit of digging I did, probably true.”
Blake levelled Theriault with a dark look. The Coach just snorted rudely and glared back.
“It’s not my fucking fault.”
Crowell looked at the documents. Blake stared back at him, unblinking. It was clear who he had laid the blame on. Theriault. Crowell could see how Blake was going to try and wriggle out of any responsibility by letting his Coach take the fall. After all, there were always up-and-coming coaches wanting a chance. It wasn’t like the damn team could do worse than right now.
Unfortunately, Hollander’s team was damn efficient. The papers were remarkably detailed, time-stamped, and data-driven. Outlining everything that Hollander was suing them for. Crowell held up a hand and silence fell. He turned to Theriault.
“It is your fault. You will tell me here and now. Are any of these accusations going to hold water? Has he got a case?”
The look on Theriault’s face told him all he needed to know. So, they all were. Great. The only thing worse would be actual photo evidence.
“How much of a one, Theriault? How badly have you fucked this up?”
Crowell’s blood ran cold at how pale the Voyageur’s Coach had gone.
“Honestly, I didn’t think so, but according to one of the junior Coaches, there is footage on the cameras. There’s all the shit online that Marcel didn’t stamp out quickly enough; I know that was seen. There’s probably videos or recordings of a lot of what’s on that list. Hollander was a fucking pansy and couldn’t take a joke. Got offended way too easily.”
Crowell growled.
“For fucks sake, Theriault. How likely is it that he kept paperwork? Did you give him anything that could be incriminating?”
He was not having this backfire on his League. He would sacrifice Theriault himself to make sure the man took the fall for this mess.  
“Oh, he will have. I did tell them not to, but I doubt the Medical team listened. They liked using Hollander as a guinea pig, so they were always recording something.
Crowell could honestly hit the man right now. This couldn’t get much worse. He had nothing. No leverage to wield over Hollander to get him to back down. Not now. He was out of reach until he broke an actual NHL rule. They hadn’t, but only because one didn’t exist, just like they thought they hadn’t needed one. He would be fixing that oversight as quickly as possible.
“I have banned any players from commenting. There will be harsh punishment if any are caught. As well as telling the public we are launching an investigation. You will do nothing to make this worse. You will get your god damn team under control, Theriault. No more public slander. No more slurs where it can be recorded. The public is not on your side anymore. Boston is painting a very pretty picture of rescuing the hero and giving him his freedom. Your team is making it worse.”
Theriault clearly gritted his teeth but nodded, unable to actually say the words out loud; Crowell reckoned he would burst into flames if he said anything. Vernon nodded as well and gave his Coach an acidic look.
“We will sort it.”
Crowell then dropped his hands to the desk on top of the paper and looked at them both.
“Lawyer up, both of you. The NHL can’t be seen to be taking sides, so you can’t use ours, but good luck. You are going to need it.”
With that, he dismissed them both. He wasn’t the one being sued. He could also sell the team cheap if it came to that. Right now, the Voyageurs weren’t worth much anyway. He would see them both go down before he let this touch his League.
 
If Shane Hollander wanted a fight, then Crowell would give the faggot one. After all, one man on his own was not up to matching him, especially one as ‘sensitive’ as Theriault said he was.
There was one angle he could play this. That awful press conference had claimed Hollander had married Rozanov. Well, that could actually work in his favour. After all, the man was Russian. Everyone knew Russians had the right idea about the gays and queers. Lock them up. Make them disappear. Or whatever it was that the Russian Government did with them. Crowell didn’t know or care, but it would solve one of his problems at least. He could report Rozanov for publicly supporting gay rights, and Russia would do the rest.
Then he could deal with Hollander. Once Rozanov was out of the way, he would be able to sort this all out. Maybe he could claim they had used their sham of a marriage to influence Hollander’s trade in the first place. He would need to pull the signed agreement and see what was on it. Crowell would claim that Hollander and Rozanov had used manipulation, corruption and conspiracy against the NHL.
He would end the pair of them.
There would be no gays in his League. Not while he was the Commissioner. He would make sure of it.
Now to order the two of them to the office the day after tomorrow. Then he would commence with his plan. For now, he needed to contact his counterpart in Russia and work out who he was best reporting Rozanov to.
Then he would watch as the two were torn apart, piece by piece.
He was going to enjoy this.
 






      

  












      Chapter 33: Adrien
  



    Chapter Notes

      Okay don't kill me. It's not the meeting with Crowell but I promsie that is coming tomorrow. I needed a bit of a break from that midset so I have added a little bit of fluff for you.

I give you the first of Adrien LaPointe's POV. For those that have missed it, this is very much going to be Adrien/Luca.

I hope you like it. Please let me know what you all think.







  Amazingly, the Bears were awesome. Utterly and totally everything he could have possibly wanted when he dreamed of this all his teenage years.
He had never dared hope he would have been picked by Ilya Rozanov himself, but that had been what had happened. Even better. They had taken his two best friends as well. All three had been drafted to the Boston Bears. With Ilya freaking Rozanov and Shane fucking Hollander. His own childhood legends. In the flesh. Right in front of him.
And they were both stunning.
Roz was ridiculously handsome. An absolute powerhouse of a centre. That had moved to the Right Wing. Because his freaking beautiful husband… repeat… husband had taken the centre and Roz was fucking whipped. Like proudly so. Their Captain made absolutely no effort to hide his utter infatuation with Shane Hollander. Even after he had married the man. Adrien had to give Roz credit; he had locked down the hottest man in the NHL, from what they had picked up from being around the two, from like his teenage or early twenties. Man had taken one look and decided literally that only the best was good enough. Not that Adrien blamed either of them.
Adrien had known he was bisexual for years. Hadn’t really tried to hide it. Just hadn’t advertised it around other players. He wasn’t well known. He wasn’t in the public eye. No one cared if he went on a date with a gay man. More often than not, Reece or Ethan covered for him anyway.
Only to discover that it was safe here. They had made it safe. Not a single member of the Bears cared what your sexual preferences were. Roz proudly informed them on their first day that they were ‘The gayest fucking team in the League.’ By the way it was shaping up, it looked like they really fucking were.
There was him. There was Rozanov and Hollander. Then whatever, something very weird that was going on between Marlow and St-Simone too. He could sense it. The interactions were just that bit charged, just a bit too familiar with each other. And the way Marly looked at the handsome, dark-skinned Winger when he didn’t think anyone was watching. Yeah. There was something there. He was sure of it. Maybe he would ask Roz. He always seemed to know. Somehow.
And then there was Luca Haas. Lovely little Luca. So pretty. So shy. Just adorable. Adrien wanted to put him in his pocket and hide him away. Or maybe his bed.
No.
That wasn’t a safe thought.
He didn’t even have confirmation that Luca liked men, or even him in particular. The three of them always tried to include the shy Swiss in anything they were doing; it was working. Slowly. Like befriending a really quiet, nervous little kitten that was scared of all the big dogs barking around it. And yet on the ice, Luca was completely different. It was like a switch had been flipped. Adrien had got distracted more often than he would like to admit because he was too busy watching the smaller blond fly across the ice. He was so fast, like Hollzy. Actually, the two were pretty similar.
Did that make him like Roz then? Hey, he would happily take that as a comparison. Not that he wanted to marry Luca. That was going a bit far. Even if he was really pretty. And sweet. He wouldn’t mind seeing if he was interested, though. But he was a bit worried about how to go about it with them being on the same team. Was it even a good idea? If it all went tits up, then they would still have to play together, spend time together and function without it negatively impacting their team.
Maybe he did need to try and talk to someone. Roz was the obvious choice. Hollzy was scary. Not in a bad way, but he was very intense; it was honestly a bit intimidating. Or I had been at first. Adrien got the impression that Hollzy was a little different when it came to social interaction. He didn’t always read the room very well; it was well hidden, but after a while he had relaxed with the Bears so much that Adrien had noticed. Hollzy would check in with Roz. Like Roz was his indicator of whether or not he had gotten a reaction or response correct.
 
The team spent a lot of time at the older members’ homes. It was usually either Bood’s house or Roz and Hollzy’s. Mainly because they were the biggest. If everyone was crashing overnight, then it was the Cap’s house. That place was fucking massive. So many fluffy blankets and the beds were to die for. Adrien would move in if he thought he could get away with it. The tiny, rather crappy apartments that he shared with Reece and Ethan were not the best, but they were the best they could afford and find to rent together. In a year their salaries would hopefully increase, and if they managed to convince Luca to join them, then they could look at getting something better between the four of them maybe. That’s if Luca didn’t get himself adopted before then.
It was sort of a running joke. Luca was the youngest of them all. Having only just turned 18 before they had been drafted. He was the oldest, at nearly 20. Reece and Ethan were both nearly 19. Luca had bonded to Hollzy. More than the rest of the rookies had. Not that Adrien didn’t like Hollzy; he very much did, but he and Reece found Roz was easier to talk to. More like them than Hollzy. Luca and Ethan tended to go to Holly over Roz, so it was nicely balanced out, really. Both their Captain and their Alternate were always willing to make time for them. It didn’t seem to matter what they needed or what time it was; they were there.
Marly joked often that both Roz and Hollzy treated Luca like their son. Hollzy was extra protective over the youngest cub, as Marly called them. He spent the most time with him, and they really were quite similar. Even though, if you looked at colouring, Luca would have taken more after Roz, with the similar blond hair and pale skin. It was more personality-wise that Hollzy and Luca matched. Even Roz would join in and comment sometimes. Luca just went a beautiful bright red and looked at his feet whenever it was brought up, but Adrien did notice that the young Swiss never actually said no or asked them to stop. And Adrien knew they would as soon as Luca said anything was actually upsetting him. Hollzy would make sure of it.
The first time it happened, it was the night that the Bears somehow kidnapped the Captain and Alternate of the Admirals.
They had all been piled into the Hollanov house after the game against the Admirals, which they had won. Which had been an absolute high point as far as Adrien, Reece and Ethan were concerned. None of them had scored their first NHL goal yet, but both Adrien and Luca had gotten multiple assists now. Hollzy had moved Reece to play Defence, which fit him so much better than a winger. He had been pleased when both Chouinard and Dykstra had taken him under their wings and started to pull him in for specialised training in the morning sessions.
Adrien knew they had been some of the lucky ones. All three of them still spoke to others who either hadn’t been drafted or had been drafted to a different team. Most of them had barely been on the ice so far, and all four of the Bears’ rookies had been rotated in at least a couple of times a game. A friend of Reece’s had been telling him the other night that not only had he not even been allowed to play yet, but most of the team didn’t even bother learning his name. But then again, the poor guy had been drafted to Toronto, so that probably said it all to anyone who knew the team. Dallas Kent was a well-known ass after all.
Reece and Ethan had brought a racing game with them. Roz had a fair few games, but they were usually single or pairs games. This one was an older one that Ethan had brought from home with him that they could play up to four people at once. They were piled onto the floor, playing the game – they had managed to convince Luca to try, even though he wasn’t very good, when Vic and Hazy brought in the unmistakable figures of Scott Hunter and Carter Vaughan.
Everyone froze.
Adrien paused the game and moved so he was slightly in front of Luca and Ethan, who were the smallest of the four of them. But it was Luca he especially wanted to make sure was safe. The older Bears all moved too. The air was tense. Vaughan seemed more relaxed than Hunter, who didn’t seem to be very into it, honestly. His light blue eyes were clouded and pale in the soft light.
Their little group didn’t really pay attention to the following drama; honestly, they were trying to give Hunter a little bit of privacy, but of course they overheard the whole thing. It wasn’t really a surprise. That there were more than just the handful of queer players in this room; of course there were. The NHL was huge. The teams were numerous. By process of elimination, there had to be more. Adrien was a little shocked that it was Scott Hunter of all people, and by what he was seeing, Vaughan as well. In fact, it looked like he wasn’t the only one who thought that.
Ethan leaned over and whispered right in his ear.
“Are Hunter and Vaughan together, or are my eyes lying to me?”
Adrien wasn’t sure, to be honest.
“Honestly, I’m not sure. It kinda looks like it though, doesn’t it?”
They both ducked forward as a large hand swatted the back of both their heads in unison. Vic had just swatted them both; he had obviously heard them from where he was sitting on the other side of Ethan. Marly was on the other end of their rookie puppy pile. From the low chuckling, he had heard too. Whoops.
Vic leaned down and whispered back.
“Hunter, yes, but I don’t think they are together. Vaughny has a girlfriend, last time we spoke anyway. A model.”
Adrien knew that didn’t necessarily mean Vaughan was straight, but technically Vic was answering the question of whether the pair were together, not if he thought they were both queer.
 
The Bears left the talking up to Roz and Hollzy. They were just here for moral support really, or backup if it came down to it. But between them they managed to talk some sense into the Admirals’ Captain. Adrien thought the big man looked washed out, exhausted by the time it was all over. It was late too by this point. The plan had been for them all to stay anyway, so they would just divide up in a way to leave the Admirals on their own. Since that room was usually Chouinard and Dykstra, those two had taken the huge sectional sofas in the living room. Even the huge guest room beds weren’t big enough for men of their size. As it was, Vic got the short straw, sharing with the mountainous form of Marly. Although Adrien thought that the dark-skinned man didn’t mind very much, he wouldn’t be saying that out loud, though. Not without confirmation.
Hunter looked like he needed the space. He looked about a second away from collapsing into a heap on the floor. Adrien and Luca pushed the other two into their room. They would just have to all huddle together in the bed. It was a big fucking bed. Since the sofas were taken. Roz came out shirtless to hand over spare clothes. His own for Adrien and Reece, who were bigger, and Hollzy’s for Luca and Ethan, who were smaller.
He caught Hunter looking at Roz’s bare chest. Not that Adrien blamed him. Roz was ripped as fuck. Adrien smothered laughter at Hunter’s expression when he caught the state of their Captain’s back. It really wasn’t anything new. Roz and Hollzy were both usually covered in some sort of marks these days. It was just that Roz was far less embarrassed about it and actively showed them off, whereas Hollzy at least tried to maintain some modesty – no one had the heart to tell him it was pointless. They had all heard them having sex multiple times now. Hollzy was loud. – but that was only because he was inherently shy rather than ashamed.
One of the wingers that had been swapped out by Ethan had made the mistake of cracking a joke about that. Once. Only ever once. Roz had run him so hard he dropped back to the AHL to get away from their Captain. No one had ever even thought about making a joke out of it again. Not that Adrien would, but that had been pretty terrifying.  Even Marly had been worried.
They took a bit to get everyone changed and through the bathrooms, even with there being multiple ones. There were still a lot of men in the house right now. Still, they managed it. Good thing they had tomorrow off. No one was getting up early. Except Hollzy. Unless Roz did unholy things to their poor Alternate, then he was always the first one up and in the gym. Or, as Bood had found out last time they all stayed over, in the gym too. Adrien worked on the policy of assuming no room was safe unless he knew exactly where Roz was. It was always Roz. Hollzy was the innocent victim.
Now the bed was huge. This was undeniable. However, they were all professional hockey players. Even though they all called Luca ‘small’, he wasn’t small, not really, not by the normal definition of the word anyway. It was Ethan who took charge. He was the one with multiple siblings, so he was more used to sharing than the rest. He arranged Luca first, tucking the smallest of them up against the wall. Then he nudged Adrien in next to the blond, put himself next to him, and Reece on the end. It was a tight squeeze, but they managed it.
Adrien was in both heaven and hell. Roz had given him some nice, soft and probably ridiculously expensive sweats, but he was way too hot with four of them crammed in together to leave his shirt on. They all were. Except Luca. Luca, who was pressed between the wall – he had rolled one of the wonderfully fluffy blankets into a long barrier, so he wasn’t pressed right against the wall if anyone pushed each other accidentally- and Adrien’s bare chest. – and Adrien’s bare chest. Luca had opted to wear one of the shirts Roz had given them, which was huge on him. And nothing else. He might have had boxers underneath, but if he did, they were small enough to disappear under the huge shirt.
This was torture. Like, what had he done to deserve this? It was both a punishment and reward. Adrien couldn’t move any further away because of the two large bodies behind him, but as Luca had drifted off, he had snuggled into Adrien’s warmth. The smaller blond had tucked himself right up against him. All bare legs, warm skin and lovely soft hair that smelled wonderful. Adrien had to forcibly slow his breathing; unfortunately, that had the disadvantage of him inhaling even more of that sweet, enticing scent that was tucked under his nose.
Would it be wrong to wrap his arms around the body that was using him as a teddy bear? Considering his arms were currently rather uncomfortably bent so as not to touch. But Luca had moved to him first, even though he was asleep. So maybe it was okay. He couldn’t stay frozen like this all night. He decided as long as he didn’t touch bare skin, it would be okay. He would apologise in the morning, but he was tired, and Luca was soft, warm, and smelt so good.
Adrien didn’t remember falling asleep, but the next thing he knew there was the sound of a picture being taken. And snickering. Muffled but not very quiet. He opened one eye and looked.
Ah. Okay. Problem.
He was facing the wall. On his side, with the soft, still-asleep form of Luca pressed up against his chest. He swallowed. Oh fuck. Luca hadn’t just cuddled close. No. The smaller blond had slithered a bare leg between his own, tucked his arm around Adrien’s bare waist and plastered himself against his chest. In his sleep, Adrien had obviously moved. Since his own arm was now under the T-shirt and against sleep-warmed, silky smooth skin. He had apparently pulled Luca closer at some point and hadn’t let go because his other arm was pillowing that head of blond hair. At least he could now see that Luca did indeed have boxers on, but the fucking things were tiny. And black. Which was a lovely contrast against all that pale skin.
Fuck.
He was so dead.
Without moving too much. He didn’t want to wake Luca; he managed to glance over his shoulder. Ethan and Reece were still asleep. With Reece was pressed up against Ethan’s back, both utterly dead to the world. And both softly snoring. That meant the culprit with the phone taking pictures was probably Marly. Sure enough, he caught sight of the massive winger in the doorway. With the broad form of Bood ducked under his arm.
He was so fucking screwed.
Adrien was faced with a choice. He could jump up, wake the rest of his bedmates and chase the assholes of his supposed mature teammates to try and delete the pictures. Or he could accept his fate, settle back down and go back to sleep. Fully aware that those pictures could very well end up not only in the group chat, but since Marly was involved, they could very possibly end up on Twitter too.
He really didn’t want to move Luca. The blond looked so peaceful. It was still early, and he was tired. Just as he was about to try and move, Luca let out a tiny, helpless little whine and gently nestled his face into Adrien’s throat.
Yeah, he was done.
Decision made, Adrien settled back down. Pulling Luca just a little more up so they slotted together perfectly, since there was a bit of height difference. He did his best to ignore the sound of more pictures being taken and further badly hidden chuckling. He would deal with that problem later. Right now, there was nowhere else he wanted or needed to be. Luca let out a soft breath as Adrien relaxed; obviously the tensing of his muscles had almost woken the sleeping blond. He shut his eyes and buried his nose into the delight of silky, wonderful-smelling blond hair and promptly went back to sleep.
 
Next time he was woken, it was rather more violent than before. Adrien swore loudly as an arm thudded into his back. Ethan had rolled over, realised he was being spooned by Reece. Let out a shriek, instantly flailing enough to send poor Reece crashing to the floor, admitting a lot of noise and swear words. Ethan had tried to roll away. Only to hit Adrien, who, of course, was on the other side.
“Oi. Asshole! That fucking hurt.”
Adrien hissed over his shoulder. He had automatically shifted so the arm had only clocked him, not the precious, now apparently awake blond in his arms. Ethan failed but managed not to hit them again as Reece hauled himself off the floor, still swearing a blue streak.
“What the fuck, Ethan.”
Reece was pissed.
Ethan was quick to apologise; he did look pretty sheepish, but Adrien turned away and looked down at Luca. They could sort themselves out; he was more concerned about the blond still pressed against his chest. He made sure that although he was still holding Luca, he wasn’t trapping him.  
“You, okay?”
He kept his voice low, just between them.
Unfortunately, those pretty blue eyes suddenly went from delightfully sleepy to blown wide and panicked. Luca wiggled. A bright red blush exploded over his pale skin, and then he was gone. Adrien watched as the fleeing form disappeared into the nearest bathroom. His arms suddenly felt very empty.
He had suspected that Luca might react like that. It was why he had made sure that he hadn’t been holding tightly. Adrien didn’t want the blond feeling like he was being forced or trapped. If he ever managed to get Luca in his arms again, he wanted it because Luca chose to be there. Not ever because he thought he had no choice.
Adrien got up. He threw Ethan’s dirty boxers at his head. His aim was spot on. Reece cackled from the bed where he had sat down to stretch the pain out of his back. For the size of all four of them, in comparison to the bed, they had done rather well to get any sleep. He actually felt like he had slept really well, but he wasn’t saying that out loud. Anyway, Adrien highly suspected the cause of him sleeping so well was a certain blond who had decided he was a teddy bear rather than the sleeping arrangements.
“How did you manage to push Reece onto the floor and then punch me, Ethan?
Flyaway chestnut hair was an absolute mess as Ethan ran his hands through it. Adrien wasn’t sure if he should tell him that he was just making it worse or not, but decided it wasn’t worth it.
“I didn’t mean to!” Ethan yelped.
“Reece tickled me, and I reacted without realising. I was only half awake.”
At that, Reece looked slightly guilty.
“I didn’t mean to. I was just stretching.”
They both turned to Adrien. He raised one dark eyebrow but refused to say anything. He gathered clean clothes out of his and Luca’s bag as he waited. Ethan – predictably – was the first to break. Adrien knew he would.
“Was Luca okay? He shot out of here pretty fast.”
The truth was Adrien wasn’t sure if Luca was okay. The smaller man had looked pretty spooked when he had run, but Adrien wasn’t sure where exactly that stemmed from, so he wasn’t sure. He would just have to be patient.
“Yeah. Just embarrassed, I think. And startled by all the loud noise you two were making.”
Ethan winced softly.
“I’ll go check on him. Get dressed, you two; I can hear the others emerging, and I’m hungry.”
Now that Ethan had mentioned it. Adrien was hungry too, and by the loud grumble that came from Reece not a moment later, he was too.
Hollzy knocked on the still open door. All three of them turned to look at their Alternate Captain, who had a very fresh-looking hickey right on his neck. It was rather large, dark and had visible teeth marks in it, but before any of them could say anything, Hollzy held out his hand and gestured to Luca’s bag. Adrien handed over both the clean clothes in his hand and the bag he still had open. He locked eyes with those very dark ones.
“Is he okay?”
Hollzy nodded, a kind smile on his pretty face.
“He’s fine. Just a bit spooked. I’ll sort him out.”
Relief flooded through Adrien. He needed Luca to know that he hadn’t meant to touch him like that. He had had every intention of keeping his hands above the damn massive t-shirt that had tempted him all fucking night.
The massive form of their Captain suddenly appeared silently in the doorway. He leaned down to speak to Hollzy, a hand already snaking its way around that slim waist. Just like he had done last night. Only Roz had permanent, blanket permission to touch Hollzy whenever he wanted.
In the blink of an eye, those glacial blue eyes had locked on to his own grey ones. Adrien gulped silently. He hoped he wasn’t about to earn multiple practices of bag skates, but he couldn’t read the expression on Roz’s usually very expressive face. Adrien heard Roz this time even though he couldn’t understand,
“Go, Lyubimyy, will speak to Adrien. Go to your cub.”
Hollzy left, after standing up on his tiptoes to press a kiss to Roz’s cheek as he moved past him.
Roz turned to Adrien and beckoned him to follow. Adrien followed. He tried to ignore the worried looks from Reece and Ethan. It looked like the time to talk had finally come. Adrien knew Roz wouldn’t be mean about it, and he was glad that even clearly mortified, Luca had gone straight to Hollzy.
 
He was led into their master bedroom. His jaw nearly dropped. He had thought the bed in their guest room had been big. Yeah, this one was bigger and shockingly covered in fancy, soft-looking, pretty pillows. Roz came in behind him and shut the door softly. Those intense eyes locked onto his own. Guess the time to talk had arrived. Adrien took a deep breath and met Roz’s gaze head-on; he squared his shoulders and slightly widened his stance.
At that, Roz just laughed. He then gestured for him to sit on the comfy armchair in the corner of the room; it sat right in front of the huge windows. Adrien sat. Roz sat on the end of the bed opposite him.
“Time we talked.”
Adrien nodded. Guess there was no more avoiding it.
“You like our little Swiss boy. Yes.”
Fuck. Roz was so fucking blunt. It was a good thing he was too.
“Yeah. Pretty much from the moment I laid eyes on him, I think.”
Roz snorted, but those glacial blue eyes softened at his admission. Adrien wasn’t ashamed. He wasn’t going to lie; he had liked Luca from the very first time he had seen him. So young, terribly shy but so beautiful. He had taken Adrien’s breath away when he had stepped out onto the ice.
“Know how that feels. The same thing happened to me. One look at that pretty Canadian with big chocolate eyes and stunning freckles and I was a goner.”
Adrien was surprised. He hadn’t really thought Roz had been the one to like Hollzy first. But then again, he tried not to think too much about it. Since he didn’t really want to be caught lusting after both his Captain and his Alternate.  
“When did you know?”
Roz smirked at him.
“What I tell you, no one else knows. Was 17. Before rookie year. Summer before.”
Adrien nearly fell off the fucking chair. Repeat that, please. Roz had been 17 when he fell for Hollzy. No fucking way.
His brain was melting out of his ears.
“17?”
Roz nodded and reached up to play with the gold cross around his neck.
**“Da.** 17. This tiny, so pretty Canadian hockey player comes up to me, wants to shake hands. Trying to be friends, I think, looking at it now, but then I lost words. Didn’t know much English back then, and the sight of those freckles was enough to lose the little I had.”
Fucking hell.
“Wow.”
His Captain just laughed at him.
“So, understand what you are going through. Hit like fist to chest. Da? Yes?”
Adrien nodded and rubbed his chest absentmindedly, just over where his heart was.
“Yeah. Exactly that.”
He felt the shift as Roz leaned forward and patted his shoulder in sympathy.
“Lukasha is very like my Shane. So I will help you.”
He was a bit taken aback by the positive reaction but also the obvious sort of Russian for Luca’s name. Not the best time to ask, he didn’t think.
“Thanks, Captain. Not sure it’s a good idea, though.”
The Russian cocked his head and studied him for a moment, before leaning back on his powerful arms and asking simply.
“Why not?”
Adrien tried to shrug, to keep it casual.
“Don’t even know if he likes men, never mind me.”
At that, Roz laughed, actually tipped his head back and fully laughed.
“Oh, cub. Lukasha very much likes you. Would not have run like that if he didn’t. Give him time. Very embarrassed.”
Something that felt dangerously like hope was unfurling inside Adrien’s chest. He hoped to hell that Roz wasn’t pulling his leg. He really didn’t think he was, but the small, insecure part of him couldn’t be silenced that easily.
“How do you know? He looked so freaked out.”
Again, Roz laughed.
“So like Shane. Don’t worry, I am an expert. Not freaked because he doesn’t like you. Freaked because he does. A lot.”
Adrien was stunned.
“Should you be telling me this?”
That got him a pleased look. A rather proud lilt to the half-smirk, half-smile on that unfairly handsome face.
**“Da.** Yes. Because you asked exactly that.”
Now he was confused.
“Sorry, Roz, you lost me there.”
The bigger man sighed and ran a hand through the dark blond curls.
“Ilya. Call me Ilya. Will try and explain. English is still stupid even after all these years.”
Sometimes Adrien forgot that despite the accent, English was not Roz’s; no, Ilya’s- wow, that was a bit weird. Not bad but different, first language.
“Okay, thanks, Ilya.”
He got such a blindingly good-looking grin for that. He had to shake his head for a moment to clear the effects of it.
“Not my place to tell you what Lukasha is. Will have to ask him yourself. You are like me, I think. Like both?”
Adrien nodded. He wasn’t going to hide it. He was the safest he had ever been here, of all places, on this team, with these people.
“Yes. I’m Bisexual. Known for years.”
Ilya reached out to gently fist-bump him before he continued.
“He ran because he was overwhelmed. Will have to ease him back once he has calmed down. Shane will sort him. Nothing you did. In fact, you probably did everything right, probably a bit too well. Lukasha cuddled into you first?”
At that, he couldn’t help but blush slightly.
“Yeah. I promise I didn’t touch until he did, and before I fell asleep, I wasn’t touching skin. I was just a bit stuck. And I wanted …”
He trailed off, not quite sure he was ready to say that out loud, never mind to his fucking Captain.
“Wanted more. But didn’t want to touch without permission, Da?”
Adrien looked down at his hands and nodded. Trying to fight the urge to fidget and sit on his hands in embarrassment.
 
Arms suddenly encircled him. Big, powerful arms that were strong and steady. Adrien melted into the hug. Ilya was so warm. He was massive, even though there was only an inch or so height difference. There was a defiant difference in their builds. He couldn’t help but press closer. These arms were safe. This was the first time he admitted, like this, to anyone other than Ethan or Reece, that he was attracted to men as well as women. The tears shocked him a bit, but he felt almost instant relief at the tightening of the hug and low, soothing murmuring in Russian above his head.
He pulled back after the tears eased. Adrien rubbed at his reddened eyes in complete embarrassment, but Ilya just watched him. No judgement, nothing but concern and kindness in those ocean-blue eyes.
“Sorry.”
Ilya shook his head.
“Nyet. Nothing to be sorry for. First real person you tell. Da? Yes?”
Adrien nodded as he collected himself, his stomach growling softly at the lack of food it had been promised what seemed to be ages ago now. Ilya laughed and ruffled his hair affectionately.
“Yeah. Only told Ethan and Reece before. My parents don’t know.”
Ilya got to his feet and nudged Adrien out of the bedroom and towards the noise, the smell of bacon and the rest of their team. The low rumble was gentle but firm as he was propelled softly forward.
“Take it one at a time. Safe here with us. Remember. Gayest team in the League.”
That got Adrien to laugh. He smiled at the Russian and replied softly, so only Ilya would hear him over the noise of Cliff arguing with Bood in the kitchen.
“Thank you. For everything.”
A large hand squeezed his shoulder as Ilya moved past him towards his husband, who was sitting with a now fully dressed Luca. Both had plates of food already and seemed to be happily watching the chaos while they ate. Maybe Ilya was right. He could tell them. Maybe if he told them, then Luca would understand that he wasn’t messing around. He needed Luca to understand he wasn’t treating this casually.
For now, it was good enough to grin in thanks at Marly, who slid a plate over to him as soon as he settled in beside Ethan. Who squeezed his leg under the table in a silent question if he was okay. He smiled and knocked their knees together in soft reassurance that yes. Everything was okay.
Adrien caught Ilya watching them both as he grinned across at the very pretty, shy smile that Luca was giving him from under his long, pale gold eyelashes. The light pink blush was still visible in two high spots on those lovely cheekbones.
Actually, it might even be more than okay.
He was so glad he was a Boston Bear. 






      

  












      Chapter 34: Ilya
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      Here is the meeting. Then there is Ilya's reaction to Shane in the meeting. Please mind the tags for this one. Ilya got a bit carried away.

Let me know what you think. I am going to show Luca's responce to Adrien next.







  Ilya supposed that, really, he should have been pleased that Hunter, being so inside his own head, had meant the Bears had won, but he hadn’t been. Not really. It had been too easy. Ilya didn’t like an easy win. Neither did Shane. The only good thing had been that a pent-up, frustrated Shane was a horny Shane. His husband had been vicious that night. His back still looked like he had been mauled by a lioness. He had, and he had thoroughly enjoyed it. 
Still, they had sorted it. Hunter was fucking lucky he had someone like Vaughan in his corner all these years. His Shane hadn’t been that lucky. Okay. So, Pike had been there, but Pike was not on the level of friendship that was Carter Vaughan.
Confirmation of Adrien being low-key in love with Lukasha was interesting, even if it was not surprising. If even Shane had picked up on it, the boy was by no means subtle in his infatuation. It was cute, though. Ilya couldn’t help but notice the parallels to himself and Shane; he wondered if these two were what he and Shane would have looked like without everything being stacked against them. Without Russia. Without the pressure, the danger of being the firsts. Without Shane’s internalised struggles with his own sexuality. Even though Ilya was pretty sure they would be taking Lukasha through a slightly lesser version very soon. They really were similar. His Shane and Luca. 
Ilya hadn’t even been surprised when Luca had run straight to Shane when he had freaked out. Poor kid really was a younger version of his husband, but that did mean that Shane was the best person to help him sort through it. He understood. So, it had been up to Ilya to untie the mess that had been Adrien. He was a good kid. Hadn’t even done anything wrong, from what Ilya had overheard before Shane had sent him to check on Adrien. Actually, it had sounded like it had been the complete opposite. The kid had been too perfect. Which was exactly why Luca had freaked out.
He had been glad to know Adrien was serious. Ilya had been pretty fucking sure (and he was rarely wrong), but that hadn’t been the issue.
They would get there. He would help them, of course they would, but they would need to sort a lot of it out between themselves, if they wanted something meaningful. Something long term. Ilya didn’t think that Adrien had quite hit his levels of ‘that man and his beautiful freckles are mine’ that Ilya had at an even younger age, but he wasn’t that far off.
They wouldn’t be alone. That was the difference. Luca and Adrien had support; they had the team. They had Ilya and Shane.
 
The meeting loomed.
Ilya watched as Shane had prepared. His husband had painstakingly organised a very formal-looking document folder, while on a call to Yuna. She had run him through every piece of information she had confirmed with the lawyers that they could use. There was a lot.
By the time Ilya had managed to pry the documents out of Shane’s shaking, twitching fingers, it was late. Too late, really, but he could see by the glassy, worried sheen in those beautiful chocolate eyes that he would have to bring Shane down before he would get any sleep.
Ilya knew they didn’t have time for much. But he would make the time for this. He got them both out of their clothes and into the shower. Shane was trembling with the adrenaline crash as Ilya soothed his large hands along the wet, warm skin. He washed Shane with such care, such gentleness that the trembling slowly eased. Ilya kissed him. He splayed his hand across the span of Shane’s neck, his fingers brushing up against the sharp jut of his jaw. The hold enabled him to move Shane as he wished; he angled Shane’s head so he could lick into his mouth and deepen the kiss.
Shane mewled softly, his eyes softening and taking on that spark of want that drove Ilya crazy every time. No matter how often he saw it. Ilya knew if he let go, then Shane would drop to his knees, but Ilya didn’t want him to. He wanted to do all the work this time. So, he kept his hand locked around Shane’s throat and growled softly.
“Stay.”
Shane whimpered but locked his knees to stay upright. His cock was hard, curving up against that soft, silky patch of skin on Shane’s lower belly that was calling to him. But now wasn’t the time. No matter how much he wanted.
Instead, he took both of them in his hand. The slick slide from both the expensive shower gel Ilya liked (he had used his, so Shane smelled like him) and from the already dripping head of Shane’s cock.
“So wet for me already, sweetheart.”
He pressed his teeth to Shane’s neck and collarbone, nipping and leaving little spots of red in his wake as he slowly, steadily moved his hand along their cocks. The pressure of Shane pressed up against his own was almost too much; he looked down. The contrast in size always sent a shot of excitement through Ilya’s blood. Shane wasn’t small, but he wasn’t as thick or long as Ilya himself. Shane’s cock fitted perfectly, pressed up under his own.
Ilya moaned as he got his mouth around Shane’s erect nipple. He felt Shane arch his back and press his chest up more into Ilya’s mouth, his arms coming up to sink into Ilya’s wet hair and hold him in place. He continued a languid, steady pace up and down the lengths of their cocks as he worried his mouth at the soft, plump mound in his mouth.
It didn’t take much longer. Shane was so responsive. Ilya knew exactly what he was doing. Shane tipped his head back and murmured softly; his hips were making soft, little motions that told Ilya he was already at the edge.
“Ilya”
He lifted his head from the nipple he had been sucking on. Both were red, swollen and puffy from his attention. He kissed him again, swallowing down the tiny little gasps, keens and whines as Shane came. The water washed away the evidence as Ilya continued to pull at his own still hard cock. He was pretty close, but Shane nosed his way up his throat and then sank his teeth into the sensitive spot under his ear. The mix of the sharp, sudden pain and then pleasure as Shane lapped at the bite. Making sure the mark would come up a nice dark purple by the morning.
The possessiveness of the bite was enough to send Ilya over the edge into his own orgasm. He growled and nuzzled into Shane’s chest as he too came down from the high. He could feel Shane stroking along his back, his hands steady once more.
“I love you.”
Shane breathed it into his hair. Ilya lifted his head and pressed a kiss to Shane’s mouth, soft and sweet.
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
It had been enough to send Shane straight to sleep as soon as they got into bed. Warm and sated. Shane had snuggled in as soon as the duvet settled around them both. Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane; he pulled him close and buried his head into the damp, silky hair. He loved that Shane now smelled like him, that he would go into the meeting in the morning smelling like Ilya. The possessive, primal beast inside prowled happily at the thought. The only thing that would make it better was if he could have filled Shane with his come and put that lovely little plug in, so Shane was completely claimed by him, inside and out. With his ring on his finger.
Shane was his. Ilya was Shane’s.
The Commissioner would be in for a shock if he tried anything. Ilya was going to enjoy watching his husband eviscerate the merzkiy ublyudok.
 
 
The office was way too over the top. It reminded Ilya rather uncomfortably of his father’s old one. Designed to intimidate and impress. Like he needed to compensate for something, Ilya was pretty smug about that. Neither he nor Shane had anything they needed to compensate for.
Crowell made them wait. Of course, the fucker did. Shane was annoyed. Ilya could see it in the tiny bit of tightening around his full bottom lip. Shane was biting the skin on the inside of his bottom lip to keep his face utterly blank. Ilya reached over and rubbed his hand along the tense line of Shane’s thigh. They sat close. Ilya was not allowing Crowell to think he had any power over them. He would touch his husband. If it was up to him, then he would have Shane in his lap, right now, no matter who was looking at them. But Shane was determined to stay professional and had made Ilya agree to do so as well (as much as he was capable of anyway), and there was nothing he would deny Shane, so he had agreed.
15 minutes after their appointment time, Crowell finally opened the office door. Ilya stood; Shane stood with him. No one spoke.
Crowell gestured them inside. Shane led. Ilya followed. He stayed close, his face back in a look Victor called ‘Slavic stone’. There was a singular, uncomfortable-looking chair placed on the other side of the excessively huge desk. Clearly Crowell was trying to not only intimidate them but to patronise them both too. Still, Shane didn’t even break his stride. He placed the expensive leather document folder on the desk and sat down. Ilya stayed one step behind his husband’s smaller frame. A slight twitch to his left shoulder and a very tiny gesture as Shane sat down confirmed what Shane wanted him to do.
Ilya took up position behind the chair Shane had sat down in.
He crossed his arms over his chest, kept his feet shoulder-width apart and dropped his chin. The fabric of the black shirt he was wearing pulled tight instantly. His muscles stood out, and he knew from the sudden paling of Crowell’s skin and the sweat that had started to bead on his forehead that the move had given the desired effect.
Shane elegantly crossed one leg over the other and leaned back so his shoulder was touching Ilya’s hip. His hands were folded neatly on top of one thick thigh, the black pants seeming to struggle to contain the roll and flex of the muscle as Shane sat there, elegant and silent. They would wait. They would not break first.
Ilya watched Crowell get more and more agitated. The paleness gave way to a red, angry flush that made his skin look sallow and greasy.
“You know why you are here. Let’s not waste any more time. I am very busy.”
Crowell broke first.
Ilya had to bite his lip to control the smug smirk that threatened to spread. He needed to hold it together. He had promised Shane after all.
“Actually, Commissioner, I am not entirely sure why we are here.”
Those cruel, flat eyes locked onto Shane with a nasty intensity that had Ilya tensing. Crowell would never actually get to lay a finger on Shane; Ilya would, and could kill him with his bare hands if it came down to it, but he didn’t think this arrogant coward would ever actually get his hands dirty.
“You are here, Hollander, because we need to address the ridiculous statements you both made to the press.”
Shane shifted. His arm, the one that was now on the document folder that lay innocuously on the desk, had moved so he was pressing the side of his bicep against Ilya’s thigh. A silent reassurance that Shane had this.
“It’s Hollander-Rozanov now, Commissioner. I would thank you to use my correct name since none of your recent correspondence did so. Despite all the correct paperwork being filed.”
The look on Crowell’s face could have curdled milk. He looked utterly disgusted and was making no effort to hide it. Ilya swallowed the snarl that was waiting at the edges of his mouth. He just needed this vysokomernyy ublyudok to give him an excuse, and didn’t need to be much.
“That is another matter we will be discussing.”
Shane opened the folder. Slowly. Gracefully slid it so Crowell could see the documents on top.
“No, we will not. As you can see.”
Crowell spluttered angrily and slammed his hand down on his desk.
“You and Rozanov will sign these statements I have written up. Effective immediately.”
The bastard wasn’t getting this, was he? Ilya placed one arm on Shane’s shoulder. The hand stayed still, but he squeezed softly. It was his right hand. The light caught the glinting metal of his wedding ring. Shane reached up to stroke Ilya’s hand softly. He also used his right hand; his ring all but glittered with the small movement.
“I don’t think we will.”
Fuck. He should not be turned on by this. This was meant to be serious. This was also an utter joke. But watching his beautiful, sassy, completely ice-cold husband metaphorically hand Crowell his own ass on a silver platter was so fucking hot.
Shane hadn’t even raised his voice. Not once.
Ilya watched as Shane had systematically destroyed every little detail that Crowell had planned out. Between the lawsuits that Yuna already set in motion and the fucking colour-coded, itemised document that Shane had silently placed down in front of Crowell. There was nothing he could do.
At this refusal, Crowell had gone white as a sheet. Then red, then a funny puce colour with rage as Shane quietly, calmly and oh so politely told him to go fuck himself.
“We will not be signing anything you have approved. Our lawyers will be in touch. If you care to look, the grievances are all listed there.”
Was it any wonder that Ilya was hard? He wasn’t even sure some of the words that Shane was using were actually English, but they sounded very fancy. Especially in Shane’s overly formal, ‘I’m furious but hiding it’ rolling accent that got heavier when he was forcing himself to hold his face blank.
Ilya shifted behind his husband’s chair. He made sure that Shane’s shoulder and crossed leg were obscuring his lower half, to hide the very obvious effect his husband was having on him, and tried to focus on the utter and complete devastation his husband was handing out.
Crowell was scrambling to try and regain control of the meeting and failing pathetically.
“Hollander, you can’t just throw these ridiculously fake threats at me. This is completely unacceptable…”
Shane cocked his head, just slightly. Like when a lioness was hunting. Those glittering chocolate eyes that Ilya loved were dark and dangerous.
“Sorry, Commissioner, but again, I will remind you that’s Hollander-Rozanov off the ice. As the paperwork clearly shows.”
Oh fuck.
Ilya was melting into a puddle of arousal; he was sweating slightly at the effort of not just throwing Shane over his shoulder and finding the nearest sturdy wall.
Crowell was turning green.
He was trying for the full rainbow colours here. Maybe he was in the closet too. What was that odd English saying, ‘One does protest too much, he thinks’? Ilya shuddered. Not a chance. The straight community could keep him. Ilya didn’t want Crowell anywhere near his thank you very much.
Crowell finally lost his temper and shouted. Spit flew from his mouth in his blind rage.
“You will sign these statements. You will accept you are wrong and take back these fucking lawsuits, or I will have Rozanov deported!”
Shane had gone still. Ilya pressed closer to his husband’s back. Oh fuck. Not good. He may have to commit murder just to make sure Shane didn’t.
“We will not. You will find that you cannot have my HUSBAND deported, Crowell, and that was a discriminatory threat, so we will be adding that to the list of grievances.”
Ilya stepped back as Shane got to his feet, moving in sync as Shane turned to leave. Clearly, he had reached his limit.
Crowell’s voice cracked out from behind the desk. He hadn’t moved closer. Despite his aggressive posturing, he was wary of Shane, but Ilya could see the fear in his eyes when they looked his way.
“I will not have this disgusting behaviour in my League, Hollander. You will sign and redact everything, or you lose your place in the NHL. Choose.”
Ilya knew Crowell thought he had won. Everyone thought the most important thing to Shane was playing hockey, and they would be mostly correct. Mostly. Not all. Shane had chosen him years ago. Had chosen him again when he moved to Boston and finally, legally chosen him when they had gotten married.
Shane half-turned, so his body was blocking Ilya’s this time.
“If that was a threat you could actually back up, it might have worked, or at least not in the way you wanted it to. No matter what, I will always choose Ilya. Before anything. Even before hockey. See you in court, Crowell.”
Ilya felt Shane place a hand on his back as he moved them both out of the door. He could feel the slight tremor. His Shane was furious. All Ilya could feel was the utter inferno raging inside his blood. It was taking all his self-control not to jump on his husband right now. To not scoop him up and lock them inside their bedroom for days, not letting Shane out of bed until he was successfully pregnant. If only that was possible.
 
He held it together long enough for them to get through the front door. Just. Ilya locked it behind them as Shane was taking off his shoes. He toed his own off and then pounced. He shoved Shane up against the wall and thrust his tongue into his mouth before the smaller man could do more than let out a surprised noise that turned into a moan as Ilya hooked his hands under his thighs and lifted. Shane locked his legs around Ilya’s hips but didn’t break the kiss as Ilya carried him through to their bedroom.
Ilya was frantic. He was so hard, it was almost painful. Just the image of Shane tearing Crowell to shreds had been enough. Listening to his husband run verbal rings around the bastard was just the icing on the cake.  
He let Shane down on the bed but only long enough to tear their clothes off. There was an actual rip in his own shirt, but he couldn’t give a fuck right now. Shane’s eyes had gone dark, liquid and glassy with need. His mouth was slightly open, lips now red, wet and swollen from the force Ilya had been using, as he panted lightly.
Ilya growled as he pinned him. Took both his wrists in one hand and stretched them above Shane’s head; he pressed the crossed wrists down against the pillows. The motion caused Shane’s back to arch, the shape pressing his hardened nipples up against Ilya’s chest.
“Keep your wrists up.”
Shane whined but settled. Ilya knew he would obey. He always did.
They were both too impatient to wait long. Ilya spread the lube onto his fingers and settled between Shane’s spread thighs. He circled his entrance, then without waiting pushed inside. Shane moaned. Ilya settled lower so he could get his mouth on those tantalising legs. As he opened Shane up, he spread bites and kisses along the insides of Shane’s creamy thighs.
Shane was writhing and whimpering by the time he was pressing in with the third finger. Ilya was rock hard and pretty desperate himself, so he pulled out and reached the rapidly growing pool of liquid dripping down Shane’s flushed, swollen head. He mixed Shane’s precome with the lube and rubbed it along his own length. The soft hiss Shane let out as Ilya looked up and met those darkened chocolate eyes that were locked onto his cock.
“Fuck me … Please, Ilya… I need you.”
He pushed Shane’s legs up and out, so he was almost bent in half as he lined up his cock to the wet, puffy entrance. Ilya wasn’t gentle. He thrust in deep and hard, bottoming out in one powerful motion that had them both moaning loudly. Shane reached up and braced himself on the headboard. Ilya locked his hands into the delicious muscles of Shane’s thighs for balance and began to fuck him in earnest.
Shane had thrown his head back, exposing his beautiful stretch of throat. Ilya couldn’t refuse the offering. He leaned down and matched his bite to his thrusts. He sank his teeth in deep, right on the juncture between neck and shoulder. Shane howled as he came, spurts of hot come splashed on Ilya’s chest as he continued to plough into the supine body beneath him. Shane lowered his hands to scrabble at Ilya’s back at the slight oversensitivity of being fucked through the aftershocks, but Ilya knew if he continued then Shane wouldn’t come down from his orgasm. Instead, the shivery, sensitive shocks would drive his arousal up again, and Ilya was far from done with him today.
He felt Shane clench around his cock as instead of relaxing, the sensations were working him up again. It was enough to send Ilya over the edge into his own first orgasm. However, although he allowed them both to rest, he didn’t pull out. Shane lay still but watched him through half-lidded eyes.
Permission.
Shane knew what he was up to; Ilya could tell. Had clearly recognised his mood from the other time at the hotel. That look was free permission to carry on. His cock twitched just at the thought. He felt Shane arch slightly at the feeling. Oh yeah. Shane was still very much turned on by this.
Ilya began to play with Shane’s chest. He rolled the pebbled nipples between his fingers; he pulled at them softly. He watched as the mounds puffed up and Shane’s muscles swelled under the attention, making his already nicely sized tits bigger and softer under Ilya’s hands.
Like they would get when he was carrying.
He brought his mouth to one nipple while he rolled and plucked at the other. Shane was mewling and arching up into both his hands and mouth. He switched, once he was happy with the already purpling bruise around that nipple. Now to make the other match.
They were both nearly fully hard again by now. Ilya hadn’t pulled out. Even softened, his cock had been large enough to keep most of his come inside. He could feel the liquid aiding the slow, deep drag of his hips as he started up a grinding motion. He turned Shane over, placed a pillow under his thighs to help hold him up and wrapped his huge hands around those plush hips. He canted Shane’s beautiful round ass up and sank back inside. 
Shane moaned. Ilya growled at the tightness still. He pushed on Shane’s back and neck while he lifted his hips.
“Keep it all inside.”
English was gone. Ilya could hear how deep his own voice had gotten. Shane shivered and whimpered. Then dropped his head and neck lower; he widened his stance and settled into a filthy arch of presentation that made Ilya feel feral.
“Breed me… I want … I want your baby.”
Ilya nearly came. His vision went white at the edges, and he had to fight with everything he had to stay in control. Fuck, Shane was so perfect.
“How are you so fucking perfect? I just can’t.”
He ground deep into Shane. Hitting his prostate with every heavy, hard thrust. In this position, Ilya was deep. He could feel it. He slid one hand around to Shane’s lower belly. There it was. The gentle, stretched patch of skin around where Ilya’s cock was pressed so deep inside it, he could feel it against his hand. They both moaned as Ilya pressed down as he thrust inside, the joint pressure causing Shane to tighten around his cock.
Ilya pressed harder. His hand splayed across the entirety of Shane’s swollen lower belly. With a high, keening wail, Shane came, harder than the first time, and the feeling of him tightening, of him milking Ilya for all he was worth, was enough to trigger Ilya to come. He snarled and pressed his hips as deep as he could. He could feel his come stretching the tight skin under his hand. The feeling caused him to twitch and come a little bit more.
They both collapsed down onto the bed. Shane had gone limp. Ilya, however, hadn’t moved. He stroked the stretched skin reverently. Shane shifted and mewled softly at the feeling. He still wasn’t done. Could Shane take a third? He wanted to try. He already felt bigger than the first time they had tried this. He wanted to see.
 Slowly, carefully, he pulled out but kept Shane’s ass up. He lifted him so he sat in his lap, back against his chest. Ilya looked down.
Oh Fuck.
There was definitely a soft bulge. The skin was taut and stretched. He stroked the skin softly; his hand covered the whole swollen section of skin, cradled safely in his huge palm. He reached around Shane’s chest with his other hand as he tilted Shane’s head back and cupped his jaw to kiss him.
“Okay?”
Shane nodded, still pretty out of it but obviously not done yet. The glossy sheen in those eyes was still heated.
Ilya massaged Shane’s tits as he continued to put a bit of pressure on the soft swell of his belly. Shane whimpered softly and began to tiredly squirm in Ilya’s lap at the dual sensations. He pulled his mouth away from Shane’s plump lips to murmur softly.
“You can take more, Da?”
Ilya could already feel himself hardening again. Shane dropped his head back onto Ilya’s broad shoulder and kissed him.
**“Da.** Yes. Think so.”
Ilya growled softly, deep in his chest.
“You can. I know you can. You look so beautiful like this. All swollen and fertile. Need to make sure it takes.”
Shane’s cock was plumping up at Ilya’s softly growled words. He settled Shane across his thighs. He reached a hand down and gently touched his swollen, red rim. Shane hissed but didn’t pull away. He had been gentle last time and would need to go carefully, but Shane would say no if he couldn’t take it. They had a safe word for a reason.
Ilya lifted Shane and slid his cock inside the softened ring of muscle. There was no resistance this time. The angle caused him to press up deep inside, gravity helping Shane drop down just that extra bit more. Shane was too tired to do much but hold on, but Ilya was more than happy to do the work. Show Shane he had picked a strong, suitable sire.
He held Shane steady, one hand across the swollen belly and the other tight around his thigh to keep him held open across Ilya’s powerful thighs. He rolled his hips up, pulling Shane’s ass down to meet the movement in a deep, filthy grind that had them both panting before long.
He murmured against the back of Shane’s neck, needing to keep the words quiet, a secret just for them.
“Gonna fill you up. Stretch you as much as you can take. Then you can lie here while I push anything that drips out back in until my seed takes. Until you’re soft, round and heavy with my child.”
Shane moaned, his body spasmed, and he was coming for a third time.
“Oh god … Ilya…”
Ilya pressed in deep a couple more times; he held still as he too came. Keeping his cock as deep inside Shane’s body as possible. The bulge stretched to accommodate the heavy load of come Ilya had just added. Fuck, it was so hot.
Shane was boneless against his chest. He was sweaty, covered in come and beautifully swollen. Ilya wanted to keep him here forever. Never let him out of their bed. But Shane was exhausted and sore, so Ilya lifted him gently to lay down on the bed while he got his brain back under control.
It would have worked. Had he not heard the sad, disappointed whine Shane let out when he was moved, and Ilya’s come started to slowly trickle down his thighs. Ilya leaned down and kissed him softly. Nuzzling those bitten and red lips until Shane opened for him. So obedient, so perfect.
He reached down and gently gathered up the come that was sliding slowly down Shane’s thighs. He pressed it softly back inside, just with one finger. Shane mewled and cried out. Tears gathered at the corner of those still blown-out chocolate eyes. Ilya pressed a second finger in, just enough to fill the slightly gaping rim. He watched, utterly fascinated with the way Shane’s body gripped his fingers, like it was trying to keep Ilya’s seed inside. Like Shane wanted it just as much as Ilya did.
He stroked the swollen belly. The skin was taut, the silvery stretch marks more pronounced than ever. He leaned down and traced the patterns with kisses, even as he kept his fingers just pressed inside. He could go and get the plug. Shane was gone enough to let him. He could slip the small plug inside and let Shane lie here with his little swollen belly and stay down for a while. He could lie here with him and just look. He lifted his head from the slight bulge and removed his fingers to cup Shane’s face and get him to focus for a moment.
“Shane. Lyubimyy. I want to put your plug in. Can I?”
Shane was struggling to focus. He was definitely still slightly dropped, but he nodded and lifted one thigh in invitation.
“Yes.”
Ilya went to Shane’s nightstand and found the little silicone plug Shane had used before. He draped himself over Shane’s legs and lifted one over his shoulder. He gathered the come that had started to drip out when he had removed his fingers, slicked the plug with it and gently nudged it into the puffy, slightly stretched hole. Shane took it perfectly. It was just big enough to seal everything in but not enough to cause him discomfort. Not after the stretch of taking Ilya three times in a row anyway.
It was a good thing Coach had given them a pass from tomorrow’s practice. Shane would be lucky to be walking in the morning.
He would let Shane drift for a bit, then get him in a hot bath. As soon as he had got the plug in, Shane had relaxed. His eyes had closed, and he had reached for Ilya.  
Ilya spooned up behind Shane. He pressed up against the length of his back and wrapped him up in his arms. He settled his hand on the still soft bulge of his lower belly; the touch caused Shane to sigh and settle deeper into his arms. He would let him sleep for a bit, then get them both cleaned up. He would change the bed while Shane was in the bath. But for now, he kissed those beautiful lips and closed his own eyes.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
He whispered softly into Shane’s hair. How had he found the most perfect creature in the world? He honestly didn’t know, but he did know he was never, ever letting go. Shane was his, and he would let the world burn before he let anything touch him.
Especially Crowell.






      

  












      Chapter 35: Luca
  



    Chapter Notes

      Have another piece of sweet fluff. Luca is such a sweet little baby.
Please be patient with any mistakes. I am going back and correcting them but I have to do it in between chapters (and you know life, job, adulting) so I am pretty sure you guys would prefer the updates right?

Yes Luca’s first language in this is German and he will be using it occasionally. Mainly for curse words that slip out instinctively.

Let me know what you think.







  He was so screwed.
Why did he run? Now it was even more obvious. He might as well have painted a bloody neon sign across his forehead. He couldn’t believe he had done that. Luca had known it was a risk, but he had figured with all four of them crammed together, it would be relatively safe. He had been wrong.
Of course it was going to be hot. There were four of them pressed in like sardines in a tin; even in such a big bed, there wasn’t much space. Luca had pulled the short straw and ended up against the wall, since he was the smallest. He actually didn’t mind. His room when he had lived with his parents had been tiny; he had gotten used to sleeping with walls all around him.
That hadn’t been the problem.
Ethan had taken to directing them. He was the only one with prior experience, since he had siblings and none of the rest of them did. Luca was rolling up one of the fluffy blankets that Ilya kept all around the house for Shane. The blankets were beautiful, expensive and specially made. Shane said Ilya liked to spoil the people he cared about; now he was allowed to. Ethan half shoved, half pushed Adrien down next to Luca. It seemed like he was going for small, large, then small, large for best fit.
Luca tried not to look. He really did.
But Adrien hadn’t put a shirt on. Neither had Reece, but honestly Luca hadn’t noticed. No. All his focus was on the miles and miles of smooth, tanned skin in front of him. Adrien was broader built than he was, his shoulders wider and chest heavier with more muscle mass, but he was still growing into himself. Luca could tell there were places Adrien would fill out more yet. After all, they were all still young, and they couldn’t all be blessed with the apparent genetics of Shane and Ilya. Who, if you looked at pictures back when they had been rookies, had been stupidly fit even then.
Luca quickly looked away. He could feel the wretched blush in his cheeks. He always flushed so easily, his pale skin turning pink at the slightest excuse. To try and keep his eyes away from the tantalising sight of Adrien’s abs, he quickly took the closest shirt Ilya had brought through and slipped away into the bathroom. There were always brand-new toothbrushes under the sink in this house, so he had no issues cleaning himself up and brushing his teeth. It was only when he picked up the shirt that he realised it was not the smaller T-shirt and pants that he had thought. No, it was obviously one of the much larger shirts belonging to Ilya. In fact, it was probably the one Adrien hadn’t actually put on.
Well fuck. Now what did he do?
There was no way he was going back in there naked, nor was he putting his thicker clothes back on. The bedroom had already been warm, and it would be very hot all sandwiched together. For a moment, Luca half debated going to Shane and seeing if he would let him curl up at the bottom of his bed. Like a cat. But that was not a safe room to be in. They had all heard about the married couple. It didn’t matter where they were; Ilya never seemed to keep his hands to himself, no matter how often Shane threatened to say no. Luca was more aware of the dynamic than the others. He was well aware that the other rookies were under the false impression that Shane was the innocent one. Luca, however, was not. He had heard a few things that he would never, ever repeat or even say out loud honestly, but it was safe to say he was more than aware of the fact that Shane more than matched Ilya’s freak in bed.
So, he was stuck. With a sigh, Luca pulled on the frankly huge t-shirt, like he knew Ilya wore it, had in fact seen him in it not that long ago. Why was the thing so fucking big? Luca was aware he was smaller than the rest of the Bears; even Shane, who was the only other one about the same height, was far more built than he was. Then again, for all Shane somehow looked smaller, more compact, he was an absolute powerhouse. Luca had watched his Alternate outlift all except their Captain on more than one occasion, and don’t get him started on flexibility or the fucking raised bars.
The shirt reached down to his mid fucking thigh, as well as falling off one shoulder like some sort of fashion statement. Luca tried to adjust it, but every time he moved, the large shoulders slipped down so his neck, collarbone and at least one shoulder were on display. He gave up. The shirt was soft, clean and smelt nice, so he just kept his boxers on underneath and padded back to the bedroom. He was tired, and it was only for sleeping in. Even if he did feel a little bit silly. Like a little kid wearing his dad’s clothes.
 
When he got back, the others were still messing around and still gathering stuff to go to the bathroom, so quietly, carefully, he slipped under the duvet and curled up. At least this way they wouldn’t make fun of him, not that they ever really had. It was just an ingrained response after being the one that was always picked on in his younger days. Luca had always been slighter, the smallest on his team. It didn’t seem to matter that he was usually the fastest too or the most accurate. No. What mattered was him being called a pretty boy or being compared to someone’s girlfriend because of his long, blond eyelashes and baby blue eyes. Or, once, a particularly nasty defenceman had told the whole locker room that it didn’t matter if they lost; at least they could all look at Luca from behind, and if they just looked at his hips and ass, they could pretend he was a woman.
The Bears weren’t like that. Neither were the other three rookies. In fact, he suspected they had been trying to include him. It was hard to tell sometimes because he hadn’t really had friends growing up. Teammates, yes. He knew how to navigate locker rooms, but teammates wanting to be his friend was new. And a little scary. Shane had explained it to him when he had seen how confused Luca got when Ethan or Reece tried to get him to join in on video games and how Adrien made sure to get Luca to pick some snacks, so they all knew what to pick for him next time. Luca had been waiting for the other shoe to drop. Waiting for the jibes or the insults that just hadn’t happened. Shane had pulled him quietly to one side and explained they were just genuinely trying to be friends. Luca had been so embarrassed. Until Shane had explained he was always the same. He had Pike back in Montreal, but that had been it, not until he got to the Bears anyway.
Luca felt the bed dip as the larger, taller form of Adrien crawled in a few minutes later. He froze. The t-shirt wasn’t thick enough to stop the veritable flood of heat coming off the bigger body behind him. Adrien wasn’t touching him; Luca could feel he was holding himself deliberately far enough away that they didn’t touch. Was that because he didn’t want to, because he didn’t have permission? Luca didn’t know. He was utterly rubbish at reading other people. He just hadn’t really interacted with anyone his own age until he started to play hockey. No one had really spoken to him at school. He always had his head in a sketchbook.
The scary thing was he almost wanted Adrien to reach out. If Adrien reached out first, then he would know. Luca pressed closer to the wall. The sheets were wonderfully soft against his bare skin. His legs never had much hair on them, the skin smooth and sleek. What little body hair he did have was an even paler blond than his hair; it wasn’t very noticeable. Honestly, Luca had never had a bedroom this nice before he had stayed at the Hollander-Rozanovs ’. Everything was expensive, soft and sleek fabrics. Shane had told him - when he had caught him reverently stroking one of the weighted, silk-lined blankets on the back of the sofa – that fabrics were one of his main triggers, and Ilya had spent years replacing everything around them with things he observed Shane liked. Hence the ridiculously high thread-count sheets he was currently melting into.
He couldn’t stop himself from rubbing his bare legs against the sheet under him, the sensation sending a pleasant tingle up his spine. No wonder Shane liked them so much. Luca almost dreaded it, but he kind of wanted to ask where to get some from, except he suspected the answer would be that they cost more than a single one of his paychecks. He heard the others finally settle down; the duvets rustled as they all got comfortable. Even with four of them, they had managed to fit. Luca felt Adrien shift a little closer, probably when one of the other two knocked into him. He pressed himself closer to the blanket roll he had made to form a barrier against hitting the wall. He was tired. It was late. Surely it would be okay to sleep; he didn’t move around once he was out; it would be fine. The last thing Luca heard was the low, smooth voice from behind him telling Ethan to get his foot out of Adrien’s back before he did for him.
 
Warmth. All around him. Luca didn’t think he had ever been this comfortable in his whole life. He usually ran cold at night; his still mostly asleep brain just promptly shut back down as he snuggled closer to the heated blanket he was wrapped up in.
There was a bit of noise, but Luca was still mostly out of it. Someone tried to move the heated blanket he was cuddling; he felt more than heard the whine leave his throat as he clung tighter and resettled his face into the silky warmth. It smelt lovely too. A soft, warm cardamom and bright bergamot citrus. He settled his leg more firmly into the warm space and drifted back to sleep, exhaustion from the emotional charge and the fast-paced game yesterday still lingering.
The next thing Luca knew, he was being violently ripped from his comfortable sleep by the loud exclamation of swearing from the other end of the bed. He opened his eyes. And froze. Like a deer in headlights.
It wasn’t a blanket.
He was pressed right up against Adrien’s bare chest. Had tucked his legs in between Adrien’s as well, and he had clearly rolled over at some point because his face was nestled in the gap under the dark-haired man’s chin. Luca could feel an arm around his waist and back, not trapping him but holding him. The feeling of skin on skin was sending electric sparks up his spine.
Oh no. Fuck. Not happening.
Luca threw himself out of Adrien’s arms and out of the bed before anyone could move. He dashed past the squabbling forms of Ethan and Reece, unable to meet their eyes as he locked himself in the nearest bathroom to hyperventilate. He couldn’t calm down. Tears were streaming down his face, and his breathing was getting worse. He hadn’t had an anxiety attack in years. Luca was stuck. No one on the team knew he suffered from them. It hadn’t been a problem so far; he hadn’t had a bad one in years, not like this. The quickest way to stop it was full-body pressure, but that would mean going to someone and asking; Luca didn’t think words were going to be very forthcoming right now.
Shane. Shane, who experienced panic attacks. Not the same, but probably close enough to recognise what was going on. As well, Luca didn’t cringe at the thought of Shane knowing. He unlocked the door and headed for Shane and Ilya’s room. The door was thankfully open, and Shane was just pulling a shirt over his head as Luca dropped to the floor at his feet, breath pulling at his chest and eyes still watering.
He didn’t need to speak.
Shane dropped to his knees and gently touched Luca’s shoulder. Then his face. The movements were slow, steady and calm; Luca felt Shane tip his head softly so he could see those concerned brown eyes.
“Touch, okay? Just nod or shake your head, don’t try to talk yet.”
Luca nodded.
Shane drew him in. Strong, muscled arms wrapped around his shoulders and waist. Luca melted into the embrace; he shyly wrapped his own arms around Shane’s broad shoulders and buried his head into the soft, warm fabric of his T-shirt. A strong hand traced up and down his spine in a gentle caress that helped steady Luca’s breathing. He tried desperately not to cry. He already felt like a child; he was both mortified and so amazingly grateful for this man that he didn’t really know what to do with himself. So, he stayed right where he was, even though he couldn’t help but tense when the pad of footsteps told Luca someone else had come into the room. The low, deep rumble of Russian, however, had him relaxing again.
He could hear them both talking softly. In Russian, both of them. Honestly, Shane sounded as fluent as Ilya. Absentmindedly, Luca wondered how long he had been learning it. He missed speaking his native tongue. No one on any of the teams he had been with had spoken German. He felt a huge hand cup the back of his neck and give a gentle but firm squeeze; then the hand gave a few light passes through his hair and left. He must have let out a noise because after Ilya had left, a hand went back to stroking his hair. Luca relaxed even more. His grandfather used to pet his hair when he was young. The sensations were soothing, and it helped him sleep when he was suffering from nightmares.
“It’s okay. I’ve got you.”
He heard the soft, soothing voice after a few minutes.
“You’re safe, Lukasha.”
It was clearly a Russian word, but it sounded like his name. It sounded soft, warm and affectionate. He would try to remember to look it up later, but now he had calmed down; he really should let go. He was 18 years old, and yet he was crying silently into his Alternate Captain’s shirt on his bedroom floor at 8 o’clock in the fucking morning. Verdammt, he was a pathetic mess, wasn’t he?
“Luca. Look at me, please.”
Luca slowly looked up into those pretty brown eyes. Eyes that were full of concern, looking down at him.
“I’m sorry.”
Shane shook his head.
“Nothing to be sorry for. Are you up for telling me what happened? You don’t have to.”
Luca tried to pull back, but Shane just tightened his arms and settled Luca against his side more comfortably. He gave up. He certainly wasn’t a strength match for the dark-haired man.
“I kinda freaked out. Then triggered an anxiety attack in the bathroom.”
Luca winced. Fuck, it sounded even more pathetic when he said it out loud like that. He looked down at his still bare legs.
“Do you have them often?”
It wasn’t accusatory or even harsh, but Luca still flinched.
“I’m sorry. I promise I didn’t keep it from anyone on purpose, and it won’t impact my game. I haven’t had one in years.”
The hand was back, petting his hair. He could hear soft shushing sounds as Shane pulled him close again.
“No, Lukasha. I did not mean it like that. I was asking if you have them often, so I know to look out for when you need help. Not because I think any less of you. Or that I think you are weak for having a disorder. You know I have panic attacks. It’s no different.”
Luca was going to cry again.
He buried his head into Shane’s shoulder in a vain attempt to hold back the tears. He hadn’t been comforted, hadn't been held for years. Not since his grandfather had passed away and he hadn’t hugged like this, hadn’t had the strength for this type of physical intimacy. Luca had no idea he had been missing it, been craving it until right this moment.
“Okay. Okay. Easy cub. Let’s get you up and clean. Then fed.”
And then suddenly Luca was being lifted. Like a child. Like he wasn’t a fully grown man, a hockey player at that. He was placed gently down on the counter in a huge en-suite bathroom as Shane leaned in to set the water running.
“Trust me, you don’t want to get in after Ilya. He showers in water hot enough to boil a lobster kind of temperature. Get in. I will go get your bag and your clothes.”
That got a watery laugh out of Luca.
“Thank you.”
 
He couldn’t believe the titbits of information that both Shane and Ilya just casually dropped about the other, like it wouldn’t send the internet into a frenzy if they ever actually put any of this online. That thought made him sad for a second. They couldn’t even tweet or post as most average couples did. They had to be careful every time they were in public.
He shook his head and stripped out of the borrowed T-shirt, folding it neatly and placing it on the counter as he stepped into the fanciest shower he had ever seen. The thing was huge. Then again, the size of Ilya, it would kinda have to be. Never mind if they both … oh nope. Not going there.
The glass was frosted, so he could only see the vague shape of movement as Shane brought his bag back in. Not that it mattered. They shared a locker room; they had been next to each other in the shower plenty of times. Luca wasn’t embarrassed by that; it was one of the only things he wasn’t constantly turning pink about, but he had been playing hockey since he was a kid. You couldn’t grow up in locker rooms and be bothered about nakedness.
By the time he felt clean and human again, his skin had turned pink from the heat, but he felt much better now. His clothes had been neatly folded and left out next to his bag on the side. However, just as he got clean boxers and his jeans on, Shane appeared at the door holding a folded black square of fabric.
“You can say no, but after a panic attack, I find certain fabrics rub at my skin more than normal. So, I have these.”
He held out the fabric. Luca took it carefully. It was butter-soft, clingy but not tight and breathable. He had slipped it on before Shane could say anything more. It felt like he was being held. Shane smiled at him.
“Thought so. Come on, let’s go get some food before the animals eat it all.”
Fair. That was a pretty accurate description of most of the Bears, especially when food was involved. Ilya and Cliff were the worst. The two of them could put away mountains of food between them, and the rest weren’t small eaters. Luca didn’t eat a massive amount of greasy or heavy foods, mainly because they made him feel sick pretty quickly, but that was because he hadn’t eaten them when he was a kid. Same with sweets. They hurt his teeth after a few because he hadn’t had any growing up. It meant that more often than not Luca stuck to things that Shane ate as well, since he was the only other one who stayed away from the heavier stuff.
Cliff and Bood were in the kitchen when they got there. Half fighting and half cooking, by the looks of it; at least they had cleaned up. They all knew better than to make a mess in Shane and Ilya’s house.
 “Hollzy. Luca. Morning.”
Bood was far too chipper for this early and having been up so late, but Shane smiled and greeted them all. Victor was slumped over at the kitchen island, nursing a steaming cup of coffee and muttering in French under his breath. Luca half listened as Shane replied and then patted the taller, dark-skinned man sympathetically on the back as he guided Luca to sit beside him. Bood placed two identical plates of wheat bread toast, scrambled eggs and turkey bacon in front of them.
“Thanks, Bood. Cliff, you better clean up all that grease when you’re done.”
Shane was eyeing the big skillet with greasy, thick slabs of real bacon sizzling away. Luca had to admit it smelt nice, but he knew it would make him sick, so he happily tucked into the plate given to him. He smiled at Shane when the man came back with two mugs of tea. He had picked up the tea habit from them both; he had drunk it almost exclusively over coffee when his grandfather had been alive but had found American tea a weak substitute. Until he had tried what Shane and Ilya drank. That was much better, much more familiar. So, he took every chance to indulge in it when he was over at theirs.
Luca looked up when the massive form of Ilya came into the room, with a hand on Adrien’s shoulder. Luca looked away quickly, but not before seeing gratefully that Adrien looked okay; he didn’t look angry or annoyed. As he watched, Adrien sat down next to Ethan and thanked Cliff for the plate of food.
He managed to look up at Adrien and give him a shy smile. The absolutely huge grin he got in response made his heart flutter, and he could feel the flush of pink making its way across his cheeks. Luca felt the soft press of Shane’s foot against his under the table and pressed back gratefully. He felt the huge hand as it petted his still damp hair softly as Ilya wrapped himself around Shane’s back and smiled at them both.
“Okay, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded and leaned his head back into Ilya’s broad shoulder so he could press a quick kiss to his husband’s mouth. Luca tried not to stare, but the deep affection between the two of them was beautiful, and he was very slightly jealous of the ease with which they touched. He wanted that too. He flicked his eyes back to Adrien for a moment. Would it have felt like that if he hadn’t bolted? Adrien had certainly been very respectful and had let him go the moment he had moved.
Adrien caught him looking. Luca ducked his head and went back to his plate, resolutely not looking up again until the blush had gone down. He cursed his pale skin. Then again, Shane’s skin blushed even more than he did, and he certainly wasn’t pale. Maybe it was just a genetic curse. Unless, apparently, you were Russian, even a very pale-skinned Russian. Since Russians don’t blush, according to Ilya anyway.
 
The team was in the gym. The day after they had kidnapped the Captain and the Alternate of the Admirals – even though Shane kept telling Ilya he couldn’t go around telling people they had fucking kidnapped them – and Coach LeClaire was trying to kill them all off.
Ilya and Shane were gone. They had been summoned to a meeting with Commissioner Crowell. None of the team was very happy about it. They had been forbidden from going with them. Since they didn’t currently have their Captain or Alternate, Coach had hijacked the day for conditioning training in the gym. He was also making the rookies go through another horrible boxing lesson and the sparring ring. Luca was not looking forward to it.
He just wasn’t getting the hang of boxing. He was built all wrong for it; he couldn’t get the hang of the aggressive motions. The first time hadn’t been so bad, but that was because Cliff had just been teaching them all correct techniques for a punch. This time they were actually practising against the other Bears. Adrien was pretty good. They were all watching as Bood put the biggest rookie through his paces. He was nimble but had a swing on him, quick on his feet but able to take a hit or two. Reece was shorter but had a stockier build; he could take some real hits. Although he didn’t move as fast as Adrien, he was solid. Ethan was quick, jabbing in a quick strike and then dancing out of reach; it was pretty annoying, as Wyatt was finding out as he sparred with him.
“Fuck your irritating kid.”
Ethan cackled.
“Yeah, damn fucking right, I am. I’m the youngest of four. What did you expect? You learn to hit fast and run.”
Well, that tracked, and Ethan was right; it was annoying, but that meant it would irritate their opponents, which was a good thing. Especially if Ethan could goad them into starting it first. Shane always said to let the other team start it first, then they can finish it. 
Of course, the minute Coach left for a meeting with stern words to behave themselves. The Bears promptly started an arm-wrestling contest instead of all doing boring cardio. Cliff was the current leader. Despite his protests, Victor cuffed him around the back of his head when he beat Nick.
“You’re only winning, Cliff, because Roz or Hollzy isn’t here.”
Cliff pouted up at the man, but Ethan broke in, looking at Cliff in astonishment.
“Wait. I thought Marly was the strongest?”
At that, Cliff perked up and grinned smugly up at the golden-eyed winger leaning over his back.
“Yeah, Vic, even the rooks think I’m the strongest.”
Victor coughed to hide his laughter and poked the bigger man’s bicep.
“Only because you refuse to get in the ring with Roz again. And let’s face it, last time we all arm wrestled, Hollzy beat you in seconds.”
Cliff looked away with an even bigger pout, then suddenly brightened. Luca took an instinctive step backwards at that look. Luca was reminded of a saying his grandfather would use.
Ist die Katze aus dem Haus, tanzen die Mäuse auf dem Tisch.
When the cat is away, the mice will play indeed. Although the literal translation was more ‘if the cat is out of the house, then the mice dance on the table,’ which was pretty accurate considering how many times Shane was referred to as a lioness.
Luca watched as they started a competition to see who could bench press each other, since apparently one of the first things Ilya had done when Shane joined during the assessments was to outlift all of them and promptly bench press his husband.
Ethan still hadn’t let the topic go, though, as he enthusiastically joined in the chaos, attempting to bench Reece and failing spectacularly. The resulting crash caused Cliff to nearly fall off his bench because he was laughing so hard. Reece stumbled away, rubbing his nose where it had hit Ethan’s arm when they both fell.
“So, who is the strongest then? If it’s not Marly.”
Victor then answered, as he sat up from completing his own set, having wisely chosen not to join in bench pressing each other.
“It’s Roz. Closely followed by Hollzy.”
Ethan had a clearly sceptical look on his face. Luca felt himself bristle in defence of Shane at once.
“Just because Hollzy isn’t built like a fucking tank doesn’t mean he isn’t very strong.”
Ethan held his hands up and shook his head quickly. Looking surprised at Luca’s sudden outburst.
“No. No. I didn’t mean it like that!”
He yelped as a few pairs of eyes narrowed onto him.
“I just meant that, looking at the Bears, if we all lined up, then everyone would assume the strongest was Marly. Hollzy is all hidden power; I’ve fucking seen him on the ice, guys, but he’s short and hasn’t got the massive bulk.”
Hazy shook his head and laughed.
“Hollzy is ripped, kid. You’re right, most of us are heavier built than our Alternate, but he’s got pure strength that only Roz beats. You should see the two of them go at it in the ring. Roz has been teaching Hollzy.”
Adrien gave Hazy a grin.
“Fuck yeah. I’d love to see that.”
They all made noises of agreement. Even Luca would love to see that. It would be a stunning spectacle. The atmosphere was light and teasing, even as Victor scolded Cliff for trying to persuade Luca into letting himself be used as a weight. Luca had said no; he didn’t trust himself to be able to stay still and didn’t want anyone to get hurt.
Until Evan spoke up.
“I wonder how the meeting is going.”
Everyone stopped and looked at the defenceman. Bood threw his hands up and breathed out a string of swear words. Some were pretty creative, honestly.
“We were trying not to think about it. You idiot.”
The big defenceman looked apologetic but still worried. They all did. It was hard to forget just why their married couple weren’t here. They had been summoned to Commissioner Crowell’s office, and none of them knew how it was going. Probably won’t till tomorrow. Cliff waggled his thick eyebrows and smirked at Victor.
“Bet if it goes in their favour we won’t even get a text from either of them before tomorrow.”
Bood rolled his eyes and snorted.
“Marly. Absolutely no one is going to take that bet. We all know what the pair of them are like.”
They all laughed. Luca noted it was with fondness, not nastiness. They were teasing, yes, but it was just that, light teasing. There was no malice, no homophobic comments. Nothing. Just the running joke because every single one of them had heard the pair going at it. More than once. Roz made no secret of how proud he was about it. Even if Shane was usually embarrassed when one of them told him they had heard, that never actually stopped him, so Luca assumed that while he was embarrassed, he certainly didn’t really mind. Then again, listening to them, who would mind when your partner, boyfriend and then eventual husband made you sound like that. Every single time.
Luca knew what he was talking about. They had all seen the sheer size of Roz in the showers. Their Captain was fucking proud – as any man would be – and had the equipment to back up his arrogance.
 
Adrien had moved so he was on the stationary bike next to Luca’s. They had all calmed down now and were finally completing the cardio that Coach had told them all to do over an hour ago. As long as no one told Shane that they had been goofing off, they might be okay. But Cliff was a really bad liar, so they all knew he would rat them out. Not even on purpose either.
“You, okay?”
Luca looked into those earnest grey eyes. A damp lock of black hair fell into them. He really was handsome. Luca was so lost.
“Yeah, Adrien. I think I am.”
The smile he got in response could have lit up the whole room, but instead it was just for Luca. No one else, just him.
He smiled back, for once not ducking his head when he felt the pink blush spread over his cheekbones. Luca watched as Adrien’s gaze locked onto the blush and then trailed down his face and stopped just for a second on his mouth. Luca daringly flicked his tongue across his full, soft bottom lip. Adrien’s eyes dilated, and his gaze sparked with interest.
Luca did it again.
He watched as Adrien swallowed carefully and shifted slightly. Luca looked away, a small, pleased smile on his face. The ball was in Adrien’s court now.
Luca was patient; he could wait.
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  Shane was well aware that they were balanced on a knife’s edge. Crowell had gone quiet after the meeting. At least for now. But both Shane and Ilya knew he would try again. His mother was working her way through the legal process of taking both Crowell and Montreal to court if they didn’t start to accept any sort of blame. Honestly, he wasn’t even needed for most of it. Not with the sheer amount of evidence they had. His mother was currently threatening them with getting the CCTV pulled from the Voyageur’s practice rink cameras.
There was also a recording of their meeting with Crowell. Shane had done exactly the same as last time and kept the phone in his pocket. For now, the lawyers had advised that they keep that in reserve. They wanted to see if they had enough, which realistically they damn well should, to bury both the management of the Voyageurs and Crowell as well. Shane was more than happy to leave that mess up to his mother. They were about to play the first official game of the season, and he would much rather focus his energy there than worrying about what the three parties of lawyers were fighting about.
He was also currently very worried about Hayden. He had spoken to his friend last night, and it hadn’t been good. The Voyageurs were a mess. Hayden was only avoiding being benched because he was one of the only capable players left. After all, Hayden had learnt to keep up with Shane. Even if it had been a Shane who was holding himself back, it was still nothing to sneeze at. Then there were the two former rookies, Davis and Royle, that Shane had put so much work into before he had left. They were both good. Shane was selfishly glad that Hayden had taken the two under his wing. He had felt bad for leaving them like that.
No.
What was worrying him was Hayden and Jackie. From what Hayden had not said, really. Jackie had struggled with Arthur. She had been diagnosed with postpartum depression and then had only just started to recover when this mess had all happened. Hayden wanted out of the Voyageurs. Which Shane completely understood. But Jackie was not keen on the idea. Since it would mean risking being drafted anywhere. Which also would mean uprooting their whole family. However, Hayden was damn sure he wasn’t staying, so they had hit a sticking point between them.
Shane would love to bring the Pikes to Boston, but even if they could – they had pushed the limit with bringing him in – he wasn’t sure if Ilya would allow it. He still wasn’t convinced Hayden was forgiven yet. Despite Shane telling him that it wasn’t his decision and that he had forgiven Hayden, he had only been doing his best, but the standard Carter had set hadn’t done Hayden any favours in Ilya’s eyes.  
Now the Admirals. That was an idea. Shane had watched them carefully at the last game; they had lost a few key players in their 2nd and 3rd lines, and the replacements weren’t doing well. It happened quite a lot, really. When a player was brought in to replace retirements like those, they didn’t always mesh well. Often it was solved by a mid-season trade. Maybe he could talk to Scott. Or Carter. See if they would consider taking Hayden, Royle and Davis. They worked well on a line together, and Shane was sure they could shift around to replace the 2nd line issue. But he had to be careful. If he was seen to be interfering with the Voyageurs, then it could be turned back on him.
That was how Ilya found him. Still lost in his thoughts, he went through harder and harder yoga routines in the Bear’s gym. Shane hadn’t noticed, but he had an audience. The rest of his team were sitting on the edge of the mats and just watching him. Shane looked up into those half-concerned, half-heated ocean-blue eyes he loved.
“Okay, Lyubimyy?”
Shane finished the pose he was holding and then straightened his body to take the hand Ilya was holding out for him.
“Just lost in thought.”
Shane watched the scowl form even as Ilya pursed his lips and slid a large, warm hand around his hip. He felt the bigger man nestle into the back of his neck and give a soft, low whine of annoyance.
“Worrying about the Pike again?”
Shane hummed and dropped his head back onto Ilya’s broad shoulder for just a moment. He would go help walk Luca through some lifting in a minute, but for these few precious seconds he would soak up the warmth and comfort his husband was providing.
Ilya kissed the back of his neck. He palmed at his hips; the tips of his fingers snaked under the tight workout top Shane had on. Just so he could slowly stroke across his lower belly, just for a second, but it was enough to send a flash of heat through Shane. The way he was standing, with his head tilted back and his back arched, pushed his hips and stomach out just a bit. Obviously, Ilya had noticed.  So had he. Shane gently but firmly nudged his hands away. They were not starting that now. They had a game first thing in the morning, and he would not be able to skate correctly if it was anything like the last time.
Shane ignored the pout he could literally feel against his skin.
“No, Ilya.”
He heard a snigger from the closest rowing machine where Victor and Cliff were paired up. Shane felt Ilya pull a face at the pair before he finally let go. He headed over to where Luca was following his lifting routine; he was doing very well, but Shane was intimately aware of how hard it was to bulk up when you had a leaner body type. He had been exactly the same, but he had started much younger to hide his shape. Of course, back then he had no idea that within three years he would find the love of his life, and that man would love every curve, every stretch mark and want him more than he imagined possible.
Shane would not allow Luca to fall into the same spiral of shame, of disappointment every time he looked in a mirror like he had. Luca had support. Luca had this team, who were not only the most open and accepting hockey team Shane had ever dared to dream of, but they were so here for each other. That had been one of the hardest things to accept. Not that the support was there, because Shane honestly loved it and loved being able to be that support for his rookies. No, it wasn’t that. It was the stark contrast it made of just how bad it had been, back in Montreal. The comparison was enough to make Shane want to curl up in a ball and cry some nights. So, he wouldn’t allow the same thing to happen to any of his rookies. Never again. They would drag this League into the modern world kicking and screaming if they had to. One lawsuit at a time.
He leaned down to adjust the balance of weights that Luca was working with. He didn’t want him overdoing it when they had their first real game in the morning.
“Don’t do too much. You need to be in top shape for tomorrow.”
Luca nodded earnestly. Keen to please.
Shane spotted him. Occasionally correcting his grip or his stance, but letting Luca judge his limit himself. He noticed Adrien watching Luca from the pull-up bar across from them. Luca didn’t appear to notice, but his shirt had ridden up, and there was a pale strip of heaving abs on display. From the rather familiar look on Adrien’s face, Shane would put money on the older rookie wanting to take a bite out of Luca right now. It was a similar look to one Ilya gave him. Shane raised one perfectly sculpted eyebrow at Adrien as the younger man finally managed to pull his eyes away from Luca long enough to notice Shane had clocked him. Those grey eyes snapped away instantly, but not before Shane spotted the light blush on those tanned cheeks. He smiled softly and turned his head to where Ilya was benching a ridiculous amount of weight one-handed, goaded on by Nick and Cliff.
“Ilya. Love. Can you not injure yourself showing off right before our first game, please? And go distract Adrien. He is looking at Lukasha like he wants to eat him. I blame you for the record.”
The three of them all looked over at Shane. All with the exact same ‘Oops’ expression on their faces. Shane sighed and rolled his eyes. Victor came over to take the seat beside Luca and gave Shane a commiserating look.
“Why are we the sensible ones, Capitaine?”
Shane smiled at the taller man. He really liked Victor, and it was nice to have someone to speak French with when he was annoyed with Ilya.
“Somehow, we became the mature ones of this group. Honestly, I don’t know how you coped with them all before I got here. On my own, I think I would have killed them all.”
Victor laughed. Shane noticed Cliff perked up from where the three of them had moved to join Adrien at the pull-up bars. Shane narrowed his eyes. He hadn’t really believed Ilya when his husband had said there was something going on between Cliff and Victor, but unfortunately Ilya was usually right. It looked like at least on Cliff’s end there was an interest. Victor was much harder to get a read on. Those golden eyes hid more than they showed. His flawless skin didn’t blush, and he was always so confident in himself that it was very difficult. Well, for Shane. He knew Ilya would get to the bottom of it. His husband had a fucking sixth sense for this.
Shane stopped Luca. He was panting and sweaty. He looked over at Reece and Adrien. They were the same. He threw a concerned look at Ilya, who had zeroed in on his concern straight away.
“Alright. Listen up. That’s enough for today. Hit the showers, you fuckers all stink.”
Everyone stopped. Their Captain had spoken.
Shane ushered Luca into the shower with him and Victor, leaving Ilya to deal with Adrien and Reece. He was a bit worried about the subtle tremble in Luca’s arms. Shane caught Vic’s eye, and they made sure to each flank their youngest rookie.
“Lukasha.”
Luca looked up at Shane. Eyes red-rimmed and tired.
“Yes, Shane?”
Shane handed him his much nicer shampoo.
“You are staying with us tonight. Come on.”
Luca didn’t argue. His rented room was not that nice. Shane knew he wouldn’t argue; he was tired, and he was spiralling. Shane gave Vic a pointed look. The dark-skinned winger nodded at once and got out first. He would go give Ilya the heads up and check to see how their other rookies were holding up. Shane suspected he was going to end up with all four of them staying. He would much rather they were with them than up all night panicking or doing anything else remotely stupid.
 
They did end up with all four. Shane had put his foot down and said no when Ilya tried to slip his fingers down Shane’s sleep pants. They not only had four rookies in the house, but they had an important and early game in the morning. Ilya had pouted and sulked for a minute. Then Shane watched as a wicked light entered those stunning ocean-blue eyes. He narrowed his own eyes at his husband.
“Ilyusha…”
Shane knew that using that name was playing dirty, but if Ilya got his hands on him, then he would fold. He knew he would. He was already considering it just from that one look. He was so fucking easy for this man.
He felt the bigger man melt into him.
“That’s cruel, Lyubimyy.”
Shane put his arms around his husband and pulled him so the Russian’s bigger frame was completely blanketing his own. Like a living weighted blanket. Shane stroked his hands up and down the long, muscled length of Ilya’s back and up into his hair. He gently scratched his nails into the silky, still damp curls. He felt Ilya go boneless above him; the final drop of his full weight settled nicely onto Shane.
“Let’s make a bet then.”
Ilya made an enquiring noise but didn’t lift his head from where he had tucked his face into the juncture between Shane’s neck and shoulder.
“Whoever gets the most goals tomorrow gets to decide what we do when we get home. As long as we win.”
Shane felt Ilya shift to lift himself up and look him dead in the eye.
“Anything, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded. Ilya gave him a very heated look and then slowly, deliberately trailed one hand down his chest, across his trembling abs and to that one patch of skin. Soft, vulnerable. So very sensitive now.
“Will win.”
Ilya’s voice was a deep, low rumble. Eyes still heated. Shane could feel him press just slightly, the sheer size of his hand enough to cup the width of his lower belly.
“Maybe. Maybe not. You will have to work for it.”
Shane knew he sounded breathless. Needy. Ilya hadn’t even done anything yet. But the promise of it was enough. The temptation. Ilya moved his hand.  Shane knew if he didn’t, then they would both break; they were right on the edge. Instead, Ilya kissed him. Not to start anything. Just to seal the bet, and to settle them both down. Shane closed his eyes and opened his mouth; Ilya licked softly inside. Shane hummed softly in pleasure. He felt Ilya nuzzle him with his mouth, then kiss him again. They slowed the kiss. Their breath intermingling and bodies calming down. Shane went back to teasing his nails through Ilya’s hair and felt him lay back down on top of him.
When Ilya tried to roll off a bit later. Shane made a sleepy whine of protest and wrapped a leg around Ilya’s massive thigh to anchor him down.
“Stay. Please.”
Shane wasn’t sure it was even words he muttered; he was so close to sleep, but Ilya must have gotten the message because he pulled the duvet over them both and nestled back into Shane’s throat. His full body weight pressed Shane perfectly into the mattress. Completely silencing his thoughts. They were both asleep in minutes.
 
 
Toronto were assholes. Shane knew this. Everyone knew this. Even before being outed, before his transfer and then the announcement of his marriage to Ilya. They made the Voyageurs look decent in comparison.
They had won. Luca had very nearly gotten his first goal, but it had bounced off the top of the net, and the ref had called it not in. Ilya, in response, had scored a third and final goal, taking the win. Shane himself had scored two. He had given up his chance for a third to set Luca up for his try. Not that he was bothered about losing their bet. It wasn’t like he was really losing anyway. He would win just as much as Ilya did. And enjoy every second of it too.
Shane didn’t fight. It was a well-known fact. Shane Hollander didn’t fight on or off the ice.  
Until the game against the Voyageurs, he had never dropped his gloves like that before. However, that didn’t mean he couldn’t. He just waited. As soon as the clock ticked down to the end of the game. Ilya had scored the winning goal. But Shane’s attention was not on his husband. For once. The rest of the Bears had realised that something was wrong. Ilya had snapped his attention to Shane.
No one was paying attention to the win. The crowd had gone still.
Shane had let the Bears’ crowd around Ily to celebrate their first win of the season. Adrien had gathered up Luca when Shane saw they had all realised he hadn’t followed. As one, the rest of his team turned back down the ice to see what had caused the holdup. Only to find Shane had thrown off his gloves and cast his stick aside.
He had let the ogre of a defenseman throw the first punch. So, he couldn’t even be accused of starting the fight. He had also given him his signature cold eye stare that easily railed up hot-tempered players. The man hadn’t taken much to entice him to start the fight. He just clearly hadn’t been expecting the reaction he got.
 
Shane dodged. Gracefully. Into a spin that shouldn’t be possible on hockey skates. But he had plenty of practice, and these might be hockey skates, but he had thinner edges cut into his boots. Before he even finished the rotation, he had hooked his skate around the bigger man’s and tipped him backwards. He then followed it up with a powerful right hook that hit the guy squarely in the unprotected side of his jaw. The crack was audible; it was that loud. The thickset defenseman was down in one hit. Pretty much unconscious and bleeding from both his cheek and his mouth. As well as a slice in his thigh where he had tried to get back up and cut himself on his own skate.
Shane just pivoted, twisted into a neat little turn to rebalance, picked up his gloves and his stick before heading back over to where Adrien was holding Luca up, who was holding his hand across his chest and listing to one side. A pained grimace on his pretty face. Shane could see Adrien was worried. No one else had caught the hit. The ogre of a Toronto player had waited till right before the buzzer and when the ref’s back was turned.
The other rookies huddled up around their youngest player. Adrien was growling under his breath; Ethan was swearing a blue streak, and Reece was just about to stomp over to the Toronto bench to deal with Kent, who was howling with laughter, or at least he had been when Luca had been hit. He wasn’t so much now. However, Reece was held back by Shane blocking his path.
 
Now a true brawl had broken out between the rest of the players. The Bear’s having surged to Luca’s defence, if only Shane hadn’t beaten them to it but of course the Toronto players wouldn’t take it laying down. Ilya had quickly put together what had happened and skated over. Shane caught him around the waist and whispered quickly in Russian.
“He hit Lukasha. Waited for the Ref to be looking the other way. Kent was hurling slurs too at both me and Lukasha. Couldn’t get to him before that bastard got to Luca though.”
Ilya knocked his helmet against Shane’s and gave his hip a quick squeeze, then the massive Russian was off. He waded his way into the brawl; Shane could see the dangerous glint in those beautiful ocean-blue eyes that had gone dark with anger.
He watched as Kent tried to fight, but Ilya handled him beautifully. The rest of the Bears were keeping the Toronto players out of the way. Cliff had one under each tree trunk-sized arm, and Victor was keeping three of the younger players corralled out of the way with the help of Evan. Nick and Bood were dealing with the rest, while Wyatt had the Toronto goalie locked down. He was no match for Hazy even in full gear.
Ilya fought like a beast. Shane could see he was holding himself back. His husband wasn’t aiming to break bones, even though he very easily could. No. He was baiting. He was letting Kent fall on his own sword. In front of the camera, in front of the Bear’s own home crowd. This would never go down the way Toronto wanted it to. They come in expecting Shane to be an easy target. Expecting their four rookies to be cannon fodder. Only to have been thoroughly thrashed.
 
Shane herded his rookies out of the way, silently putting himself between them and the rest of the fight. Bood, Cliff and Victor had the majority of the team under control. The three of them were far bigger and more aggressive than the Toronto team. What with their usual aggressor having been taken out first and with Kent being laid into by Ilya. What Shane had spotted was that Kent’s usual lackey, Troy Barrett, was missing. He had been on the bench the whole game. It was making the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Something was off here, and he didn’t like it.
When Shane finally caught Ilya’s eye, he gave him a signal to say they were all fine. He got a beautiful, deadly smirk in response as his husband dropped Kent to the ice and dodged the officials trying to get them all separated and off the ice. He skated up to them. Bood, Cliff and Hayes followed. Bood swore loudly.
“Fucking hell, Hollzy. Really again?!”
Bood clapped Shane on the back, and Cliff looked positively gleeful as he gave the leaving Toronto players a nasty, sharklike grin over his shoulder.
“Guess you always did belong with us, Hollzy. You were wasted even before the Voyageurs showed their true colours.”
Shane gave Ilya a sharp look that made the Russian grumble but snapped his mouth shut on the filthy comment that he had about to make. The rookies all sniggered behind Shane, having caught the interaction that the older players hadn’t seen. Shane started to herd them all down the tunnel.
“The game had ended. No penalties, and he started it. Now Luca needs looking at. Hurry up, please.”
That got them all moving; concerned looks were thrown at Luca, who was now leaning heavily into Adrien to stay upright. A dark look crossed Ilya’s face as he moved to guard Shane’s back as they moved. The rest of the Bears threw their own dark looks at the bastards that had targeted their youngest player. Shane’s lip pulled up, and he gave a nasty hiss when Kent staggered to his feet and spat in their direction.
Cliff laughed at Shane’s reaction. Almost doubled over when he was howling that much. Wyatt had to reach out and catch the big man as he nearly caused both of them to go over as well as trip into Victor in front of them.
“Don’t underestimate my Shane. He is lioness; don’t touch his cubs.”
Ilya sounded very proud and very smug, but the others looked a bit confused. Ethan dared to ask.
“Er, Roz, don’t you mean like a Lion? Not Lioness? I figured it was a mistake last time, but you have called Hollzy that before”
Shane closed his eyes. He knew where this was going and knew he would never live this down. Ilya had never actually explained why he called Shane a lioness, even though Cliff was adamant it was because Shane liked to scratch. He wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t the full reason.
“No. No. No. Lioness. Far more fierce, better carers and defenders of cubs. Shane is a mountain lioness, Canadian.”
Oh, if Shane could get away with hitting his husband too, he would. Ilya had no right sounding all romantic and sweet after he had just beaten Kent black and blue.
He did manage to get them all moving, so at least this was said away from the crowds, cameras and finally the other team. Shane had had about all he could take off Toronto and Dallas Kent for one day. Still so embarrassing, though. Shane knew he was fucking blushing. Again. Because of Ilya. As usual.
Shane made sure Terry checked out Luca. He sent Ilya to go do the press interview. For once, glad he wasn’t required to do them. Although he would go join him in a minute, once he knew Luca was okay.
He had thrown off his gear and skates, leaving him in his compression top and padded trousers. As he approached the Medical room, he could hear a low voice, soft and careful. He stopped. That was Adrien’s voice. It seemed he wasn’t the only one who had been worried about Luca. The door was open. He knew he shouldn’t look, but he really, really wanted to. They were standing just inside the open door. Luca was still shirtless, a compression bandage clearly visible. Good. That at least meant he hadn’t broken anything; Terry only used the light compression wraps for bruising.
As he watched, he felt familiar large hands wrap around his waist. He knew those hands, knew that scent. He even knew the cadence of that breathing.
Ilya hooked his head over Shane’s shoulder. The height difference was just perfect as Shane felt him plaster himself to his back. Even if they were both still sweaty, he leaned back into the hold.
“Why are we spying on Lukasha?”
Shane shushed him and pointed. Adrien had moved so they could now both be seen from where they were hidden just out of sight. Ilya laughed. The sound was so low that Shane felt the rumble against his back more than heard it.
“Ah, that’s why. This is not good example setting Lyubimyy.”
Shane silently hit his arm. He really didn’t want Ilya to give them away. He wanted to see what Luca would do. They both watched silently, half holding their breath as Adrien reached out to touch Luca’s shoulder but stopped just before his fingers touched bare, pale skin.
“Can I?”
Luca nodded but couldn’t seem to find words. Shane tightened his hold on the muscled forearm under his hand. This was torture. If it had been him and Ilya, then they would have already been half naked with him on his knees by now. From the squeeze Ilya gave his hips, and then his ass, his husband was thinking the same thing.
Adrien gently brushed the back of his hand down Luca’s arm, across his shoulder to his bandaged ribs. The touch was feather-light.
“Are you alright? That was a bad hit.”
Luca shrugged and then winced as the movement must have pulled at his bruised ribs.
“I’m okay. Hollzy dealt with it.”
They both grinned at each other then.
“Fucking yeah. Our Alternate is awesome. And slightly scary.”
Adrien shuddered lightly. Luca laughed, a soft, sweet sound that had Adrien visibly melting. Shane heard Ilya snicker quietly and mutter in Russian.
“He’s in so much trouble. I warned him what that type of big bottom eyes do to you. Guess now he knows what I meant.”
Shane tipped his head back and pressed a kiss to Ilya’s mouth. He arched his back slightly and looked up at the bigger man, making his eyes wide and slightly parting his lips. He flicked his tongue out to moisten his plump bottom lip and watched as Ilya zeroed in on the movement.
They got so distracted they almost missed it when Adrien leaned forward and pressed his lips to Luca’s cheek. Luca went bright red but looked pleased. He lifted his arm and waited. Adrien wrapped his arms around that slender waist and lifted the smaller blond down off the examination table.
Shane noticed how those hands lingered. Neither Luca nor Adrien moved. Ilya had tensed behind him.
“Come on, Lyubimyy. Leave the baby gays to it. You owe me a prize.”
Ilya growled quietly right against his ear. The sound sent a full-body shiver down his spine. Shane turned in his husband’s arms and gave him a look from under his eyelashes. Ilya cursed softly and started to half drag, half carry him away. They didn’t look back. Shane didn’t think the two would want an audience for what came next. He certainly wouldn’t have at that age. Even if he had done far more by the time he was 20.
He had a bet to pay up on anyway.
What a shame he had lost.
But really. Had he lost. Or had he just won?
The heated look Ilya was giving him told him that he had definitely won.
He was going to enjoy this.
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  Cliff Marlow loved a good fight. Last night’s game against Toronto was fun. They had won. They had won their first game of the season.
It wasn’t that much of a surprise; after all, they now had both Roz and Hollzy. That didn’t mean they would win every game. As much as Cliff thought they deserved to, sometimes it just went that way. There would be plays that didn’t work; they were playing with four rookies for the first time. Honestly, it was a surprise the four cubs had done so well. Not that they weren’t good because they fucking well were. It wasn’t like Roz or Hollzy were going to pick bad rookies, but it was a risk. Most teams didn’t play one or two rookies a season, never mind four. Or four on the main lines. They were taking a big risk this season, putting a lot of pressure on Roz and Hollzy to hold up the 1st line as well as him and Vic on the 2nd and 3rd. They had two fucking good defensemen in Nick and Evan, who had taken the rookie defence under their wings; he was proving to be fucking good. Then again, no one had questioned it when Hollzy had moved Holmberg from Wing to Defence. They had learnt not to question Hollzy when it came to hockey; their Alternate was usually right.
Then again, saying they were taking a risk was technically true; however, most teams weren’t backed up by the two best players in the whole fucking League. Cliff had managed to persuade the whole team to go out to celebrate. They hadn’t all been out for a while. Mainly because Roz said no. Which meant everyone else said no. Cliff understood it. He really fucking did. Roz would much rather go home with his fucking smoking hot husband. Said husband who didn’t drink or particularly enjoy going out to clubs or parties. But Cliff missed his best friend. It was no fun on his own anymore. Roz was such a good wingman, and Cliff was tired of being alone. He also enjoyed the married couple’s company. Hollzy was a good balance for them all; he cared more, and if Hollzy was there, then Roz was so much happier. Cliff didn’t really know how the hell they had kept it hidden for so long; if you looked too long at them both in public, it was more than obvious. Roz had fucking heart eyes for fuck’s sake. Hollzy wasn’t much better. The man was better at keeping his hands to himself, but his face gave him away, as did those lovely, huge brown doe eyes.
There had also been the issue of them not really going out in public until all the chatter about Hollzy’s move and the two of them coming out had calmed down. Which it hadn’t really, but at least Boston as a city was supportive. Their fans had made that more than clear. And there weren’t many cities quite so open to supporting same sex couples as Boston. Pride flags were everywhere. In all the shops and event spaces, on the public transport, and it was all year round. There was nowhere better for the pair, really.
So, he begged and pleaded until Roz had looked at Hollzy. Cliff had held in the instant desire to make a whipped noise. That was the fastest way to get Roz to change his mind and leave him hanging. Even if it was hilariously true. Roz was so fucking whipped. And the man was fucking proud of it. Flaunted it, in fact. Not that anyone with eyes would blame him. Shane Hollander had been named the hottest man in the NHL for years, for a fucking good reason after all.
They had one of those long, silent conversations that no one else could follow. Then Hollzy sighed, and his pretty brown eyes softened. Roz grinned and threw his arm around the smaller man’s waist and pressed a kiss against the crest of his cheek. Which promptly turned a fetching soft pink colour. Cliff looked away. He was really happy for Roz, and they all really did love Hollzy. He had been the perfect addition to both the team and Roz’s life. The man was awesome. A little bit odd at times, a bit different, but there was absolutely nothing wrong with that. But he was being eaten alive with jealousy most of the time. They were so good together. Roz was tactile. They had all known it, or at least they had thought they had, until Hollzy. Yeah. What they were used to was nothing. Fucking nothing. Compared to when Hollzy was around. It was like they were magnets, two very strong, determined magnets that always came back together no matter what tried to keep them apart.
Hollzy gave Roz a look. Whatever was in that look made Roz hesitate, just for a moment, before he nodded and Hollzy turned back to Cliff.
“Fine, we will go, but the rookies stay with us and are limited. Luca is still underage after all. They all are, to be fair, but he’s the baby. So, he had one, and that’s it.”
Cliff clapped his hands together in glee and nodded at once. He almost saluted and opened his mouth to say, ‘Yes, Mom.’ Because Hollzy had sounded exactly like his mother then, but he must still have some self-preservation left because he managed to keep his mouth shut.
“Sure, Hollzy. Whatever you say.”
Cliff bounded off to the showers to round everyone up. He had to avert his eyes from the sight of Victor coming out of the steaming cubicle with just a towel wrapped around his lean waist, but he was not thinking about that. Nope. Nothing to think about here.
Instead, he quickly herded everyone out and into clothes. Most of them brought something spare that was okay for going out to their regular bar that was used to the Bears by now. It had been a regular for the team for years, way before Cliff joined. What was even better was the latest owners were two guys, and one was openly gay. Which meant all were welcome and they had a zero-tolerance policy for anyone not an ally.
The team crashed through the doors of their favourite pub. Cliff led the charge; he had an arm around both Ethan and Adrien. The rest of them entered with a little more decorum, but Cliff didn’t give a fuck. They had won. He had managed to get the whole team out, and he was going to enjoy it. Even if he suspected that Roz and Hollzy wouldn’t stay long. Not if the looks that Hollzy was throwing at Roz were any indication. Most people would assume that it would be Roz wanting to be out and partying but right now it looked very much like their Captain was being forced to stay right now. Still, Cliff was grateful that they had come out.
“Right! Let’s get started.”
Cliff clapped his hands together. Bood came over to help as he took everyone’s drink order. One look at Hollzy told Cliff that the rookies were sticking to a nice light beer and nothing else. It was Roz that surprised him.
“Diet Coke and a Ginger Ale.”
He looked between them. Roz just raised an eyebrow and refused to say anything more. Hollzy had a knowing look on his face as he pressed close to Roz’s side. Cliff wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Whatever Roz had planned, he apparently wanted to be completely sober for it. Hollzy gave their Captain a sweet, innocent smile that was fooling no one at the table. They had all heard them before. They knew Hollzy was not sweet or innocent in any way.
When they got back from the bar, drinks balanced between them, Roz had Hollzy in his lap, and Luca had gone bright red from being the one sat closest to the pair. Cliff watched as Roz wrapped a muscled arm around the trim waist and pulled the smaller man close to murmur – probably something filthy in Russian. Knowing those two – into his ear.
Cliff sat back down; he slotted himself into the space between Vic and Adrien, who was sat next to Luca. Cliff tried to ignore that heat that was spreading through the jeans he was wearing from the press of Victor’s long legs under the table. Although Vic was shorter than Cliff, it wasn’t by that much, and the dark-skinned man had wonderfully long legs.
Not that Cliff had been looking. He hadn’t. Not really.
Except he kinda had.
It hadn’t been a sudden thing. Not that much anyway. After all, Cliff had been surrounded by ridiculously good-looking men for years. No one who had shared a shower with Ilya Rozanov could say they hadn’t fucking looked. They all looked. The man was fucking shameless. Even more so than Cliff, and that was saying something. Most thought the man was joking about the 9inches he was packing. Cliff privately thought that 9 might be a slight understatement, but he was never voicing that out loud. He would guess Hollzy would know, but again. Those were inside thoughts of Cliff, not to be voiced.
Cliff watched as Roz and Hollzy switched all four rookies after one. None of them argued. Whereas the rest of them proceeded to get a little bit tipsy. Which led to the current situation, one that Cliff only had himself to blame for. He was curious. And just drunk enough to open his mouth and ask. It wasn’t like everyone else didn’t want to know; he was just the only one brave enough to actually ask.
“So, Roz, why the fuck are you not drinking?”
Everyone turned to their Captain. He just rested his chin on Hollzy’s shoulder and gave their Alternate a lavish smirk. Almost predictably, Hollzy’s cheeks went a lovely, fetching bright pink.
“Have winnings to collect.”
Bood leaned forward, one eyebrow raised.
“Winnings from what”
Their goalie dropped his head to the table and groaned loudly.
“You idiots had to fucking ask, didn’t you?”
Bood shrugged and took a sip of his drink. Not at all bothered.
“I’m curious. Normally Roz has at least three neat vodkas before we even notice it wasn’t water.”
Cliff, Vic and Hazy all turned back to Roz, who just shifted Hollzy closer and smirked at them all, his hand wandering high on a thick thigh.
“Want to be perfectly sober for this.”
Hollzy dropped his head back onto Roz’s massive shoulder and whined softly in embarrassment. Roz just smirked wider and spoke in low, rumbling Russian. Suddenly Hollzy shot up and started to chivvy the rookies out; they were getting them into a car to make sure all four got home safe. Roz just followed. Those darkened blue eyes locked on Hollzy’s ass, his stride more a stalk than anything. Cliff turned away. Bood snorted as he and Hazy both got up too.
“Well, let’s just be glad that we aren’t sharing a hotel with them this time, because from that display I hope their neighbours have earplugs. Hollzy is fucking loud.”
Cliff looked at the group that was left. Victor had stayed seated; Nick and Evan were still finishing the last of their drinks, and Bood and Hazy were still there. He knew none of them would judge him. Honestly, he didn’t think Roz or Hollzy would, but he was a bit embarrassed to ask.  
“Guys.”
They all paused and looked at him. Cliff swallowed and ploughed on. He wasn’t one to stop and think things through. Better just to come out with it. Rip the band-aid off, so to speak.
“We have all heard them right.”
Everyone nodded. Evan looked a bit green.
“Yeah, you bastards. Did you have to put my room directly below them last time? It went on for hours, man.”
Nick winced in sympathy and patted his friend’s plaid cover arm.
“That’s just it. Look, I’ve had a lot of sex. And as far as I know, never had any complaints, but I have never had sex that sounded like Hollzy does every fucking time.”
Bood looked around the pub. Hazy seemed to decide something because the two of them gestured to them all.
“Look, not here. Come on, let’s go to yours, Cliff. It’s closest. We don’t need to be having this conversation here.”
None of them objected. They paid. Cliff left a generous tip, and they all piled into two cars to take them to Cliff’s apartment. It was the closest, and there was no one there for them to bother if it got loud. These days there was very rarely anyone at Cliff’s; he was either at the Hollanovs, he would get that to stick, fuck it, or they were all at Bood’s. The team tended to stay gathered at least during the daytime. It made trips out with the kids far more fun.
They all piled in, and Cliff brought through some chips and a few other snacks he knew Vic liked. They fell on them like vultures. To which Bood laughed and waved his phone around.
“Pizza?”
A sound of agreement came from everyone, and they placed an order to suit everyone. None of them was picky; it wasn’t difficult. They all seemed to silently agree to wait to start the conversation until the pizza arrived, because Evan put a rerun of a Voyageurs game on. They had lots of fun laughing their asses off at how bad they were without Hollzy, until the pizza arrived.
Once they were all settled with food and drink, they sprawled around Cliff’s large, open-plan living room. Cliff looked over to Hazy.
“Wyatt, what did you mean before? That it wasn’t the place?”
Vic gave Cliff a rather unreadable look, those golden eyes dark and assessing. But he wasn’t judging; Cliff could see it was more a thoughtful look.
“Cliff, we get it. Of course, we all do. Look, we have all seen Roz and Hollzy in the showers, the locker room. Those two are something else. Compatible in a way that I don’t think is possible for most people.”
At this, Nick nodded and leaned forward to grab another slice of pizza.
“Look.  I love my wife. She’s the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. She’s obviously hot too, but Cliff, I don’t think any of us have ever had sex like those two.”
Evan nodded and looked at them all.
“The problem is we are all straight.”
They all recoiled, but Evan quickly forged on.
“No. No, you idiots, not like that. What I mean is that do any of us have any real idea how sex between two men actually works?”
They all looked at each other. Until Victor slowly put his pizza down and spoke softly, like he was afraid of raising his voice too much.
“Er, well, actually. I’m not.”
Cliff snapped his head over to the dark-skinned man. There was no way. Was he really implying what Cliff thought he was? Victor met Cliff’s eyes and continued, those golden eyes not leaving dark brown.
“I am not straight. I’m actually Pansexual.”
Bood cocked his head and looked at Victor.
“The one where gender doesn’t matter?”
Victor gave the big man a smile that made something suddenly feel tight in Cliff’s stomach. It felt suspiciously like jealousy.
“That’s the most basic of definitions, yes. I have been with both men and women. Never a relationship with a man since being drafted, but before, yeah, I have.”
They were all looking at Victor as if he was suddenly the fount of all knowledge. Those stunning golden eyes looked a bit panicked, but his body stayed relaxed. Cliff moved over so their legs were pressed together.
“So, what’s the difference? Why does Hollzy sound like he’s being both murdered and having the best time of his fucking life every time?”
Well, Cliff thought Evan had only said what they were all thinking, wasn’t he. Could have worded it a bit better, but then again Cliff didn’t think he could.
“Most of it’s unfortunate that Roz is just that good. Now do we all know the difference between who is top and who is bottom?”
Cliff raised his hand. That got a laugh out of all of them. Which was his intention.
“We all know Hollzy is the bottom.”
Victor shook his head.
“Ah yes. In this instance, he is, and from what I have gathered, they don’t switch. But many couples do. It just means whoever is on the bottom is the one getting penetrated. It is a preference. Some men don’t like it at all, whereas others prefer it to being the one doing the penetration. Which we all know from those bastards that leaked Hollzy’s texts is the case for him.”
They were all leaning forward, every single one of them listening with rapt attention to Victor.
“Now, as we have all been exposed to Roz and Hollzy, what you need to understand is those two have clearly got sexual chemistry off the charts. You can see it when they are just in the same room. And we have all seen what’s in Roz’s pants. We all know ourselves that 9 inches is huge. But the key to any good sex, with men or women, is communication. Check the fuck in. Make sure everyone is on the same page. If you actually listen, when it's in English, because most of it is Russian and don’t fucking translate it out of curiosity. I am begging you. Then Roz is the king of consent, even now, years after getting together and being married.”
 Cliff raised an eyebrow at Victor and couldn’t hold in the snicker, as childish as it felt. It looked like he wasn’t the only one; Bood and Even were all stifling grins.
“Wait. Vic. You actually translated it?!”
Victor looked away, embarrassed, but Cliff was pretty sure only he could see the bright spots under those golden eyes that gave it away on that stunning skin tone.
“I was right next to them. No chance of sleeping. I got curious.”
Those golden eyes locked with each one of them in turn, the look slightly haunted but also amused.
“At your own peril. Let me just say this: they are a pair of kinky bastards.”
They all laughed. Cliff threw his head back, and as he calmed down again, he brought his arm around the back of Victor on the sofa next to him.
“We all knew that, Vic! Hollzy has been secretly marking Roz up for years!”
Nick waved one of the last slices of Pizza in the air and looked at Vic, as it seemed he was the accepted expert in the room right now.
“But how does Hollzy walk the next morning? If he is the one taking that monster, from what we have all heard, multiple times a night?”
Cliff looked around; they all had rather curious expressions on their faces. He had to admit he wanted to know. It surely couldn’t be all that enjoyable. Not as much as the amount of screaming, crying and moaning that came from any room the two were staying in.
“Yeah, well, it’s safe to say Hollzy is a wonder. Practice, I suppose. And through and correct preparation.”
Cliff looked thoughtful, until an idea occurred to him. He probably should have thought it through, but instead he just blurted it out.
“Is that why Hollzy is so good at yoga shit?”
Silence.
Then giggling. That quickly turned into full, loud laughter from all of them. A large hand slapped his back as Bood leaned over his shoulder, cackling with mirth.
“Never change Marly, never change.”
Cliff was a bit confused; honestly, he didn’t see why it was so funny. He was actually serious. It seemed like Victor had realised that because there was a soft touch to his bare arm; that sent a shiver up his spine.
“That will definitely help, yes. But honestly, Hollzy is in extremely good condition, physically, and that makes a big difference too. Basically, it comes down to what is about as close to 100% compatibility any couple, no matter the gender or sexuality, can ever have.”
That sobered them all up. It was true. Roz and Hollzy were basically the unicorn of relationships. They all started drifting off home after that. It was late now, and they were beginning to crash from the exertion of the game. Cliff saw them all out. He was grateful for such good friends and teammates. He was well aware a lot of teams weren’t like the Bears, but Roz had worked damn fucking hard to make a safe place. In hindsight, it was probably all with this end game in mind, but Cliff suspected that Roz had done it, even though he believed it would never happen.
Only once he got back into the now quiet living room did he realise that Victor was silently collecting the empty pizza boxes and tidying up the used glasses. He hadn’t left with the others. Cliff paused in the doorway. He liked what he was seeing. Victor looked good. Relaxed and unguarded in a way he wasn’t often in public. The soft, well-worn jumper sat snugly around those broad shoulders, stretched across well-honed muscles. Victor was smaller than Cliff, but he wasn’t small. He was over 6ft. A leaner build than himself, Roz or Hazy, but not in any shape or form thin.
“Not leaving Vic?”
Those golden eyes flickered up to meet his own.
“Thought I’d help clean up first. Since it’s just you here.”
Ouch. That was uncalled for. But undeniably true. It had been months since his last girlfriend left, and she had been the last on a long, rather unsuccessful list. He was told more often than not he was too intense. Too full on.
“Thanks. It’s just been me for a while now.”
Victor looked at him again, golden eyes gentle.
“I know. I pay attention, Cliff.”
Cliff. Not Marly.
He swallowed softly, his throat suddenly a bit dry. To distract himself, he collected the glasses and went through to the kitchen. He packed them into the dishwasher and helped hold the bag open to throw away all the empty pizza boxes. Victor was looking at him again. Those golden eyes were knowing but steady. Cliff wiped the kitchen down and brought two hot chocolates through to the sofa, where Victor was curled up under one of the fluffy blankets he had pinched from Roz last time.
“Here. Best not to go for more caffeine this late.”
It didn’t hurt that Victor’s very large, well-hidden sweet tooth and nice, expensive hot chocolate were one of the few things he would indulge in.
“It’s my favourite. Thanks.”
Cliff smiled down at him.
“I know.”
Victor pulled up a corner of the blanket in open invitation. Cliff slowly sat down; their thighs touched. Cliff placed his steaming mug on the now clear coffee table. He felt Victor lean more of his weight into Cliff’s side. A soft, hesitant voice drifted into Cliff’s ear.
“You don’t mind?”
Cliff looked down at the head of soft, silky dark brown hair on his shoulder. Did he mind that now he knew it maybe wasn’t completely hopeless? Did he mind that Victor at least had some clue how this might work between them? Did he mind that Victor had stayed, obviously worried about how Cliff and Cliff alone might take his revelation? No. Not one bit.
“No. Of course not. Why would I?”
Victor let out a small, relieved sigh against his arm.
“Because it might change things. Things we have been dancing around for a while now, but neither of us ever says anything.”
Cliff bit his bottom lip.
“Does it change anything?”
Victor finally looked up to meet his eyes. Cliff could see the uncertainty, the fear, the worry in those stunning golden irises. He wanted to pull Victor to him; he wanted more than just pressing his leg together. Cliff startled himself with the force of it, with how much he wanted; now he knew it wasn’t impossible.
“Do you want it to? If you say no, then we never bring it up again, Vic. I won’t back you into a corner.”
Victor moved. Suddenly Cliff had a lapful of stunning, warm man. Those long legs bracketed his hips on either side of him, and he was looking up into burning, molten gold. His breath caught. Beautiful.
“It’s not me that has to decide. I’m not the one who has been straight for years, Cliff.”
His first name, in that velvet rumble with a hint of accent, was like flicking a match onto a waiting bonfire. Heat licked up Cliff’s spine. He slowly, so Victor could easily move or stop him if he wanted to, brought his hands up to rest on those corded thighs. Cliff could feel the heat even through the thick fabric of Victor’s jeans. He ran one hand up the length of tensed muscle. The other made its way up the supine back and came to rest on the back of Victor’s slim waist.
“I don’t think I have been completely straight for a while now, Vic. I just didn’t think it was a possibility. Even if you were interested in men, then there was no saying you would be in me.”
Those golden eyes rolled at him.
“You are an idiot. How much clearer did I need to be? I slept in the same bed. I routinely have my hands all over you. I lean on you. I put my legs up on you. I thought I was being pretty unsubtle, Cliff.”
Cliff’s head was spinning.
“Wait, that’s what all that was?”
Victor sighed.
“Now I know how poor Adrien feels. Except you are nowhere near as cute as little Luca. Yes, that’s what all that was. It’s called testing the waters. You know most men would have punched me for half of that stuff, right?”
Cliff was absentmindedly tracing patterns onto Victor’s back as he looked up at him. Would they really? He hadn’t seen an issue even before he knew it was flirting.
“Sorry. I didn’t really see an issue.”
Victor pressed their foreheads together and wrapped his arms around Cliff’s shoulders to stay balanced.
**“Mon chéri.** You really are something special.”
Cliff liked the sound of the words even if he didn’t understand them. He also liked the way Victor was curling into him, but it was late, and they were both tired. All he really wanted to do was take Victor to his bedroom and sleep. He always slept well when the smaller man was sharing a room or bed with him.
“I take it that was a compliment, but Vic, I know you’re tired; I’m tired. Will you stay? Just to sleep.”
He added the last bit quickly, just in case he was giving the wrong impression. He really just wanted to cuddle and go to sleep. He hoped Victor wanted the same. He was rewarded by the soft press of lips to his cheek. Heat sparked from the contact.
“I will stay. Just to sleep. For now, anyway.”
Cliff nearly whined as Victor climbed gracefully off his lap and padded through to the bedroom. It wasn’t the first time the other man had stayed. Cliff got up, picked up their empty mugs and put them in the kitchen. He locked the door and turned out all the lights. Silently padding after Victor. He found the smaller man unashamedly digging through his clothes to find something he wanted to sleep in.
“Do you want a shower?”
Cliff knew he did. He hated to sleep unless he was clean. Victor had now found a T-shirt he liked the look of. An old, worn, thin and soft thing that Cliff had forgotten he even owned.
“Together?”
He was pretty sure he stopped breathing. At least his brain had stopped working; his expression must have been funny because a soft, sweet laugh sounded as Victor came over.
“Did I break you, Mon chéri?”
Cliff was pretty sure the answer was yes. But he couldn’t get his brain to formulate any words. Victor leaned up on his tiptoes and whispered huskily into Cliff’s ear.
“Yes. I will shower with you. Come on.”
Cliff could do nothing but follow. Now he was kinda starting to understand Roz a lot more; if this was the power pretty, doe-eyed men with thighs that could crush you had, then it was no wonder the man was always glued to Hollzy. Cliff was pretty sure he was never letting Victor out of his sight again.
What a lovely sight it was. Cliff watched, leaning against the door frame as Victor set the shower at his preferred temperature and started to remove his clothes. Those golden eyes flicked over one smooth, creamy shoulder as Cliff watched, transfixed.
“Are you staying there, Mon chéri? I mean, I don’t mind you watching, but it is late. Be more fun and quicker with you here with me.”
Cliff finally moved. He threw off his clothes, aiming somewhere in the corner for the hamper that Victor had neatly dropped them into a moment before. Then he was stepping into water that was slightly too warm but not unbearable. Especially as he was treated to the warm, wet sight of Victor using his soap to wash himself. Those long-fingered hands working along the smooth, rippling planes of muscle. Cliff swallowed hard.
Victor pulled him close and began to wash him too.
“This, okay?”
Cliff could only nod enthusiastically. This was very okay. Too okay, actually. He had to will his cock not to get too interested. Well, there went any lingering doubt he wasn’t attracted to men, and this man in particular. He reached up for the shampoo and showed the bottle to the smaller man.
“May I?”
Victor smiled at him and stroked down his chest.
“Of course.”
Cliff gently began to rub the expensive, lavender and oat-scented shampoo into those short, soft brown locks. Victor closed those stunning golden eyes and dropped his head back onto Cliff’s shoulder. Cliff had to angle his hips away from the man in front of him; the soft purring sounds Victor was making were going straight south.
He let Victor rinse his own hair out while he quickly washed his own, being a lot less careful with his own than he had been with Victor’s. Cliff could control himself. He carefully handed Victor a large, fluffy towel as he wrapped his own around his waist. They both got dressed. Cliff liked the way Victor looked in his clothes; there was a size difference, but unlike with most women Cliff had been with, Victor actually filled out his clothes. He wouldn’t touch. Not yet. He could look, though. Actually, he was allowed to look. Victor was looking right back at him. Eyes gone heavy-lidded.
Cliff reached out a hand and offered it to Victor. The smaller man took it. Cliff led them to his bed, and they both settled into the cool sheets. They had slept together before, shared beds and rooms, but this felt different. More charged. Anticipation for something yet to come. Cliff, contrary to popular belief, could be patient. He would wait. Take his time. Victor deserved more than a half-arsed attempt. Cliff wanted this to be real. He wanted what Roz and Hollzy had.
As they settled, Cliff lay close but not reaching out to touch, not without permission. He kept his voice low in the darkened room, not wanting to disrupt the peace that had fallen in the quiet.
“Good night, Vic.”
Cliff sensed movement, then he felt it as Victor pulled Cliff’s arm, wrapping it around his waist. He then laid his head on Cliff’s chest and relaxed. The soft exhale caused a small shiver from where it brushed against Cliff’s bare skin.
“Goodnight, Mon chéri.”
As Cliff closed his eyes, he laid his head down and tightened his arm around the warm, solid form pressed against his side. Maybe this was what he had been looking for all this time.
How blind he had been. To overlook this amazing, stunning and perfect man. That all ended now.
If Victor was prepared to take a chance on this, on them. Then Cliff was all in.
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  Ilya was barely hanging on to his control. Shane was torturing him on purpose. He could tell. The look in those heated chocolate eyes was very revealing. Ilya supposed he deserved it. He knew that Shane was aware of at least some of what he was planning to do to him once they got home. Not all of it, though. He felt the smirk pull at the corner of his full mouth before he could smother it.
He would let Shane have his way. Let him think he had won. Then he would strike.
Still. Shane held out longer than he had expected. Long enough for the team to question him about why he was not drinking and the rookies to try their luck for a second drink. Not that Shane allowed it, but still, he had to give them points for trying. But he still won. Shane gave in. He watched as Shane expertly herded his rookie cubs into a car and made sure Luca was okay. Ilya would check in with them all in the morning and take them over to Bood’s, but not tonight. As much as he wasn’t too happy about letting Luca go with the others, he needed the space, just for tonight.
Tonight, he had earned his reward. And he would get it; he did not want anyone else in their home; he wanted to be able to hear Shane. For what he planned, his Shane would get loud.  
 
Ilya let Shane move through their nighttime routine. He stayed just out of reach, so he didn’t give in to the temptation too early to touch and instead leisurely watched. Ocean blue eyes tracked every movement, every roll of muscle, as he let Shane feel the heat and weight of his gaze. By the time Shane got out of the shower, they were both hard from Ilya’s game, the heat, the anticipation building steadily between them, but Shane just kept going. Waiting for Ilya to make the next move.
Ilya prowled forward. Finally ready. He didn’t let Shane get dressed; instead, he held out the piece of fabric he had been keeping out of sight. He had worn it for practice that morning, so it wasn’t too dirty, but it smelt like Ilya and just a touch of his sweat. He watched as Shane’s eyes locked onto what he was holding. Realisation dawning in those captivating eyes. Ilya smirked and cocked his hip against the door frame. He was completely naked. Making no move to hide his hard cock, on full display.
“Put it on.”
Shane, with a lovely, bright red blush already creeping down his neck and chest. Reached for the jersey in Ilya’s hand. Ilya growled in the back of his throat as Shane brought the jersey up to his nose and softly sniffed at it, those chocolate eyes not leaving Ilya as he did it. The beautiful shade of brown was almost black with how blown his pupils had gone. Shane slipped the too-large jersey over his head; it sat too big on Shane’s smaller frame, but Ilya could see in the mirror that his name was still spread over the broad expanse of his husband’s muscular back.
Ilya tensed. He had to hold himself absolutely still, or it felt like he would shatter; he was so hard. Shane looked soft, small and almost delicate in his much larger jersey, even though Ilya, more than most, was extremely aware of exactly how not delicate his Shane was.
“Put your hair down.”
He watched as Shane reached up and untied his silky, beautiful hair. He was transfixed by the graceful fall of black strands. It was getting longer now; Ilya loved it. Shane looked up at him from under long, sooty lashes.
Ilya finally moved.
He backed Shane up against their bed, not kissing him yet despite the soft, needy whine that Shane gave. Ilya watched the way his jersey bunched up around the top of Shane’s huge thighs as he moved. He wrapped his hands around the top of Shane’s thick legs, digging his fingers into the plush muscle as he lifted. His biceps strained at the sudden weight – Shane might look small in his jersey, but he was very much not – then, in one smooth movement, he turned them, so he was sitting on the bed, and Shane was trapped in his lap. Ilya had his arm clamped around Shane’s waist and pulled the heavy, warm weight of his husband flush to his chest.
Shane moaned as the position and movement caused the press of Ilya’s hard cock up against his ass. Ilya growled, dropped his head to trace open-mouthed kisses to the exposed line of Shane’s tantalising throat as he rubbed his cock up the length of Shane’s plush cheeks, the silky, cool fabric of the jersey just above Shane’s ass and covering Shane’s own arousal, tenting the fabric obscenely.
Ilya clamped his hands around Shane’s hips, fingers digging into the jersey on top of skin. He nosed his way back across Shane’s neck, licking at the fresh marks he had just made and taking in the heady mix of clean skin, Shane’s soap and his own deeper, stronger scent from the jersey. He tipped Shane’s head back with his jaw and kissed him, the angle making Shane strain the long line of his throat to reach back and answer the kiss. Ilya sank his teeth into Shane’s plush bottom lip and then followed it with his tongue when his husband opened his mouth in a sultry whine at the sharp sting.
He twined their tongues together. Shane mewled and tried to arch up to get closer, tried to chase Ilya’s mouth as he pulled back just enough to fasten his teeth into the vulnerable stretch of neck offered like a tribute. He bit down. Hard. Shane moaned and squirmed on his lap, pressing the perfect curve of his ass back onto Ilya’s cock.
Ilya growled and sucked at the bite, making sure it would bruise as darkly as possible. The prowling, possessive beast inside his chest roared in pleasure. He moved lower, biting and worrying at the skin just around the neck where the too-large jersey was slipping off one muscled shoulder. He began to move his hand; he inched his palm across the span of waist and up to Shane’s nipples. The tight, swollen nubs were pressing through the thin fabric of his jersey. Ilya could see the whole perfect, obscene image reflected in the floor-length mirror they were directly in front of.
Shane was sprawled across his thighs, head thrown back and throat covered in bite marks. His cock was hard, wet and leaking into the fabric of Ilya’s jersey, dampening and making a mess along the edge where it was tented up around the length of Shane’s erect cock. His nipples were pressed into the fabric, visible with the way the jersey was pulled tight across Shane’s chest. Ilya growled at the way the fabric made his tits look heavy, swollen under the way the lines and folds of cloth gathered.
Ilya was burning. His blood was boiling in his veins. This was dangerous. He could feel the feral edges creeping in again. Watching Shane squirm on his lap, already looking soft, rounded, and so very fertile. Ready. Wanting. Desperate. He rumbled out a quiet but broken curse.
“Fuck.”
Shane arched up into his hands. Ilya got both his palms around those heavy, beautiful tits and rubbed the delightfully pebbled nipples as he kneaded at the soft swell of Shane’s chest. The arched back caused Shane to press back harder against his cock. His rock-hard length nestled perfectly between those plush cheeks. They both moaned at the sensation. The drag was helped by the copious amounts of pre-come leaking from Shane’s slit and dripping down.
Ilya slid one large hand up to curl around that exquisite neck, holding Shane in that arched position by his throat while he uncapped the lube one-handed and almost upended the bottle on his fingers in his haste. He squeezed. Not enough to restrict, but enough for Shane to feel the controlled strength in his grip. He growled into Shane’s ear as he languidly ran his lubed finger across his exposed, twitching hole.
“Can you take more than three this time? I think you can. Shall we try, sweetheart? Shall we see how round I can make you? How much of my come can you hold?”
Shane was shuddering, shivering and digging his nails tightly into Ilya’s thighs already. He could see his husband was already close just from his words. Just from thinking about the image of it. He pushed in his first finger, just past that tight ring of muscle. His husband mewled and tried to rock his hips down to get him to go deeper, to get him to thrust properly, to open him already. But Ilya stilled his hand until Shane went still with an unhappy whine of confusion.
“I said. We shall see how much you can take. Which means I decide how much to give. You just sit there and look pretty on my fingers.”
Shane made a soft, broken noise in protest but stilled at once. Eager to please. Always so eager to do whatever Ilya asked of him in bed.
“That’s it, love. Stay still. Let me open you.”
Ilya was murmuring in Russian as he began to move his finger again; he could feel how tightly Shane’s muscles were coiled in his efforts to stay still. It sent more heat directly to his cock. Fuck. Shane was so perfect. He added a second finger. He used his thumb to spread the lube around his entrance, making the reddened, puffy skin glisten in the low lighting. Beautiful.
He was transfixed by the image in the mirror. Of the wet, glistening hole that clenched around his fingers, the arch in that magnificent back and his name stretched across the jersey. It was sitting perfectly at the top of Shane’s plush ass. The curve collected the material and displayed everything Ilya was doing underneath it.
Ilya added the third finger but had to stop his movements as Shane began to move his hips. Desperate, high-pitched whines dropped from red, swollen lips.
“Ilya. Please. Ilya. Ilya… I need …”
He stayed still. Forcing himself to hold it together, even as he felt Shane clenching around his fingers, trying to draw them in deeper.
“No. sweetheart. You know the rule: you move, then I stop. Do you want me to stop? Just say the word and I will.”
Ilya knew he was being a bit mean, but he also knew Shane liked him being mean. There were crystalline teardrops at the corners of those beautiful dark eyes, glittering against smooth, freckled skin.
Shane didn’t move. Did not say a word.
Did not say no or use his safe word.
So, Ilya continued. He pressed all three thick fingers into that twitching, velvet-hot passage that was trying to pull him in. Ilya moaned at the feeling. He was deliberately keeping away from Shane’s prostate. Stretching him but not giving him the relief he was desperate for. He wanted Shane to come on his cock and his cock alone tonight.
“Gonna make you come on my cock. Then fill you up. You took three last time. We have all night and day. Can you take four? Maybe even five? If I seal you up in between. Lay you out and let you rest while I keep it all in with my fingers. Then your sweet little plug.”
Fuck.
Ilya was struggling to keep himself steady, just from the images his words were creating. Shane was rigid. All coiled power and muscles to stay still. To force his body to obey the command to STAY.
He gave in.
He removed his fingers and slicked the remaining mess of lube along the length of his swollen, angry-looking cock. He was so hard he could barely touch himself without coming. He took a tight grip on the base to steady himself and forced his own orgasm back down. Shane would come first.
Ilya rubbed the head of his cock on Shane’s hole. Three fingers were enough to open him. One day, maybe next summer, back at the cottage, he would open Shane up with his cock alone. When his Lyubimyy didn’t need to walk the next day. But right now, Shane was soft, accepting and desperate. He pushed; the steady pressure forced the engorged head past that tight ring of muscle and deep inside. Ilya slid home in one smooth, heavy slide. His cock pressed against Shane’s prostate with perfect aim.
Shane keened. Loud and high-pitched at the feeling. He was digging his fingers tightly into Ilya’s shoulders and back. Defined biceps on full display as Shane reached back over his head to hold on to any bit of Ilya he could reach. Hard enough, there would more than likely be blood drawn by the end of the night, but the feeling just sent more heat into Ilya’s blood.
Ilya set a bruising pace. He thrust up hard and fast. They wouldn’t last long this first round; they were both too worked up. He continued to whisper filthy things into Shane’s throat as he fucked up into him.
“That’s it. You take all of me so well. Look at you. Desperate for more. Gonna come like this? Just on my cock.”
His hand found that patch of skin at Shane’s lower belly again. He was pretty sure it was a triggered response by now. Shane mewled and pressed up into his hand. Ilya growled and changed the angle until he felt the line of his cock against his hand through Shane’s belly. He pressed down. Caging Shane in between his hand and his cock. Shane shuddered, tightened around him like a molten hot vice and came with a howl. Warm, wet come coated Ilya’s hand and Shane’s chest.
“So perfect. So hot. Look in the mirror, love. Watch.”
Shane obeyed. Dragging his eyes open to look. Ilya groaned and thrust harder. He too was soon coming at the vision of Shane, sated and full, watching him fuck up into that beautiful ass with nothing but Ilya’s jersey on.
Ilya felt himself crest over the edge. All control gone. He spurted ropes and ropes of thick, hot come into Shane. Could feel it under his hand. That soft swelling had started to make an appearance.
Shane moaned softly and went boneless in Ilya’s lap. Only his strong, steady hands kept him upright.
“Rest for a moment. I’m not done with you yet, sweetheart.”
He pressed kisses to the curve of Shane’s shoulder. He kept Shane in place. Keeping his softened cock inside. It was big enough, even spent as he was, to stop the worst of his come from slipping out. He knew he would be hard again shortly. Could feel the heat still in his veins. Knew Shane was feeling the same, with the way he was spasming softly around him. Trying to lock tight around his come, to keep it inside.
Ilya stroked the slight swell under his hand. Shane shivered and moaned at the touch. The skin hadn’t gone completely taut yet. But it would. Ilya would make sure of it. He would put as much inside his husband as he could take.
He lifted his other hand to caress Shane’s plump, bitten lips. He traced along the seam of his mouth and was rewarded by Shane opening up and kitten-licking his fingers, softly sucking them into his mouth. Ilya groaned as Shane hummed softly around his finger, eyes slipping shut as he swirled his tongue around the digit and sucked harder. Ilya pulled his finger out and pressed another in beside it. He could see the sheen of the escaped saliva dripping down Shane’s chin as his mouth opened wider to accommodate the stretch of Ilya’s large, thick fingers. His own cock twitched at the sight in the mirror.
Ilya was getting hard again. So was Shane. He watched as Shane’s cock hardened and curved up slightly as he sucked on Ilya’s fingers. Ilya shifted. He resettled Shane heavier in his lap. Keeping his rapidly hardening cock inside. He felt Shane squeeze around him; he growled and began to grind up slowly, circling his hips to keep Shane sealed while he pressed his cock deeper.
Shane arched and pressed his ass back as far as he could. Ilya held him steady with a tight grip around his waist to anchor him. He slowly took his fingers out of Shane’s mouth, ignoring the soft whine of protest. He shushed him with a kiss. Sucking Shane’s tongue into his mouth and wrapping his own around it, chasing it back into Shane’s mouth in time with the deep, strong grinding motion he was making with his hips.
He took one of Shane’s hands and pressed it to his own belly where he would be able to feel both the slight swell of come already settled deep and the movement of Ilya’s cock inside him.
“Keep your hand there. Press down so you feel me inside.”
Ilya upped the force of his hips, changing from the deep grind to full thrusts. Shane moaned when he pressed in so deep his balls were tight against Shane’s ass. His cock was under Shane’s hand on his own belly. Ilya watched in the mirror. The heated, tear-filled eyes locked on his own in the reflection. He snaked down his own hand to cover over Shane’s and pressed harder with their combined palms. He wrapped his hand around Shane’s leaking, red cock and gave it a couple of tugs. Shane was soon screaming, writhing as he came for a second time, the touch too much. Ilya caught his release in his palm and held it up for Shane to lick clean.
“Clean it up, sweetheart.”
Shane did. Lapping at his fingers, one by one, then his palm and down to his wrist. Ilya continued to pound up into him until he felt teeth digging sharply into his wrist. Which had him thrusting up hard and coming for a second time. Shane kept his hand pressed tight to his belly. Ilya watched in the mirror as the swell grew under Shane’s fingers. As his come made that stretch. He groaned and dropped his head into Shane’s neck.
Fuck he was barely soft this time.
He could feel that, although he had come just now, he was still half hard. Shane could obviously feel it because he wiggled his hips in surprise but mewled softly in pleasure. Beautiful chocolate eyes slipped closed as he reached up to pull Ilya’s mouth to him so he could kiss him. Both of them sighed into the contact.
“Still okay, sweetheart?”
Shane nodded. Ilya wasn’t accepting that, not during this kind of drop.
“Words, Shane.”
Those eyes snapped back open. Glassy and still slightly hazy, but locked onto the drop in pitch, the heavier accent and the command threading through the words.
“Yes. I’m okay.”
It was slightly slurred, but it was there.
Ilya kissed him in reward. Then began to play with his tits. Massaging, pressing them together and rubbing at the swollen nipples. He circled one with some of Shane’s own com, which got a slight hiss from Shane as the cooling liquid touched the sensitive skin. So, he did it again, then swapped to the other one.
“How swollen can I get these? You’re already beginning to round nicely. Starting to look pregnant for me. These would get bigger too. Heavier. Softer.”
Shane moaned at each word as Ilya rolled a nipple in between every sentence. Ilya growled as he could feel Shane spasming around his cock. Could feel Shane was trying to keep his hole tight around Ilya’s hardening length still inside of him. He reached for the water bottle he had placed earlier and forced Shane to drink as well as himself. They were sweaty by now, but Ilya was not done yet. Not until Shane could take no more.
Although Shane was hard again. Ilya was holding most of his weight up now. This was a hard position on Shane, and he would switch after this. He was so lucky that Shane’s legs were so fucking strong. And Ilya was more than strong enough to hold Shane up.
He moved slower this time. Pinching just enough to sting, then rubbing both nipples as he cradled Shane’s upper body back against his own chest. The hold kept Shane steady as he circled his hips, more a filthy, deep grind than powerful thrusting. This way he kept pretty much constant pressure on Shane’s prostate. Shane was leaning heavily into Ilya’s arms; he could feel the little hitches in Shane’s hips as he moaned and panted. Ilya lifted the jersey so he could see the swollen belly more clearly. He growled at the sight. Shane looked gorgeous. Skin glistening with sweat, cock hard and curved up against that bulge.
Ilya cupped the soft, stretched skin with the width of one broad palm. It settled perfectly over the curve. Protective. Claiming. This was all his. He was the one able to give Shane this. His Shane was beautiful. Perfect. Exquisite.
He pressed down. The pressure was tightening Shane’s belly, so his cock pushed up against the muscle from inside. Shane moaned, his eyes closed, and he dropped his head back onto Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya was pretty much holding his body on his cock. To be used for Ilya’s pleasure. To be stuffed so full he couldn’t possibly not be pregnant. If only it was possible.
Shane keened, his cock dribbling a small amount of come as he shivered through another orgasm. Ilya lifted Shane, his hands tight around full hips as he thrust up in small, fast movements to match the timing of bringing Shane down flush onto his cock. He braced his legs and felt Shane start to shiver at the overstimulation. There were a few tears that slipped down from his lashes as he squirmed and writhed; he tightened around Ilya’s cock again. The vice-like heat pulled another orgasm out of Ilya with a low, rumbling growl.
Ilya carefully lifted Shane off his lap. He soothed the tired, blissed-out whine of protest with a kiss and laid Shane gently down on the bed. He watched as his come trickled slowly out of Shane’s red, puffy entrance. With gentle pressure, he gathered most of it up on his fingers and pressed it back inside. Shane cried out softly but still spread his legs in willingness to let Ilya do as he wished.
He kept his fingers pressed gently inside. Not enough to hurt, and not to move. Just pressed into that tight heat to keep his come inside. With Shane lying on his back, chest still heaving from the slowly calming breaths he was taking in. Ilya could see the soft bulge of his come inside Shane; even with the way he was lying, it was visible. Ilya stroked the back of his fingers along the gentle curve. Shane let out a tiny, needy whine of want at the touch.
“Look at you. Even lying like this, I can see it. Can feel it. Feel how full you are. Fuck. Shane. So beautiful.”
Ilya could hear his own voice. Could hear just how wrecked he sounded. He wanted more. He wanted the swell to be bigger than his hand. To stretch that soft, silky skin as much as Shane could take. He didn’t want to remove his fingers, but Shane needed to drink at least and ideally eat before Ilya pushed further. As he started to carefully ease back, Shane’s powerfully muscled legs suddenly clamped around him. Stopping him from moving.
“No. Don’t.”
Ilya considered for a moment. Shane hadn’t opened his eyes, but the message was clear, so he leaned down and kissed him softly. Nuzzling his lips and melding their mouths together until Shane settled again, although he wasn’t released by those thick thighs.
“Okay. Easy, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya could see Shane was still deeply dropped. He wouldn’t be registering much right now other than Ilya. The way he was still heavily within the fantasy meant he wasn’t near ready to come back up. Ilya had more awareness like this, but he could indulge. He had no problem letting Shane stay down.  
He reached for the plug. The bigger one than last time, having had experience of Shane like this before, Ilya had left it easily accessible just in case. He ran his free hand through the mess of come and lube on Shane’s belly and slicked the plug with it, then he slowly brought it down to where his fingers were still pressed inside Shane’s stretched hole. He eased the tip of the plug inside, pressing it up between his fingers. Shane twitched at the stretch and made a slight noise but didn’t panic again as Ilya carefully but quickly switched his fingers for the plug. It sat snugly in the softened ring of muscle. As Ilya tested around the edges to make sure it sealed enough of his come inside, he petted at the trembling inner thighs that had now dropped back down to the bed. Shane had relaxed again at the feeling of being full.
 
Ilya sat back. Shane lay, supine and languid across their bed. Eyes closed and face now relaxed. One hand had come up to rest lightly on the soft bulge of his belly as he began a low, contented noise that sounded almost like a purr. He couldn’t help but lean over and press hot, reverent kisses to the swollen mound. This had Shane moaning softly at the sensation.
He knew Shane wouldn’t eat right now. He was too deep, but he could get him to drink, so he went to the fridge and collected a couple of fresh, cold bottles of water. Shane hadn’t moved, but his eyes were open, watching, waiting to make sure Ilya returned. He sat behind Shane and helped him sit up against his chest; the movement, the change in position, had caused the curve of his belly to look bigger. Ilya had to swallow the growl at the sight.
Fuck.
He couldn’t get distracted. Not yet.
Carefully, he helped Shane drink a few mouthfuls and did himself before setting the bottles out of the way.
Shane was leaning heavily into his chest. Ilya ran his hands down Shane’s lean flanks, feeling each muscle under the silky skin. He kissed Shane as he rubbed the little dips by his hipbones, feeling Shane respond instantly. Ilya kissed him deeply; the kiss quickly picked up pace again. Shane pushed into him, and strong hands held Ilya to him, Ilya all too happy to give Shane what he wanted.
Ilya broke away from those flushed, reddened lips to trace his way to Shane’s still swollen chest. He took one nipple into his mouth and sucked on it, causing Shane to arch up into his attention. Ilya swapped sides and used the tip of a finger to swirl his saliva around the other, now wet bud. The combined sensations had Shane moaning and winding his hands tightly into Ilya’s curls to encourage him. Strong fingers held Ilya in place as he worked at the reddened, puffy mounds.  
“Ilya …”
Shane was panting again now. His cock was stirring once again. Ilya was already halfway hard just from looking at Shane.
“Da. Yes? What do you want, Lyubimyy?”
He waited. Fingers rubbed into the soft curve of Shane’s ass and hip as he watched and waited for Shane to find the words.
“Please…  fuck me…make it take.”
Ilya groaned, low and deep, but Shane wasn’t finished trying to kill him with arousal.
“Make me pregnant… please”
Ilya kissed him, hard and a little bit desperate. Shane would be the death of him at this rate. Death by perfect sex. He wrapped his hands around Shane’s hips and helped support his weight.
“On your stomach. Raise your hips. Show me.”
Shane was clearly tired but still obeyed anyway. Ilya helped support him as he raised his ass and dropped his torso to the bed. Ilya growled as the position made his swollen belly drop lower; he cupped the curve with his hand and felt Shane whine and spread his stance wider, exposing the way the sweet little plug was nestled into that perfect hole.
Ilya spread those gorgeously plush ass cheeks and buried his face to flatten his tongue in thick, caressing strokes around the plug; Shane almost howled at the sensation. His cock was fully hard again. Ilya licked around the rim of the plug, nipped and bit at the full, rounded cheeks until Shane was mewling and pushing his hips back into Ilya’s mouth. He gripped the full curve of Shane’s hips and held him still. Then slowly, he removed the plug, keeping Shane’s hips angled up as he sank his cock back inside. The slide was now perfectly smooth and heavy. They both moaned. Shane made a high, needy keen at the pressure now inside. Ilya could tell he was feeling full, stretched and heavy. He yanked one of the pillows down to support Shane’s chest and head. A helped pulled almost all the way out and sank back inside. The thrust was deep and powerful but slow. The movement caused Shane to arch a little more, making his little swollen belly more pronounced.
Ilya was captivated. Right now, Shane looked pregnant. He looked magnificent. Fertile and perfect. He adjusted his stance for more secure balance and dropped one hand to cradle the swell of Shane’s lower belly as he drove into him again and again. Shane was writhing, half moaning and half sobbing at the sensations. His cock was hard and glistening where it lay between his thighs. Ilya pressed his hand harder against the curve. Shane tensed. Ilya picked up the pace.
“Look down, love.”
Ilya rumbled into Shane’s back as he stilled, this time coming first at the delicious sight Shane made, and the feel of him clenched around his sensitive cock. His hand still pressed against the swell of Shane’s belly; he could feel the skin stretching around the last load of come. The feeling was obviously enough to send Shane over the edge into his own orgasm, untouched and almost dry but clearly intense, as Ilya was the only thing holding him up now.
He lay them both down on their sides. Ilya didn’t pull out yet. Content to stay where he was and pet softly at the bulge of his come in Shane’s body. He now just needed both hands to fully cover the soft curve. He kissed Shane’s shoulders, his neck and his jaw. Shane twisted slightly at the angle but was still flexible enough to kiss Ilya on the mouth.
“So beautiful. All soft and round.”
Ilya was pretty sure he had forgotten how to speak English right now. He couldn’t tear his hands away, and Shane was making no move to let him. In fact, he was pressing his body into Ilya’s and making that soft, low purring noise again.
He wanted to put the plug back in and leave his come inside, Shane. He wanted to sleep wrapped around the gentle swell of Shane’s belly. He wanted to open his eyes in the morning and see his beautiful, perfect husband still swollen and heavy. As if he was actually pregnant and the curve of soft muscle was safely housing his baby. Their baby. Warm and safe. Protected by Shane’s strong, muscular form.
Ilya groaned.
He rubbed his thumbs across the stretched skin. He knew Shane would be feeling very full right now. His abs would be sore. His hole would be sore, as would his ass. Never mind his thighs or his chest. But still. Ilya wanted. And Shane did too. Ilya knew his husband. Knew every little tell. The fact that Shane was lying, still and comfortable in his arms, like this, meant he wanted it too.
“Lyubimyy. Do you want me to put it back in?”
Ilya’s voice was a growl even to his own ears. He sounded dangerous. He sounded broken and hopeful at the same time.
Shane brought his own hand down to stroke Ilya’s where it still lay on his stomach. They each let out a sharp inhale at the feeling of them both touching the precious curve of skin.
“Yes. Please.”
Ilya pulled carefully out and gently eased the plug back in. Shane was so wet, so open, it slipped perfectly in to nestle between those beautiful cheeks. He let Shane rest and went to run a hot bath. He would leave it up to Shane how long the plug was kept in. If a thrill of heat went through him at the thought, well, he would just have to deal. Once he was happy with the temperature of the water, he padded back to their bedroom and gently lifted Shane into his arms. The soft swell of his belly pressed against Ilya’s chest. He had to swallow down his own whimper.
 
They settled in the warm water. Ilya washed every inch of Shane, paying close attention to his sore, stretched skin and around the plug. He was careful not to remove it, though. Shane actually hissed at him when he touched too long, so he backed off and kissed him, nuzzling and caressing his mouth until the smaller man relaxed back into him again.
By the time they were both clean, the water had started to go cold, so Ilya lifted Shane out and wrapped him in the softest, warmest towel they had and went to quickly change the bedding. He came back to find Shane still just wrapped in the towel but dry and cleaning his teeth. He held out Shane’s usual sleep clothes but was surprised when Shane shook his head and reached for his instead.
“Just a t-shirt, okay, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded and smoothed the oversized t-shirt down over the soft curve of his belly. It wasn’t huge, but it was definitely visible.
Ilya carried Shane to bed. Shane didn’t protest, just relaxed into the attention. Ilya kissed him softly and pulled him close; he wrapped his arms around him and slid one hand under the gentle curve to lay his palm over the soft swelling as he plastered himself to Shane’s back. Not an inch of space between them. Ilya pressed his lips to Shane’s hair and took in the familiar, soothing scent of his shampoo.
“Ya lyublyu tebya vsem sertsem, vsey dushoy.”
Shane wrapped his hand around the arm Ilya had around his stomach and gave it a soft squeeze as he managed to twist and kiss Ilya gently on the mouth, and then he murmured softly in Japanese. The one phrase that Ilya had picked up on because Shane had patiently taught it to him.
“Kokoro kara aishiteru”
Ilya melted. He loved hearing Shane say he loved him in Russian; he was amazed by his husband’s ability to grasp languages, but there was something special about hearing the flowing, musical Japanese that Shane saved for only certain times.
They fell asleep curled up together. Both pretty much exhausted. Ilya, with his hand under the oversized T-shirt cradling the soft, slight curve of Shane’s belly, pressed so tightly against Shane that there wasn’t any space between them.
Ilya figured it was the best win he had ever had.
It really was a shame. If it was biologically possible, there was no way Shane would not have gotten pregnant from tonight.
Ilya could dream. Right.






      

  












      Chapter 39: Author’s Note
  








  Edit: Okay, this is staying as it is!! I will maybe write an AU version of it with Shane discovering he is a Carrier later on, but not right now. The next one will be Omegaverse anyway, so thanks, everyone; please keep kudos and commenting. Next chapter will be up later. 

This is not a chapter. This is me asking a question. 


I know I have written this as close to omegaverse without actually being it, but everyone seems okay with it. However, I wasn’t going to put Mpreg in this one, but it seems like you guys would be happy with that? 


The thing is, I could. I would need to alter a few bits, but I could swap the plan for this story and make it Mpreg. The question is, would you guys want that? 

Or I could make a second version of this one with the changes to make it Mpreg and keep this one going at the same time? 
Please comment and let me know if you want me to stay on this thread of just the kink or if you would rather I alter it and go with the actual Mpreg. 






      

  












      Chapter 40: Adrien
  



    Chapter Notes

      First thing first. Thank you to everyone who answered my question after the last chapter. I am over the moon about how so many of you like this and the sheer ammout of comments from you all. Please know that I read every single one. Even if I don't have time to reply to them all.

So this story is staying exactly as it is. It is NOT changing. It will stay just as the kink.

That said. I will now be writing a spinoff, a sort of a version 2. It will be the same dynamic, the same Shane and Ilya as this one but it will Carrier Shane. A rare gentic quirk that is known but very low percentage. Will all be explained in that one. So if you wanted the MPREG then please just hang on a bit because the first chapter is being written alongside this. So please give that one a chance if it's your thing.

So have some Adrien/Luca.
Please let me know what you think because this chapter fought the hell out of me for two days. Turns out I am way better at the filthy smut than the sweet stuff. Who knew? Enjoy.







  Adrien half carried, half supported Luca through the halls to medical. The smaller blond was listing to one side, face paler than normal and the skin around his eyes tight with pain. Hollzy had insisted that Luca get checked after the hit. It hadn’t been illegal, but it had been a nasty angle.
He hoped nothing was broken. There was something just unfair about nearly scoring your first real NHL goal only to have your ribs broken for the effort. Adrien had seen Hollzy set Luca up, seeing the way their Alternate gave up one of his own chances for a goal to give Luca a shot.
Terry was waiting for them as Adrien supported Luca into the clean, sharp-scented room. The Bear’s team doctor was a nice man. Adrien had caught him more than once, having a little bit of a freak-out over Roz when they had all discovered that their Captain was not only cheating on his diet plan but was holding back on his testing days so he could get away with eating things he shouldn’t. Until Hollzy had arrived. Roz’s games had been up the moment Hollzy had joined them in the gym. Adrien couldn’t actually believe how much Roz could lift. The Russian was huge, yes, but Marly was physically bigger. Adrien understood that size didn’t always equate to strength, but it was a bit difficult sometimes unless you actually saw it for yourself.
The doctor pulled a face as he spotted them and gestured for Luca to remove his base layer and sit on the table. Adrien watched as Luca tried a couple of times, but with every wince and glance from those sad doe eyes, Adrien’s resolve broke, and he stepped in to help.
“Here. Let me.”
He waited. He wouldn’t touch until Luca gave permission.
“Thanks. I can’t twist that way at the moment.”
Luca held out his arms, that lovely pink blush spreading across pale cheeks as he looked up at Adrien through long, thick blond eyelashes. Adrien had to bite the inside of his lip at the not-so-innocent thoughts that were conjured by Luca looking up at him like that. Carefully, Adrien took hold of the hem of the damp, sweat-soaked base layer and pulled it steadily up and over Luca’s head. He scowled at the already visible bruising that was blooming across the span of Luca’s delicate waist. That Toronto player had gotten a good hit in before Hollzy had dealt with him.
Adrien moved back out of the way so Terry could examine Luca. It didn’t take long. The doctor was happy after poking and prodding the smaller blond for a few minutes that nothing was broken, just bruised. Terry quickly and efficiently wrapped Luca with a light compression bandage. He was then instructed to keep them wrapped and to be careful with them for a few days, but nothing serious.
Terry left them for Luca to get dressed again now they were done. The doctor headed back inside his office, out of sight of the exam room.
The air felt charged between them; all things that hadn’t been said were there, just out of reach as Adrien watched Luca closely. The smaller blond was watching him right back, pretty blue eyes wide and a touch damp at the corners. Adrien flickered his eyes from those petal-soft lips back up to that somehow nervous but also determined gaze.  
Adrien slowly reached out. He kept their gazes locked together, making sure that Luca knew he could say no. That he could turn Adrien away at any point. His hand was nearly within touching distance of Luca’s shoulder, but he stopped just before his fingers touched bare, pale skin to ask.
“Can I?”
Luca nodded but didn’t speak. Didn’t seem to be able to find the words, but his eyes were clear and his gaze soft.
Adrien gently brushed the back of his hand down Luca’s bare arm, across his shoulder to his bandaged ribs. The touch was soft as a feather, as if Adrien was frightened of hurting the smaller man.  
“Are you sure you’re alright? That was a bad hit.”
Luca shrugged and then winced as the movement must have pulled at his bruised ribs. Even with the tight wrapping around his chest.
“It wasn’t technically illegal. I’m okay. Hollzy dealt with it.”
They both grinned at each other then. Adrien liked the look on Luca; it brightened his eyes and softened his sharp cheekbones.
“Fucking yeah. Our Alternate is awesome. And slightly scary.”
Adrien shivered lightly. Luca laughed, a soft, sweet sound that had Adrien’s heart melting into a puddle inside his chest. Fuck. Luca was so damn cute. His head was thrown back and exposed the sinewy line of his throat. All pale and creamy skin. Adrien wanted to lick it. He wanted to press his mouth to the little hollow patch under Luca’s jaw and see how sensitive it was. He wanted to feel the light rasp of the golden, almost invisible stubble that was just starting to appear late in the day.
He slowly leaned in. Giving Luca plenty of time to back away, to push him away if he wanted to, but Luca didn’t. He stayed still. Eyes wide and glossy but not pulling away. Not leaning forward either. Like he was waiting. Like he knew that all Adrien needed was permission.
Adrien ducked his head down and ever so carefully pressed his lips to Luca’s cheek. Luca went bright red but looked pleased. He smiled shyly up at Adrien, who was dying a little bit inside at the pure, innocent but needy expression in those blue eyes. Adrien swallowed down a noise that would have been very much a pathetic whine if he had allowed it out.
Luca shyly lifted his arms up in a silent question for help, as he couldn’t easily hop down now that his ribs were so tightly wrapped. Adrien adjusted his stance and wrapped his arms around that slender waist and gently lifted the smaller blond down off the examination table. Even as Luca’s feet were placed safely back on the floor, Adrien didn’t let go. Couldn’t let go. The warmth of Luca’s skin, the way his hands fit around the narrow dip of the blond’s waist. Adrien wasn’t sure he could let go even if Hollzy walked through the door right now.
Neither Luca nor Adrien moved. He tightened his hands around Luca’s waist. Luca didn’t move away. Adrien lowered his head. There was only a small height difference between them, but it was enough. Grey eyes flickered to rose-pink lips and then back to darkened blue eyes, enhanced by the blush that was spreading along sharp cheekbones.
Adrien lifted one hand and cupped Luca’s cheek. Luca leaned into his hand, nuzzling softly like a kitten. He tipped Luca’s face up, just enough and gently pressed his lips to those petal-soft ones in a testing kiss. Adrien held still. And waited. Luca made a tiny, gasping noise and then was suddenly kissing him back. Enthusiastically but a little clumsy. It was so cute. Adrien settled his hand firmer and guided Luca back a bit, angled their mouths better and kissed him again. This time with more pressure, more intent behind it. Luca melted against his chest.
He wrapped an arm around Luca’s waist and reeled the smaller blond in, giving him plenty of time to escape if he wanted to, as well as being careful of the injured ribs. Luca just snuggled into his chest and wrapped his arms around Adrien’s neck, letting him take his weight. Adrien couldn’t help it. He kissed him again.
Adrien caught first at the full bottom lip and lapped at it, then he did the same to the top. Luca whined and tried to copy, but Adrien held him still. He could tell Luca didn’t really know what he was doing, and it was delightfully endearing, so he was gentle as he pressed their mouths together again. However, the noises Luca was making. Oh fuck. Adrien was in trouble. Luca had plastered himself to his front, and what he lacked in experience, he was more than making up for with enthusiasm.
A low, soft moan escaped Adrien as Luca wiggled in such a way that he pressed his thigh up between Adrien’s legs. A shapely and muscular thigh that Adrien knew what it looked like naked and wrapped around him. Without meaning to, Adrien deepened the kiss. He tangled his fingers into the back of Luca’s soft hair and tugged his head back; the resulting gasp had Luca opening his mouth under Adrien’s as he swiped his tongue across that full bottom lip. Luca didn’t seem to know what to do with his own tongue but instantly softened and let Adrien take the lead.
Luca was whimpering softly. He began to writhe as Adrien lifted him back onto the table and nudged open those lovely legs to slot himself between Luca’s thighs. Adrien dragged his mouth away to allow Luca to pant for a moment, then dived back in. Pressing his heavier body into the smaller man’s without really stopping to think, he snaked a hand under the base layer Luca had just put back on and coaxed Luca’s tongue to explore a little bit when suddenly Adrien heard a noise behind him.
He nuzzled Luca softly before pulling away to look over his shoulder.
Terry stood in the doorway. His arms crossed and his eyebrows raised, not really in surprise. Adrien would call it more exasperation. However, Luca made a high-pitched squeak and tried to burrow into Adrien’s back to hide his face. Which had gone a bright, fiery red.
Adrien gave the doctor a cheeky grin and silently lifted Luca down from the table. He entwined their fingers and led the still blushing blond out of the room and back to the relative safety of the locker room. Which by now was full of the rest of the team. As they tumbled in through the door, Marly was on them the second Adrien steadied Luca and turned to check the blond hadn’t hurt his ribs.
“You okay?”
Luca nodded. Not able to meet Adrien’s gaze, but not pulling his hand away either. The soft, sweet contact made Adrien feel like he could float away. Even he was a tiny bit annoyed at being interrupted. He also knew he had gotten a little carried away. Luca was obviously inexperienced, whereas Adrien was not. He would maybe need to speak to Roz soon. He had a feeling that Hollzy had been the same as Luca when they first started whatever they called falling in love at first sight and then fucking said love for years without telling each other that you loved them.
 
Marly threw his huge arms around them both.
Adrien moved, but before he could attempt to block the tree trunk-sized appendages, a hand appeared, and suddenly Luca was abruptly out of harm’s way. He looked over and found Hollzy had bodily lifted Luca out from under where Marly’s arm had been about to land.
“Oi. Fuck off, Cliff. Lukasha is injured.”
Came the rumbling growl from where Roz had just stepped out of the showers. Naked. Again. Their Captain had absolutely no fucking shame. Fortunately for the less well-endowed members of the Bears. Hollzy did have a tiny bit left because he promptly threw a towel at his husband with a hiss.
“Fuck, Ilyusha. At least wrap a towel around your waist. You do not need to flash everyone all the time.”
Roz grinned. Adrien could tell whatever Hollzy had just said was either filthy, scolding or both. He could tell because Roz got that particularly lavish smirk on his handsome face whenever Hollzy said something he thought was hot and could make an innuendo out of. Which, honestly, for Roz, there wasn’t much he couldn’t make something sexual out of. Especially when it came to his husband.
However, Marly wasn’t having any of it today. The massive mountain of a man began to herd everyone, not too gently, into acceptable clothes and out to the cars. None of them had driven since it was a home game and pickups were encouraged where possible.
“Come on, you lot. Let’s fucking go. The Captains have said yes to going out. Get your asses out of that door now, or I will kick them out no matter how little you are wearing.”
Sniggers came from Bood and Dykstra as Hazy gave the bigger man a wary look, still only half dressed, as he always had the most gear and padding to get out of after every game. By then Roz finally got some pants on, and Adrien could look at his Captain again. He wasn’t embarrassed per se, but he was a little bit intimidated by a naked Roz; fucking hell, there wasn’t a man that wouldn’t be. Roz looked like a Greek god and had muscles upon muscles but didn’t look ridiculously too huge with it. Then there was what the Russian was packing between his legs. There was no wonder the man was as confident as he was.
“Cliff, if you knock Lukasha with his hurt ribs, will put you down as my Sparring partner for tomorrow.”
Everyone turned to look at Marly. The man had frozen. Like literally frozen on the spot, as if he was suddenly afraid to move. Ethan spoke up from where he was towelling his hair dry.
“What’s so bad about that? Thought you both liked getting in the ring?”
More laughter. This time louder. Hazy smothered his laughter in Bood’s shoulder, Chouinard and Dykstra were holding each other up, and Victor had padded over to pat Marly on his huge shoulder in clear commiseration.
“Well, it was nice knowing you, Marly.”
Hazy snickered louder as Bood clapped Marly on the back and collected his stuff.
“I thought we were in a rush, Marly? Come on.”
That got everyone moving as they all trooped out and into the waiting cars.
 
The bar they all arrived at was a familiar one. According to Cliff, it was a favourite of the Bears for years. There were pictures on the wall from back at the very beginning of the team. This time around, the owners were two very nice men who greeted the team both by name and with enthusiasm. Marly waved back good-naturedly.
The atmosphere was nice. Warm and inviting, without being overly formal. Shane had allowed them one drink each. Although technically only Luca was too young, no one tried arguing with their Alternate Captain. Adrien kept Luca at his side. An arm around the slender waist and his sore ribs tucked in against Adrien’s side. Luca didn’t move away. In fact, he relaxed into the hold and stayed tucked where he was. The bar was reasonably busy, so Adrien wanted to make sure he was a physical barrier between anyone and Luca. That there was no way anyone could knock into the smaller blond even by accident.
Adrien noticed that Hollzy was watching them. A calculated look in his eyes. Roz too had a very knowing lilt to his eyes as he swept over the arm that was happily wrapped around Luca. He wasn’t worried. Roz wasn’t looking angry and, more importantly, neither was Hollzy. It was definitely Hollzy that Adrien was slightly scared of. Especially when it came to Luca.
They didn’t stay too long. Not only was there something going on between their Captain and Alternate – Adrien really, really didn’t want to know what exactly it was – but Luca was starting to list a little. His usually bright blue eyes had gone dull with tiredness and a bit of pain. So, he didn’t argue when Hollzy suddenly started gathering them all up and herding them gently out to the cars. He kept an arm around Luca and supported the tired blond’s weight as they all squeezed into the back of the car. Adrien sent Ethan and Reece in first, so neither of them would bash into Luca as he was in between them. As they got settled, Hollzy leaned down and brushed a few strands of Luca’s damp blond hair off his forehead and spoke quietly.
“Call if you get worse, Lukasha. Make sure to ice your ribs after you sleep. We will come and pick you all up tomorrow for the BBQ at Bood’s.”
Adrien watched Luca lean up into the soft touch, the way his eyes fluttered shut and he soaked up the affection like a dying flower finally being given light. It was not a comforting thought. Adrien had noticed it more than once. Shane especially was very soft with Luca. In a way, he wasn’t with anyone else. Even Roz was a little bit softer with Luca. Doting. Would be a good description of the massive Russian. As strange as anyone not a Boston Bear would find that, it was true. 
Ilya Rozanov was devoted. He worshipped the ground Shane Hollander skated on. The very air his husband breathed. It seemed as soon as that had extended to Luca for Hollzy, then Roz had been right there with him. Then there was the way Luca opened up. The little Swiss was so much more confident than when he had first arrived.
Whenever Luca did anything good at first, he would look sad. Like he wanted to look for someone, like he wanted to be told he had done a good thing, but there was no one there to say it.
Adrien had watched the first time Roz had scooped both Shane and Luca up in his arms, both smaller men being actually lifted into the air slightly, when Luca had pulled off a particularly tricky shot that Hollzy had been teaching him. The pure, unfiltered joy on the smaller blond’s face was breathtaking. Adrien had almost dropped his stick at the expression. It had hit him like a punch to the gut. Because there had been a few offhand comments, a few things that didn’t sit right when Luca made observations about their families. Adrien had been hoarding every scrap of knowledge, every little tidbit he could get from the blond.
He steadied Luca against his side when the car hit a pothole. The tired, half-wince made Adrien ache in sympathy with the blond. They weren’t far from their crappy little apartments. Luca kept insisting they weren’t all that bad, and the Swiss’s smallest one was always spotless.
Luca was pretty much out of it by the time they got home. Adrien looked at the concerned gazes of both Ethan and Reece as they got out and came to help Adrien try to get Luca awake enough to stand.
“Luca. Come on. Just need to get you upstairs.”
Even with Ethan gently shaking the blond’s shoulder, there was only a low, pained whine in response.
“Is he okay? I thought he got checked out by the doc?”
Reece leaned in too now, but Adrien had to look away for a second to control the look on his face at the memory of what Terry had caught them doing after Luca had been checked.
“Yeah, he did. Just bruised, but the painkillers wipe him out.”
Ethan made grabby hands at Luca’s shoulders and nudged Reece out of the way. Even if Reece was the stockiest of the four of them.
“Let's just carry him then.”
Adrien glared at his idiot best friend.
“The last time you carried your sister, you dropped her. Not a chance. You might catch a bruise. I saw where the worst ones were when I helped him to see Terry. I’ll do it.”
If he ignored the knowing looks they were both giving him, then that was his business; he was not telling them anything. Not until he and Luca had actually had time to sit down and talk about what this was between them. Just because Adrien was out to their team and his friends, that didn’t mean Luca wanted to be. Or even wanted a public relationship with another member of not only the NHL but his own team too. Although they had it much easier. Support for the Bears was at an all-time high with Ilya and Shane unashamedly announcing their marriage.
Adrien carefully supported Luca in the seat and got out the same side Reece and Ethan had; he then jogged around the car and ducked down to reach in and hoist Luca up into his arms. He was never more grateful for Roz’s intense workout regime. His max lift weight had almost doubled, and Luca was not heavy. He wasn’t even 6 feet. But mainly, Luca was just a slighter build than the rest of them. So, Adrien, once he had managed the slightly awkward wiggle with the car door, easily swung Luca up in a bridal carry. One pretty blue eye opened, registered it was Adrien, and then Luca relaxed into his hold. He nodded to Ethan to hold the doors open, and they made their way inside.
He placed Luca in his bed. He didn’t know where the blond’s keys were, and he didn’t really want him in the tiny end apartment alone if there were any aftereffects of the hit he had taken. Luca had woken up enough to mutter Adrien’s name and then a few words in the soft, lilting German that Adrien loved the sound of.
The room was warm. He had carefully helped Luca take off his clothes and put on one of his much bigger, more comfortable T-shirts while leaving his boxers on to sleep in. He put both of their phones on charge and then curled up around the smaller blond in his bed. Luca settled, nestling closer and nuzzling his head sweetly under his chin and finally drifted into a deeper, more relaxed sleep. Adrien would make sure to help Luca ice his ribs in the morning. He didn’t want the smaller blond to have to sit out of the next game if he was still sore.
No doubt Hollzy would be checking up on them before they were collected for the evening at Bood’s. Since none of them had a car, usually one of the older players picked them up on the way. Adrien suspected that if Roz hadn’t wanted Hollzy all to himself – for whatever they had going on between them in the game today, he had thought he had heard something about a bet at one point – then Luca would have been kidnapped and taken home with their Captains. Hollzy had looked worried when he had made sure they were all headed home safely.
 
Adrien was dragged out of sleep by the pained whimper coming from his arms. He cracked one grey eye and looked down. Luca had woken up and was mid-stretch. His lovely, shapely legs were on full display as he tried to arch and found his ribs hurt. That was the noise. Adrien murmured sleepily and soothed a hand down Luca’s back in comfort.
“I’ll go get the ice pack.”
Luca gave him a grateful smile.
“Thanks. It’s definitely worse this morning.”
Adrien climbed out of bed and padded, still barefoot and shirtless, to the old and clunky freezer in their kitchen. He dug around for a minute or two until he found one of their many gel ice packs. All hockey players had multiple ice packs, and if you had three living in one apartment and another living next door, then you definitely keep more than a few on hand.  
He found Luca trying to twist out of the t-shirt he had slept in and looking like a sad little puppy when he realised he couldn’t lift his left arm high enough without it hurting. Adrien made a soft, sympathetic noise and tugged Luca up by his hand.
“Come here.”
Luca came willingly.
“Let me help.”
Adrien carefully lifted the T-shirt and placed the wrapped ice pack on the worst part of the bruises. He petted Luca’s messy, still-just-woken-up hair when the blond gave a pained whine at the cold contact.
“Just for 10 minutes, then you can go shower. Can you hold it on while I go first, or do you need me to do it?”
Those lovely blue eyes flickered up to his own as Luca shook his head and rubbed his cheek against Adrien’s hip in thanks.
“No, you go. I can manage.”
 
If Adrien took one of the quickest showers in the history of showers, then no one else was around to comment. He sat on the closed toilet lid while Luca showered. Just in case. But Luca was okay. He did have to catch him as he nearly stumbled as he got out and was too busy talking to pay attention. Adrien was just letting the lovely sound of that soft accent wash over him. He loved hearing Luca talk. It was something he was hearing more and more. Luca was quiet. He didn’t speak up; he wasn’t loud. Not like the rest of them. Except Hollzy. But then again, they had all heard Hollzy roar when he needed to be heard; it just wasn’t very often. Luca was just very quiet. Until he got comfortable. Then he talked. About drawing. About life before he was drafted. About how so very much alone he had been before the Bears. How much he adored Hollzy and Roz. Adrien could happily listen to him all day.
His phone buzzed.
Adrien went to get it. Not very surprised it was Roz.
 
Captain ➡️ How is Lukasha?
 
Adrien ➡️ He is okay. Iced ribs and just about to eat so he can take painkillers.
 
Captain ➡️ Da. Good. Will pick you all up at 3.
 
Adrien ➡️ Great. Thanks, Roz.
 
He put his phone down and turned back to Luca, who was now half dressed and pouting at his t-shirt. Adrien laughed softly and went to help. If he put Luca in another one of his T-shirts, then so what. He liked the way the too-big clothing looked on the smaller blond. Made him cute and sweet. He also liked the blond in his clothing. A silent claim. 
“Hungry?”
Luca perked up. Hockey players were always hungry. It was an occupational hazard. As was eating huge amounts.
“Verdammt. Yes. Starving. So glad we are going to Bood’s today.”
Adrien agreed. They always got well fed at any BBQ Bood threw. Or really, anytime the team gathered. Which was a lot. Adrien had spoken to one of his friends that had been drafted to Nashville, and he wasn’t too happy. The team was alright, but they didn’t try to spend any time with him, and he was the only rookie. Adrien thought that must be very lonely. He couldn’t imagine being the only one, never mind any of the Bears not bothering with him.
At first it had felt like the Bears were too invested in their lives. Reece had struggled with it being a bit much at first but had soon gotten used to the lovable chaos. Ethan, who had siblings, nieces and nephews coming out of ears, loved every second of it. Especially as he had had to move quite a distance from his family. Adrien was an only child but had a reasonably sized extended family.
As he was making a quick brunch-time snack, the smell of food brought out the zombified forms of Reece and Ethan. Adrien sniggered at the state of both of them. They looked like they had been dragged through a hedge backwards. At least Luca and he were presentable. He handed out the food, made sure to put the painkillers down with a glass of water next to Luca’s plate and filled in the others on the plan.
“Roz and Hollzy are picking us up at 3. Be ready.”
Adrien grinned as the other two groaned and started to eat faster. It was already past 11:30, and they still needed to do the laundry, wash up and clean the apartment before they got ready and were collected.
As Luca sat and watched from the kitchen island, sipping at a cup of tea and half sketching away in a little drawing pad he had retrieved from his own room when he had nipped back to do his own few chores. Of course, Luca’s room was pristine, neat and tidy, so he was just quietly giggling at the mess Reece and Ethan were making of trying to sort laundry. Adrien rolled his eyes and finally gave in. They were both pretty useless at household chores.
“Ethan, you go wash up. Reece you go get the vacuum and do the bedrooms and living room. Leave the laundry to me.”
Ethan bounded out of his room with a huge pile of dirty clothes and dumped them unceremoniously on top of the already overflowing basket of pretty strong-smelling practice gear. Adrien sighed and looked at the pretty, smiling form of Luca, who was laughing softly down at him as Ethan scampered away to wash the dishes from last night and just now.
Adrien’s gaze softened as he met Luca’s. It was so worth it.
He was looking forward to this evening. Maybe he could convince Luca to snuggle with him on one of Bood’s massive, unbelievably soft chairs on the deck and watch the sunset.
That would be a nice end to the day.
Adrien brushed a soft kiss to Luca’s head as he carried the overflowing basket to the mud room. He felt Luca run his hand down his arm in silent response as he walked past.
Yeah. That would be a very nice way to spend his evening. He couldn’t have removed the sappy grin off his face, even if he had wanted to.
Although the massive pile of laundry was giving it a try. Adrien grumbled as he started to sort through the mess. He really needed to set Hollzy on the other two. They all knew how meticulously organised and tidy their Alternate was. Fuck knows. His roommates definitely needed the instruction. They certainly weren’t listening to him. At this rate he was abandoning the two of them to their squalor and going to live with Luca next door.
He was pretty sure Luca would let him.
If he asked nicely.
And maybe bought him that very expensive new sketchbook he had seen the smaller blond eyeing the other day. There was no harm in a bit of bribery.
Right.
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Awareness was slow to come back. He was sore. He felt a bit off. His centre of gravity was not quite normal. Not bad, but different. He could feel Ilya tightly wrapped around him, but even on his side, his sense of his own body was definitely a little bit off, not in a bad way, just different. 
Shane opened his eyes.
Ah. The memory of last night swam to the surface.
He dropped his hand down to where Ilya’s huge palm was cradling his stomach. His belly was sore; the skin was still taut. Any sort of pressure sent a tingling flash of heat up his spine. For a moment he didn’t move. Looking down right now, his belly was still a gentle curve. He could feel the plug still snugly inside of him.
He looked soft. He looked just round enough to be visibly pregnant still, like it was real, like he could really carry Ilya a baby. His baby.
Shane felt Ilya’s hand tighten. He moaned. Not able to stop the reaction. Ilya was hard. Still more than half asleep but also more than a bit interested. He usually was in the morning. Shane thought about it. He liked the feeling. He liked being stretched and full. Just shifting to slide one thigh up and over Ilya’s hips made his back arch in a deep curve that pushed the swell of his stomach out. If he took the plug out, he would still be more than open enough to sink straight down onto Ilya’s impressive length.
He rubbed his ass back into the cradle of Ilya’s hips. He could feel the huge cock harden completely under his movements. It was a heady feeling. Knowing it was only he who had ever gotten this level of reaction out of Ilya. Shane had asked him once. Why he had kept chasing him, why he hadn’t just found a woman or man and forgotten about him when they had both been stupid teenagers.
Ilya had told him he had tried. That he couldn’t. Shane had been so perfect that he had ruined him for anyone else. Man or woman. Shane liked that. Although he didn’t show it as often, he was just as possessive as his husband.
The bottle of lube was still out. Shane quickly wrapped his hand around Ilya’s cock and coated it; he wouldn’t need much. Shane was still full and slick after all. He reached down and gently twisted the plug out. He instantly felt empty and let out a high-pitched, needy whine. He hadn’t meant to. But of course, the noise had Ilya’s darkened, sleep-hazed eyes snapping open. They locked onto Shane. Onto the plug he had just removed and the leg thrown back over his hips, the way it opened Shane up like an invitation.
Shane didn’t need to ask twice. Ilya’s huge hands wrapped around his hips, one hand staying on his belly and the other hitching up his thigh as he drove his cock inside. Shane had known he was still full. Could feel it. But he hadn’t expected how the extra pressure of Ilya’s huge, thick cock pounding up into him would feel. 
Shane moaned, loud and breathless. His own cock was rock hard and leaking out of the slit. Ilya traced his hand down Shane’s thigh; Shane could feel him kneading the tense muscle as he bent the leg and wrapped his hand around Shane’s knee. This was for leverage. Shane felt him brace and then increase the force of his hips. 
He almost screamed. It was too much and not enough at the same time. The copious amount of come already inside of him made his movements heavier, more languid, and Shane could feel how hard Ilya was holding on to him. That sleep roughened, an even deeper growl under his ear as he felt Ilya press his open, hot mouth to his throat.
“Fuck. Shane.”
Ilya seemed to be beyond words this morning. But his body wasn’t. Shane had to sink his fingers into those messy, damp curls and hold on tight. The force Ilya was driving into him was so powerful he didn’t last long. Ilya shifted his thigh higher and pulled him down by his hips to match his thrusts. Shane mewled and clenched down as he rode Ilya through the aftershocks of his own orgasm, only to feel his vision white out when Ilya let out a growl and came inside of him.
Shane lay there. Panting and shivering. Ilya had stilled but hadn’t pulled out yet. Shane could feel him stroking his thighs, his hips and his swollen belly. Soft, rumbling words of Russian floated over him.
“So beautiful. All mine. Perfect.”
He only caught a few of them. Ilya’s voice was a low, deep rumble into his neck, so he couldn’t hear everything.
Then Ilya leaned up on his massive arm and kissed Shane. Shane melted into it. Pressed his lips up against Ilya’s, nipped softly at that cupid's bow and licked at the full, pouty bottom lip. Ilya opened for him. Shane deepened the kiss the best he could at this angle. Ilya took pity on him and pulled slowly out so he could lean up fully and kiss him with intent.
They kissed slowly but deeply. Tongues sliding against each other, teeth nipping softly into reddened lips. Shane moaned at the slight rasp of stubble on Ilya’s face as it rubbed against his own still smooth skin. Shane felt Ilya draw back and trail wet, open-mouthed kisses down his neck.
“Okay, sweetheart?”
Shane nodded. He cupped Ilya’s face in both his hands and brought his beautiful husband back up to kiss him again.
“Yes. Very much so, my love.”
Ilya wiggled in delight. He nuzzled into Shane’s collarbone and nipped softly at an already dark bruise there. Shane shivered at the pained sting but made no move to stop him. When Shane went to move, he winced. Maybe that wasn’t the best idea. He had already been pretty much at his limit last night. Now he really was sore.
Of course, Ilya clocked the wince instantly. Shane knew he had. Big hands came up to massage his hips and rub circles on his thighs and ass cheeks.
“Will go run a bath. Heat will help.”
Shane knew he would have to shower first. There was a lot of come inside him. Ilya couldn’t keep his hands off him. His big hands kept sneaking back to the soft curve of his stretched belly. Shane couldn’t say he wanted Ilya to stop, but he knew they had to be careful. They both got easily worked up by this, and Shane would be limping as it was. He couldn’t take another round now. No matter how much he might be tempted to. Especially when Ilya pressed his mouth to Shane’s belly and traced kisses along the curve to his hips. Then he paused to bite each hip bone and then back again.
He finally managed to give Ilya a nudge towards their bathroom.
“Go run the bath first. I will need to shower before we get in. I suspect you will need to help.”
Ilya kissed him softly and got up to do as he was told. Shane stayed where he was, watching the play of huge muscles across his husband’s broad back and that ass. Ilya’s ass was a work of art. His massive thighs rippled with muscle as he moved. Shane was pretty sure he was drooling. He was almost tempted to call Ilya back. He would come. Shane knew he would. Ilya would take him again. Even knowing that they both knew it would be too much, but if Shane asked, then Ilya would.
Shane didn’t.
Instead, Ilya came back and lifted him carefully up into his arms. He was carried into the shower, and Ilya washed him. Shane tried to stop the tears when Ilya gently washed all of his come out of him, but he couldn’t. Ilya kissed him, over and over. Soothing his tears away as well as massaging his sore and stretched skin.
Shane couldn’t help it. He felt empty. Like he had failed in something. Ilya must have spotted him spiralling into a bad drop because he moved them both to their huge bathtub and proceeded to wash every inch of Shane. The heat did help, as did the pain relief gel Ilya mixed into the water. As well as the restorative salts, which would help with the stretched feeling across his lower belly.
It wasn’t like he didn’t already have stretch marks. He had more than a few, on his hips, his stomach and his ass. Ilya loved them. Worshipped them, in fact. A few more from this wouldn’t matter. In fact, Shane actually kind of hoped there would be. He let Ilya gently manhandle him out of the shower and into the bath. The water was the perfect temperature. Shane relaxed back into Ilya’s chest as his husband got in behind him. They lay there for a while. Ilya rubbed softly at every inch of Shane he could reach. By the time the water had cooled, Shane was almost asleep.
He let Ilya lift him out, wrap him in a soft, fluffy towel and rub his three best moisturisers over his stomach and thighs. Shane felt the cooling, slightly gel-like feeling of the anti-inflammatory cream he kept for when he needed to be able to move after they got carried away. It eased the dull ache in his still puffy nipples, stomach and his ass. Ilya soothed his palm over every bit of Shane that needed it. His touch was soft and gentle. He punctuated the strokes with kisses pressed to Shane’s mouth, his neck and his shoulders.
“There, Lyubimyy. Better?”
Shane reached out and stroked Ilya’s cheek. The rasp of stubble sent a tingle through Shane’s palm. His husband hadn’t even shaved yet. He had spent the whole time looking after Shane.
“Yes, thank you, Ilyusha. Go sort yourself out. I will go make us some breakfast.”
Shane stretched up on his tiptoes and pressed a kiss to Ilya’s full mouth. Ilya’s arms came around him instantly, and the bigger man melted into him. Shane sank his fingers into Ilya’s still wet curls and pressed deeper. It sometimes felt like Ilya was the air he needed to breathe. Like, how he had ever thought that they could have kept up before? Ilya tightened his arms and then released him with a low, sultry chuckle.
“Go, sweetheart. Before I don’t let you.”
Ilya turned him around and nudged him towards the door with a pat on his ass. Gentle. Much more so than normal, but still it made Shane throw a glance over his shoulder to catch Ilya’s heated half-smirk.
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
Shane smiled. Melting instantly.
“I love you too, Ilyusha.”
 
 
They arrived right on time to pick up the rookies. Shane was a bit worried about Luca after the hit, but Ilya had assured him that Adrien had stayed with him and had responded to Ilya’s text.
Shane watched as the four carefully piled into the back of his car. Adrien made sure that Luca was on the outside and he was between the Swiss and the other two. Not that Shane thought Ethan or Reece would bash into Luca on purpose, but both were a little overexpressive when talking. Ethan especially was known for flailing arms.
Zane had already got the grill fired up when they all piled in through the front door. Shane wasn’t limping visibly, but he knew he was moving carefully. No one had commented yet, but they would. 
Shane didn’t mind. Not really. It was all just teasing, like real teasing, not being cruel or hurtful. It wasn’t like he and Ilya didn’t give the others as good as they got. It was just that they often had way more than the others to be used against them. Shane would like to totally blame his husband, but that wouldn’t be completely accurate. He was just as bad, just as unable to resist.
Victor came over as soon as the rookies all scampered over to the TV and the game station. Shane watched as Adrien made sure that Luca got a comfy spot on the sofa and then promptly sat down between the blond’s legs and started to play. He would need to pull Luca aside soon, then. He turned back to the handsome, dark-skinned winger and gave his friend a smile.
“Everything alright, Vic?”
Victor cocked his head and glanced around the room. Most of the others had settled in smaller groups. The kids were playing outside under the watchful eyes of Cassie, Selena and Caitlin. Coach and his wife weren’t coming today. They were over at a birthday party.
“Can we talk?”
Shane studied Victor’s striking face. Those golden eyes were not panicked but a little bit wilder than normal. An arm wound its way around Shane’s waist. Knowing it was Ilya, he glanced up and saw the second Ilya clocked that there was a problem. 
Shane tipped his head back to whisper in Russian:
“Go find Cliff. Something has happened. I’ll take Vic.”
Ilya nodded into his hair and kissed him before casually sauntering off to track his best friend down. Shane knew Ilya was the best one to deal with Cliff. The fact Victor had come to him made something very bright and warm bloom in his chest. He didn’t wear the C here. Didn’t want to take that away from his husband, who was an excellent Captain. But he had missed this. Being there. The bonds it created. He felt like he truly belonged. This was just another bit of physical proof.
Shane put an arm around the taller man’s back and steered them outside. Not to the deck or the big, lowered section where the kids were, but to the pretty little reading nook that Zane had built to one side of a huge tree. He pulled Victor down and then sat opposite him.
“What’s wrong, Vic?”
He watched as Victor sat back, then forward again. Like he didn’t know quite where to put himself. Shane waited patiently. He recognised those types of self-soothing motions. Obviously, Victor was nervous. So, Shane switched to French.
“You can talk to me, Vic. I promise. I am here no matter what. This whole damn team will be. Can’t get rid of them.”
Victor finally smiled. Not as bright as it normally was, but more genuine than before. Shane would take that for now.
“I may have come out to most of our main lines except you, Ilya and the Rookie Cubs last night.”
Shane paused. Now that had been what Ilya had suspected. Of course, Ilya had clocked Cliff and Victor. Even Shane had clocked Cliff. The man was about as subtle as a bull in a china shop. However, Shane hadn’t been able to read Victor. Ilya had told him he had one of the worst gaydars ever. Shane was just pretty sure it went hand in hand with his Autism. He didn’t read people well. Not without practice.
“Okay. And they were all good about it, right? They better have been.”
Shane was halfway to standing before he realised. Victor had reached out and got hold of his arm to stop him storming the house for the rest of the Bears.
“Yes. Shane. Please don’t worry. They didn’t even bat an eye at it. Although they didn’t really understand what Pansexual meant, that’s not unusual. I promise they were all good. That isn’t the issue.”
He settled back down. Some of the tension drained out of him. Logically, he knew the Bears would not have a problem with Victor being Pan. They certainly hadn’t with him and Ilya, but the old worries from his days as a Voyageur were hard to shake off.
“So, what was the issue?”
Victor looked nervous again. He started to tap his finger on his thigh as he looked up to the house and then back at Shane.
“Can I tell you this as my friend first, not my Alternate?”
Shane nodded instantly.
“Of course, Vic. Do you want Ilya as well or just me first?”
Victor seemed to think about it for a second, but Shane suspected that Cliff was the one talking to Ilya, if what Ilya had been picking up on was correct. It was certainly looking like his husband had been right. And the Bears wondered why Shane was careful what he bet about with Ilya. Shane knew him best after all. He knew when to pick his battles.
“Just you. If that is alright with you?”
Shane smiled and leaned forward. Only to wince when his back and ass twinged at the shift in position. He saw the smirk and playfully scowled up at the taller man.
“Don’t even think about it.”
He readjusted and laughed along with Victor as he watched the nervousness drain away after the stark reminder that Shane was about the most understanding person here about what he hoped Victor was trying to say.
“I think I got together with Cliff last night. And I am both delighted and more than a bit terrified.”
Shane stood up and wrapped his arms around Victor. The taller man sagged into his strong hold. Fuck. The NHL had so much to answer for. He felt Victor’s shoulders shake under his arms. He pulled him in tighter. Running his hand down the broad back and letting Victor just get it all out.
He lowered them both to the chair. Victor was half in his lap, but Shane didn’t mind. The quiet sobs soon eased, and Shane just continued to pet at the soft brown hair and murmur gentle noises of comfort. Victor lifted his head and didn’t let go. He wouldn’t meet Shane’s eyes.
“Sorry, Shane. Don’t know where that came from.”
Shane just eased the taller man back so he could look him in the eyes.
“Nothing to be sorry for, Vic. I’ve been right here before. It’s a lot. Doing what we are doing and not being straight. Add in the rest of it, the likes you and I deal with, then it’s a big, steaming pile of shite, really.”
Victor gave a watery laugh at that. Shane took that as an achievement. He spotted Ilya and Cliff out of the corner of his eye. Ilya gave the silent, questioning signal to ask if Shane needed him. Shane shook his head but flicked his fingers in a response that told Ilya they should stay nearby, then turned back to Victor.  
“So which bit is the most terrifying? The NHL or Cliff?”
That got a stronger laugh.
“Oh Fuck. Not the NHL. Not really. Coach has our back. As Ilya says, ‘We are the gayest fucking team in the League’.”
Shane just waited, sensing the ‘but’ that was yet to come.
“It’s not even Cliff. He’s a giant puppy, wouldn’t hurt a fly, not in the in-relationship sense. He’s been burned a lot. He’s intense, and the women he’s dated have struggled with the not-so-glamorous truth of being a WAG.”
He had to grin at that description. No wonder Ilya and Cliff had hit it off so well when Ilya had first arrived. They were pretty similar when they got serious about someone, weren’t they?
“So, it’s not Cliff. It’s not the relationship, which I will give you a heads-up now. Ilya knew. Or guessed. What is it? Have you had sex with another man before?”
Once upon a time, Shane wouldn’t be able to have this kind of conversation, but Victor was his friend. He was married now. He didn’t feel ashamed of who he was every time he thought about how good sex with Ilya was. He was still blushing, though. He guessed some things would never change.
“Yes. God. Shane, how do people talk about this? I have been with men before I was drafted. Not relationships, but yes, I have had sex with men before, but that’s kind of the thing.”
Shane could see the bright spots of a blush just visible in that smooth, dark skin. He was sort of glad he wasn’t the only one embarrassed, but he was pretty sure he now knew where this was heading. About why Victor had come to him, not Ilya.
“Did you top or bottom before? With men.”
Those bright spots increased. Ah. Score. There it was.
“Topped, but it wasn’t that good. I didn’t really like it. Not nearly as much as being touched inside. But they all said I was too big to bottom.”
There it was. Victor might have been versatile, but not by the sounds of it. Although he had been with women as well, which Shane hadn’t really enjoyed. But each to their own. It was, after all, entirely possible to like different things with different people after all. 
“There’s no such thing. Ilya made that quite clear when we first got together. I only discovered later just how fucking lucky I was with him. Look, Vic, if you want to bottom then I am sure Cliff won’t mind, but that’s not what you really want to ask, is it?”
Shane was pretty sure he would have to stop both Cliff and Ilya hunting down Victor’s exes if they ever found out that particular piece of information. Victor glanced around again. There was no one near them.
“We have all seen Ilya in the showers. In the locker room. He is not exactly shy about being naked.”
At that, Shane snorted. Fuck no. His husband was absolutely shameless and had every reason to be. As Victor said. Ilya was a breathtaking specimen, and the man knew it. Then again, hockey was like that. Shane had been naked in more locker rooms than bedrooms by the time he was a teenager.
“You want to know how I take it?”
Both of them blushed, but Victor nodded and Shane powered on.
“Lots of preparation and lube, like, there is no such thing as too much lube. Honestly, all of Ilya is big. His fingers are too, and I’m flexible. Like way more than most men, never mind hockey players. And practice. Unfortunately, a lot of it is all Ilya just being that good. Not that I can compare, but still. There is no such thing as too much prep. There are some positions that are easier than others. Cliff isn’t small, but neither are you. Remember you are strong; you are not weak for wanting this.”
Victor was about as red as his colouring could go. So was Shane, but they were interrupted by Ilya appearing and jogging over. A quick flash of eye contact, a twitch of Ilya’s eyebrow and Shane quirked his mouth. So, Cliff had asked basically the opposite. Shane was well aware his husband was going to be a complete menace now. The massive form of Cliff trailed after Ilya as the two made their way over.
“All good, Lyubimyy?”
Shane stood and let Ilya sit. He was then promptly pulled down into Ilya’s lap. Much more comfortable than the chair. Shane relaxed into his husband’s furnace of a body and let the warmth soothe his sore muscles.
“Yeah. All good. Is Cliff okay?”
Ilya nodded into his neck, where Shane could feel him pressing kisses to one of the many marks littering his body. He didn’t stop him. Instead turning to watch the other two now sitting across from them. Victor had thrown his legs up into Cliff’s lap and was watching Shane and Ilya right back.
“Comfortable there, Shane?”
Victor was still talking in French, which made both bigger men scowl. Shane replied in the same fashion, just to annoy Ilya.
“Very much so. You should try it.”
Ilya tapped his hip and growled in his ear.
“English or Russian, please, Lyubimyy.”
Cliff snorted and pulled Victor closer by his ankle. Making the smaller man let out an undignified noise. Shane smiled at the pair. It seemed Cliff had no reservations at all about touching Victor, even where others could see. Shane leaned down to Ilya and told him quickly what the problem was, knowing that Ilya was far better at advice than he was, especially this sort of advice. 
Ilya did not disappoint.
Shane watched on in slight horror as his husband began a detailed explanation of how to both prepare for taking a big cock and the best ways for Cliff to open Victor up.
“Is better if you do it, Cliff. One of the best parts. Do it right; they can come from just your fingers.”
Even Cliff Marlow was blushing now. Never mind what Shane and Victor were doing. Poor Victor was hiding in Cliff’s massive shoulder, unable to look at Ilya anymore. Then Ilya looked from Shane to Victor, then back again, and Shane’s ‘oh fuck’ alarm went off, but he wasn’t fast enough.
“It is a wonder why more men do not go for lovely, doe-eyed bottom hockey players. After all, they are strong, plush curves and are built to take a good pounding. Perfect. Da?”
Shane was gone. He was dead.
He heard Victor make a cry that sounded like he felt. Without waiting for Cliff’s response, he jumped up and dragged Victor with him. They escaped back to the house for a drink, and to wait until their faces went back to a normal colour. Or as much as they could, after that.
“Now you know why I came to you first.”
Victor patted his shoulder as they went to say hello to the others, and Shane went to check on Luca. Just as he was crouching down to talk to Luca over the noise of the game they were playing, there was a deafening roar that had come from outside. All the adults stiffened. It hadn’t come from where the kids were, but Zane, Wyatt, Evan and Nick raced out to collect them and the wives that were out there too. Shane turned to his rookies and barked out in a rarely used Captain voice.
“Stay here. All of you.”
Victor kept pace as Shane shot out the back door and over to where the noise had come from.
 
They were met with the sight of Levi’s father swinging violently with what looked like a baseball bat and a furious, terrifying-looking Ilya, who was barreling towards the man. It was only when Shane spotted the tiny, crumbled form on the floor at the fat man’s feet that he understood.
Fuck. Levi.
Shane began to run. Flat-out run. He shouted over his shoulder in French to Victor.
“Get your phone. Film it!”
He didn’t pause to look back to see if Victor had obeyed but opened out his legs into a full sprint, his speed not just on the ice. He shouted over to Ilya as he ran. 
“Ilya. Cover me. I’ll get Levi.” 
Of course, the other man could understand, but Shane trusted Ilya. His husband was more than a match for that tub of abusive lard. The roar came from him again as Shane slid to his knees beside the crumpled form of the little boy they had met last time.
There was blood.
Shane saw red. He had to fight the urge to get up and swing for the man himself, but he trusted Ilya. He glanced up and saw the broad, powerful back of his husband as he placed his bulk between Shane, Levi and Levi’s father.
Pain-filled eyes flickered open.
“Mr Shane. Help. Please.”
Shane had to swallow his tears. He had work to do. Slowly, he began to assess the damage. It was bad. Levi would need an ambulance. And they would have to phone the police. Victor dropped down next to him and held a hand out for Shane’s phone. He unlocked it and passed it over. That way Victor didn’t have to stop filming on his. Cliff had taken over filming Ilya and Levi’s father.
“Phone for an ambulance and the police. We are going to need both.”
The sturdy form of Zane came running down. Shane spotted Wyatt heading over to back up Ilya and Cliff. Zane was carrying a first aid kit and looked grim.
“Kids are all being taken to stay at Nick’s. Everyone else has gone with them just to be safe.”
Shane let out a breath of relief. At least the rest of them were all okay. He looked at Zane.
“Vic is calling the ambulance and the police. Can you go wait for them out front, so they know where to go?”
Zane nodded and jogged off. Shane glanced back to where Ilya was letting the fat man tire himself out swinging wildly around but not staying within reach. Some of the filthy things he was saying were audible even this far away; he was shouting that loud.
Shane carefully began to clean the worst of the blood away. There was a nasty cut across Levi’s eye. Shane couldn’t tell if it had affected the eye or not, but he cleaned it the best he could. There were burns on his arms. They were small and circular. Like they had been made by the end of a lit cigarette. Shane bit down on the snarl that wanted to rip out of his throat.
Victor handed him more fresh gauze as he cleaned the next cut on Levi’s bare leg. A long but not too deep gash. By the time he had gotten most of the blood cleaned, he heard the sirens.
Zane came jogging back in with what was thankfully the paramedics. Shane shifted to move away and give them space, but Levi’s tiny hand shot out; it latched into the folds of Shane’s shirt, and wouldn’t let go. So, Shane stayed.
They worked around him. Levi didn’t move or speak. He didn’t take those dark blue eyes off Shane. When the female paramedic went to pick him up, Levi curled away with a cry, trying desperately to crawl into Shane’s lap. Except that the movement hurt him, as tears began to fall. Broken cries in Russian fell from his chapped lips. Both the paramedics looked at Shane, then back at the child.
“I’m sorry, Sir, but is this your child?”
Shane supposed the dirt and blood did hide the distinctly Japanese features Levi had from somewhere, more than likely his mother, as well as the swollen eyes and too-long hair.
“No. His father is there.”
Shane pointed to the man still attempting to hit Ilya with the baseball bat.
“I am assuming he did this since he has been trying to hit my husband with the bat since we found Levi, crumpled at his feet.”
The older paramedic suddenly looked between Shane and Ilya, then back again. Recognition dawning.
Suddenly there was a sharp cracking sound. They all looked up. Ilya had caught the bat. Ripped it from the man’s hands and snapped it cleanly in two. It was then that two police men came running from the front of the house.
Guns were drawn.
Shouts for everyone to stay still, hands up. Everyone obeyed.
Except Levi’s father.
He took the opportunity to lunge forward, aiming a small but sharp knife right at Ilya’s chest.
A shot rang out.
Shane cried out.
“Ilya!”
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Here you go. See I didnt make you wait too long.

Let me know what you think.







  The gunshot was loud. Everyone had frozen. Shane’s gaze was glued to the powerful form of his husband. The officer who shot had been aiming for Ilya. It was only Ilya’s quick reflexes and training that had him rolling the second the shot was fired.
Levi’s father wasn’t so lucky.
The bullet went into his leg. The fat man thudded to the floor, screaming and cursing pretty creatively in Russian. Ilya was on him in seconds. Shane watched as his husband had the larger man pinned and restrained before the police had even moved. His handsome face was cold, his blue eyes gone dark with rage as he snarled into the man’s ear.
“Stay down. If you think being shot is painful, you won’t like what I will do if you move again. Motherfucking piece of shit.”
Shane turned back to Levi. Ilya had that situation under control, but the paramedics did not have this one. Levi was trembling, crying silently and still bleeding. Shane levelled a glare at the closest medic and reached for the trembling form.
“Shush. Levi, it’s alright. Ilya has stopped him. Did your father do this?”
Shane began murmuring softly in Russian. The older paramedic shot him an annoyed glance as Levi curled tighter into Shane’s lap.
“Sir, we need to examine him. If he is not your child, then you must step away so the correct adult can aid us.”
The look on Shane’s face was something. He knew this by the wince and the calming hand that Victor laid on his arm, but that was not enough. Shane felt the rage rise. How dare he. Levi was a tiny, terrified and injured child. He was clearly reaching out for Shane, and this man wanted Shane to step aside and the absolute piece of shit who did this to him to be allowed near instead.
Not a fucking chance in hell was Shane allowing that.
“Oh yes. That one over there? The one who did this. Is that who you want me to move for?”
His voice was ice. Pure and deadly. Shane could distantly hear it, but his mind had tunnelled down to two things. Protect Levi and get Ilya back to them. It wasn’t that Shane wasn’t in control. He was. He was just functioning on pure instinct rather than his usual, calculated, carefully weighed precision.
The paramedic squared his shoulders and reached out to snatch Levi from Shane. He wasn’t fast enough. Shane moved.
He had Levi safely tucked against his chest, and he was up and out of reach in the blink of an eye. Levi’s fist curled tightly into his jumper.
“It’s okay. Hang tight.”
Shane danced back out of reach and hissed softly at the clumsy man. He turned to the much younger paramedic and noticed the French flag pin on her collar. Effortlessly, he switched languages.
“Hi, I’m sorry, but can you get him to back off? I don’t want to cause trouble, but he really isn’t understanding the situation. Or just give us a ride to the hospital; I can take it from there.”
Victor snorted a laugh from where he had moved to flank Shane’s back. God, he loved his team.
“Polite as ever, Capitaine. I can remove him if you want.”
Shane considered it, but as he glanced over to the female paramedic, she had grabbed the older man and was hissing into his ear frantically. Then she came forward, eyes locked onto Shane.
“Sorry. Can you come with us? From the quick look I got before, it looked like you had the worst of it covered. The best thing to do is get him looked at.”
 He glanced over to where the Police had finally got control of Levi’s father, and Ilya caught his eye. Shane motioned his head towards the ambulance. Ilya nodded and made a ‘go on’ gesture. Ilya would follow.
“Of course. Unless you have a Russian translator on hand, you are going to need one of us anyway.”
Here she looked confused but didn’t comment. Not until they were in the back of the ambulance and she made Shane place Levi down on the gurney. Instantly Levi started panicking again. Shane guessed that there might be an issue with his vision because he started frantically looking around, like he couldn’t see.
“Mr … Mr Shane? It’s all dark… I’m scared.”
The female paramedic glanced at Levi, her brows furrowed, and she then looked to Shane. He ignored her and reached out to gather the tiny hand in his. He soothed his thumb over the little boy’s forehead in comfort.
“I’m still here, Levi. Still here. I have you.”
Levi relaxed again but refused to let go. Shane wasn’t in any rush to release him either. The paramedic looked even more puzzled and finally spoke up. In accented English this time.
“You’re not the child’s father?”
Shane had to bite his bottom lip to stop the words ‘yes I am’ from coming out of his mouth. No matter how much he wanted to.
“No. That was the man who was beating him with the baseball bat.”
She looked sick for a minute, then glanced between Shane and Levi for a moment. Then back to Shane. Back to where Shane was hovering protectively over him, to when Levi had flinched away from them and straight to Shane.
“He doesn’t understand English?”
Shane shook his head and carried on stroking the damp, dirty black hair away from the tiny forehead.
“He understands a little, we think, but doesn’t speak any. Will only speak Russian. The family has only moved into the area recently. We have never seen his mother, nor do we know his surname.”
She wrote it all down.
“The Police will follow up anyway. Please keep him still while I put this IV in.”
Shane got Levi to focus on him, not the needle, as she set up the tube; those dark blue eyes were so like Ilya’s. Trusting but wary. In so much pain. Shane wanted to pick him back up. Wanted to wrap him in his arms and never let go. What sort of monster would do this to a child? Any child. Never mind their own.
 
The hospital was loud. Sterile and cold. Levi was terrified. They tried to move Shane away when the doctors came out to take over from the paramedics, but as soon as his hands left Levi, the boy panicked and started sobbing in Russian.
“No… no… don’t let them. I don’t want to go.”
Shane was fighting his own tears by this point. He really could do with his husband right about now. At least Ilya was Russian, and it would be questioned less with a Russian-speaking child. Well, until Levi was cleaned up and his more Japanese features became obvious. Shane wasn’t exactly currently advertising his own either. He was so fucking glad he was fluent in Russian.
“I am not going. Malyshonok. I will not let them take you.”
He would throw his weight around if he had to, but Ilya was more recognisable in Boston. He hadn’t been here that long yet, and unlike in Canada, not every American was a rabid hockey fan.
The doctors looked at the notes then back at Shane.
“He doesn’t speak English?”
Shane shook his head.
“No, only Russian.”
Suddenly a nurse stepped forward and actually looked at Shane, then down at his wedding ring on his right hand.
“Shane Hollander?”
He looked at her, then at his ring. Then back at her, confused.
“Hollander-Rozanov, actually, but most hockey fans will still use the separate names.”
She beamed at him, then turned to the doctors.
“This is Ilya Rozanov’s husband. You know, the Russian Captain of the Boston Bears?”
That at least seemed to settle them enough to let Shane go with Levi. They were taken into a side room; it had taken Shane jumping up onto the horrible hospital bed and gathering Levi up into his lap before he would let the doctors near him.
They were waiting for an X-ray when Shane’s head shot up. Faintly, ever so faintly, he could hear Ilya. The big Russian was clearly frazzled. Shane could hear the growl in his voice from here. So, Shane decided getting Ilya to them – he had left his phone with Victor – was more important than being polite right now. He leaned down and whispered to Levi.
“Can you keep a secret?”
Levi nodded tiredly, but his eyes were interested. There was a spark there that Shane had hoped for.
“I can hear Ilya, but he doesn’t know where we are. I’m going to make a sound. It will sound like a wolf, but it’s actually a special bird.”
He got a little tiny giggle at that. Levi even lifted his head and sat up a bit so he could listen too. Shane made sure his leg was supporting the little boy’s back while he raised his hands and made the shape to sound out a loon call. The sound was actually loud in the empty room. Levi giggled again and tried to copy Shane’s movements.
“Sounds like a wolfie.”
Shane nodded and showed him again how to make the hand shapes that gave the sound of a loon call. He was about to do it again when the huge, broad form of Ilya appeared in the doorway.
“Stupid Canadian Wolf Bird.”
Ilya was grumbling, but the smile on his face was soft. Shane scanned him quickly. Head to toe. There wasn’t a mark on him. Not that Shane had been worried, but still, that bullet had made him pause for a second or so. Shane shifted so that Ilya could bend down and press a kiss to his lips. The contact was short but firm.
Levi looked up at Ilya. Shane could see the worry as startlingly similar blue eyes met. They both watched as Levi did a quick sweep down the length of Ilya’s chest, arms and legs. Stopping seemingly automatically in certain places. Shane took notice of those areas and then categorised the injuries on Levi himself. The places Levi was checking were the ones that Levi was expecting the wounds to be, because that was where he was usually hurt.
Shane glanced up at Ilya and, with his eyes, gestured for him to come to them. Ilya came. Of course he did. One big hand came up to cradle the back of Levi’s neck, and Ilya leaned down to make sure Levi was looking into matching blue eyes.
“I am fine. He did not touch me, Lyovushka.”
Then he reinforced it in Russian.
“I would not allow you to be hurt again. It will not happen again.”
Tears welled up in those blue eyes. Shane’s heart broke for the little boy. He hugged him tighter to his chest and pulled Ilya down onto the bed with them. The bed made a worryingly loud creak as it took the weight of two large, muscular hockey players. But Ilya still wrapped himself around the two of them. His arms around both Shane and Levi. For the first time since he had appeared, Shane felt Levi relax completely in his arms, as if he had known they were safe now. Now that he had both Shane and Ilya, he was thoroughly protected.
At one point, Shane took Levi to the little bathroom and helped him clean up as much as they could. He carefully washed all the dirt and dried blood off his skin. Their matching skin tones were more than visible now that the dirt was gone. Shane pulled the hair tie out of his own hair and quickly braided Levi’s long, black locks out of the way. Jesus Christ. Looking at them in the mirror as they were now. Oh yes. Shane could see it. Levi looked like he could have biologically been their child. No wonder they had both taken one look and been smitten. This was not going to be easy on any of them. Shane took them both back into the room. Ilya was sprawled on the small bed, watching them both with heated eyes. He had locked in on the similarities. Shane could see it. Could see the way Ilya’s eyes went from Shane’s stomach to Levi, then back again. Ilya was thinking the same as he was. Fuck he knew this was going to be hell. He wanted to take Levi and run. To throw money and their lawyers at the problem and make it go away. Surely that would be enough, right?
Shane wished that were true. He met Ilya’s dark eyes over Levi’s head, which was tucked into Shane’s chest. They were both aware that no matter how much they might want to, they couldn’t just take Levi home. The Police were involved, and so would child services and a social worker. If they weren’t already aware of the family. Since Levi was school-aged, but looked like he did, there was no way it hadn’t been flagged already. That’s if he even went to school. His lack of English would suggest not.
They stayed like that. The nurse that had recognised him came back in to do a quick eye exam; Levi’s vision had returned after he had calmed down. Hysterical blindness, she called it. A common trauma response in young children with eye injuries. She had quietly asked for their joint autograph and told them she was so pleased about them both playing for Boston. On her way out, she had met Shane’s eyes and said softly in French.
“Congratulations. You were too good for Montreal. I hope you are both happy.”
Shane really liked Boston.
 
Shane had been half falling asleep in Ilya’s arms when the social worker knocked on the half-open door. As he straightened up, Shane could already see by the look of her that this was not going to go well. She was instantly scowling at the sight of Levi in Shane’s arms, with Ilya curled around them like a massive wall of protective muscle. Said wall that was alert, on edge and giving off ‘don’t come any closer’ danger vibes. Shane ran his hand down Ilya’s bare arm and murmured softly.
“Easy, Ilyusha.”
Ilya eased back a bit, but not much. Levi, having sensed the tension rising in the room and in Shane’s body, was immediately awake and nervous. Shane rubbed his back and let him press closer as he eyed the woman in the doorway.
Shane decided it would be best to speak. He pulled up his polite Canadian media face and turned his half smile onto the woman.
“Hello. Can we help you, ma’am?”
His politeness and slight Canadian accent must have confused her for a second because she looked at Ilya, then at Shane.
“I am looking for Hollander-Rozanov?”
Shane shifted so Levi wasn’t pressed against his still-sore lower stomach and looked at her, one eyebrow raised.
“Yes. So can we help you?”
Now she looked thoroughly confused and angry. Like Shane was being deliberately awkward. She then looked at Ilya, who was watching her with the eyes of a predator. Dark, cold and waiting. She flinched back and looked back over to Shane.
“Which one of you is Hollander-Rozanov?”
Oh. Now Shane got it. She was homophobic. Well, this was a great start, wasn’t it? He sighed and made sure he had a hand on Ilya; he might need it when his husband worked out what her problem was. It wouldn’t take him long.
“We both are. I’m Shane Hollander-Rozanov, and this is my husband, Ilya Hollander-Rozanov.”
He watched in real time as her face did that thing. The one where she was trying not to let her disgust show, but it actually drew more attention to it rather than masked it. Shane felt Ilya tense behind him. Oh yeah. There it was. Ilya was a perceptive bastard at the best of times; as soon as he had turned his full attention to the woman, he had clocked her.
Shane, however, couldn’t hold his massive, over 200lb of muscle, Russian husband in place with one hand. Well, not without being naked anyway. Not with Levi in his arms. He could do it with his voice, but he didn’t want to scare Levi.
“Ilyusha.”
Ilya paused as he was standing up. He didn’t look down at Shane, but he did stop. Shane tangled their fingers together and continued.
“Ilyusha. We need this to go well. If we want to make an application for Levi?”
Shane knew this wasn’t really the time or place to be checking if they were on the same page, but he needed just to make sure. He heard the low, rumbling growl as Ilya tore his gaze away from her and back to Shane, with Levi cradled against his chest. Some of the heavy, dangerous air drained out of Ilya as he looked at Shane.
Shane just held the contact. Letting Ilya take what he needed from the sight of them. Happy to ignore the rude woman for a moment longer if his husband needed him too.
“Da.”
Ilya sat down beside Shane and offered his arms to Levi. The small boy crawled over at once, as if sensing Ilya was a better physical barrier right now. Shane stood. Pressing a kiss to Ilya’s mouth. On purpose. Then he gently petted down Levi’s back and rubbed at the base of his neck, now clean and dry, before pressing a kiss to that crown of dark hair.
“Stay with Ilya. He will protect you.”
Then he turned back to the social services woman. She was wearing a thunderous expression that made her too heavily made-up face look a bit ridiculous, and clutching her tablet to her chest like it was a string of pearls. Shane stepped forward and put himself between the woman and the bed. So her attention was fixed on him, not the way Levi was burrowing into Ilya’s lap but turning so he could watch from the safest place on earth right now. He looked even smaller in Ilya’s massive arms. Their matching blue eyes, sharp cheekbones and bright, intelligent gazes were exactly the same. 
“Sorry. We didn’t mean to confuse you, Ma’am. Can we help you?”
She turned her nose up and pointed a painted fingernail at Levi. Or what could be seen of Levi from behind Shane and in the shelter of Ilya’s arms.
“I am taking this child.”
Shane almost laughed. Almost.
It wasn’t funny. Not really, but the attitude on her was atrocious. Even though Shane was well aware she couldn’t actually just take him. Levi hadn’t been cleared by the hospital yet, and she was in Social Services. She wasn’t in Child Services. There was a difference. Most people wouldn’t know, but Shane had been quietly looking at adoption options since they got married. He had wanted to be ready. If the topic had come up. He knew Ilya wanted kids. Could see it every time they interacted with any of the team’s children. Ilya was fantastic. Kids loved him, and he loved them. Shane wanted to give Ilya a happy family. He missed Hayden’s kids. Shane adored children. They didn’t judge. They didn’t have the expectations of adults. The children were innocent. They were a privilege that not everyone got to have.
“No.”
She looked at him. Absolutely outraged. Speechless at his gall. Shane folded his arms. His biceps strained against the fabric of his thin jumper. He widened his stance, planting his feet shoulder-width apart and fully blocking the way between her and Ilya on the bed.
“I beg your pardon?!”
Shane bit his lip to stifle the snort. Ilya did not. Shane heard it.
“I’m sorry. Was I not clear? No. Or maybe it’s a language thing. Here, let me try others. Nyet. Nope, not that one. Okay then. How about, Non? Still nothing? Okay then, how about いいえ (iie). Or let’s try this: Nein. Guess it’s not that you don’t understand then.”
 
By this point, Ilya was shaking with mirth. Shane could feel it through his back where Ilya had pressed his thigh against him for silent support. It was a bit funny. But also, it wasn’t. This woman was rude, bigoted and opinionated. How had she ended up in charge of caring for and assessing children when she was like this?
“I am taking this child. You have no right to stop me.”
Shane was about to argue when a voice came from behind her. Deep and rolling, with a heavy Jamaican accent that filled Shane with a delighted glee at her expression. So, she was racist too. Good to know she was the whole nine yards of crappy.
“What exactly is going on here, Miss Hazel?”
A tall, broad-shouldered man stepped into view. Bald head, kind dark eyes and skin the colour of beautiful dark chocolate. Gold glittered in his ears, around his throat and on his fingers. Tattoos snaked up his arms where the white shirt was rolled up to his elbows, and he had a tablet in his long-fingered hands. An ID badge around his neck was for Child Services. Shane was relieved. This looked more promising.
He didn’t move. He wasn’t risking exposing Levi until he was sure this woman wasn’t getting him. Shane watched the black man carefully. He didn’t get the same slimy, oily bad feeling about him as he did the woman, but he wouldn’t jump to conclusions just yet.
“This is not your business, Mr Bennett. You can leave now. This is my case.”
Shane stepped back into Ilya’s space. He leaned some of his weight back into one massive thigh that easily braced his weight as well. The contact soothed them both. Shane was able to ease down some of the raging anger now that he was touching Ilya. Then the aforementioned Mr Bennett turned his dark eyes to the three of them. Shane met his gaze steadily; he didn’t move. He wanted to gauge this man’s reaction as well.
“I am so sorry. Miss Hazel here does not, in fact, have control of this case. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Jahseh Bennett, and I am here from Child Protection Services. Miss Hazel here is social services, so needs to go and get the statements from the Police about the father.”
His voice was steel. Shoulders set firmly and unmovable. The woman – Miss Hazel, as it turned out since she hadn’t bothered to introduce herself – turned and stomped out of the door. The three adults watched her go. All of them with similar expressions on their faces. Only once she was gone did Shane turn back to Bennett.
“Hello, Mr Bennett.”
The taller man smiled, a deep flash of white in that dark skin. Shane held out his hand to shake and stepped forward again.
“I’m Shane Hollander-Rozanov. Pleased to meet you.”
Bennett flashed them both another, more excited grin as he turned to Ilya.
“Ilya Hollander-Rozanov. Captain of the Boston Bears. The best team in the League.”
At this, Ilya perked up and lost some of the menace that had been swirling around him and Levi like a shield. Shane too let himself relax slightly. A hockey fan. This was a better sign. Bennett had also used the correct name for Ilya, which meant he was up to date on their situation. Hopefully that would help.
“Zdravstvuyte. Good to meet a Boston fan in this place.”
Shane settled back next to his husband and offered his lap back to Levi. The small boy transferred over. Happy to cling back to Shane as Ilya began working his impressive charm on the man. Shane started to translate softly into Levi’s ear as the two men talked. He hadn’t realised that Bennett was now focused on what Shane was doing rather than talking. Only when Ilya called to him did he look up and realise the doctor had come back as well.
“Lyubimyy. The doctor is back. He needs to take Lyovushka for X-rays.”
The doctor tried to get Levi to get into a wheelchair and be taken to the X-ray room, but the little boy just sat there and stared at the man. He was getting increasingly frustrated when Ilya stepped forward and dropped to his knees in front of where Levi was still sitting on Shane’s lap.
“I know you are scared. I know you don’t really understand. Believe me. I know better than anyone. Can you get in the chair if I come with you, Lyovushka?”
Levi looked from Ilya to the chair, then up to Shane. He slowly let go of the handful of Shane’s top he was clinging to and allowed Ilya to carry him over to the chair. Ilya then straightened and looked at the doctor.
“He doesn’t understand much English.”
The doctor looked sympathetically at Levi, then up to Shane and Ilya. He tapped his chin then shrugged.
“One of you is more than welcome to come with me. You can’t go in, but you can come into the control room and talk to him that way, keep him calm. It won’t take long.”
Shane nodded to Ilya, silently agreeing for his husband to go with Levi while he talked to Mr Bennett.
 
The three of them left. Leaving Shane and Bennett alone. Miss Hazel hadn’t come back, for which Shane was grateful. Without Levi in the room, he probably wouldn’t be able to stay so polite. Bennett turned to him first and offered his hand to shake.
“Good to meet you, Mr Hollander- Rozanov. Thank you for staying with Levi. Translators are few and far between; Russian is not a common language we have many trained in anyway. In fact, if any. I will have to put a request in.”
Shane shook the man’s hand. Firm, not too much pressure. Dry palm. All good signs.
“You too, Mr Bennett, and it’s Shane, please. My full name is rather long now.”
Bennett smiled at him. That quick flash of white was rather charming. He clicked onto his tablet and started to type before looking back up at Shane.
“Alright then, Shane. Call me Jahseh, please. From what I just saw, you are fluent in Russian as well?”
Shane cocked his head to one side but couldn’t pick up anything malicious in the line of questioning.
“Yes. I am proficient in languages. I learned it for my husband. He didn’t start learning English much until he was drafted here at 18.”
Jahseh made more notes. Shane was pretty sure this was a good sign, but he stayed calm, as professional as possible. He didn’t want to ruin any chances that this might be leading to.
“That is impressive. I am informed that Russian is a particularly difficult second language to learn.”
Shane was still half concentrating on the door, so he answered out of habit. The team loved hearing how many languages he could speak. They loved getting him to chirp other players in a language they didn’t know and getting Shane to teach it to them. It was a very annoying tactic that was working well for Cliff and Zane on the ice to piss off some of the more vocally homophobic players. Shane hadn’t the heart to tell them no. Not when they were dead set on defending their gayest team in the NHL.
“It’s my fourth, not second, actually.”
The man almost dropped his tablet in shock. He was still gaping at Shane when Ilya came back carrying a distraught Levi in his arms. The doctor followed behind with an X-ray picture in his hand and a concerned look on his kind face.
Shane was beside Ilya before anyone else moved. Levi was reaching for him but not wanting to let go of Ilya either. So Ilya solved the problem by enfolding them both in his massive arms. Shane pressed in close. Placed his hand on Levi’s heaving back and looked at Ilya.
“The machine scared him. Couldn’t go in with him. Nothing broken, though.”
Shane nodded and rubbed soothing circles into Levi’s tiny shoulders and back; the sobs weren’t stopping, though. Shane ignored the other people in the room and began to sing. Voice low, soft and clear. It was an old Japanese lullaby his mother had used to sing when he was overwhelmed as a child. Soon Levi started to calm down. His tear-stained face turned to look at Shane with wide, awestruck blue eyes. Shane just continued to sing, Ilya taking over the soothing rubbing motion with a hand so large it nearly covered Levi’s whole back.
The sobs quietened down to small, sniffling breaths into Ilya’s shoulder. Shane finished the lullaby and used his thumbs to wipe away the tears still on the little face. Levi whispered into Shane’s neck.
“You sing the same as Mama used to.”
Oh Fuck.
Shane clenched his hand into a fist behind his back. The sharp sting of his nails in his palm was the only thing keeping him from crying himself. Ilya tightened his hold on both of them and kissed Shane gently on the forehead.
“Later. Let the doctor talk now.”
They looked at where the doctor and Jahseh were standing, watching the three of them. There was a look in Jahseh’s eyes that had Shane tensing, but he quickly hid it; he didn’t want to set Levi off again.
The doctor cleared his throat and looked between them and Jahseh. He clearly wasn’t sure who to address here. Jahseh stepped forward and focused the attention on himself.
“Alright then. Bruising will need cream applied. The cuts have been cleaned and dressed; they will need to be reapplied once a day. The cigarette burns are slightly infected, so he has been prescribed a course of antibiotics just to be safe, as well as a cream. He is very small, underweight and needs all his vaccinations. He has had none of the usual health care a child his age should. He will recover, but it will be slow going.”
Jahseh nodded and wrote it all down. He took the bag of medication, and then the doctor left. Now it was just them.
Shane looked at Jahseh. He knew they couldn’t take Levi now. He also knew the damage was going to take time to heal. He needed support; he would need someone who could afford that level of insurance or outright payments. He didn’t understand enough English to get by, never mind speaking it. He felt Ilya stiffen behind him. They both knew time was up.
It was made worse by a Policeman who appeared at the door and looked at them both, then at Levi. Shane swallowed hard. Willing the Policeman not to speak. Not to shatter this tiny pocket of safety they had carved out for this tiny boy. Of course it didn’t work. It was never going to work.
“Sorry. Mr Hollander and Mr Rozanov. We need to take your statements down at the station now.”
Shane felt the growl as Ilya snapped at the man.
“Hollander-Rozanov.”
The man recoiled at the ice in Ilya’s tone. Shane squeezed his hip in warning; he felt Ilya sigh and look down. Blue eyes bright with unshed tears. Shane knew his own were the same. Levi, as if sensing something was up, clung tighter to them both.
Jahseh stepped forward and looked at them both.
It was time.
Shane moved out of Ilya’s embrace and took Levi into his own arms.
“We need to go now, Lyovushka. The police want us to tell them what happened.”
He looked at Levi. He could see the little boy didn’t understand. Shane looked up at Ilya, desperate and heart-sick. His husband stepped in. Kneeling down to be below Levi’s eye level.
“You will have to go with this nice man, Lyovushka. Be patient. We will come for you.”
This Levi did understand, but not in a good way. He threw his arms around Shane’s neck and clung tightly.
“No. No. NO!”
Shane winced at the sudden volume. It seemed Levi had found his voice, just not in an ideal situation. He looked at Ilya, the grim expression mirrored on his husband’s handsome face. Ilya turned to Jahseh and growled out.
“Will need to sedate him. Won’t go with you otherwise.”
Jahseh pressed the call button and looked at them both. He seemed to be debating something because for a moment it looked like he would speak, then he changed his mind. Until he finally spoke and held out a card to Ilya. Ilya took it.
They were interrupted when a nurse came back in and gave Levi a sedative, warning that the effect would be quick with him being so small and underweight.
As Levi drifted under and went quiet, Jahseh looked at them both. Eyes serious and expression harder than before.
“I am going out on a limb here, but I am going to risk it. You two want to adopt him?”
Ilya nodded at once. So did Shane.
“Call me. This is my number. I will keep him with me as long as I can. You need to get the correct certificates in place before you can apply.”
At this, Shane looked slightly sheepishly up at Ilya; his husband raised an eyebrow silently at him in question.
“Erm, we already have them. Or at least all except the interviews and house inspection. It was meant to be a ‘for when we are ready plan ’, but I kind of went down the rabbit hole and filled it all in to apply after we got married.”
Shane wasn’t worried Ilya would be mad. No. Not at all. He was worried his husband might throw him over his shoulder like a caveman in the middle of a hospital. In public. Without caring about it.
“You're perfect, sweetheart. Absolutely perfect.”
Ilya purred into his ear, warm breath ghosting over his bare neck to make him shiver.
Jahseh smiled at them both and rubbed his hands together. He handed Shane his tablet and pointed to the box open on a page.
“Fill in your details. Give me three days. I will call you. If you are happy for me to throw your names and lawyers around a bit, I can push everything to be done quicker. There is also the issue of language, which is a massive point in your favour.”
Ilya nodded and locked his jaw against the anger he was clearly still feeling.
“Do whatever you need to. He comes home to us.”
Jahseh nodded and took the tablet back to put it back in his bag. He then shook both their hands and scooped Levi up. Shane watched him leave. It was only the anger he was holding on to that stopped him from crying. Ilya didn’t look any better.
The Policeman was now looking pretty impatient. So, Shane entwined their fingers and tugged Ilya along with him. He pitied whoever had to take his husband’s statement right now. They would be lucky if it was in English or even usable with the amount of bad language that would be in it if it was.
 
They found Cliff and Victor waiting outside in Victor’s car. They were allowed to pile into the 4X4 and head to the station. All four of them still needed to give statements. No one spoke.
Shane turned his head into Ilya’s shoulder. He was so close to breaking.
It wasn’t fair.
His arms felt empty. How could he have let them sedate Levi?
He was spiralling. A huge hand clamped down on the back of his neck and firmly made him look up. Dark blue eyes locked onto his own. Ilya leaned down and kissed him. Desperate, heated and full of love. It was like he was drowning and Ilya was the life raft. He swam out of the depths of his head and back to more stable ground. The steady heat and pressure from Ilya’s mouth on his own was enough to ground him.
“We will not leave him, sweetheart. I promise. No matter what. He is ours now. No one hurts what is mine. Not you, Lyovushka or Luca.”
Shane kissed him. The deep rumble of Ilya’s voice was full of a dark promise. His large hand cradled Shane’s jaw as he forced him gently to meet those glittering eyes.
Shane believed him.
They would get Levi back.
No matter what.






      

  












      Chapter 43: Levi
  



    Chapter Notes

      Okay. Be warned. This is a little insight into Levi's mind here. It is not for the faint hearted. Tissues at the ready. Child abuse. Trauma response and trauma bonding here. It is all fictional and yes I know it wouldnt really be like this but this is my AU and I say baby Levi imprints alright.

It is a short chapter because I am finishing up the first chapter of the spin off so keep an eye out if you wanted the Mpreg version called Carry My Heart. Let me know what you think.







  The machine was so big. It loomed over them as Mr Ilya scooped him back up out of the funny chair with wheels and placed him down on a crinkly bed. Levi locked his hand onto Mr Ilya’s top. He didn’t want to be left alone. He was scared. He was hurting. Mr Shane had been so very gentle when he had wiped his face in the bathroom. He wanted Mr Shane.
Levi scanned around the empty room; there was a wall that he could see through, like a big window. Lots of screens with loud noises that made him jump. He looked up at Mr Ilya and tugged gently on the piece of fabric in his fist. Those dark eyes flicked down to look at him instantly. They looked like his eyes. No one had looked at him like that since Mama went away. He couldn’t really remember her much anymore, but he remembered her eyes. They had looked just like Mr Ilya’s.
“Please don’t leave me.”
A huge hand covered his back and his neck. It rubbed softly, and Levi melted into the warmth, the safety of power behind that hand.
“I won’t. Will be right there.”
Mr Ilya pointed to the window in the wall. Levi looked at it, then back at the machine. He clung tighter to Mr Ilya. Eyes wide and terrified.
“I’m scared.”
The huge man knelt down so he was eye level with Levi and put his other hand on Levi’s chin so he could make sure Levi was looking into those blue eyes.
“I know you are Lyovushka. I will be right here. As soon as they are done, I will be back. I promise.”
Levi hooked his pinkie around Mr Ilya’s, which was huge compared to his and looked back up.
“You pinkie promise? Mama used to say they were the best promises.”
Mr Ilya gave him a solemn nod and curved his pinkie finger, so it wrapped around his and blew on their hands.
“There, all sealed. Unbreakable now.”
Levi giggled a little at the ticklish feeling when Mr Ilya blew on their hands, but the sound soon stopped as he was lifted up and the men in white coats began speaking again. Levi didn’t understand any of it. He clung tightly and hoped if he behaved then Mr Ilya would tell him what they were saying.
Big, warm hands settled him, so he lay back on the funny-sounding paper, and Mr Ilya petted away the few strands of hair that were stuck to his face. Most of his hair was out of his face now. Kept back from his eyes by whatever magic Mr Shane had done before.
“Lay still. It will be over before you know it. Then I will be right back in to get you.”
Levi could only nod and tried to hold still. He whimpered when Mr Ilya stepped away, and a man in a white coat began pressing buttons. The big machine thing was hovering over him; the noise was getting louder and the lights from it brighter and brighter. Levi closed his eyes, and he could feel the tears start to pour down his face.
He was frozen. Levi was so terrified he couldn’t even scream. It was like when his father had held a fire thing up to his feet whenever he caught him sneaking out to go and play. But without the horrible smell.
The lights went out. Levi shrank back and curled in on himself. He knew to make himself smaller, keep his hands and feet out of easy reach. Those were too easy for his father to stand on. That had hurt last time. His toes still didn’t straighten out anymore after. The man in the white coat touched him.
He cried out. Then fell to the side when he scrambled to get away. He bashed his already cut arm on the side and let out a small scream. Levi’s eyes went wide, and he clamped his mouth shut at once. He wasn’t allowed to scream. That meant the bat or worse, the belt. He looked for somewhere to hide. The room was big but empty. He could feel his chest hurt; he was breathing so hard it was hurting. He looked to the window.
The man in white reached for him again. Only to be stopped by the big, strong form of Mr Ilya, who had appeared in the doorway. Levi couldn’t stifle the sniffle and then full-blown sobs that started at the sight of him.
“You came back.”
Mr Ilya scooped him up.
He was safe again. Levi buried his face into the huge, warm chest and sobbed. He wrapped his sore hands tightly into the fabric and pressed as close as he could get. Here it was safe. My Ilya had promised. He had come back.  
“I promised I wouldn’t. Shush, little one. I am here now.”
Levi felt the arms tighten around him. He clung tighter. He didn’t lift his head until he heard Mr Shane’s voice again. Levi leaned towards him but then drew back. He didn’t want to leave the safety of Mr Ilya’s arms, but he wanted Mr Shane too. He didn’t know how to get both. He was frightened that if he pushed his luck, he would be punished. What if they gave him back to his father? He didn’t want to be hurt again.
Then Mr Shane was there. Levi cried harder. Not out of fear but relief. He couldn’t stop. It was like a tap he couldn’t turn off. His shoulders shook, his eyes hurt, and he was so tired, but he couldn’t stop.
A soft, half-familiar sound.
Like a memory mostly forgotten.
Levi felt it as Mr Ilya wrapped them both up in his arms. Mr Shane pressed right up with him, warm, solid. Safe.
The sound got louder. Levi knew this song. It was his favourite. Or at least it used to be. Maybe. It was one of the only memories of Mama that he still had, other than her eyes and dark hair. She used to sing this at night. When Father had gone, and it was just the two of them. Mr Shane’s voice was deeper, lower than Mama’s had been, but it was still nice. It was soothing in exactly the same way. Mr Shane even looked a bit like Mama had. At least Levi thought so. It was the song in Mama’s voice. What Mama used to speak. He could remember bits of it, but Father got angry if he tried to say any of Mama’s words, so he didn’t anymore.
He didn’t like the burning sticks that Father used when he was angry.
Levi felt the hand on his back rubbing in soft, soothing circles. The warmth helped ease the ache in his shoulders. The song continued. Mr Shane’s voice was stronger, prettier than Mama’s had been. Like those he heard on the screens in the nice house where he had met the other nice children who tried to let him play too. Even though he couldn’t talk to them and didn’t really understand most of what they said. They were nice though.
He kept listening. Mr Shane knew more of the song than he remembered Mama knowing, but that was okay. He liked listening to the pretty voice.
“You sing the same as Mama used to.”
Mr Shane pressed a kiss to his hair and wiped away the tears on his cheeks. Levi pressed closer, wanting more, but he knew he wasn’t allowed to ask for anything. He had to earn it. He wasn’t sure what he had done to earn Mr Shane and Mr Ilya’s care, but he just prayed to Mama that he still had enough that they wouldn’t leave him. If only he could work out what it was, then he could do it more. He wanted to be good. He wanted to earn more kisses. He liked those.
He never wanted to leave Mr Ilya’s arms. They were so big. He was up so high. Father wouldn’t be able to take him back from here. Mr Ilya said so. Mr Shane had protected them from the nasty lady.
Another man appeared.
Levi shrank back into Mr Ilya’s chest. He had a bad feeling suddenly; The man was wearing the same type of clothes that made Father so very cross. Last time they came to the door, Levi had accidentally let them see him. He hadn’t heard the knock, and he was meant to be getting his water and going back to his room down the cold, stone stairs. They had seen him opening the door in the hall to take his water back down with him. Father had taken the bat to his back that day. He had cut in between Levi’s fingers so he couldn’t move his hands for days without them bleeding and hurting.
The man spoke.
Levi didn’t understand. He just clung tighter to Mr Shane. He could feel the muscles he was pressed against tense as Mr Ilya lifted his arm to let Mr Shane move. Then he turned and took Levi into his own arms. Just as strong. Just as safe, but Mr Shane felt softer; there was something that reminded Levi of Mama in the scent that lingered when he pressed his face into Mr Shane’s chest.
Mr Shane said something. He understood a bit but not all. Instead, he pressed closer and fisted his fingers into the soft, warm fabric under his cheek.
Levi watched as Mr Ilya came to stand in front of Mr Shane, then he slowly went down so he was below Levi’s own head. Levi looked down at those familiar blue eyes and bit his lip.
“You will have to go with this nice man, Lyovushka. Be patient. We will come for you.”
This time Levi did understand. They were sending him away. What had he done wrong? He didn’t understand. Mr Shane was still holding him. He hadn’t been thrown down his steps. Hadn’t been pushed away by a foot as Father did. He still felt safe. Why was Mr Ilya saying he needed to go?
He threw his arms around Mr Shane’s neck and clung tightly. He knew he shouldn’t. He knew it was a risk, but fear won out. Levi didn’t want to go back. He couldn’t take any more pain. He was so lonely. He was usually so cold. It was warm in Mr Shane’s arms. It was safe inside the huge arms of Mr Ilya. They hadn’t said no. How was Levi meant to know he had done wrong if there was no punishment?
“No. No. NO!”
Levi didn’t even realise he was the one making the noise. He just knew he didn’t want to go back. More tears slid down his cheeks. He pressed his face into Mr Shane’s chest. He still hadn’t been put down. He didn’t understand. He couldn’t find the words to ask. Didn’t know how.
He didn’t see the nurse. He hadn’t lifted his head from Mr Shane’s chest, but he felt the sharp scratch and flinched. He waited for the rest. Nothing came. Levi started to feel sleepy. He was suddenly struggling to keep his eyes open. He could still feel the steady heartbeat under his ear. He could still smell that soft, sweet scent. Levi knew Mr Shane was still holding him, but he couldn’t see him anymore.
The last thing he knew was the deep, heavy rumble of Mr Ilya’s voice. He couldn’t make out the words, but he knew they were both still there. The deep, strong pull swept over him. Levi was out of it. Pulled down in the quiet, heavy darkness of a sedated sleep.
 
Levi opened his eyes. The room was cold. He was alone. Why was he alone? Where was Mr Shane? Where was Mr Ilya? They had been there. He remembered. Levi had been in Mr Shane’s arms. Safe.
Why was he not safe now?
A door opened.
Levi shrank back; the movement caused a sharp, painful feeling in his arms and chest. His head hurt too. He reached up and felt the pretty twist thing Mr Shane had put his hair into. It was still there.
A man stepped in. He was vaguely familiar, but Levi couldn’t understand what he was saying. Levi looked around. The room was small but clean. He was sitting on a bed, but it was cold. He was starting to shiver, the thin T-shirt not enough to cover his bare arms.
The man spoke again. Levi wrapped his arms around his knees, making himself as small as possible. He pressed his face into his legs. Maybe if he waited. If he was good enough, then Mr Shane and Mr Ilya would come.
What had Mr Ilya said? The memories were still a bit fuzzy but were slowly becoming clearer. Mr Shane had sung the pretty song like Mama used to. Mr Ilya had held him. They both had. He remembered Mr Shane in the bathroom, the warm water and the large, gentle fingers in his hair. Mr Ilya had said to wait. He had said to be good, be patient, and they would come.
Levi jumped as the man tried to touch him. He held still. He wasn’t meant to move when Father said not to. However, he couldn’t understand what this man wanted. Levi thought he heard the word for food, but he wasn’t sure. The voice was difficult to understand. The words weren’t his words. Mr Ilya and Mr Shane spoke his words. Mr Shane spoke so many different words, even Mama’s old words.
This time the man was making shapes with his hands. Levi perked up a bit; he could do a few of those, but the man wasn’t making any signs he knew. So, Levi tried one of his own.
He signed Hello.
The man looked confused. Levi panicked. He drew his hands back and hid in his knees again. When he next looked up, the man was gone. He sighed. This man at least didn’t have the nasty burning sticks that Father used when Levi didn’t do what he wanted.
The door opened again. The man had come back; he had a phone in his hand. Levi knew what that was. It was part of his chores; he had to make sure Father’s phone was always on and within his reach. Or he would get the belt for the number of calls Father missed if he didn’t. The man pressed a few buttons. Then there was a voice. A familiar, welcome voice in his words.
“Lyovushka. Can you hear me?”
Levi shot up on the bed. That was Mr Shane’s voice!
“Da. I hear you. Mr Shane, why did you leave?”
There was noise, muffled and sharp. Then Mr Ilya’s voice came as well. They were both there.
“Lyovushka. We will be there soon. Remember our pinkie promise?”
Levi did remember. Mama said pinkie promises couldn’t be broken. Mr Ilya had pinkie promised, hadn’t he, back in the scary machine room.
“Da. I don’t know what he wants, Mr Ilya. I don’t want to be punished.”
More silence.
“You won’t be, little one. This is Mr J. He is going to look after you until we are allowed to come get you.”
Levi swallowed and looked at the man holding the phone, then back down at the screen. He wished it was Mr Ilya, not this man.
“Soon?”
There was another muffled sound, then Mr Shane’s voice came back.
“Soon. We promise. You are allowed to eat the food he offers you. Stay safe, please, Lyovushka.”
Levi was puzzled; he wasn’t just given food. That wasn’t how it worked. He had to earn his piece of bread and fruit. Father would say if he could or not. Was this the same then? How was he meant to know what the man wanted to earn the food? Would Mr Shane know?
“I don’t know his words. I don’t know what he wants, so I get my food, Mr Shane.”
Levi was panicking now. If he didn’t know, then he couldn’t be good. Then maybe Mr Shane and Mr Ilya wouldn’t be allowed to come get him.
“Lyovushka. Lyovushka. Breathe. In and out. Follow my voice.”
Mr Ilya’s voice was somehow firmer. Levi followed the instructions at once. That was not a voice to be disobeyed.
“Mr J doesn’t want you to do anything except make your bed and have a wash in the bathroom to get your food, Lyovushka. There are clothes in the drawers by the bed. You put them on after getting clean.”
Levi ticked them off on his fingers. One by one, and then repeated back, just like Father taught him.
“Make bed. Wash the bathroom, then the clothes.”
A soft sigh came over the speaker.
“Da. That’s it, Lyovushka. You have it. Just remember those three. Eat your food, and then we will be there as soon as we can.”
He wrapped his arms around himself. It wasn’t the same. He missed being held. Mr Ilya was so warm, and he was so cold.
“Da. Mr Ilya. I will.”
And Levi would. He would do exactly as he had been told. He wouldn’t anger the man. He didn’t want him to stop Mr Shane and Mr Ilya from coming to get him. The phone was taken away. Levi sniffled at the loss. It felt very lonely again, without those familiar, safe voices.
The man opened another door. Levi silently followed. A small bathroom. Good. Now this was one of his chores. He waited till the man, Mr J, walked away and then he set about washing himself. He knew how. Father had demanded he learn when he was very young. Mama had taught him. There was a towel hanging up. Levi quickly dried himself with a corner and scampered, shivering, to the drawer Mr Ilya had mentioned. It took two hands, but he got it open. He found a few clothes. Grabbing the first things, he shoved his still damp limbs into a jumper and some shorts.
Then he made the bed. That was meant to be first. Levi glanced back to the door in worry, but the man wasn’t watching. He had gotten away with it, but next time he must remember the right order. If he was caught doing his chores out of order, then Father would throw the sharp bottles at him again. They hurt when they hit him. Sometimes they even cut his skin.
Next was to wash the bathroom. He took the towel and carefully washed the whole room. He wrung out the towel the best he could in the sink and then hung it back up; it took a few tries to reach, but he managed it. Finally, he made sure everything looked cleaner than when he used it and carefully shut the door.
He had done all three. Now he had to wait. He knew how this worked. Father would come and get him when he was allowed his food. Levi didn’t sit back down on the bed. That wasn’t allowed until he had eaten and been sent back to sleep. So he carefully folded himself down in the corner. If he kept very quiet, very still, then maybe the man would let Mr Shane and Mr Ilya come sooner.
He would follow his chores.
He would be good.
Levi would wait. They had promised. Mr Ilya had pinky-promised. Mr Shane had promised. They were coming. Levi rested his head on his knees and closed his eyes; he imagined those blue eyes. So like his own. Black hair, dark eyes and a pretty voice. Warm, strong arms. Safe.
They would come for him.
Wouldn’t they…
 






      

  












      Chapter 44: Yuna
  



    Chapter Notes

      Sorry no Levi yet but we are getting there I promise.







  The restaurant was one of their most frequent spots for when David could take a long lunch before his afternoon meetings began. Yuna was in town to pick up some more paper for the printer, and when David had texted her to say he was now free, she had eagerly suggested they grab an early lunch.
David was just telling her about the new intern in the office next to his; the poor kid had been so nervous asking for a document that he had dropped the file he had been holding all over the floor. A sudden noise interrupted them. She glanced into her bag only to find it was her phone.
She glanced down at the screen to see who was calling her, more than prepared to ignore it if it wasn’t important, but the ID was Shane’s.
Yuna looked up at David. It was unlike Shane to call out of the blue, during the day when he was usually at practice or if it was an off day, then in his home gym at this time of day.
She answered and brought the phone up to her ear. The frantic, almost in-tears voice of her son breathed out in relief that she had picked up.
“Mom…”
Yuna froze. A rush of panic swept through her at the tone, the shakiness in Shane’s voice. She had never, not once heard him sound like that. She sat up straight in her chair. Her sudden switch in gear alerted David at once that there was a problem. He also straightened and leaned forward to listen.
“Shane. Honey. What’s wrong? Are you both okay?”
A stifled noise. Then Shane spoke.
“Mom. We need your help. How soon can you get here?”
She almost dropped her phone. Shane had never once asked her for help like this. Not even when he had been horribly outed or in Montreal, never. Not once. She looked at David. God bless her perfect husband. He was already calmly scanning through flights available.
“Hang on, your dad is just looking now. Can you tell me what has happened, honey?”
Shane seemed to shift on the other end, and there was the low, deep rumble in Russian that at least told her that Ilya was there with him, but he didn’t sound any better. The fact he wasn’t speaking English was telling too.  
“Not over the phone, Mom. Just please, we need you.”
That was enough. She didn’t really need anything more than that. Her sons needed her, so she would go. It was that simple.
“Alright. Alright, it’s okay, Shane. I am booking a flight now. I will text you as soon as I get one, then you two can meet me at the airport.”
David turned his phone to her so she could see the options as she listened to the Russian conversation going on through her speakers. Whatever this was, it was serious. Shane had never been this rattled before. He was like her. He planned. He mapped everything out. He had a plan for everything. For something to have thrown him this much, it was major.
“Thanks, Mom. See you soon. Love you.”
She thought he sounded a little steadier now, but she was still very worried.
“Love you both.”
The phone call dropped. She turned back to David, and they both looked at each other for a moment. He clicked on a flight for today. It wasn’t cheap, but Shane had set up an account years ago for them to use just for travelling to see him, to come to his games or stay somewhere in an emergency. They didn’t use it all that often, but Shane kept adding to it. He was very good with money. Yuna had made damn sure of it. What with his many endorsements, sponsors and ad deals, he earned more than most did without adding his NHL salary. Then Yuna knew he had an extensive financial portfolio that included investments, a lot of properties and various other things on top of all the rest.
All in all, the price of a last-minute flight to Boston wasn’t even a drop in the ocean of the account. She looked at David as he waved the waiter over for the check; she would need to swing by home to grab a bag and her basic ‘for emergency situations’ folder. David wouldn’t be able to follow just yet. It also very much depended on what exactly had happened. He might not need to. They would have to wait and see.
“I hope they are okay.”
David hugged her to his side as they gathered their coats and headed out. He pressed a kiss to her hair, then to her lips at the car as they separated. Yuna would leave their car at home and take a taxi to the airport.
“They will be. Shane called. That’s good; it means you can help, love. Call me when you get there and let me know what I can do to help. I will sort things here to work remotely for a few days, in case I need to follow you.”
She hugged him tightly. God, he really was the best decision she ever made, wasn’t he? David smiled softly down at her and gave her a gentle nudge towards the car.
“You better get going. You haven’t got long. I will put the flight details into the group chat for you. I love you.”
Yuna kissed him. She couldn’t help it; she felt his arm squeeze her briefly but firmly around her waist as he kissed her back.
“I love you too. I will call as soon as I know more.”
He just waved, and they parted. Yuna knew she would need to be quick. The flight had been last minute, more than likely a first-class cancellation by the look of it.
 
Yuna was nothing if not efficient. She had her bag packed, the things she needed, and a cab ordered in under 30 minutes. By the time the hour was up, she was in the queue to board and sent a quick text to update Shane that she would be there soon. It wasn’t a long flight to Boston. A straight connecting flight like this one was about an hour and a half at most. She had only brought a small bag, so she wouldn’t need to wait for baggage at the other end.
Her mind kept spinning during the flight. There was nothing on social media. It couldn’t be anything hockey-related because that would have gone viral by now. Like last time. Anything with the lawsuits would have come to her as well, and she carefully checked her entire inbox on the plane’s fancy Wi-Fi. Again, this had been a very high-end seat.
What had happened?
Yuna knew she had heard Ilya on the phone, in the background but still there. So it wasn’t that they had split or anything. Not that she thought for one second either Ilya or Shane would ever walk away from the other. You didn’t fight to meet up for years in secret, orchestrate the kind of plans Shane had just to make sure Ilya was protected and could marry him, to then let it fall apart. It wasn’t in either of their natures. Also, they were so thoroughly in love with each other, she had no clue how they had hidden it for so long.  
She supposed it could be the brother. Yuna pondered that thought for a bit. She knew from Shane that Ilya’s brother was a piece of work. If he knew what was good for him, then he would stay far away from her boys. Was that enough to rattle Shane, though? Now Yuna could see it bothering Ilya, but not that much. She very much got the impression that there was little love left between the brothers these days, but maybe she was wrong.
Russia couldn’t touch Ilya. Legally or any other way. Shane had made damn sure of it. Even if Crowell had tried to threaten them with it. They had all known it was an empty threat, even if that bastard hadn’t. He would soon. From what Sam had told her – he was the lawyer they had been referred to when it had been decided they were taking this to court – and he was pretty impressive, actually. Crowell was still under the belief that he would win, and it wouldn’t actually get to court. Sam had called the man some rather unprofessional words that had made Yuna smile at the young man.
Of course, all this meant she still had no clue what had happened. Yuna hated not knowing. It was honestly a good thing the flight wasn’t long, and she had been able to get such a quick cancellation – mainly because she had been able to pay the frankly ridiculous amount it had cost – but it was worth it to get to her boys as quickly as possible.
She did one last quick check of her folder. It was all there. Anything she might need paperwork-wise for most situations. Her book of contacts and notes. She never went anywhere without it. Shane had one too. It had been a present she had commissioned for him when he was drafted. Embossed leather ring binder notebook with his number 24 and a hockey stick on the front. She had gotten one that the pages could be removed and filed away for safety, then refiled with fresh new pages. Each Christmas she gave him a new pack of the expensive, thick paper they both liked. It had to be ordered to fit.
He adored the thing. Like hers, it was always in use. Yuna ran her hands over hers; David had bought it for her on their wedding anniversary when Shane had been about 8 years old. She had used it ever since. Hers had her favourite flower – Sakura, cherry blossom in full bloom - and her name in kanji underneath.
Just as she was jotting down some ideas of what could be wrong, the seat belt light came on, and a voice informing everyone that they were preparing for landing sounded down the length of the plane. Well, she would know soon, as she tucked the book away and settled in her seat for the landing.
 
There they were. The now familiar black SUV was parked in a waiting bay. Shane was in the driver’s seat, and Ilya stood leaning against the door to keep an eye out for her. Yuna assumed it was because the Russian was a good few inches taller and could see better, but also Ilya didn’t do well sitting still. She could see it all over his handsome face. Blue eyes drawn, cheeks a little bit hollower than normal with stress. Blond curls flattened and messy; obviously he had been running his hands through it a lot. Then she caught sight of Shane. He was pale under his usual tan skin, dark eyes burning with a fury she had never seen before. Not even in defence of Ilya and their relationship.
What the hell had happened?
Ilya took her bag, kissed her cheek and then helped her into the passenger seat. He swung into the back, directly behind Shane. She caught sight of Ilya as he wrapped a large hand around the back of Shane’s neck and kept the hand there the whole of the drive back to their house. She allowed the silence. Even though it was killing her. Shane’s body language was screaming at her. Ilya too was on a knife’s edge, more than likely reacting to Shane’s.
Yuna watched them both.
They moved in sync. Ilya glued to Shane. She wasn’t sure if it was for Ilya’s benefit or Shane’s; honestly, it was probably both. Whatever had happened, it had not just shaken them. No. They were both angry. Furious. If looking at Shane was any indication. Her son was closed down. Locked up tight. Like if he opened up a fraction, he would explode. She had never seen him like this. Ilya, on the other hand, was cold. Hard. Deadly, almost in his anger. Whatever it was, Yuna hoped they weren’t burying bodies by the end of it. Not saying she wouldn’t, but the boys were doing the digging.
She managed to hold it in. Well mostly. Until Shane had brought tea to the living room and they had all sat down. Both she and Shane had their notebooks out and pens behind an ear. Ilya wrapped around Shane like he was a weighted blanket.
Yuna looked at Shane.
Shane looked back.
She broke first.
“Well. Honey, can you please tell me what is going on?”
Ilya let out a low, rumbling chuckle. Nowhere near his usual level of enthusiasm, but it was something. A crack in the anger simmering in the air. Shane shifted. Yuna watched as he leaned back into Ilya, sinking into the massive arms and nestling close. She frowned. Still very worried. Shane finally opened his mouth and began to talk.
Over the next hour or so, Yuna went through a rollercoaster of emotions. Anger. Sadness. Joy. Then pain and a fury she could see mirrored in both of her boys. No wonder Shane had called her. She rubbed her hands together. Pulled her favourite pen out from her hair and opened a new page in her notebook. Time to get to work. She had a grandson to acquire, and no one was getting in her way.
 
By the time Yuna and Shane were happy with the plan, it was well past midnight, and they were all exhausted. But. They had a good, solid foundation. Yuna was so glad Shane was like her. Her wonderful, hyper-focused, intelligent son had done exactly what she needed him to. The moment they had gotten married, Shane had been researching ways to give Ilya the children they both desperately wanted. Had in fact, done more than half the preparation work for her already.
First thing they would need to do was file the formal application for the interviews and the house inspection. Not that Yuna was concerned in that area. Their house was huge, had plenty of privacy, space and wouldn’t take much to convert a bedroom into a suitable place for a little boy. Shane and Ilya already had a list of what could be ordered and what could be bought outright. Ilya had made it clear that the Bears would be more than happy to join in on a redecorating party. Shane had half joked that maybe they might as well do two rooms, but Yuna hadn’t been privy to the background for that one.
Yuna had already sent an email off to their family lawyer. They had a video call meeting set for tomorrow – or rather later today now, looking at the clock – afternoon. She was in charge of that as the boys had an afternoon practice, which Shane had insisted they couldn’t miss, despite Ilya pouting and trying to say no. The interviews and inspection would be flagged by this Jahseh Bennett as urgent as soon as they made the call to him and once the office lines had opened.
She finally managed to convince them both to go to bed. They could do no more now. Yuna was more than happy to take up the brunt of this; from what Shane had described, this little boy needed them. The look on Ilya’s face had been smitten when Shane had been describing the time at the hospital, and when Shane shyly admitted he had remembered the lullaby that she had used to sing to him, Ilya had pretty much melted into a puddle of love.  
Once they had both disappeared into the master bedroom, Yuna took herself into one of the lovely guest rooms and phoned David. She knew he was still awake. He had told her he would wait up for the full explanation once she had the situation under control. As to his word, he picked up on the second ring. She was settled in bed now, propped up on a couple of the many pillows that were scattered throughout the house – all Shane, no matter how much he denied it – and she filled her husband in on the whole situation. There were a few things that would have to be ironed out. Like who would look after Levi when Shane and Ilya were away, but there were a few ideas swirling around her head. It was David who broached one of them first, to her surprise.
“I could take early retirement. They would give me a good package.”
It had crossed her mind. As Shane’s manager, she earned a percentage wage that he thought she hadn’t noticed he kept increasing over the years. They were not short of money. David didn’t have to carry on working. Not really. It was just that he liked his job. 
“Then what love?”
There was silence. She wouldn’t push. If he didn’t want to, then she wouldn’t be the one to back him into a corner.
“We could move.”
And there it was. The first thing she had thought of, hours ago, when she had seen their faces and realised the extent of this situation. That her boys were gone, so utterly gone on this child, that they were already emotionally all in. This was going to be their grandchild. That she didn’t want to miss everything. She wanted to be closer, and she knew David would feel the same. Which, of course, he did. He was perfect for her after all.
“Move to Boston, you mean?”
She spoke quietly. The walls were thick, but this felt like it needed to be handled gently, softly at first.
“We could help better. Be a part of everything. They shouldn’t have to sacrifice hockey for this.”
Yuna thought about the anger, the raw love on both of their faces. She was pretty sure Ilya would give up hockey in a heartbeat for either Shane or now this little boy. But he shouldn’t have to. They had only just managed to get on the same team. To be out and safe. Because they would win against Crowell and the NHL; they would bring the change. Yuna would make sure of it. Any child of her boys should get to be able to go watch his dad's play. Should get to cheer from the family seats, sat securely between his Obaachan and Ojiichan.
“No. They won’t. I will make sure of it. Let’s get him here first and then go from there. It’s not like there isn’t space in this house.”
It was true. The house Ilya had bought in Boston was huge. Their whole team could fit if they had to. In fact, from some of the more amusing video calls they had been treated to, they all did pretty regularly. Yuna honestly couldn’t be happier for Shane. The Bears were everything a team should be. Not like the Voyageurs had been.
“I know you will love. I will get things squared away here, then come join you the day after tomorrow. I have sorted to work remotely for a few weeks, once these last few face-to-face meetings are finished. Now get some sleep. You are going to be busy. Call me later if anything changes. I love you.”
Yuna smiled, even though David couldn’t see it.
“I will. Love you too. Goodnight.”
She put her phone on charge and made sure the alarm was set. She had lots to do after she had grabbed a few hours’ sleep and did not want to risk oversleeping. Yuna couldn’t help but imagine what her grandson looked like; from what Shane had described, he looked like a mix of the two of them. How much of that was Shane projecting, she didn’t know, but it was a lovely thought. That the universe might have brought them together at just the right moment to meet; she liked that thought. Yuna couldn’t wait to meet him, and one of the first things she and David were doing was learning Russian.
From what Shane had mentioned, Japanese might be an option, but Yuna wouldn’t want to overwhelm the poor boy. It sounded like he had been through far more than any child should already. Still, they could definitely try to learn a few basics in Russian, even if neither of them had half of Shane’s flair for languages.
 
Barely a few hours later, Yuna was woken by her phone. It was their family lawyer. He needed to know exactly what paperwork Shane and Ilya had for Ilya legally being untouchable by Russia, as it could affect the adoption process. Yuna had copies of everything, so she solved that one quickly enough but now she was awake. With a sigh and a stretch, she got out of bed and made her way through her morning routine. It was about 9:30, so the boys were more than likely up already. In fact, she would have been surprised if Shane hadn’t been up at the first minute that they could ring to set a request for the interviews and house inspection.
Yuna headed into the kitchen.
There was Ilya. His broad back was to her as he was cooking something that smelled lovely. She was pretty hungry by now. Soft, Russian vocals came from the fancy speakers in the walls. He had obviously sensed her enter because he turned and smiled. He looked brighter than when she had arrived. Like having a plan was enough to ease some of his worry.
“Good morning, Yuna.”
She smiled back at him, stood on her very tiptoes and kissed his cheek softly.
“Good morning, Ilya, sweetie. You look better.”
He grinned at her as he slid a plate of scrambled eggs, sausage and bacon in front of her. Quickly joined by Shane’s preferred whole wheat toast with dishes on the side of butter and jam. A fresh mug of coffee was placed next to the plate as he turned back to the frying pan.
“We are. Thank you for coming. Was better, I think. To have more brains.”
Shane came in and wrapped his arms around Ilya’s waist; he pressed a kiss to his husband’s mouth and then grinned.
“You mean ‘two heads are better than one’, love.”
Ilya nodded and kissed him back.
Yuna could have cried. They both looked so much better. The anger hadn’t gone. Neither had the fear, but instead they were able to focus on the things they could do. The support they gave each other was constant. There was never a moment they weren’t right there, exactly where the other needed them to be.
She could only hope that would just increase when a third was added into their little dynamic. However, she couldn’t see why it wouldn’t. Not when it sounded like this little boy was in desperate need of some of that level of utter love and devotion that Shane and Ilya seemed to have an endless supply of.
Shane turned back to her as he collected his own plate. A much more pleasing sight than one of the last times she had seen him eat breakfast, as he had the same as she did. Even if he did still have the horrible green smoothie and the sausages were vegan ones, it was still loads better. It was no wonder he was looking so much healthier now, if this was how the Bear’s doctor had got him eating. Ilya, too, was looking in better shape than Yuna had ever seen him. Broader, more muscular without compromising his ability to move. Yuna would put money on Shane having made his husband take up yoga as well, since Shane swore by it.
“I have booked the inspection as well as requested our interviews. We have spoken to Jahseh this morning, and after everything, when Lyovushka woke up yesterday, he has been able to push everything onto what he calls a red tag. That means we get through as an urgent and high-priority application. According to Jahseh, they don’t have any translators who can speak Russian. And to make it worse, or really better for us, is that Levi’s birth certificate is incomplete but was registered in Canada. So, the Russian authorities can’t even try to claim him.”
At this, Ilya looked up from his plate, which was twice the size of even Shane’s and growled something in Russian. Then Shane nodded and turned back to her.
“Well, apparently, they wouldn’t anyway. They aren’t big on taking in welfare state cases unless they are from high-profile parents.”
Ilya shook his head and scowled.
“They don’t care. Haven’t the people who are allowed to take broken, damaged children in? Only if the parent is a big name or someone with connections.”
Yuna tapped her pen in anger. She was so glad that Ilya was out of the clutches of such a horrible country. The more she heard about Russia, the more she wanted to burn the whole corrupted, power-hungry government down. She wouldn’t, but it was a nice fantasy.
“That is in our favour, though. Since you are both fluent.”
Shane nodded and looked to Ilya,
“Jahseh mentioned we would be tested on the interview, but I have no idea how if they don’t have a translator who speaks it.”
At this, Ilya curled his lip up and growled softly, causing Shane to press against him at once, settling a hand down the huge, bare forearm. It settled the bigger man but didn’t take the expression of his face.
“They can request a tester from the Russian … What is the word, Lyubimyy?”
Shane didn’t even pause.
“Russian embassy.”
Ilya kissed him in thanks and then nodded.
"Da, them. Svetlana has been with her father when he has been asked to do it. However, they are still back in Russia now.”
Yuna made a note in her book. She would ask their lawyer to make sure they had ironclad protection about who the Russian Embassy might try to send to test them. Especially if it was someone who had connections to those who might have an issue with Ilya now being a Canadian citizen through his marriage. To a man of all things that would set Russia off.
“Right, well leave that to me, boys. Haven’t you better get going?”
They both nodded. She stayed at the table and finalised her notes as they moved around her. She quietly watched them as they flowed together and around each other. Beautifully slipping in and filling the gaps for each other, without a word. Just soft touches, silent gestures, and Ilya sneaking kisses every chance he got. Ilya tidied the kitchen, while Shane packed their bags for practice. Ilya put the laundry on; Shane set out the meat to defrost for tea.
As they headed out, both of them kissed her cheek and gave her a hug. She had to wipe her eyes after they left. Ilya’s arms had been warm and firm; if he had held on a beat longer than Shane had, well, she certainly wasn’t going to say anything.
She quickly got herself set up and ready for her own tasks for the day. By the time her boys got home, she would have everything laid out. Then next was looking into this house inspection. Yuna had a friend who had adopted a few years ago; she had sent a message asking her to ring her as soon as she could. If there was even a small thing she could do to increase their chances, she would do it.
After all, absolutely no one was keeping her boys from bringing their son home, never mind her grandchild. They would have to go through her first, and Yuna Hollander did not give up, did not back down and did not lose.






      

  












      Chapter 45: Ilya
  








  Practice was hell. Ilya was worried, Shane was still low-key furious, but they managed. Between them. Ilya was never more thankful to have his husband by his side, on the same team. They made a perfect pair. Each could help pick up where the other was struggling, like today. Shane pushed them, and Ilya supported them. It helped that their team was all right there with them.
Victor and Bood had explained everything to Coach. Ilya hadn’t known until they had eventually been let go from the Station, but Wyatt had called Coach as soon as it was all over and told him everything. The rest of the team had closed ranks around both Ilya and Shane; because of course they had. They were more than a team. They were a family.
Victor and Luca were sticking to Shane and Cliff, and Bood were wrapped around Ilya himself at every turn. The rookies were all trying to both cheer everyone up and be a light-hearted distraction at the same time. It was working a bit. At least for everyone else. Even Ilya had cracked a smile at one point. When both Reece and Ethan had tried to copy one of Shane’s more advanced warm-up moves.
It had started when the team had arrived early, so they had caught the tail end of Shane’s more vigorous routine. Ilya had been watching, still trying to catch his breath. Even he struggled with some of Shane’s more advanced moves, and his husband was skating as an outlet right now. Throwing out moves that even Ilya had never seen him do. Stuff that would make actual professional figure skaters jealous.
Ilya had been amused by the looks on their team’s faces. Or he would have been if Shane hadn’t been skating out of frustration rather than joy.
They had left Yuna with her full list of things she was getting done today. Ilya had wanted to skip practice but only for about 5 minutes. Shane had looked so disappointed, and it wasn’t really that Ilya wanted to actually skip. He was just unsettled. He hated waiting like this. The reality of it all was that they had done all they could do. Now they were stuck waiting. Ilya was crap at waiting. He wanted to fix it. He wanted to go knock heads together until they all saw sense and gave Levi to them.
However, Shane was much better at being patient with the process. His husband understood the system of the process much better than he did. Shane had made all the calls that morning. Ilya himself had spoken to Jahseh and updated him that they had put both applications in for both the interviews and housing inspection. Since Jahseh had said he could pull a few strings and get them pushed to the top of the list. They would also be flagged as being ideal due to both of them being fluent in Russian, as long as they passed the competency test.
Ilya was a little worried about that.
Not that Shane wasn’t good enough. He certainly was. His husband’s grasp of languages was mesmerising. Since Ilya had found learning English hard enough, never mind three others as well. Not that Ilya wasn’t intelligent. He was. He had taken a lot of tests back in Russia, thanks to his father. But languages weren’t his thing.
It was more who they would send from the Embassy that was concerning him. Ilya was more than aware that his brother still had connections there. Ilya suspected the only reason he hadn’t done anything so far was that he wasn’t sure what exactly Ilya had done to protect himself, but this would open up access for someone to find out and report back. Not that Ilya would let it stop him. Not a chance. But there was a very real possibility that there could be an attempt to sabotage their application. Which was the main reason why Shane was furious.
When they had left earlier, Yuna had said to leave it to her. It wasn’t that Ilya didn’t trust her; he did, but he was more intimately aware of the depths both his brother and Russia in general would stoop to.
However, they got through practice. The team had offered to come over and start redecorating a room for Levi. Shane hadn’t been sure, but Ilya had gathered his husband to his chest and murmured softly into his ear.
“Let them. Think they need to feel useful too.”
Shane had melted. Ilya had kissed him softly.
“Fine, okay, let’s go then.”
None of them had taken the cooler tone to heart. In fact, Luca had just wiggled his way under Shane’s arm and started to get him to explain, step by step, the technique for the move that Reece and Ethan had tried to copy earlier. As soon as the other two realised what Luca was doing, they had scrambled over to join in, and Ilya watched as some of the tension finally eased out of those broad shoulders.
A huge arm slung over his shoulder. Ilya glanced to see Cliff had approached and had Victor under one arm and him under the other.
“Come on, Captain. You should let little Haas pick his own colours out, or he will get jealous of the new baby.”
Victor hit Cliff. The big man just laughed louder. Bood and Hazy joined in as they came to pile in on the group. Nick and Evan brought up the rear and argued with Bood about which of the hardware stores were best for paints.
Ilya relaxed into the chatter. They were all here. Not a single one of them had even batted an eyelid. All that had happened was utter and complete support. He could see Shane was settling a bit at the rookie’s attempts, which was something at least. Ilya was pleased with the way Luca was sticking close. Shane was keeping a close eye on the youngest of them, and Luca was more than happy to allow the extra smothering. Which was another thing that Ilya was trying not to think about.
Looking at the similarities between Luca and Levi was only going to lead to Ilya wanting to track down the young Swiss’s parents to see how they liked being hit by someone much bigger and stronger than them. If that was all they had done. But it did mean that Luca was more than happily cuddled close to Shane and soaking up the care and attention, which was helping Shane as well as Luca.
 
There was a bit of playful scuffling over who got to go pick the paint, but Cliff and Wyatt had won, with Victor going along to keep Cliff under some form of control. Honestly, Ilya didn’t think it would take much; from the longing, heat-filled looks the big man was sending the handsome winger, he was pretty much whipped already. Not that Ilya could talk. All it took was a look from Shane, and he was tripping over himself to do anything his husband wanted, but he wasn’t telling Cliff that.
He pulled his husband into the kitchen for a moment alone. Shane came willingly. His beautiful Canadian sank into his arms. Ilya leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to those full, pouty lips.
“This okay, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded into his chest. Strong arms snaked around his waist as Shane pressed closer and tucked his head under his chin. They stood there for a minute, just holding on to each other. The faint sounds of their team, their family, were trying to work out what they needed to move and what could be covered to paint the walls.
“We will get him home.”
Ilya only just caught the soft whisper. He tightened his hold and took Shane’s jaw in his hand; he wrapped his fingers around that delightfully sinful throat and tilted Shane’s face so they were eye to eye.
"Da. He is ours. Jahseh said so. We just have to jump through circle things for them.”
Shane laughed softly.
“You mean jump through hoops, Ilyusha.”
Ilya kissed him again. He kept his hand holding Shane’s head and nipped at his bottom lip; Shane moaned softly at the sting; Ilya soothed it with his tongue and relished at Shane opening up to his touch instantly. He pressed Shane backwards. Still holding the kiss as he plundered his husband’s mouth with his tongue. In one swift, practised motion, Ilya had hooked his huge hands under Shane’s thighs and lifted him up on the counter.
Shane opened his legs and automatically wrapped them around Ilya’s hips, those strong thighs clamped down on Ilya’s waist. He had to fight back a loud growl at the shift of plush hips and the friction Shane’s filthy roll was causing. He broke the kiss to press open-mouthed kisses to Shane’s throat. The rumbling growl escaped him as Shane pulled him closer and rolled his hips up again.
Only for a loud shout to abruptly interrupt them.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake! Luca, your dads are at it again. Cover your eyes, Cub.”
Ilya snapped his head around but made no move to let Shane go. Cliff stood in the doorway, laughing as he shouted over his shoulder to warn Luca and Victor had crashed into the massive back as Cliff had stopped dead.
“Thought it had gone too quiet in here all of a sudden.”
Shane sighed and let go of Ilya’s neck. This made Ilya whine softly and pout, but Shane gently nudged him back and jumped gracefully down. Ilya was mollified slightly by the quick caress to his chest, and the murmured Russian.
“Later. I promise, Ilyusha.”
He grumbled but let go. Not before throwing a look at Cliff out of the corner of his eye with contempt. Shane looked at the three of them crowded in the doorway. Ilya sniggered lowly when Cliff very obviously pushed Luca forward, as if more than willing to sacrifice their youngest member to Shane’s annoyance. Only with-it being Luca, Shane softened at once and beckoned him forward. Ilya noticed that Cliff stayed out of reach, where he was. The coward.
“Can you come and look, see if the colour looks okay before I start painting the design?”
Shane moved out from under Ilya and went with Luca, leaving the other three in the kitchen. Luca had offered to paint a mural on the wall, since they all loved his artwork and Shane thought of doing something of a mixture. Between them, Luca had come up with a beautiful idea of the cottage, set in a Russian forest but with Sakura trees around the edge. Something from all three parts of them. Ilya had loved the idea. It was something his Mama would have adored, and Yuna had wiped away a subtle tear when they had shown her the final design.
Ilya followed the two. The room already looked much less like a guest room. Nick and Evan were sitting and sorting out clothes from the bags of outgrown stuff Selena had dropped off. Their oldest boy was the same age but much bigger than Levi, so she had gleefully gone through his wardrobe and bagged up everything decent. As Ilya watched, he could see a lot of the items still had tags on them. When Nick caught him looking, he flashed him a grin.
“They grow so fast that lots of stuff hasn’t even been worn before they grow out of it. What with Theo being nowhere near big enough for any of it yet and Lola being a girl, it means all this is just sitting in his drawers and wardrobe taking up space. Obviously, it’s just to get you started, but there are loads here and the little lad was on the smaller side.”
Ilya had to swallow the lump in his throat suddenly. It wasn’t that they couldn’t go out and buy whole shops full of clothes. Money was not an issue here. No, this was the care, the thought and time going into Nick and Selena bothering to gather what they had extra and bring it over. That both Nick and Evan were sitting on his sofas and sorting them into same-sized piles of every item, knowing that Shane would put them into his own system easier that way.
He gave them both a squeeze around the shoulders and sat down with them to help sort. He could also see Luca and Shane through the open door, and he was happy enough just to watch. Luca was showing Shane the pencil outlines around where he would start to paint. Adrien sat in the centre of the room, carefully organising the big box of paints that Luca had brought with him, not taking his eyes off Luca as he did so.
Victor came into the room and tapped his watch at Ilya.
“Shall Cliff and I make a food run to that Italian we all like around the corner? It will be quicker to go get it than wait for delivery.”
Ilya looked at his own watch in surprise. It was past dinner time. He got up and padded into the bedroom to check if Shane was up to eating Italian before agreeing.
“Lyubimyy, time to eat. Victor has offered to go to the place around the corner we all like, but are you up for anything from there?”
Shane turned to him and thought for a few moments. Ilya allowed him the time. He wouldn’t push unless Shane refused.
“Get me the chicken parm with a salad, please. Luca the same.”
Ilya nodded, knowing that Luca had a similar problem as Shane, so didn’t argue. Luca would happily eat the chicken anyway. He gave Shane a soft, probably rather sappy smile if the stifled sniggers from Adrien were any indication, but Ilya couldn’t care less. Instead, he leaned down and kissed Shane, which had Adrien changing his tune quickly enough and Luca playfully covering his eyes.
 
They all gathered in the living room to eat. Everyone sprawled comfortably together as they watched a Fast and Furious film. They had voted on which one. Ilya had won, but Shane was starting to list in tiredness by the time everyone had finished eating. Cliff and Victor offered to drop the rookies off at home, and the rest all said their goodbyes. Ilya could see Shane almost tell Luca to stay, but Adrien had a firm hold around the younger blond’s waist, so Ilya had pulled Shane back into his own lap and murmured in Russian.
“Think Adrien has plans, sweetheart, so do we. Leave it for tonight, Da”
Ilya felt it as Shane shivered against him at the ghost of warm breath against his neck as Ilya leaned over him.
Yuna had gone to bed a while ago. Tired from the long day and the rushed flight catching up to her. Ilya was more than glad he had paid a small fortune to have his master bedroom soundproofed. Although he could keep Shane quiet if it was absolutely necessary. He knew how, after all, but he liked to hear his husband beg for him.
Ilya waited until Shane had finished tidying up. He had thrown all trash away and locked all the doors; by the time he was done, Shane was satisfied with the state of the living room and kitchen.
As soon as Shane finished, Ilya stepped up behind him and slid his hands around those plush hips under his hoodie and growled at the heated, silky skin under his palms. Shane arched into him. Beautiful chocolate eyes going glassy and dark under his touch. Ilya lowered his mouth and captured Shane’s in a kiss, heated and with intent this time. Slowly he traced his hands down, pausing to palm handfuls of Shane’s magnificent ass and then to those massive, muscular thighs. Ilya tightened his core and lifted. Shane instantly wrapped his legs high around Ilya’s waist and locked his ankles prettily at the small of his back, strong, corded biceps flexed as they wrapped around his neck and into his hair.
Ilya carried Shane through to their bedroom, mouth fastened to Shane’s throat as he went. He lowered Shane onto the bed and stood over his supine form. Shane’s eyes had gone dark. Ilya was quick to remove their clothes, Shane lying there and allowing him the control. He neatly placed the removed items in the laundry hamper and was rewarded with Shane hooking him around his thighs and pulling him down on top of him. Ilya growled at the sudden show of strength but soon had Shane pinned down under his larger bulk.
He kissed Shane again, forcing his mouth open with his thumb and driving his tongue inside with no mercy this time. Shane moaned and dropped his head back to expose his neck and push his chest up into Ilya’s. Ilya broke away to lick and bite his way down to Shane’s already hardening nipples. He locked his mouth around one nipple and massaged the other; he could feel them both start to swell under his attention. Shane mewled and tried to press up into his mouth. Ilya held him down under his weight and sank his teeth into the plush flesh, which caused Shane to moan and try to rub his already hard cock up into Ilya’s thigh.
“Easy. Stay still, Lyubimyy.”
Shane whined but fell still at the command.
Ilya finally let go of the now red, swollen nipple. Only to swap to the other one. He brought up a hand to swirl the wet trail left by his saliva as he sucked and nipped at the other one. He growled at the feeling of Shane ever so slightly hitching his hips to try and get some friction on where his already wet, leaking cock was pressed up under Ilya’s thigh. He shifted his leg and pressed his weight down into Shane’s hips in warning.
Shane stilled with a cry.
Ilya fastened his teeth in Shane’s hip. With the hand that wasn’t holding his husband down, he reached into the nightstand and pulled out the lube. Slowly he pushed those huge thighs apart further but then paused. He wanted this hard and fast. He wanted to take Shane right down and out of his own head. For that he would need Shane on his stomach. Ilya changed his grip. He wrapped his hands around that sleek waist and growled.
“On your stomach.”
Shane let out a low keen but got his knees under himself and gracefully twisted. Ilya moaned at the power and play of muscles under Shane’s gorgeous skin as he obeyed. Slowly he pulled those plush, full cheeks apart and exposed Shane’s twitching, eager hole. He poured the lube directly onto flushed skin. The cool liquid made Shane jump slightly and moan. Ilya ran his fingers languidly through the mess, petting softly, teasingly over Shane’s entrance.
Ilya continued to pin Shane down and tease softly. He used one finger and ran it around the rim, gathering the warming lube and massaging it into the tight ring of muscle. Shane was moaning, head dropped onto his arms and his back arched to try and encourage Ilya to move faster.
Ilya was not going to.
He slowly pressed one finger inside. All the way inside, then keeping it agonisingly slow, he pulled it back out. Ilya repeated the movement until Shane was sobbing quietly. He knew it wasn’t enough; he knew it was torturing his husband on the edge of not enough.
Only when Shane began to beg did he press in a second finger.
“Ilya…please…please… I need.”
Oh fuck.
He loved reducing Shane to a begging, pleading mess. Ilya pressed both fingers inside, Shane’s hot, tight passage clamping down on them at once. He opened him carefully, pumping the two fingers in a steady rhythm; he was deliberately keeping away from Shane’s prostate for now.
“What do you want? Tell me”
Ilya breathed it into Shane’s ear as he kept the same steady, agonising pace. Tears were gathered at the corners of those beautiful chocolate eyes, gone glassy with desire.
“You. I want you”
Fuck.
Ilya snarled and pulled his fingers out. Two was just on the edge of not being enough, but he lifted Shane by his hips and growled as he sank his teeth into the back of Shane’s neck.
“Want you like this. Can I?”
Shane moaned and was attempting to thrust his ass back onto Ilya’s cock, even though he wasn’t able to move with the powerful grip Ilya had on his hips. Which he knew would leave handprint-shaped bruises by the morning.
“Shane. Verbal.”
There was a low whine, but then Shane managed to rasp out.
“Yes. Fuck me…please.”
Ilya lubed up his cock and lined up with Shane’s hole. His husband would feel this tomorrow. Two fingers were on the limit of not enough, even for someone like Shane who was admittedly accustomed to Ilya’s sheer size and girth regularly now. The thought only made Ilya harder.
He growled and pressed the swollen head of his cock against the red, twitching ring of muscle. Ilya had to steady Shane as he pushed harder, Shane moaning and crying out at the stretch. Tears clung to long, thick lashes as Ilya continued to bully his way inside, his cock forcing Shane to open for him. He had to pause and wrap his hand around the base to get control of himself. Shane was tightening around his cock, trying to draw him in faster, but Ilya held still until he felt Shane relax around him.
Ilya settled his weight better and began to move. He kept his thrusts steady but deep until he finally bottomed out, and they both moaned at the feeling of Ilya being pressed in deep. Shane was finally allowed to move as Ilya took both his hips in his hands and began to fuck into his husband.
He could feel Shane’s ass tightening around his cock. Tight, velvet heat that was dragging his own orgasm closer with every thrust. He adjusted his angle and hit Shane’s prostate with each hard thrust. Ilya reached up and under Shane’s chest so he could wrap a hand around Shane’s throat as he pinned him on his cock and against the slight pressure around his neck. Shane let out a keening whine at both the pressure and the angle, causing Ilya’s cock to feel like it was forcing its way deeper.
Ilya tightened his hold around Shane’s throat. Not enough to hurt or even bruise, but enough that Shane knew he could. That he knew was being held there on Ilya’s cock, by his own throat. Shane tipped his head back, moaned and clenched around Ilya, just as Ilya wrapped his other arm around his waist and his hand just pressed into that patch of skin between his hips. Where new, fresh stretch marks were now visible. Just that pressure, the huge palm that spanned the width of Shane’s lower belly, was enough to send Shane over the edge into his orgasm.
He was quick to follow. The noises Shane was making, the tightness of his ass around Ilya’s cock, were enough to drag him over the edge into his own orgasm. Ilya thrust inside a few more times until he too came, spurting ropes of heavy, hot come inside Shane. Right under where his hand was pressed to that patch of silky, soft skin. Ilya growled and fastened his mouth around Shane’s neck, biting into the muscled flesh as he slowly came down from his orgasm.
Shane was panting, tears still clinging to long lashes as Ilya draped himself over his husband’s back and kissed his shoulders.
“Okay, sweetheart?”
Ilya rumbled softly into Shane’s neck. He was licking softly at the teeth marks he had left, soothing the sting with the heat of his mouth. Shane twisted underneath him so Ilya could kiss him. He pressed soft, lazy kisses to those swollen, reddened lips. Shane opened for him. Ilya licked softly into his mouth and entwined their tongues together; he eased back and ran his hand across flushed cheeks as Shane opened his eyes and looked up at him.
“Yes. I’m okay, love.”
He carefully sat up and then stood. With gentle but firm hands, he gathered Shane up and carried his tired husband into their bathroom. They took a quick shower, Ilya making sure Shane was clean as he was almost asleep by now. He changed the sheet, since he hadn’t pulled the duvet up, so it made it much quicker. Then got them both in bed and settled.
Ilya lay on his side, spooned around Shane as they both drifted on the edge of sleep. Shane in one of Ilya’s T-shirts and Ilya only in a pair of thin, worn-through sleep pants. He felt Shane press back into him and reach back to pet his damp curls as they both drifted off.
“I love you, Ilyusha.”
He pressed a feather-light kiss to Shane’s hair as he closed his eyes and tightened his hold around his husband.
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
The worry, the fear would all still be there in the morning, but for now, Ilya was satisfied that Shane would at least be able to sleep now. Everything else could wait. They weren’t alone. They would succeed because Ilya would accept nothing less. Neither would his husband, after all, look at the perfect creature Ilya managed to convince to marry him.
Anything else should be easy after that feat.






      

  












      Chapter 46: Luca
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  Luca was worried. It was hard not to be. Both of his captains were on edge; Shane was angry. Visibly, he could see it on his face: angry. Whereas Ilya was tense, more worried than outwardly angry, but it was still there.
The team got through practice, but it was not the smoothest or most productive ice time they had ever had. Still, Coach didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he looked as concerned as the rest of them. Luca stuck close to Shane. All of the rookies did. He was grateful for Ethan and Reece’s more casual, jokester-like natures when they managed to bring up the mood by trying to copy the frankly insane moves that Shane had been pulling before practice had started.
It was very funny, watching them fall over and utterly fail, but the main point was the distraction it had given them all.
They had all offered to go back to the house and help sort a room for little Levi, since everyone could see leaving the two of them alone right now was not a good idea. Luca had started to organise the painting side of it; the walls would need to be done in a lighter colour, since he had been sketching out ideas for the mural wall that Shane had offhandedly mentioned in the group chat the night before.
He had just finished the basic pencil outline on the wall that he had chosen as the best one when Cliff had come bounding into the room and pulled Luca with him. The bigger man was at least being gentler than normal about it. Luca smiled up at the darkly handsome face of Victor as the taller Winger carefully extracted his sleeve from the massive bear paw that was Cliff’s hand.
“Cliff, let go. If you injure our Petit Joueur, then you will have Shane after you, and you aren’t faster than him even off the ice.”
 
Luca had blushed at the affectionate nickname. He was getting more of them. He kind of loved it. Growing up as he had, affection and care hadn’t been around much. His grandad had tried, but he hadn’t been the most loving person. He had cared; he had tried to be a little more tactile with Luca, like patting his head and the rare hug, but it just hadn’t been in his nature.
Whereas Luca was extremely tactile. He liked the contact, the reassurance that the other person was there. Which was probably why he was eager to soak up all the attention and affection so freely given by his team. Shane was pretty full on. He looked after Luca in a way he wasn’t familiar with; he had seen it in other people’s families, and he would never say this out loud. Not to anyone. But Shane had a very maternal air about him. The type of things he did, honestly, Luca was pretty sure he had watched other players’ mothers do the exact same things before he was drafted. It had been just him sitting alone as all the other boys had gone running back for snacks, drinks and praise. Luca had watched alone as one boy in particular had two moms. They had both hugged him; one had kept her arm around his shoulders while the other had re-tied his skates for him.
Just like Shane had done for all of them the first time they had got on the ice when they had arrived.
Always having freshly baked but healthy treats in his bag whenever one of them hadn’t eaten or just needed a snack. Spare drinks on the horribly difficult conditioning days in the gym, and they all drained theirs before they were halfway through.
Taking him home with them as soon as Shane got a sniff of him being lonely. Or just having a bad day. Or when he was lost in his own head and couldn’t clear his thoughts, Shane would gather him close, tuck him under his arm and take him home with them. He would then be fed, they would all watch a film – usually Ilya’s choice, not that Luca minded – then he would go to bed. In the most comfortable room he had ever been in.
The next morning. One of them would make sure he was up, see if he wanted to join them in their ridiculously fancy home gym. Luca had quite taken to following Shane’s yoga routines; he was good at them, unlike most of the others. Shane would set out another mat for him and talk him through the moves. Ilya watched from whatever stupidly heavy amount he was lifting on the weight bench usually. He was just enfolded into their routine. Like he belonged.
The first time they had done it, he had gone back to his crappy, damp apartment later that evening and cried. He had cried for what he had never had, for if that was what parents looked like, then his had been a pathetic attempt. Not Shane or Ilya. They were everything Luca had spent his childhood secretly dreaming of. It felt like the universe had made him wait until the right ones found him. By normal standards, he was an adult and didn’t need parents. Even if he wanted them. Which he did. Luca would give his right arm for what Ethan so often complained about. When Reece was grumbling that his mom was nagging him about calling home more often, or Adrien dodged his parents’ video call on a Friday night because they were playing a video game and didn’t want to stop. Luca never said anything, but he thought they were idiots for taking it for granted.
Although he guessed that, since they had never known a childhood like his, this was all they had known. It was normal. He was the strange one. Clinging to the two of them like an attention-starved stray puppy to the first people who had shown him a little bit of kindness.
 
It had become a running theme with the rest of the Bears. Like they were joking. Or at least anyone not one of them would assume that they were joking. Half the time, they were. But not all. They were all slipping a little bit. All three of them. Ilya had started with the Russian pet name. Luca had gone home and looked it up when he had first heard Ilya use it. At first Luca had assumed it was just a cute little nickname since he was laughably still the youngest and the smallest. Damn this lot for all being fucking massive. He had discovered, however, that it wasn’t. Lukasha was an actual affectionate diminutive form of his name. It was not a random, generic, half-joke nickname that Luca could try and write off. No. It was actually something close family would use. Something a dad would use.
Then Luca had heard Shane use it too. Of course, they all knew that Shane was fluent in Russian, and other languages too. But Luca thought he must have been using Russian a lot to slip and use the pet names in it as well. Then again, Shane used Russian pet names for Ilya too, so he guessed it made sense. He still blushed a bright red in pleased embarrassment when he first heard Shane say it, his voice softer, more lilting than the deep velvety rumble that was Ilya speaking in his native tongue.
In fact, Cliff had made a comment when they had all been leaving the rink. The three bigger men had been behind Luca, Shane and the other three rookies. Since Luca had heard it, he was pretty sure that Shane certainly had. Cliff had said that their Captain had better let Luca choose the colours for his own room too, or he would be getting jealous over the new baby. It was said in good humour, and it was funny. Except there was a very small, hidden part of Luca that was jealous. Not of the attention being on another child in the way Cliff had said it. No. That wasn’t it at all. Luca was jealous that little Levi was getting what he never had. Someone, or in this case a lot of someones, were fighting for that little boy. They were fighting to give him a home, safety and to fix the damage that, from what Shane had explained, had come from his own father. No one had ever fought like that for Luca.
If Luca had to swallow down the response that he would actually love to pick out colours for both of them, thank you very much, Cliff, and he would make them match so Levi could see they were both the same. That they were both wanted, finally home and safe. Then that was only a fantasy in his own head. He wanted to help. Luca wanted to be there, wanted to be the supportive, loving big brother he had wished he could have had at Levi’s age. With Shane and Ilya as parents, even just half-joke ones, well, that was more than Luca dared hope for.
 
Victor had managed to get Cliff’s hand off him, and the two of them had paused a step or two behind Cliff to straighten Luca’s hoodie. Only then did they both run into the massive, broad back as Cliff stopped dead in the open doorway with no warning. Luca winced softly as the solid impact made his ribs ache a bit, but Victor had caught and steadied him before anything had gone wrong. Then Cliff was raising his voice over his huge shoulder, and Luca was blushing a shocking crimson colour. Again.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake! Luca, your dads are at it again. Cover your eyes, kid!”
All three of them laughed. Luca couldn’t help it. Even though they all obviously ignored the fact that Cliff had just called Shane and Ilya. No one mentioned it.
Luca felt the massive bear-sized paw push him gently forward; he threw a glare over his shoulder. Luca knew exactly what a sacrificial lamb looked like, and right now it was definitely him. Only for Shane to visibly soften when it was Luca in front of him, and to gesture him forward to his side. If Luca threw a cheeky smirk over his shoulder to Cliff, then only the dark-haired man saw it.  
He turned back to Shane and asked shyly.
“Can you come and look, see if the pencil lines look okay before I start painting the design?”
Shane then ducked out from under Ilya and led Luca back into what would become Levi’s room. Leaving the other three alone in the kitchen.
Luca showed Shane the sketch outline on the wall at the back of the room. That wall wouldn’t be painted, as the base was already a light cream, which wouldn’t affect any of the paint he would be using. The mural they had decided on was a big image of the Cottage Shane had built but in a Russian forest background with a bit of snow and a big, sprawling Sakura tree. Basically, a nod to all three of Levi’s backgrounds. It was a lovely idea, and Luca had enjoyed making up a few concept ideas; the design was not something he had done on this scale before, but he had painted big displays back in high school for set backgrounds, so he knew how to do it, and he had been told he was pretty good.
Ilya had come into the room while Luca was redoing a section and Shane was describing in detail a bit of the cottage design across the top of the big windows. Luca was quickly sketching in guidelines as Shane talked, but he looked when Ilya’s voice rumbled through the room. Luca had been too focused on getting some of the details right to realise that Ilya was asking about food until Shane had turned back to him and gave Luca a gentle smile.
“I told Ilya to get you the same as me.”
He smiled back. Pretty much most of the time, Luca and Shane ate the same thing whenever the team went out anywhere or ordered takeout. Luca had some of the same struggles with food types that Shane did, although for very different reasons. It had been another thing Luca had been exceedingly grateful for: someone who understood, who didn’t push fatty, processed foods onto him just because he was an 18-year-old professional athlete.  
“Thanks.”
Luca went back to where they had left off. Between the images Shane had, the ideas Luca had put together and the sketches he had done, they got the final design drawn out. He was very happy with it, even though it was only the basic pencil outline. He would start painting it tomorrow after practice.
By the time everyone had eaten, they had all watched the film Ilya had won the vote for; Luca hadn’t really paid attention. He had been thoroughly distracted by the warm, strong arm that Adrien had wrapped around his waist as they had all huddled together in a puppy pile at Shane and Ilya’s feet. It wasn’t just the heat that was seeping into his skin through the contact, or the steady, firm pressure of Adrien’s body against his. It was the hand. Adrien had slipped the hand wrapped around him under his hoodie. Luca had tensed slightly, more in surprise than displeasure, but he hadn’t moved away or stopped him. Luca soon realised that Adrien had taken that as the silent permission it was, because the hand got bolder.
It had been a slow, gradual movement; Luca had felt it but not really registered what exactly Adrien had been doing. The hand had made its way under his T-shirt as well and onto the bare skin at his hip. For a few minutes, Luca sat desperately trying not to move or make a sound as he bit his lip and willed his cheeks not to be a really obvious bright red. He was counting his lucky stars that the lights had been dimmed to watch the film. Just as he was beginning to calm down from the feeling of skin on skin in a room full of his teammates and his Captains, Adrien began to trace a light, soft pattern into his skin, Adrien’s thumb slowly caressing the jut of Luca’s hip bone in a rhythmic motion. It sent goosebumps up Luca’s spine.
Luca was wound tighter than a spring by the time Ilya called an end to the evening. He almost missed Cliff and Victor offering to drop them all off at home. However, he didn’t move out of Adrien’s hold. The taller man still had his arm wrapped around him and was keeping Luca pressed into his side. Although the hand was now sitting innocently on top of his hoodie instead. Luca did spot Shane giving him the look. The look that usually meant that he was about to ask if Luca wanted to stay. So far, the answer had never been no, but he felt Adrien tighten his arm and watched as Ilya looked at Adrien’s, their gazes locked in some sort of silent communication. Then suddenly both of them carefully led both Luca and Shane away. Luca was very confused. He had the strangest feeling he had just missed something very important, but he had no idea what or how.
They all piled into Victor’s car and were dropped off at their crappy little apartment block not half an hour later. The extremely close proximity to the rink was the only plus side to the little shoeboxes from hell. Even Luca, who had lived in some pretty poor conditions when he had still been living with his parents, found them distasteful.  He could only imagine what one would like if they weren’t as meticulous about things being clean as he was. None of them had ever told Shane or Ilya how much mould the four of them had scrubbed off the walls and ceiling when they had first moved in.
Adrien hadn’t let go of him yet. Luca was happy to follow the firm but gentle guiding arm around his waist. Reece and Ethan both disappeared into their own rooms, but Adrien had followed him into his own apartment. Since he was in the single room, it was much smaller, but it was much tidier than their bigger one. Luca looked up at Adrien when the taller one hooked his hands around his waist and pulled him into his chest.
“Can I stay here tonight?”
Luca startled slightly. It wasn’t like it would be the first time they had shared.
“Of course. Why wouldn’t you be able to?”
He was genuinely confused as to why Adrien was suddenly asking when he hadn’t before; they had both just naturally gravitated to sharing free time and space. They hadn’t asked for months now.
Adrien leaned down and kissed him.
It was gentle, soft and quick, but it had Luca’s head spinning again. He still hadn’t really fully calmed down from the touches before. It didn’t take much to work him up apparently. Luca supposed it was his inexperience that caused it.
“Just wanted to check. We weren’t together last time I stayed here.”
Luca cocked his head and studied Adrien, puzzled.
“Are we?”
Now it was Adrien’s turn to look confused.
“Are we what?”
Luca stroked the soft, downy hair at the back of Adrien’s neck; he liked the little shivers that the motion was causing to go through Adrien. Luca didn’t like feeling like he was the only one ridiculously affected by Adrien, but that Adrien wasn’t so affected by Luca.
“You said we are together now. So, are we?”
Adrien huffed out a laugh and pulled Luca flush against him.
“Yes, we are. Might as well be official now. Captain has already given his permission.” Luca could tell that Adrien was joking. He hoped anyway that he was joking. Since he was pretty sure it wasn’t Ilya’s permission that would matter but Shane’s. They all knew who the really scary one was after all.
Luca tapped Adrien on the tip of his nose and laughed softly when the bigger man went slightly cross-eyed, trying to watch his finger.
“Yet you haven’t actually asked me officially, have you?”
Adrien gave him a look. Luca just smiled up at him; he made sure to lick his bottom lip and lowered his long eyelashes to add to the effect. It was a move Luca had seen Shane pull on Ilya when he wanted to win an argument but without anyone knowing that he was winning.
It worked. Maybe a bit better than Luca had imagined. Adrien let out a low groan and kissed him. Luca melted against Adrien’s strong chest; it was all he could do but cling to those broad shoulders and try to copy the move Adrien was making. It wasn’t like Luca had ever kissed many people before. Or anyone before Adrien, really.
Only when he pulled back did Adrien speak again.
“Luca, will you be my boyfriend? And I mean that publicly. I’m not hiding you away, and I don’t want this to be some dirty little secret thing.”
Luca was blushing again. He shifted his gaze to the floor and hid his face in his hands for a moment to try and regain his composure. It didn’t work. A strong hand tipped his head back up to meet those dark, storm-cloud grey eyes. Black strands fell into them as Adrien looked down at him, unusually serious. He wasn’t pushing, but he was waiting. Luca wrapped his hand around the wrist of the arm holding his head up and was released instantly.
“Of course I will. I never thought you meant anything other than publicly, Adrien. Don’t worry.”
It was true. Luca had never once got the impression that Adrien wanted to keep their relationship a secret. Not even before it really was anything more than pretty much an instant attraction on both sides.
Adrien looked relieved. Luca smiled softly at him. Then suddenly Luca was being lifted. He let out a squeak and wrapped his arms and legs around the taller man in surprise.
“Adrien?”
All he got was a low, throaty chuckle as he was carried through to his bedroom. Adrien laid him gently down on the double bed and watched him through half-lidded, dark eyes. Luca whined softly. He squirmed where he lay. Both were embarrassed at being the subject of that gaze and aroused too. Adrien slowly lowered himself, so he was straddling Luca’s hips and kissed him again. Luca groaned softly at the instant pressure of Adrien’s mouth against his own. He parted his lips and let Adrien lead as he tried to follow, not really knowing what he was doing but enjoying it anyway. Adrien was warm, heavy and muscular on top of him. Luca was pretty sure he liked it.
He was certain that there was one part of his body particularly interested in this turn of events. Luca was embarrassed to realise he was hard when Adrien lowered his weight down on top of him. Their chests pressed together as Luca tried to control his panting.
“Easy, Luca. It’s okay. We will only go as far as you want. You say stop. I stop. Okay?”
Luca nodded. He knew even if he wanted to, and he was pretty sure he did by the way he was feeling right now, he was well aware of his bruised ribs. So was Adrien, if the way he brushed his hand along the edge of the bandage was anything to go by.
“Keep going for now.”
Adrien leaned down and pressed soft kisses to Luca’s neck; he trailed his hands along his sides and slowly pulled up the hoodie and t-shirt Luca was wearing. He was careful not to pull at Luca’s ribs, but now Luca’s bare, smooth chest was on full display. Luca was a bit self-conscious about his lack of visible chest hair. A lot of the Bears all had some amount. Luca had a tiny bit, but it was such a light, soft blond that it wasn’t even really able to be felt other than on his calves. He couldn’t grow a beard either, but at least he wasn’t alone there. Neither could Shane.
However, Adrien didn’t seem to mind. Not with the heat in his eyes and the way he was caressing every bit of skin he could reach. Luca’s eyes closed, and he moaned without realising as Adrien’s hand brushed up against his nipples. He hadn’t known they were sensitive, but apparently, they were. Luca arched his back, then hissed softly at the pull of his bruised ribs. Adrien pulled back at once. Luca growled lowly. He didn’t want him to stop.
He hooked his legs around Adrien’s waist and flipped them. His recent training had been paying off, as it was easier than Luca had thought it would be. He ignored the twinge in his ribs and settled on top of Adrien’s lap. His weight dropping down onto Adrien proved that the other was not as unaffected as he seemed. Luca closed his eyes and threw his head back at the jolt of pure pleasure that went up his spine as his erection rubbed against the answering hardness in Adrien’s pants. They were both hard. Luca could feel his cheeks were bright red, but he didn’t want to stop.
Adrien yanked his own top off and drew Luca down, so their bare skin was pressed together as Adrien kissed him, coaxing Luca to follow his movements, which caused him to moan as Adrien licked into his mouth. Luca hadn’t known kissing could be like this. He was panting and moaning into Adrien’s mouth. He wasn’t sure what he wanted, but whatever it was, he wanted more.
Luca opened his eyes when he felt Adrien sit up. Strong hands wrapped around his waist to hold him steady on Adrien’s lap as suddenly the position was changed. Now Adrien was leaning back against the headboard, and Luca was nestled right on top of his very interested cock. Grey eyes watched him carefully as he brought a hand around to brush against the very obvious bulge in Luca’s track pants. With a large, firm hand, Adrien rolled his palm against the hard length of Luca’s cock. Luca yowled and bucked his hips up, chasing the friction. Adrien grinned and kissed him again, drowning out the loud noises that Luca was making as Adrien set a rhythm. He managed to get Luca to follow his hands as he pulled back and guided those lush hips into a steady, firm grind down. It brought both of their hard cocks together with each thrust up from Adrien and the roll down from Luca.
“Oh…Oh…”
Luca was moaning and letting out a low whine in the back of his throat as the heat built in his belly. He knew what that feeling was. He was close. From the increased speed at which Adrien was thrusting up into him, Luca could only think his boyfriend was too. He was feeling a little brave, emboldened by the obvious effect he was having on the handsome dark-haired man beneath him.
He braced himself on Adrien’s broad shoulders and began to lick and nip at his neck. Adrien groaned and tilted his head to give Luca more access as he continued to keep them grinding against each other. Luca could feel his orgasm nearing; just as he was cresting over the edge, he opened his mouth and bit down sharply into the meat of Adrien’s neck.
With a shout of surprise and pleasure. Adrien gave a powerful thrust up and then held Luca still, pressed down tight into his lap as he too was coming.
They collapsed together on the bed. The frame gave a worryingly loud noise of protest from the combined weight of two large hockey players, but neither cared too much right now. Luca was trying to calm his breathing enough to stop panting, and Adrien was holding on to him so tightly it was like he was frightened he was going to get up and run away. He wasn’t. Luca wasn’t even sure his legs would work right now. Even if they would, he didn’t want to run.
He wiggled until he could press a kiss to those full lips and was rewarded with Adrien pulling him down on top of him to kiss him back. Luca sighed softly into the contact, all but melting into the heat and feeling of being held so tightly. Like he was precious, important enough to not want to let go.
“Wow.”
Luca had to laugh at that. Adrien sounded wrecked. It was a pretty satisfying feeling, knowing that even if he didn’t really know what he was doing, he had managed to make this man. His now boyfriend. Who looked like he could be a bloody model, sounded like that, and it wasn’t even like they had even had full sex yet.
“Good then?”
Luca actually wanted to know. He actually kind of needed to hear it out loud. Adrien seemed to realise this because he reached up and stroked the damp hair back out of Luca’s eyes and made sure blue was locked with grey.
“Fuck, Luca. I have never felt like that with anyone before. Yes, it was fucking good.”
He grinned shyly down at Adrien and settled back onto the broad chest, his eyes slipping closed and feeling the strong, firm arms tighten around his back. He would get up and get clean soon, but right now he was more than happy where he was. Maybe he could convince Adrien to squeeze into the small shower with him so he could run his hands along all that tanned, muscled skin when it was wet, like he wanted to every time they were in the showers next to each other.
Luca felt Adrien press a kiss into his hair and start to stroke down the length of his spine; the ministrations just caused Luca to drift off even quicker into sleep.
For once feeling very safe, warm and protected.
He just about heard Adrien murmur something in French as he drifted off. But he felt the low, smooth voice rumble through the chest he was lying on and muttered back softly in German.
“I like you too…”
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  Victor St-Simone had always thought that his Capitaine’s reputation had been exaggerated just a teeny, tiny bit. After all, there were only so many times he could accidentally, almost on purpose, be caught on camera with models, puck bunnies and one or two rumoured married women. It wasn’t even that Victor believed half of it. The Bears had all watched him; Ilya had a routine for these displays. He would buy them a few drinks, be seen in public dancing or looking like he was heavily flirting; most of the time, if any of them actually listened in, he wasn’t.
Then came the very clever part.
Ilya would take them home. Or it would look like he had taken them home at least; then something would be posted on social media the next day from the woman to say what a good night it was. However, Victor knew that for at least the last year or so, possibly more, Ilya hadn’t actually slept with any of them. Hadn’t even taken them back to his house after he had sold his apartment and moved into the stunning house on the outskirts of the city.
Since he too was keeping half of himself hidden, it wasn’t that difficult to put two and two together and get six after all. Victor was observant. He had been forced to be. After all, he was not only black but not straight, in a professional sport that was one of the most archaic and homophobic that still existed.
For all, Ilya had been extremely clever about his cover. Some of it had been real. When it had come out that Ilya was actually bisexual, so as it was, he did still like women, but a lot of it had been a cover. As it turned out, a cover for being in a pretty serious relationship with his biggest rival. Shane Hollander.
Victor had clicked with Shane. Pretty much from the first day the smaller man had arrived. And what a fucking epic entrance that had been. Points to both his Capitaine and Shane for the utter bravery that must have taken. Just because Ilya had known that they would all be okay with them not being straight didn’t mean that Shane had known. Or that Ilya could have possibly known that they would accept Shane onto the team as his husband.
Of course they had. The Bears were a family, not just a fucking team. The only reason Victor hadn’t said anything was his own cowardice and not really having a reason to. Yes, he had been all too aware of Cliff Marlow. No one who had eyes wouldn’t be. But as far as Victor had known, Cliff was aggressively straight. Like not in a violent or bigoted way. Not at all. No, Cliff Marlow was a well-known bit of a man whore. Or at least he had been, until Ilya had arrived on the team.
Victor himself had been in a relationship with a woman. So, it hadn’t seemed important right about then to mention anything different. To rock the boat. To tempt fate, after all; he was already an outlier in the NHL. Was it really worth it to make it worse? That was until Ilya and Shane had thrown the closet door wide open and basically said ‘everyone can follow us’ to all the queer and hidden hockey players.
Oh, fuck were they paving the way. Ilya had always been loud and unapologetic. But now. It was like the volume control had been turned down, and it was suddenly turned all the way back up. Any team the Bears played was fair game. Ilya was having absolutely none of the League’s shit anymore. Not that he ever had, but mostly it had been contained to making Boston safe. To make the Bears the most accepting and now the absolute queerest team that ever existed. Honestly, it had long passed the point of being funny now.
Ilya and Shane were married. He was now with Cliff – after so fucking long flirting with him, it was frankly ridiculous; it was lucky the man was so hot because he was not the sharpest - and if Victor’s own gaydar wasn’t letting him down, then he wouldn’t at all be surprised if someone caught Luca and Adrien holding hands in the corner like school children soon. Man, those two were cute. And so very young. Then again, Ilya and Shane were younger than Cliff and the same age as him, but they had been young when it all started. Neither of them had explained the whole timeline of it all, but from the little snippets Victor had picked up, it was very possible that they had been in their late teens or early 20s when they had first gotten together.
That still made their main lines pretty much three-quarters queer.
Victor was pretty fucking proud of that. Boston was a fantastic city. As open and queer as you could get, but the NHL was not.
Part of the reason he was so sure that he and Shane had clicked so well was the fact they were both in the tiny minority of non-white players.  They understood each other in a way many others just couldn’t. It was why Victor had been the one Carter had reached out to, the two being among the very few. Victor liked Carter, and Scott Hunter did not deserve the man. Any of the closeted queer players would offer to give limbs up for a best friend like Carter Vaughan. He himself included. Or he would have done. Victor was pretty sure his best friend now was Shane Hollander-Rozanov. Which was fucking awesome.
 
What was not awesome was watching a pair of panicked Policemen point a gun at his Capitaine as the Russian had defended against the horrific saggy ball sack of a human slug stain hurting little Levi.
Fuck. Victor had never seen Shane move so fucking fast off the ice as he did that afternoon. The smaller man could have probably given Olympic sprinters a run for their money. Not that Victor blamed him. He was right behind him there, protecting his best friend’s back and instantly obeying the command to get everything on camera. Which had been an extremely smart thought when it came to the statements later. Since the Police had tried very hard to find a way to blame them all for the mess.
Which led them to where they were now. Sat back in the same interview rooms as before. Except this time all four of them were together in this one, and Wyatt, Zane, Nick and Evan in the other. It was rather awkward, honestly.
See, the rooms were not that big.
In fact, they were pretty small. Or at least they were when you were trying to intimidate four massive, professional ice hockey players. Three of which were well over 6 feet tall, and all of them could easily bench press the subtly quivering officer sat opposite them. Victor, Cliff and Ilya had all silently decided that Shane was their best bet to not look either guilty or like they were hiding the fact they were part of the Bratva.
The reason they all came back here was that they had been called to say there was an issue with their statements and social services needed them to be redone. Ilya had promptly destroyed a professional-grade punching bag after that call. Shane had gone silent. Then started muttering under his breath in what sounded like furious Japanese. Even Ilya had looked a mix of wary and turned on.
Shane had eventually calmed down enough to switch back to a mix of English and French. Victor had translated for everyone else, to explain that it was the woman from the hospital who had tried to take Levi away from them before Jahseh Bennett from actual Child Services had stepped in and taken over.
*“I knew she was fucking bad news. The look on her face had said it all. The minute she realised we were together. That was it. Bitch.* And I’m pretty sure I clocked her as racist too.”
More of it was in English now, so Victor would take that win.
However, that had been two hours ago, and now they were in a bit of a situation.
When they had first been asked to go inside, they had found a pretty poor attempt at intimidation, honestly. Shane had taken the only seat on their side of the room, after Ilya had rumbled something that must have been pretty dark or very possibly horny in Russian by the look on Shane’s face.
Victor had then met the equally angry gaze of his Capitaine and his boyfriend. This was surely against some law somewhere. Instead, they moved so they all stood around the back of what was now Shane’s chair to wait. Ilya to his right, Victor behind and Cliff to the left. It meant they had all corners of the room covered; Ilya had put himself closest to the door. A fact which Victor tried not to think about too much.
They all watched the door. Victor crossed one arm over his chest and used the other to lean on the back of Shane’s chair. He bent his head down to speak quietly in French.
“So, is this what the social service woman’s doing? But why? Was her problem really that you are two men? In this day and age?”
Shane tipped his head back to meet Victor’s eyes; those dark, glittering eyes were rather terrifying if Victor was being honest.
“I’m pretty sure. As soon as someone comes, I will ask to call our lawyer and Jahseh. See if we can get to the bottom of this. Just keep your head and don’t let Cliff open his mouth before our lawyer gets here. If we stick to French and Russian, then chances are they won’t understand us.”
There it was again. So many people underestimated Shane, thinking his brain was only good for hockey, but the man was highly intelligent. He thought steps ahead of everyone else and was already planning three different ways to fix a problem before anyone else had even realised there was an issue. Then, with how many languages he knew, like not just a passing few sentences, but actually being fluent in them. It was a good plan. If he could keep Cliff’s mouth shut. It wasn’t that Cliff would say anything wrong; he just had a habit of putting his foot in his mouth. And it was not a small foot.
“I can try. No promises, since my go-to method would probably get us charged rather than help.”
They both smothered laughter. Shane caught his eye and had to look away. Victor really liked having a friend like Shane. They both had a pretty twisted, dry sense of humour that was missed a lot of the time. Ilya growled from the right-hand side and grumbled something in Russian. Shane reached up and patted at the huge hand Ilya had placed on his shoulder.
 
All of them tensed as the door swung open. Shane sat up in his chair and slowly, deliberately crossed one thigh over the top of his other. The muscles were visible through the now straining material.
The officer who stepped into the room froze. Like a mouse in front of four rather large, rather dangerous cats. Victor felt Cliff shift beside him. He reached out and ran his hand down the massive, bare arm.
“Thank you all for coming.”
Victor actually thought he heard the man stutter slightly, but he watched as the officer fiddled nervously with his tie. The man looked young. Whoever had sent him into their room clearly had no idea who exactly it was that they were dealing with.
Shane leaned forward, resting his cheek on his closed fist and then smiled. Victor could see it was his polite, media-trained smile.
“We are all a little bit confused, Officer. Could you please explain what the problem with our statements was? Or let me phone our lawyer.”
Victor had to look away to hide his grin. This was why they had all collectively, silently appointed Shane as their speaker. He was really good at the bland, overly polite Canadian routine. He also could hold his tongue and not say things to wind people up on purpose, or deliver carefully crafted insults that most of the people they were directed at missed completely. There was a reason that Freya didn’t put Cliff and Ilya together for media coverage anymore. Not without someone in the middle to tone down the damage they did.
The officer tugged at his collar and cleared his throat.
“I can let you phone your lawyer first, Mr Hollander. That should be fine.”
Ilya growled from his side. Victor saw Shane get a hold of the Russian’s massive hand and slide it over his shoulder. All without taking his eyes off the cop in front of them.
“Thank you. However, it is Hollander-Rozanov. Just for future reference.”
The way he moved his hand meant his wedding ring glittered in the horrible lighting. Ilya’s too, as he rubbed his thumb along Shane’s shoulder.
Victor watched the man go pale in fright. Cliff crossed his arms, his bare biceps tensed and bigger than the small man’s head. Victor had to fight down the urge to lean over and bite them. From the look Shane flashed at him, his inner thoughts were showing on his face. Oops.
“Right… Ri..ght.. Okay then.”
The poor man’s hands were shaking as Shane pulled out his phone and called their lawyer. Victor leaned over just a bit, so he was covering the gap as Shane moved. He was feeling a little bit paranoid right now.
The call didn’t last long. Shane lowered the phone and looked back at the Officer. In perfectly polite words, Shane told him to go fuck himself.
 “Our lawyer has said we do not need to give new statements. Unless you have evidence proving that they were innocent, they were signed off by the two officers who attended the scene.”
Now it wasn’t just Victor that had an inappropriate look on his face. Ilya was practically drooling at the sight of Shane, oh so politely taking this man apart, piece by piece. Victor tried to subtly dig his elbow into Ilya’s side, but the solid tank of a Russian didn’t even seem to notice. Cliff’s rumbling laughter came from Victor’s other side as he rolled his eyes in exasperation. They really couldn’t behave for five minutes, could they? He hoped Coach would come bail them out if this went tits up; they had a game tomorrow night.
As it turned out, they didn’t need bailing out. The lawyer that Shane had called appeared around half an hour later. They all turned to look, and then both he and Cliff had to stifle laughter again. Their fucking lawyer was nearly the same height as Cliff and built like a cross between himself and Ilya. Once again highlighting the fact that this room really was very small for the sheer amount of muscle that was packed into it.
The lawyer, Sam. Was, in fact, scary good. He had them all out in ten minutes flat. Victor caught sight of him leaning down to press a kiss to the cheek of a very short blond man who was waiting by an old classic muscle car. The blond caught Victor looking and flashed him a very cheeky grin, along with a cheery wave. This caused the lawyer to fondly roll his eyes and usher his partner into the car and away. He turned back to Shane.
“That’s your lawyer?”
Shane raised an eyebrow and seemed slightly puzzled at the question. Like the answer was pretty damn obvious.
“Never mind. Anyway, come on. Let’s get out of here.”
Victor led them all to the car park and directed the whole team to the nearest drive-through, even if Shane would complain. He was starving, and he knew if he was, then the likes of Ilya and Cliff were ravenous beasts by now. The faster they were fed, the less chance of either of them causing either a PR scandal in the street or a national incident just by accident.
 
It was late by the time they all ended up back at Shane and Ilya’s house. Victor was making a coffee when he heard a buzzing noise from the kitchen island. Shane had left his phone down here. Victor knew the dark-haired man had gone for a shower, wanting the smell of the Police Station off his skin. The rest of them had all quickly cycled through the guest room showers, but Shane had insisted on waiting till everyone else was sorted, just in case.
Victor picked it up.
The caller ID was Jahseh Bennett – Child Services. He didn’t know Shane’s lock code, but he did know this was not a call that Shane or Ilya would want to miss. They all knew that Levi was with this man, and he had a lot of power over where their little boy was placed. So he scooped up the phone and dashed through to the living room, hoping that Ilya was in there with Cliff. No such luck.
“Has anyone seen Ilya or Shane?”
They all shook their heads. Fuck. That meant that Ilya was more than likely with Shane. Very possibly in the damn shower with him. Cliff came over to him, wrapped his arm around him and hooked his chin over his shoulder to see what the problem was. Victor felt him stiffen around his back.
“Oh Fuck.”
Victor spun and took off towards the master bedroom. The phone had stopped ringing, then started again. Obviously, this was urgent. He would just have to brave it. He could hear Cliff’s heavy footsteps right behind him.
The loud sound of Cliff knocking on the door went unanswered. Victor would put money on Ilya being in the shower with Shane. Or he would if this weren’t so important. Instead, he tried the door. It wasn’t locked; in fact, he wasn’t even sure if the bedrooms had locks in this house. It wouldn’t have surprised him if Ilya had never bothered. He had been here alone until Shane had been traded after all.
There it was. Victor could hear the shower running. He could also hear the rather loud growling and high-pitched moans that were coming from the bathroom. He looked back to where Cliff had followed him in. The phone was ringing again. Victor squared his broad shoulders and marched towards the open bathroom door. He kinda wished he hadn’t looked, but curiosity killed the cat, and he was often told he had the eyes of a panther. He couldn’t help it. After all, they were smoking hot, both of them.
Shane was on his knees. His mouth wrapped around the whole massive length of Ilya’s huge cock.
How the fuck was that even possible?
Ilya’s terrifyingly dark eyes were open. Staring right at them. One huge hand was tight around Shane’s throat; he continued to push his cock right to the base into Shane’s mouth.
Victor tried not to moan himself. He felt more than heard Cliff haul him back into his chest with a deep snarl. Cliff and Ilya’s eyes had locked through the glass. Shane was still blissfully unaware. Eyes glassy, mouth stretched wide as Ilya came down his husband’s throat while they stood there and watched. He silently held out the phone and mouthed.
“Child services.” 
Ilya nodded and then gave a clear look to Cliff. Victor was still watching, entranced by how Shane was taking the sheer size and length all the way down. It was as hot as fuck. Victor could feel his own cock twitch in interest at the idea of being able to do what Shane was doing. Cliff wasn’t that big, but he wasn’t small either. He let out a low grumble when Cliff tightened his arms around him, and suddenly, he was being slung over a massive shoulder and carried away. The low, dark-sounding chuckle followed them out until Cliff shut the bedroom door behind them.
Only he wasn’t taken back to the living room. Victor was suddenly thrown down on the bed in the room they usually used when they stayed over. Cliff was towering over him, eyes dark and heated.
“You are lucky Roz was occupied in there, babe.”
Victor shivered at the sudden pet name. He had never really been called one before; the women he dated never really liked them. Victor was suddenly discovering that he actually did like being called things like babe. Especially in that deep, smooth voice. He looked up at Cliff through his lashes and sat back a bit, bracing the weight on his hands and spreading his thighs enough to draw Cliff’s eyes to the noticeable bulge in his jeans.
Cliff raked his coffee-coloured eyes along the length of his body. Victor felt that gaze like a physical touch. Then he slowly reached down and pulled his T-shirt off. Victor didn’t move. Cliff looked at him, then growled.
“Take off your clothes.”
Victor was surprised at the flush of heat the order gave him. He had never been spoken to like that in bed before, but then again, due to his height and bulk, most men that he had been with had expected him to take the lead. Maybe this was why being with Cliff felt so different. So it seemed that Victor might very much like this idea. He sat up and removed his jumper and tank under it, then he looked back up at Cliff. He was still waiting, but Victor wasn’t taking off his own unless Cliff did too.
It seemed Cliff got the message because he popped open the button on his own pants and steadily slid them off, taking his boxers with them. Not bothering to wait. It wasn’t like Cliff had anything at all to be shy about. He might not be the size of Ilya Rozanov, but he was not at all small. Victor was slower about taking his own jeans off, then paused before taking his underwear off too. He was hard. Had been since he had taken a look at what exactly Shane had been doing in the shower. Cliff hadn’t seemed to mind, though. Since he was hard too now.
Cliff wrapped a hand around his own hard, straining cock and gave a few leisurely pulls, gathering up the clear liquid at the tip and using it to ease down the thick length. Victor had locked in onto the sight and was licking his lips. He wanted to put his mouth where Cliff’s hand was. He wanted to see how much he could take.
Victor moaned softly and flicked his eyes back up to meet Cliff’s. Then he crooked his fingers and beckoned Cliff over.
“Come here, Mon chéri.”
The noise Cliff let out went straight down Victor’s spine. It was deep, dark and verging on the edge of desperation. In two long strides, Cliff was at the end of the bed. Victor locked his long legs around Cliff’s hips and pulled him close until the bigger man was leaning down over him. Victor arched up and kissed him. Hot and heavy. Cliff gave as good as he got, teeth and tongues clashing as they each fought for dominance. Cliff groaned, and Victor took advantage to lock his arms and legs around Cliff and flip them. It was a damn good thing that these beds were fucking sturdy because the pair of them were heavy.
Victor pulled back to wiggle his way down the length of Cliff’s massive body. He trailed kisses, mouth open, hot and wet as he went. Whenever he got a positive response, he would pause and lavish attention on that spot before moving on. Cliff’s pale skin was taking his marks beautifully. Victor liked the fact he could claim him. Could put marks on this impressive specimen and everyone would know he was taken.
“Vic.. Babe ..”
He loved hearing him moan like he just couldn’t hold it in anymore. Knowing that it was him causing that loss of control.
“Hmmm.”
Victor hummed around the mouthful of hipbone he had his teeth clamped into. He had to lean his whole weight down onto Cliff to keep those powerful hips still. Firmly, he spread Cliff’s legs wider and settled between them more comfortably.
“Is this okay, Mon chéri?”
Cliff had one arm thrown above his head, and the other was tight at the back of Victor’s neck and in the short, silky hair at the base of his skull. Not pulling yet, but steady and firm in a tight hold.  
“Babe, if you don’t put your mouth on me, I think I might fucking die.”
Victor laughed softly.
“Dramatic much.”
As if to prove a point, Cliff bucked his hips up, and Victor had to hold on because the thrust was strong enough to lift him up. He growled softly; that had no right being that hot, but fuck, it was. Victor finally lowered his head to where Cliff wanted him.
He licked a long, wet strip up the underside of Cliff’s thick cock. It might not be nine inches, but Victor reckoned it was at least seven, a nice heavy thickness too. Victor could feel his mouth water at the taste of it on his tongue. He lapped at the head, swirling his tongue and letting his saliva drip down the heated skin. He kept one hand pressed down on Cliff’s hip, attempting to keep him still as he felt the hand in his hair start to grip tighter.
Slowly Victor opened his mouth and wrapped his lips around the red, swollen head of Cliff’s cock. He felt the deep, rumbling groan that was ripped from Cliff’s mouth as he began to bob his head up and down the length of the hard cock. At first, he just took in a couple of inches and used his other hand to steadily caress the rest, but as he got used to the stretch in his jaw and settled himself more comfortably, he did. Then he got more confident, spurred on by the guttural moans and low cursing that was coming out of his partner’s mouth.
“Babe …”
It was a low rasp. Victor could feel Cliff had gone tense under him; he hollowed his cheeks and tried to relax his throat as much as he could. He then made a soft, vibrating purring noise around the thick, heavy cock in his mouth. As he had figured out, that was more than enough to tip Cliff over the edge into an impressive orgasm. Victor choked; he pulled back quickly and swallowed what he could. It was a lot. He could feel it dripping down his mouth and all over Cliff.
He purred softly in pleasure and began to lap at the pale skin, the heady, slightly sweet and salty taste sitting on his tongue. He had pretty much got Cliff all clean when he was suddenly lifted and flipped over. Victor gasped at the slight rough handling but arched up into the hands that were immediately on his chest and abs. His nipples were sensitive, and Cliff’s massive palms covered each of his pecs. The rough, strong hands rubbed at the hard buds until Victor threw his head back and tried to buck up into any friction he could get. Only to find he was being held down by a tree trunk-sized thigh thrown across his own.
Cliff gathered what was left of the mix of spit and come from his own stomach and spread it down the erect length of Victor’s own cock. The steadily dripping precome from his own slit was enough to mix with it and create a smooth, strong slide of Cliff’s large hand.
“Alright like this, babe?”
Victor could only nod. His head was thrown back, and his mouth was open in a high-pitched, thready whine. He was close. He could still taste Cliff on his tongue; he hooked an arm around Cliff’s neck and pulled the bigger man down to kiss him. To lap at that full bottom lip and nip until he opened, and Victor could now taste them both mixing together. He moaned and arched up, lifting his legs to wrap them around Cliff’s back and waist. He wanted to feel the heavy, solid weight of his partner on top of him when he came.
It didn’t take long. Victor was soon whining into Cliff’s kisses, and then he was thrusting up into Cliff’s strong hand, a high, needy whine escaping as he crested over the edge into the best orgasm he could remember having.
Cliff kissed him softly and gathered him up into his arms. So, Victor was draped across Cliff’s broad chest, and their legs were tangled together. Victor pretty much melted. He loved being held like this; it was so rare to find someone who liked to cuddle, never mind someone who was big enough for Victor to be the one being snuggled for a change. Which was what he wanted. He felt Cliff press kisses to his hair, murmuring. Victor tipped his head up to listen.
“So good. Fuck. That was so much better. Why are you so hot?”
Victor laughed softly at that. Cliff startled slightly, obviously thinking his quiet freak-out hadn’t been heard.
“You okay, Mon chéri?”
Cliff tightened his arms around Victor’s back and pressed him even closer across his body.
“Fuck yes. Never better, babe.”
He lifted up to press a kiss to Cliff’s mouth.
“How pissed do we think Ilya is?”
At this, Cliff let out a low, amused rumble and kissed him again. One big hand stroked down the length of his back in a soothing pattern.
“Oh, he wasn’t, babe. Don’t worry. Roz did that on purpose. He heard us knock and didn’t answer so you would come in.”
Victor would be bright red if his skin tone allowed for it.
“Freaky bastards. Both of them. Fucking made for each other those two.”
Victor couldn’t help but agree. Still, it had been hot, and he wasn’t complaining at the result, not at all. He heaved himself up off Cliff’s chest and held out his hands to his partner.
“Come on. Let’s go get clean before someone comes looking for us.”
Cliff groaned but got to his feet and followed him to the bathroom. Even if anyone did come looking for them, it didn’t really matter. People having sex in this house wasn’t new.
He was curious as to what the man from Child Services had been so insistent on getting through to Shane for. They had gotten distracted, and now he wanted to go find out. As soon as they had gotten clean, they would go find out. Victor could only pray that little Levi was alright and nothing had gone wrong. Otherwise, they might be staging a mini kidnapping if that was the case.
Regardless, he turned and pressed his mouth to Cliff’s, the taller man wrapping him back up in massive arms, and Victor just melted into the contact.
Yes. This was pretty much perfect.
He couldn’t wait to try more things with Cliff. The man was apparently just as good as his bragging had suggested; they hadn’t even fucked all the way yet. A little thrill of anticipation went through Victor’s tired limbs.
He was looking forward to it.
Even if he wouldn’t be able to look at Shane or Ilya for a day or so without blushing, at least his dark skin made it difficult for most people to tell, but he would fucking bet Ilya could. The bastard was perceptive like that. Still, Shane would be just as embarrassed, so at least it wasn’t just him alone suffering.
It was all Ilya’s fault. That’s what Victor would keep telling himself anyway. Better for his sanity.
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  Jahseh Bennett had worked for Boston’s Children’s Services department for years. He was the most senior inspector in his department. He was one of the most successful at actually getting children adopted and into long-term homes rather than lost in the system. He had also had more than his fair share of run-ins with a certain Karen Hazel from Social Services.
Now Miss Hazel was very well known in his department, and it was not in a good way. The woman was an absolute menace. She would do everything she could to get in the way, to run foster parents off or try to dissuade anyone from adopting that she didn’t personally approve of. Which was a very small category of people.  
To pass Miss Hazel’s approval, parents had to be a man and woman, married. Both white and all-American. No pets, one parent – preferably the woman – stay at home and a perfect little house with a white picket fence. The thing was, for some children that was the right kind of home. Or at least the ‘perfect’ public image of one. However, reality was very different.  
Take, for example. The latest case that had come across Jahseh’s desk. It had been an urgent call-out, which meant the child had been removed by emergency services and was at the hospital due to some form of injury, shock or other medical issue. The cases required an experienced case worker as well as someone with the authority to make decisions on the fly if necessary. Which meant it was either himself or his boss. His boss was currently out dealing with a very difficult case of trying to remove a child from a home with an inquest into possible child trafficking. That left Jahseh to deal with this one.
The report had been sparse at best. The main thing that stuck out was the heavily underlined note in the report from both the paramedics and the hospital staff.
Child doesn’t speak or understand English.
Now, this wasn’t that uncommon, but usually it was a language they had access to, like Chinese, Spanish or French being some of the most common.
However, when Jahseh had arrived to find a tiny, clearly abused child who spoke absolutely zero English, in the arms of hockey legend Ilya Rozanov, Captain of Boston’s own team, he had been surprised. Only to find an extremely defensive, protective and slightly terrifying Shane Hollander stood squarely between Rozanov, the child and Miss Karen Hazel.
Jahseh had sighed internally at that. Of course it had been her. Of all the social workers. Not only mildly racist but very homophobic. Even if he had never been able to prove it, no matter how hard he had tried over the years. She wasn’t stupid; Miss Hazel knew the system. She knew how to play it to make it work for her ideals and not do anything that stepped just over the line that meant Jahseh could get rid of her.  
If Jahseh was recalling his recent Twitter scrolling correctly, then Ilya Rozanov had announced his marriage to Shane Hollander at the Bears’ last major press conference to also introduce Hollander to the team. Jahseh had been very pleased by that trade; he was a die-hard hockey fan, as was his wife.
He was slightly confused about why the child he had been called about was sat cuddled into Rozanov’s arms as if he belonged there and why Hollander looked about a step away from tearing Miss Hazel apart with his bare hands. While looking at the man, Jahseh didn’t think that would be a problem. Shane Hollander was built. Compact, shorter than he looked on the ice and ridiculously good-looking, but the way he stood, feet shoulder-width apart. And biceps straining against the confines of his jumper, Jahseh would not put his money on Miss Hazel right now.
 
As it turned out, the child could only understand and speak Russian. Now that was going to be a problem, since they didn’t have anyone who could translate. Then there was Miss Hazel. Jahseh had sent her away and would be keeping an eye on her, but he knew she wouldn’t give this up easily. Which sort of explained the Russian native and his apparently fluent husband. Only I didn’t. Not really.
Jahseh watched the three of them. The story had come to light in bits and pieces. He got the full report from the attending paramedic, who had stated they had been able to communicate with the child, and the only adult that he had responded to was Mr Hollander. From the report, eyewitnesses had all said the same thing: the father was the one who had inflicted the damage.
The Police had arrested the man.
A Mr Klavdii Zaytsev. Meaning that Levi was actually Levi Zaytsev. Not that he was registered anywhere or seemed to attend any school. He was pretty sure they had entered the US under a different identity, but that wasn’t his area. No. His problem now was what he did with a highly traumatised, abused child that had bonded to two insanely good hockey player husbands.
The answer was apparently he took him home. It wasn’t the first time he had kept removed children with him for a few days. Their two boys had already moved out and were at college now. His wife didn’t mind; she was often one of the only people able to get through to some of these ones he had to bring home. Unfortunately, she was away at a conference this week, but hopefully this would only be short-term. Since he didn’t speak or understand a word of Russian.
Having to sedate the child to remove him hadn’t been ideal, but they were out of options at that point. At least Jahseh had confirmation the couple wanted Levi. Not that he had doubted it after only being in the same room for a few hours. He wished he had a hundred more parents like them. The Hollander-Rozanovs were Child Service’s dream come true, really. Both were financially stable, fully employed and in what was, to all appearances, a happy, solid marriage. They clearly cared. Had in fact bonded to the child just as much as he had to them, if not more. Both were fluent in the child’s native language.
Jahseh was pretty damn sure nothing would flag up on their background check, and Hollander had already done half of the heavy lifting for him in terms of paperwork. He had spent that next morning going through their application. It hadn’t taken much to find it. From the time stamp, Shane Hollander-Rozanov had been on the phone the moment the phone lines had been open.
He had pushed their application onto what was called a Red Tag file. That would mean it would get pushed to the top of the priority list. This was only used for urgent placements that had no other options. Since Levi was not only going to require ongoing medical care long term but also the language was a major problem. They really didn’t have anywhere to safely put him. Right now, Jahseh had no foster homes that were suitable for him. His department had no translators who knew any Russian, nor did he have an endless amount of time to place the child. He was now recorded as being out of the education system too. From what Jahseh had seen, Levi had never been to school in this country. It was very possible the child could read or write in Russian, but he had no way of testing that.
Jahseh had ended up having to call Ilya Rozanov as soon as Levi had woken from the sedative. He had been expecting it, really. This was an extremely traumatised child, who had last been in the arms of the only adult he trusted. To then wake up somewhere else, alone, unable to understand. Yeah, it was Jahseh who was going to push the Hollander-Rozanov application through as fast as he could. Not just because he had been given permission to use their names and lawyers if needed -which very well might be the case, depending on how much of a fuss Miss Hazel decided to kick up – but mainly for the sake of the child.
No child deserved to be sitting on the floor, waiting for instructions on how to earn their food. Jahseh had gotten Ilya to explain exactly what had been said on the phone. He needed as much data as possible for Levi’s file. Therapy was going to be very high on the list once he was physically healthy. Although that in itself was going to be a battle. Levi looked years younger than his incomplete birth certificate stated his age was. He was meant to be 8. The poor kid looked 5 at best.
He wasn’t naive enough to think even putting a red tag onto the file would get everything moving instantly, but he was going to do everything he could to make it happen. So, when he had gotten a call from one of his junior officials to say Miss Hazel had filed a report against the statements made at the time of Levi being taken to hospital and then into CS care, he just knew this was going to cause trouble.
The first thing he did was phone his boss.
“Hi. Sorry Callum, I know you’re busy, but is there anything you can do to get Social to back off on my new case?”
The light but tired voice of Callum Shore came through his speakers.
“Hey Jahseh. Hang on, I am just walking up to the office now. Give me a second.”
He could hear the familiar beeping of the key-coded door and the sounds of Callum sitting at his desk. A few quick clicks and then Callum came back on the line.
“I take it this is that urgent Russian child?”
Jahseh nodded and shifted his phone to balance against his ear and shoulder as he made a simple sandwich for both him and Levi; the kid really needed to eat more.
“Yes, that’s the one. I have put a red tag onto a prospective foster-to-adopt home that is really our only option, but the minute I did that, Karen reported their statements to the Police as false. They have called them all back in and are causing issues already.”
The sigh that came over the phone was mirrored in Jahseh’s bones. This was not the first time this had happened, but it was a bit more imperative this time with just who exactly was applying to adopt Levi. This was a pair of world-class athletes. They had also just publicly come out, gotten married and were more than likely involved in legal battles with the NHL. It was no secret that the hockey world was backwards enough to be in the Stone Age in terms of inclusivity. In fact, they were outwardly, flagrantly homophobic.
But that was not the worst of his current problems.
If Karen started to try and block this adoption once it went public, there was no way it wouldn’t if it went to court. Which was still a possibility, since they didn’t know what or who Levi’s birth mother was. Or if Mr Zaytsev had any family that wanted to try and claim the child, then it could definitely get messy. If Karen was seen to be blocking it in a way that could be taken as discrimination, which, if he was being honest, it absolutely was, then the public would eat both Social and Child Services alive. The minute it got out that she was trying to stop two married, successful, very rich and arguably the perfect adoptive parents of an abused Russian-speaking child, just because they were both men.
Yeah. That was his stuff of nightmares.
Callum came back on the line.
“Okay. I’ve found the tag. I can do the personal interviews tomorrow. Call and arrange a time that suits them. I can possibly even take Will with me and do the home inspection at the same time. I take it you don’t think there will be any issues?”
He let out a relieved huff of breath.
“No, I really don’t, Callum. You didn’t see them all together. I have already had to phone Rozanov and get him to talk the child out of a panic attack. Don’t worry, I recorded the whole thing. The main issue is going to be the language competency test.”
His boss grumbled on the other end.
“I know. I will have to put a ticket into the Russian Embassy. God, I hate them. Why did it have to be Russian of all of them? It will be them who hold this up, you know that. After the last time. They made us wait three weeks just for an on-paper formal translation last time.”
This was very true. The Russian Embassy was not easy to work with. They were arrogant, full of themselves and didn’t like anyone who wasn’t a white Russian man. Which meant the last time he had to meet with them, it hadn’t gone too well. Still, this was a legal requirement to get the paperwork through. They would just have to deal. Even if the Russian Government was not going to be happy with Ilya Rozanov right now.
Oh, hell’s teeth. That was a thought.
“Er, Callum.”
A sudden, very telling silence on the other end.
“Shit. We need to speak to the Hollander-Rozanov lawyers, and sharpish. They will try to sabotage, won’t they? Damn. I forgot that Russia will be out for Ilya Rozanov’s blood now.”
They had both forgotten to be fair.
“Make sure you get every interaction on camera. We need the verbal proof if they decide to try and say the language isn’t up to standard. Well, that won’t work with Rozanov, but Hollander it will.”
There was a sudden crash. Jahseh jumped and turned towards the door that led out of his office. It sounded like it came from the kitchen.
“I’ve got to go, Callum. I will let you know what time suits them best as soon as possible.”
 
Jahseh clicked to end the call and hurried through to the kitchen. There on the floor with glass around him was Levi. The small boy was frozen, blood dripping down his hand and blue eyes wide with panic. From the look of it, he had been trying to reach the tap and had knocked off one of the tall glasses that had been balanced on the sink next to it. The plate of food was untouched.
Damn it all.
He approached slowly. The kid was clearly terrified; he looked ready to bolt, but he was dripping blood, so he had obviously cut himself on the glass, probably trying to pick up the shards. How was he meant to communicate here? Jahseh held his hands out, making his stance smaller and less threatening, but it was no good. Levi bolted. Jahseh winced as he could clearly see he had stepped on at least one piece of broken glass. There was no way he was going to be dealing with this without a translator. The kid couldn’t be sedated again, which would be the only way the hospital could treat him. Jahseh had checked; they didn’t have anyone who spoke Russian on staff either.
Only one thing for it. He dialled Rozanov’s number. There was no response. He followed the bloody footprints and found Levi desperately scrubbing at the floors and carpet with a damn fucking towel, like that was going to do anything; his bleeding hand was already wrapped clumsily in what looked to be toilet paper.
He wished he could have five minutes alone with the piece of garbage that had been this little boy’s father.
What 7-year-old, who was so small he barely looked older than 5, thought he had to scrub his own blood off the floor and wrap his bleeding hand in bloody toilet paper, so he didn’t make more mess as he was trying to clean.
It took 6 tries of ringing both men’s numbers, but he did eventually get through on Shane’s phone, although it was Ilya who answered.
“Bennett. What is wrong?”
He took a deep breath. What he was about to do wasn’t against the rules per se, but it was frowned upon by most who worked in his sector; right now he really didn’t care. All he cared about was helping Levi, and the only way to do that was to get someone here who could speak to him.
“Sorry for having to ask for this, but could you or your husband come to this address, please? Both of you, if possible. There has been a slight issue, and there is no way of solving it unless someone can talk to him.”
There was a sudden noise on the other end, and this time it was Shane’s voice.
“Send us the address. We are on our way.”
Jahseh quickly hung up and sent Shane his address. It wasn’t that far from their listed postcode, actually, so they shouldn’t be long. He hoped so anyway. Levi was bleeding through the paper. The wet, blood-soaked fibres were sticking to the open cuts on his hand.
He stayed where he could keep an eye on Levi but didn’t try to approach again. For fear of making it worse than it already was. The kid was getting more and more distressed when he couldn’t clean up the blood. Jahseh had chemical cleaners that would do it, but he wasn’t letting a child anywhere near them. He would sort it once the Hollander-Rozanovs arrived and Levi could have his cuts treated, hopefully be fed and calmed down.
 
A sudden knock at the door had Levi jumping up like a frightened rabbit and retreating into the bathroom. Jahseh got up and went to open the door.
Both of them had come. Of course they had. As if he had really had any doubt of that, these two were already emotionally invested. As was Levi. He shook their hands and led them through to where he had stood before.
“I didn’t want to leave him alone until you got here. I think he was trying to fill a glass at the sink, but he must have knocked one over because there was broken glass on the floor. I was on the phone with my boss. When I heard the noise, I came through, but the minute I tried to go any closer, he bolted. His hand was bleeding, and I think he caught his foot on the broken glass when he ran. I shouldn’t really be doing this, and we will have to film everything if that’s okay? Just in case it has to be submitted for evidence later on.”
The massive Russian just nodded and moved silently through the bedroom door. Shane stayed a moment longer to respond.
“Thanks for calling us, Jahseh. You can film us, not a problem. Especially if it helps. There was no way you could get through to him without speaking Russian; he really doesn’t understand much English from what we have pieced together.”
They both watched as Ilya walked through the bedroom and went to the closed bathroom door, following the stained, light pink footprints. All Levi had managed to do was spread the blood into the carpet, but he would sort that in a minute. He turned back to Shane.
“My boss has said he will do your interviews personally tomorrow, and if he can get one of our house inspectors free, he will bring them too. Is there a time tomorrow that would suit you both?”
Shane looked surprised but quietly pleased.
“That’s soon, but we only have practice in the morning. The game isn’t till the day after tomorrow. So, say 3 o’clock in the afternoon?”
Jahseh nodded and texted Callum; he got an instant thumbs-up in reply.
“My boss says 3 is fine. Sorry, you won’t know until he arrives if he has the house inspector with him, but it is only to confirm you have enough bedrooms, bathrooms and those kinds of things. It’s nothing in depth.”
Shane moved to follow Ilya, and Jahseh had to pick his jaw up off the floor when the man casually threw a sentence back over his shoulder as he went to crouch next to the hulking Russian.
“Oh, his room is nearly done anyway. Once his older brother finishes the mural, the furniture can be moved in.”
He honestly wasn’t sure what alternate dimension he had woken up in this week. Why couldn’t all his prospective parents be like this? He would have so many better homes for the children that needed it. This little boy really was going to be landing on his feet, but then again, after what he had been through, the universe kind of owed him that much.
Jahseh pulled out his phone and hit record. He stayed back by the door, so he was out of the way and just watched. What followed was a lesson in patience, care and gentleness.
Ilya sat cross-legged on the floor. Jahseh couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he made sure he was recording; this could definitely help if the case did end up in court. This was undeniably in their favour.
“Lyovushka. Can you open the door?”
There was a tiny, stifled sniffle, but the door did open a crack. He could see one tear-filled, red-rimmed eye peeping out. Only for the door to be flung open, and Levi crawled out. His eyes suddenly became very round, and more tears flooded out.
“Mr Ilya. Mr Shane. You came back.”
It quickly went to full-blown sobbing at that point. Jahseh watched as Shane had the little boy pressed against his chest as soon as he could scoop him up. The child melted into those strong arms. He buried his face into the broad chest and went limp, in what Jahseh knew was relief.
Damn. He had to get this kid adopted. That right there was exactly what his own boys had done as small tots when they were hurt, and his wife had cradled them to her.
“Shush, Lyovushka. I’ve got you. Can Ilya look at where you are hurt? Did you cut your feet too?”
There was more sobbing, but Jahseh hoped the phone was picking up the audio too; if they could get this translated, it would be like gold dust.
“I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry. I was trying to get my water. It was past my water time, and I didn’t want to disturb Mr J. But I couldn’t reach it. I didn’t mean to. I tried to clean it. I can go back and clean it. I will be better. Promise. Don’t leave me. I can be good. Don’t leave.”
Jesus. The kid sounded distraught, and he didn’t even know what he was saying. By the wrecked look on Shane’s face, though, it wasn’t good.
He pointed to the first aid kit he had placed on the bed while he had been waiting for them when he caught the Russian’s eye. He had to suppress a shiver of fear at the dark, dangerous look in those blue eyes. He knew it wasn’t really directed at him, but damn, he was glad the father was out of reach. Otherwise, he might need lawyers for a very different reason. Like getting out of a murder charge.
Ilya rose to his knees and picked up the kit. He turned away from Jahseh and back to Levi, still crying quietly into Shane’s chest.
“Da. You have cut your feet. Hold still, will clean them and put a bandage on, okay? Just hold onto Shane; it will hurt a bit when I put the disinfectant on.”
Shane tightened his hold and murmured soothing-sounding words into the dark hair as Ilya quickly and efficiently cleaned the cuts on little feet, both of them pressing a kiss to his head when he winced at the sting of the disinfectant.
They soon had him cleaned, in fresh clothes and eating the sandwiches that Jahseh had made earlier. He sat in Ilya’s lap this time as Shane was explaining something, and Ilya seemed to be content just to hold him close.
Jahseh stayed out of the way. When his battery started to be in danger of dying, he plugged his phone in and rested it on the chest of drawers; it was still capturing everything, and he was able to go clean up the kitchen. After about half an hour, they both came through, Levi nowhere in sight.
“He fell asleep. I’ve tucked him into the bed and put the glass where he can see it. He’s taken the antibiotic when he finished the food, and we applied the creams when we changed the dressings. It all looks okay at the moment. Thankfully, he didn’t do too much damage. Thanks for letting us come to him.”
Jahseh looked at Shane. Then at Ilya. Both of them looked heartbroken to be leaving him behind again, even if it was a much more natural sleep this time around.
“I promise we will get this pushed through as soon as possible. My boss is very good at pushing the paperwork through. I will call you tomorrow as soon as they get back and the report is done.  Hopefully it will only be a couple more days.”
He shook hands with them both and watched from the front door as they got into an expensive-looking SUV. Once the car was gone, he slipped back into the bedroom, being as quiet as possible. There was Levi. Curled up into a tiny ball, lost even on a single-sized bed.
The plate was empty, and the glass refilled on the nightstand. He collected his phone and stopped the recording. He would watch it back later. Only the bits he hadn’t seen, but for now he was just glad that Levi had been treated, eaten, and was somewhat relaxed enough to sleep.
He really hoped his boss came through tomorrow; this arrangement wasn’t going to work long term. It wasn’t fair on any of them. But especially that poor, damaged child. Bonds like the one he had just seen were rare in his job. Children like Levi just didn’t usually take very well to anyone after the kind of suffering he had endured. It was something very special there, and he would help protect it.
Now he just had to get them both through the next few days with no more injuries. And maybe a new carpet.
The pink just didn’t match the rest of the room. He sighed. It could have been a hell of a lot worse. At least he had been able to contact someone who understood Levi. He really needed to look at expanding their network of translators.
Jahseh wondered idly if Shane would be interested. He had sounded pretty damn natural in Russian from what he could tell, for someone who already had admitted to knowing multiple other languages.
He would much rather they won another Stanley Cup. Maybe he would get tickets again, take his boys if they were back. If he looked into the family seats, hopefully there would be a little boy wearing one of his dad’s jerseys in the stands.
That was a good thought to hold on to. Jahseh would keep his fingers crossed that they could make it happen.






      

  












      Chapter 49: Ilya
  








  The drive home was silent. Shane’s hands on the steering wheel were tense and tight, like if only he could hold on tight enough, then he wouldn’t turn around and run back inside. Not that Ilya wasn’t right there with him, because he was. Honestly, he wasn’t sure how they walked away. Levi had been devastated. Heartbreakingly devastated over the fact he had accidentally dropped a glass. Logically, Ilya knew Levi’s life had been horrific; his own hadn’t been much better. Even though it had taken Shane years of explaining and pointing out the things his own father had done that were just so wrong. He got it. Perhaps more than anyone. Although his father had been abusive in a different way, the scars it left were the same.
Ilya watched as Shane moved silently through the house, like one wrong move and he would shatter. Or his heart would. Ilya understood. He was grateful that the house was full of life. The whole team was camped out. Luca and Adrien would be in Levi’s room; Cliff, Victor, Nick, and Evan were putting together the new furniture, while Wyatt and Zane were sorting food. Zane had pulled out the huge grill that Ilya hardly used. According to him, it wasn’t as good as his one at home, but it was pretty decent.
Reece and Ethan were staying out of the way by testing out child-safe video games they wanted to introduce Levi to, mainly because Victor had kicked them out of trying to help after they nearly broke the pieces they were meant to be sorting by size. Those two meant well, but they were safe out of the way for now.
Ilya followed as Shane went straight to Levi’s room. The mural was well over halfway done now. Glasses perched on Luca’s nose as he concentrated.
It was stunning.
He hadn’t seen it earlier, having gone to help carry the heavy flat-packed furniture, but fuck, Lukasha was really fucking good. He was distracted by examining the wall for a moment, but as soon as Luca spotted them, he handed his brush off to Adrien. He then promptly went to Shane and tucked himself into his husband’s side. It was like when a puppet’s strings were cut. Shane wrapped Luca tightly in his arms and dropped his face into soft, blond hair.
That was when Ilya moved. He silently gestured for Adrien to leave, which he did, without a word of protest. Good kid, that one. Then Ilya was wrapping his own arms around both Shane and Luca, his larger, broader frame settling around both of them.
“I know, Lyubimyy. I know.”
Shane didn’t speak, but he half-turned, pulling Luca in tighter and burying his head into Ilya’s side. His muscular shoulders shook ever so slightly as he tried not to cry.
Luca nuzzled in close and looked up at Ilya.
“That bad?”
Ilya sighed and nodded. It had been bad. Really bad. But leaving- that had been the hardest.
"Da. Sorry, Lukasha, think you might have to take a break from painting.”
Luca shook his head and just settled closer. Letting Shane keep him wrapped up between them.
“Shane called you Levi’s starshiy brat. Bennett’s face was funny.”
Ilya could see the confusion on Luca’s face at the time, but before he could explain, Shane let out a huff into his chest and turned his face so he could see Luca.
“I called you his big brother. Sorry. It just sort of slipped out. In case Jahseh or whoever is doing the interview asks you, which they may, as they are allowed to ask to speak to those around us regularly.”
He watched as Luca ducked his head and flushed the same pink shade that Shane did when he was happy, embarrassed rather than mortified.
“I don’t mind; was Levi okay?”
Ilya could both hear and see the concern on Luca’s face. He was so honest, so pure in his affection; he really didn’t have a mean bone in his body. The kid didn’t even chirp properly, just like Shane. They were both far too nice. The four of them would look good together. Ilya looked from Shane to Luca and then back again. He shouldn’t be getting greedy. Ilya knew where that path led, and he didn’t want to go down that road. But he sort of did. The beast inside his chest, that Shane had so successfully tamed all those years ago, was prowling again. Reacting to his fury and utter feelings of helplessness at having to walk away. To leave what his heart saw as his child, crying, bleeding and in pain, behind.
“No. No, he wasn’t. But he will be. Eventually.”
Shane pulled away. His breathing steadier and his full mouth set into a determined line. Ilya watched as his husband boxed away the emotion, filed everything away in that organised brain and clapped his hands softly together.
“Right. Well, time to get everything sorted then.”
He turned to Luca.
“Jahseh’s boss is doing our interviews and possibly the house inspection tomorrow after practice. At 3. How long do you need to get this done, Lukasha?”
Ilya pulled Shane back into his chest, anchored his arm around his hips and hooked his chin over his husband’s shoulder. Not taking his eyes off Lukasha as the kid began to think out loud. Shane nodded along and interjected points as they went.
“Another couple of hours today should have it done. I’m done with the details in most places. I might need to touch a few bits up once it’s dry, but I can do that at any time. As long as the bed isn’t flush up against the wall until it all dries completely. It should be fine. It’s acrylic paint, not oils.”
Shane smiled. The first positive expression since they had left Bennett’s house. Ilya pressed a kiss to his hair and settled both his hands on plush hips to squeeze softly as Shane pulled away to hug Luca gently. Ilya noted the soft, instant melting from the younger man. Like, all he wanted was this. Just like Levi had done earlier.
“Thank you, Lukasha. It’s amazing.”
The blush was back. Ilya was glad that even though they had very similar colouring, Russians did not blush. Lukasha must get it from Shane.
 
Between them all, they managed to get Levi’s room pretty much set up. The bed wasn’t quite against the wall, and a few other things would need moving when they got home from practice, but Shane was pleased with it. Ilya thought it looked like the kind of room that he would have loved. The kind of room his father and older brother would have said was for a girly faggot. It wasn’t, of course. It was lovely, but Ilya couldn’t help the flash of regret for his own childhood.
Yuna had cried when she had seen it before they took her to the airport. There were face-to-face meetings she couldn’t put back any longer. Even if she wanted to. 
Ilya hugged her. Held the woman who had not only given him the love of his life but had dropped everything and jumped on a plane the moment they had phoned in a right state after the hospital. Yuna had held them both close. They were both so much bigger than her, but Ilya felt Shane soften into the hug, just like he was doing. They had done all they could for now. They just had to deal with passing the interviews and the inspection, but there wasn’t anything more Yuna could do there.
“Call me if you need anything. We won’t be at the Exhibition game. If you get picked. Unfortunately, Dad has that formal dinner. Let us know how you think everything goes tomorrow.”
She hadn’t let go of them yet. Shane pulled back first. Ilya was happy to stay where he was for a couple more minutes.
“We will, Mom. Thank you. Safe flight. Love you.”
Ilya let go and stepped back.  He felt Shane entwine their fingers as they waved until Yuna was out of sight.
“Come on, love. Time to go home.”
When they got back, Luca and Adrien were the only ones still there. Luca was still putting finishing touches on the mural, and Adrien was finishing the last little touch-up around the light fittings. As it turned out, the kid had a really good eye for painting.
Luca looked up as they came in. A few flecks of pink and white paint were across his cheeks, as if he had been rubbing at them while he still had wet bits on his hands. Adrien was concentrating, giving the brush the same look as he gave the puck out on the ice. It was very endearing. Ilya looked around the room. It looked pretty much complete now.
He looked to Luca and Adrien by proxy.
“Lukasha, are you staying the night?”
Shy, familiar blue eyes locked with his own. Luca nodded. Much less hesitation than there used to be when either of them had asked him if he wanted to stay back at the start.
“Yeah. I should be done soon, but I’ve got to clean up, and it will be late by the time I’m done.”
Shane half-hugged him around the shoulders and just nodded. Ilya looked at them both, then back to Shane. He sighed and caught his husband around his pretty little waist, then pulled him out of the way so the kids could finish. He had dinner to make anyway.
“Come, Lyubimyy. I will make dinner, and you will sit and be pretty for me to look at.”
 That at least got a smile out of Shane.
“Just remember the kids are still here. I’m not sitting on the counter with no clothes on again unless we are alone. Not after last time.”
Ilya smirked. That was funny. Nick and Wyatt hadn’t thought so, but he had.
“Clothes can stay on. For now.”
Shane smacked him. He chuckled. It felt good. It felt better to be laughing rather than worrying. He knew Shane would be spiralling again soon, but for now it seemed that the crisis had been held off for a bit.
He stayed with something simple for dinner. Fish in a nice light sauce; he allowed the rice but only because Shane struggled more with heavier food when he was worried or panicked. Despite the glower from his very pretty, very opinionated eye candy sitting on the counter, he kept getting distracted and kissing Shane rather than paying attention; he still went with the seasoned and sautéed vegetables. Much to Shane’s annoyance. Which Ilya knew was all for show anyway.
They all sat down to eat together. Ilya could see that poor Luca was absolutely shattered. The little blond was listing to the side, half leaning up against Adrien to stay upright. He locked eyes with Adrien.
“Take him to bed.”
Adrien didn’t need telling twice. As soon as Luca had eaten, Adrien was half carrying, half leading him down to the room next to Levi’s; those two were the bigger guest rooms, and Luca had always chosen that one, since the first time he stayed.
Ilya left Shane to clear down and took Adrien some clothes and checked that he had spares in his bag for practice in the morning. Adrien was smaller than him, but he had some old stuff that would be better than nothing. Luca had clothes in the drawers and regularly stole Shane’s anyway. As he softly knocked, he found Luca already changed and flat out. Curled up under the duvet and fast asleep. Adrien was shirtless and watching him with such a fond look on his face that Ilya half thought he was looking into a mirror for a second.
“Here. Have you got clothes for practice?”
Adrien looked up, a guilty little quirk to his mouth as he pulled his gaze from Luca’s ass and legs. Ilya knew how that felt too. Fuck. These two really were them but without the trauma and mess. It was almost sickeningly cute.
“Yeah. Thanks. I bring spares now. Luca packs them.”
And there it was. The little bits of Shane that were seeping into Luca the more time he spent with them. It was very sweet. Ilya handed him the clean sleeping clothes and nodded towards Luca.
“Lukasha likes to do boring yoga with Shane in the morning. You can lift with me.”
If the kid had a tail, it would have been wagging nine to the dozen. Ilya chuckled softly and left them to it. He didn’t think Adrien would be awake much longer anyway.
 
He found Shane still in the kitchen, absently wiping the side down; it was all done. The kitchen was spotless. It was just Shane who was lost, spiralling in his own head. There was nothing more they could do. Either they would pass the inspection or they wouldn’t. Shane stressing himself out all night and day wasn’t going to do anything except worry everyone.
Fortunately, Ilya had a solution.
Silently, he stalked forward. He knew even in this state, Shane would know he was there, but he had his hands around his husband and had him thrown over his shoulder before he could object.
Not that he did. Well, not and actually mean it anyway.
“Ilya … What are you doing?”
He loved that low, sultry hiss that Shane gave when he was indignant and trying to pretend he wasn’t enjoying what was happening.
“Taking my pretty husband to bed.”
Shane relaxed and let himself be carried away. Ilya happily palmed at the beautiful full handful of ass he was currently holding. He could feel Shane was already getting hard over his shoulder just from the manhandling.
Ilya dropped Shane onto their bed. Large hands controlled his fall but did not soften it. Shane looked up at him with half-lidded eyes already going dark. Ilya stripped them both, making sure to put their clothes in the laundry hamper; he wasn’t trying to add to Shane’s stress tonight. They were both tired. But Ilya was not dead, so it didn’t take much; just looking at the stunningly beautiful creature that was his husband was enough.
He straddled Shane’s hips and leaned over him, his lips close but just brushing. Shane whined and tried to arch up, to chase the contact, but Ilya got his wrists in one hand and held them up over his head. A low rumbling growl had Shane stilling under him. Ilya kept one hand around those strong wrists and used his other hand to grip Shane’s jaw; he caressed that plump, inviting bottom lip and pushed his thumb into the corner of Shane’s mouth.
Shane opened for him with a low whine. Ilya pressed his hips down into Shane’s, letting Shane rub slightly against him but not enough to do more than work himself up. He kissed him, greedy and hot, keeping his mouth parted around his thumb as he licked into the wet, slick heat. Shane mewled and tried to push back but was still being held down by Ilya’s heavier bulk. The movement caused their erect cocks to rub together, the drag eased by the pre-come leaking from Shane’s tip.
Ilya released Shane’s mouth and began to work his way down that delectable throat; he kept pausing to nip and suck at the patches he knew were sensitive. Once Shane was a writhing, whining mess, he let go of his wrists and got his hands on those plump, hardened nipples. Ilya groaned at the plush, swollen handfuls of Shane’s perfect tits; he lowered his mouth and licked at the pebbled nipple while he kneaded at the other. Shane arched his back and tried to push up into Ilya’s mouth, but he was still held down by Ilya’s weight.
“Easy, sweetheart. Patience now.”
He felt Shane shiver as he made his way down his chest and across those smooth abs. Ilya hooked his hands around Shane’s thighs and sat back up so he could get his hands under his husband and turn him.
“On your stomach.”
Shane obeyed. He gracefully flipped over so his plush, round ass was right in Ilya’s face. He growled lowly at the stunning sight. Shane’s ass was firm but plump; each cheek fit perfectly into his hands. He slowly parted them, leaning down to nip at the curve and to hear the high, keening whine that Shane let out.
He ran his fingers through the seam of Shane’s cheeks, paused when he felt Shane try to shift under him.
“Stay still. Or I stop. Do you want me to stop?”
Shane whined, sounding just on the edge of despair now.
“No … please don’t.”
Ilya bit down on Shane’s thigh, right at the base of his ass, where the skin was silky soft and very sensitive. He returned to running his tongue across Shane’s twitching entrance, the ring of muscle starting to glisten wetly with his saliva. He pulled a pillow down and hitched it under Shane’s hips, so the angle was easier on his husband as he began to press his tongue inside. The noise Shane let out made Ilya glad their bedroom was soundproofed.
He licked around the rim, sucking on the edges and then going back to thrusting his tongue in as deep as he could, face buried in Shane’s plush ass. Shane was half moaning and half sobbing by now. Ilya was rock hard and was half tempted to see if Shane could come just from this, but not today. Instead, he pulled back and picked up the lube; he spread a generous amount on his fingers and slid two inside. Shane was already loose and softened by his mouth; he heard the low, needy cry that Shane let out when he finally felt the stretch of something more inside of him. Ilya didn’t waste time; he angled his fingers to hit Shane’s prostate as he opened him up. When Shane started rocking his hip back, Ilya pressed a third finger in and, with his other hand, slicked himself up.
As soon as he was happy Shane was open enough, he pulled his fingers out, shushed Shane’s soft, needy whine of complaint and turned him back over. He wanted to see his face, to watch the pleasure light up that beautifully pretty face. Ilya pushed Shane’s knees up and out, bending him basically in half as he lined up his red, throbbing cock.
“Like this, okay?”
Shane could only nod and reach for him in answer. Blunt but strong nails dug into his shoulders as Ilya pressed inside. He bottomed out in one thick, hot and heavy thrust. Both of them moaned at the feeling of Ilya finally pressing deep inside Shane’s body. He set a bruising pace, pounding his hips right into Shane’s prostate with every powerful thrust. Neither of them was going to last long, but Ilya was determined to make Shane come first.
He leaned down, folding Shane’s legs even tighter and groaned as he slipped even deeper at this angle. Ilya clamped his hands around Shane’s waist and held him steady as he pounded up into him. He could feel Shane raking down his back as he was driven closer and closer to the edge.
“Fuck … Ilya … I’m …”
There it was. Ilya growled and reached down to sink his teeth into Shane’s neck, right at the most sensitive point. It was enough. He felt Shane tighten like a heated, velvet vice around his cock as he threw his head back and moaned as he came, all over his belly and chest. Ilya managed to thrust a few more times before Shane was tight around him, and he was following with a snarl. He rolled his hips and stayed laid out across Shane as he came inside of his husband. Neither of them was in a rush to move, but knowing they had to.
Shane reached down and sank his hand into Ilya’s sweaty, damp curls. He scratched his nails across Ilya’s scalp and then pulled him down into a soft, loving kiss.
“I love you.”
Ilya kissed him back, nuzzling at his lips and then pressing in again.
“I love you too, so much.”
He wanted to close his eyes; he was sated, warm and tired, but Shane was soon nudging him lightly, petting his hands down Ilya’s flanks as he tried to squirm out from under him. Ilya grumbled but lifted himself off Shane and scooped him up into his arms. Shane sighed and just allowed it.
They showered together and were soon clean and back in bed, the top sheet having been quickly changed. Ilya spread himself back over Shane as soon as they lay down. His whole body draped across Shane’s like a very heavy, warm, weighted blanket. Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya’s back and petted his curls and the back of his neck.
“Sleep, Lyubimyy. We have done all we can.”
He felt Shane let out a breath and nuzzle closer. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s mouth, then his forehead. He felt Shane wrap a leg around his thigh and hold on. They fell asleep like that, all tangled together and warm.
 
It had been hard work making everyone go home after practice. They all wanted to come and help. Ilya appreciated the sentiment. Of course he did. They cared. But Shane had gently but firmly put his foot down and sent them all home, except Luca. He was allowed to come back with them as he had found the metallic pink he wanted for adding the detail to finish off the Sakura tree.  
Ilya watched as Shane stress-baked, the lovely smell of fresh cookies filling every room. Then he chased him out of the kitchen to go shower the flour off him as he cleaned up. Luca too was chivvied into a shower when he appeared, following his nose for a cookie. The kid had pink flecks across his nose. If Ilya snapped a picture before Luca realised what he had done, he then pacified him with a cookie and secretly saved the picture; no one but Shane would see it. It looked like Luca had pink freckles to match Shane. Adorable.
Shane had just come back out and put the kettle on to make tea when the doorbell rang. 2:50 pm. Not unexpected, but still better to be early than late. Ilya got up and went to open the front door.
There stood a short man with dark red hair and rimless glasses. He had a briefcase tucked under one arm and a tablet in the other. A younger, taller man stood a step or so behind him.
“Mr Hollander-Rozanov? I am Callum Shore. Director of the Boston Child Services Department. This is William Kelly, our house inspector.”
Ilya nodded and opened the door further and gestured inside.
“Good afternoon, Mr Shore. Mr Kelly. Please come in. My husband is in the kitchen. Shoes off, please and on the shelf.”
They both followed and bent to remove their shoes. Placing them neatly on the guest shoe shelf. Ilya pointed to the guest house slippers that were neatly laid under where they had put their shoes. They both put them on and nodded in thanks.
Shane was waiting for them at the kitchen island. The teapot and coffee were already set out, as well as four mugs and a plate of the freshly baked cookies. Ilya pulled Shane into his side; he could see the tension, the worry, but he knew the contact would help.
Ilya gestured for them all to sit.
“Please have a seat. Tea or coffee?”
Both of them asked for coffee. Ilya poured theirs while Shane busied himself with making their tea, more for something to do with his hands than anything else. Once they were all settled, Mr Shore pulled a laptop and a tablet out of his briefcase and flicked it open. He then looked up at them both.
“I am sorry this is all so rushed. I understand with your jobs this is asking a lot of you both, but please know we appreciate you being so accommodating with us.”
Shane leaned forward and looked puzzled.
“Why wouldn’t we be? You are the ones who need to pass us. Correct?”
Mr Shore took a sip of his coffee and looked them both straight in the face.
“Let me be honest here. With cases like this, we would be lucky if this child doesn’t end up bounced from multiple foster homes, probably more than 3 or 4 a year, until he ages out of the system and we can’t help anymore. Now that’s if we could get any schooling or English to stick with what Mr Bennett has reported; that is highly unlikely. A couple like yourselves, stable home, relationship and financially able to support the child are rare enough.”
Here he paused to take another drink, then continued. Ilya placed his hand on Shane’s thigh, where it was pressed up against his own under the table. He soothed his thumb across the warm span of the muscle to help reassure them both. 
“Then we factor in the Russian. We don’t have any translators, never mind foster homes that speak any Russian. You are both fluent, and from what I understand, Mr Hollander-Rozanov, you also speak multiple other languages?”
Here he turned to Shane, who nodded and spoke up.
“Please call me Shane. It will get confusing otherwise. Yes, I am fluent in four different languages and learning a fifth.”
Mr Shore looked a little bit in awe at that. Ilya squeezed the muscular thigh under his fingers in silent delight.
“Well. Yes. That is a lot.”
Then he turned to Ilya.
“Is it okay if I call you Ilya?”
Ilya nodded at once and took a drink of tea. He felt Shane press their sock-covered feet together, then an ankle hook around his own in comfort.
“Of course.”
Mr Shore pressed a few buttons and then left the laptop to meet Ilya’s eyes.
“You also are fluent in both English and Russian. Which realistically, even if you weren’t pretty much ideal on paper, we would still have you at the top of the list. This interview really is just a formality. Mr Bennett has already run all our background checks, financial checks and ID checks. There has been nothing flagged up.”
Then he turned back to the younger man and passed him the laptop. He began typing away while Mr Shore looked at Shane and Ilya.
“So language is sorted. All checks have come through. Your applications have all gone through. Mr Bennett is more than happy with the match-up. All I need to ask is if you have a plan when you are both away for games?”
Ilya looked at Shane. His husband leaned forward and pulled out his trusty, fancy notebook that both he and Yuna had every little detail written down in.
“We have a couple of different plans. It all depends on Levi, really. He does know some of the other children of our teammates, who have offered that he could stay with them. We will consider it once he has a bit more English. My parents are going to be moving up here to start with. Although they don’t speak Russian. My mother, like me, is fluent in Japanese. Levi mentioned his mother spoke it, so it may be another option. Long term, we have a list of Russian-speaking nannies ready to interview once we have everything settled.”
Mr Shore had been typing on his tablet as Shane was talking. Once he finished, he looked up and smiled. A genuine, nice smile that went all the way to his green eyes.
“I wish I had ten more like you two. Honestly. We have no objections to any of those solutions. We will obviously be checking in, but from your application, you are fostering to adopt. Is that correct?”
Ilya took Shane’s hand and twined their fingers together.
“Da. Yes. We want to adopt Lyovushka.”
Mr Shore smiled again.
“Perfect. Honestly, there are no issues here. We have put in a request from the Russian embassy for a qualified assessor. Unfortunately, we will have to wait on them, but we will push it through as fast as we can. Are we okay to do the house inspection now? It won’t take long.”
Shane stood and gestured at them to follow.
“Of course, do you just want a full tour?”
The younger man pushed his slightly too-long hair out of his eyes and stood too. Mr Shore did the same.
“That will probably be the quickest way.”
Shane and Ilya led them through the house; they started in the garden, privacy hedges all the way around, clean and tidy. Then the massive living room, the rookies', and Ilya’s, games and game consoles neatly organised. The bookshelves were full, and fluffy blankets were on the back of every sofa and chair. It was tidy but lived in. Clean but loved. Shane showed them the downstairs guest’s room and bathrooms. Then they ventured upstairs; their room was done quickly, and then they got to what was essentially Luca’s room. It wasn’t messy; Luca was very clean and tidy, just like Shane, but it was obviously a young man’s room. Hockey pictures had migrated; the desk was full of art supplies, and some of Luca’s paintings and sketches from the mural’s idea phase were stuck up above the desk.
Mr Shore turned back to them both.
“Mr Bennett mentioned what you had said about an older brother?”
Ilya felt Shane tense. It wasn’t that it was incorrect. Realistically, they had adopted Luca the moment Shane had laid eyes on him, but it wasn’t a simple explanation. Not to anyone who didn’t understand how hockey took over your life, or how being drafted thousands of miles away from home. Especially when your home was fucked up shit in the first place.
“Well, not officially. But yes, in every other way.”
Mr Shore frowned but didn’t ask anymore, not until they got to Levi’s room. Luca stood in front of the big tree, putting in tiny details with a brush so small Ilya thought he would snap it if he tried to hold it.
Ilya watched as both men’s jaws dropped at the massive, beautifully hand-painted mural across the wall, as well as the lovely, pretty room they had put together. He could see them both typing away, and he thought he saw a big tick being made on Mr Kelly’s screen. He stood in the doorway, his massive shoulders taking up the whole space, his head held high as he looked at the stunning creation Luca had done. Fuck. He really was proud of the kid. He was amazing.
Shane went to Luca’s side and pulled him close. Pride shone in those beautiful chocolate eyes. Ilya wanted to kiss him so badly. Luca melted into the embrace and looked up shyly through his glasses. He gave a quiet wave of greeting but didn’t move from where he was tucked under Shane’s arm.
“This is Luca. He is the one who’s painted all this in the last couple of days. He is also Levi’s older brother.”
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  Shane was curled up in Ilya’s lap. A game was playing quietly on the TV in the background, but neither of them was watching it. Luca had gone to shower and then bed about an hour ago. The kid was exhausted after painting nonstop for days, as well as difficult practice hours.
The end result was beautiful. Levi’s room was everything Shane could have hoped for. Everything the little boy deserved and more. He was still a bit worried about his massive slip-up before. He couldn’t believe he had called Luca theirs, too. Not that he didn’t think so. Oh no, Shane was well aware he mothered the kid. Couldn’t seem to help it. He was very like his own mother, and Luca desperately needed the love, care, and positive attention. He soaked it up like a sponge. Like he was a flower that had never seen the sunlight. Shane would love to get his hands on Luca’s biological parents – if they could even be called that – and show them what a real family looked like. After he had let Ilya loose on them, of course.
The first time he had seen the tears in Luca’s eyes had sealed it. Ilya, too, was gone for those big blue eyes. Even Shane had more willpower than his husband did. They would need to have a real conversation about it sooner or later. Luca was just letting it happen right about now; Shane was pretty sure he would speak up if he wanted them to back off, but somehow, he didn’t think Luca wanted that. Not if the way he was always looking for them, tracking them to make sure he knew where they both were, the way he gravitated to Shane’s side whenever they were nearby, was any indication.
Shane was falling asleep.
They were both tired. It had been a long few days. All the stress and worry had taken its toll on them both. Their last game had been a win, but they had barely managed. With both Shane and Ilya distracted and the rest of the team equal parts concerned and full of rookies, it hadn’t been a good combination. It was only by the grace of the other team having a really off day too that they hadn’t lost. And Wyatt Hayes being the best fucking Goalie ever.
Shane’s eyes had drifted closed; he was nestled into Ilya’s broad, warm chest under a weighted blanket as they lay stretched out on the sofa. When his phone and Ilya’s both pinged with text alerts. They had taken to keeping them more visible and on loud whenever they could, just in case it was Jahseh needing them about Levi. Or any news on when their assessment with the Russian Embassy was taking place?
They were both worried about that. Ilya had explained the night after Mr Shore and Mr Kelly had left that his brother still had contacts within the American branch office and was very possibly going to use the opening to try and interfere. Since he had gone very quiet after Ilya had cut all contact and stopped sending money. The last time Ilya had gone back, right before the whole mess of his texts to Rose being leaked, had been so Ilya could sign the official paperwork to say he wouldn’t try to claim back anything he had given to Alexei over the years. Ilya had mentioned he didn’t think that Alexei would let it go, not when what was left ran out, and he realised he couldn’t support his drug addiction without stealing the money that Ilya had been sending for their father’s care. Most of Alexei had kept and spent himself. Ilya had discovered that one at the fucking funeral. It had not been pretty.
Still, they were stuck waiting.
Shane reached forward and managed to wiggle his phone off the coffee table. He unlocked it and looked at the message.
Coach ➡️ Exhibition game names have just been sent. For the Showcase, Crowell is pushing. You and Ilya are going. The flight is tomorrow afternoon.
He quickly checked Ilya’s phone and found a similar text there, too. Great. So, he had been voted in then. These charity showcases were always the best players, and then several fan votes. Since the trade had affected Shane’s numbers, they knew he wouldn’t get in as number 1 this year. Not with the high scores that Ilya had been putting up, but he was a little bit pleased to have been voted in. Even with everything that had happened, the texts, the public slander and then the abuse from his old team. Still, Boston had rallied around him. The team had always been popular, but they were currently at an all-time social media high. According to Freya, anyway. Shane pretty much stayed away from the whole lot as best he could.
Gently, he nudged Ilya awake. He stroked his fingers carefully across those sharp cheekbones and cupped his husband’s jaw. By the time he had leaned up to kiss him, Ilya had opened his beautiful blue eyes and was watching him with such a deep, full look of pure adoration that Shane couldn’t help but blush.
“So pretty, Lyubimyy.”
Still lower from sleep, Ilya’s deep, heavy accent rolled down Shane’s spine like warm honey. He shivered. He couldn’t help it. Ilya was the sexiest thing Shane had ever seen. Always had been. After all, Shane had taken one look as a teenager and gone, ‘I want that one’. It was no wonder no one else had ever measured up.
“Coach just texted us. We are both going to the Exhibition game. The flight is tomorrow afternoon. Looks like they have us arriving a day before the game and then flying out the morning after.”
Ilya just looked at him, rapidly darkening blue eyes fixed on Shane’s mouth. He huffed and went to lift himself off Ilya’s chest, but was suddenly trapped by massive arms.
**“Da.** It is good that we are both going. Would refuse if alone.”
Shane groaned softly and dropped his head back down to Ilya’s chest.
“You can’t just refuse if I hadn’t been picked, Ilyusha.”
Ilya wrapped him up so tightly that he let out a light huff of breathless laughter and felt Ilya nuzzle into his hair. There was no point. Ilya could and definitely would have refused the invite if Shane hadn’t been going. However, they would need to message Jahseh, just in case the Embassy decided to try and make their assessments while they were away. Shane didn’t think so. From what Mr Shore had said, they were going to drag it out as long as possible.
 
Their flight was at least first class. Ilya had stayed glued to Shane’s side. He was on edge, eyes dark and watching. Shane knew it was just the residual stress from everything with Levi. Neither of them liked being out of reach like this, but Luca had offered to be the emergency contact because, of course, Shane had discovered him the other night listening to a how-to-learn-Russian podcast. The blond had just given him a sweet smile and told him that if Shane could learn German – Shane had no idea how or when Luca had clocked him with that little snippet – then he could certainly learn some Russian basics.
If Shane had gone back into their bedroom and possibly sobbed quietly into his husband’s shoulder for the next ten minutes, well, no one but Ilya would ever know.
The Colorado resort was nice. Big. Had a few extra things for the players to check out. A lot of figure skating adverts around. Shane, however, had spotted the players from the Voyageurs. He had known that, on numbers alone, it would have to be Hayden who was sent. The rest of them had been less than useless since he had been pushed out. The team hadn’t won a game since he had been traded. They were now tied with Ottawa for the worst team ever.
“Shane!”
Hayden had seen him, too. He heard Ilya groan under his breath; Shane discreetly stepped on his foot and hissed in Russian.
“Behave, Ilyusha.”
He was graced with that sexy half-smirk, and Ilya winked at him. Shane had to fight the fucking blush that was an automatic reaction to that look. He scowled instead, which only made the smirk on Ilya’s stupidly gorgeous face grow bigger.
“Of course, Kotik. I will be nice to Montreal’s fifteenth-best player. Just for you.”
Shane rolled his eyes.
“That’s not being nice, Ilya.”
He just got the graceful roll of massive shoulders, made to be noticed in the black tank that Ilya was wearing. Shane could see a lot of people looking. He narrowed his eyes at a particularly unsubtle pair of women, who were pretty much drooling right across from them. Shane bit into his bottom lip and stood closer. He gave a tiny, smug smirk towards the two when Ilya automatically wrapped his muscular arm around Shane’s waist and pulled him closer.
Hayden came bounding over. The two Voyageur rookies were trailing behind him, looking a mixture of excited and embarrassed.
“Shane. Buddy, you’re here.”
Shane had to dig his elbow into Ilya’s ribs when he heard the rumble mutter right above his ear.
“Obviously, Pike, there’s no way Shane wouldn’t have been voted in. Not like your pitiful team that had no one better to send because they are all motherfucking dickheads.”
Oh. It was going to be a long couple of days. And they were all on the same fucking team.
“Ilya. Just because I’m the only one who can understand you, that doesn’t mean you can still say it. Please, for me, just for this weekend?”
Those sparkling blue eyes watched him, then softened. Of course they did. Ilya never told him no. Actually, never had. Not once. The large hand at his waist squeezed softly, and Ilya pressed a kiss into his hair in silent apology.
Shane pulled away just long enough to hug Hayden and greet both of the rookies he had mentored until he departed from Montreal. Adam Royle looked both pleased and rather embarrassed, while Jake Davis looked a little sad. The younger centre was scuffing his shoe and not meeting Shane’s gaze.
“Hi, Jake, Adam. Good to see you.”
He tried to smile kindly. He really didn’t blame them for any of it, if he was honest. They couldn’t have done anything, not with the toxic state of Montreal, and Shane wouldn’t have wanted them to.
A pleased smile broke over Jake’s face. He finally stepped forward and accepted the hug Shane had offered.
“You too, Capt…Sorry, Shane.”
Hayden grinned at the slip, but it was a little sad, too. They all missed Shane, but unfortunately, they were the only ones.
Shane hugged Adam, too. The right-winger was taller but slimmer built, more like Hayden than Shane himself. He flicked his eyes over all three of them, assessing, cataloguing issues he found, more out of habit than anything, but also out of concern. Hayden was thinner than he would like. Both Adam and Jake looked exhausted; they shouldn’t be, not this early in the season. It was not a good sign.
His thoughts were interrupted by Hayden grunting out a greeting to Ilya, to which Shane shot his friend a look. Ilya, to his credit, was reasonably polite when he responded.
“Hello, Pike. Pike’s rookies.”
Shane would take it.
Only for them all to spin on the spot as the loud, excited voice of Carter Vaughan came from the other side of the fancy lobby area they were all in.
“Shane, Ilya!”
Carter was tugging a less enthusiastic but looking-better Scott Hunter behind him. Shane was glad the Admiral’s Captain at least looked a lot better than the last time they had seen him. Victor had been keeping in contact with Carter and cluing the rest of them in if need be for backup, but it had seemed that Carter was more than capable of wrangling one Scott Hunter.
Ilya perked up at the sight of the Admiral players, looking much more pleased to see them than the Voyageurs.
“Carter, and you brought your pet dinosaur. Good. He needs some sunlight to stay healthy.”
Shane groaned again. For fuck’s sake, his husband was such a menace. But Carter at least just laughed and threw his arm around Ilya’s shoulders, being slightly taller but not as broad.
“Yeah, well, someone has to, and apparently, I volunteered years ago. Can’t get rid of him now, can I?”
Scott made a wounded noise and looked pleadingly at Shane with big sparkling eyes full of torment. Shane just patted his huge shoulder and gestured for the two Admirals to join them.
Carter grinned at them all, clearly happy to be with friends. Shane had already figured he was just a really sweet, friendly guy. It was nice. Shane was very happy that Scott had someone that good, who was genuinely, honestly that nice by his side.
“Have you guys got a plan for today? Not sure why they wanted us all so early, but I’m sure we can find something to do.”
Shane looked at Ilya, who shrugged and shook his head. Then back at Carter, about to say they didn’t, when Hayden suddenly waved his phone and looked excited. Shane had to smile; that was much more like what Hayden usually looked like.
“Guys! Jade has been begging me to teach her some skate dancing, as she calls it. There is an Olympic Figure Skating coach here who is doing classes. There are spaces for this afternoon. Anyone fancy joining me?”
Jake and Adam both nodded. Shane knew that they would stick with Hayden just because Montreal wasn’t looking too good to other teams right now. At least the ones who weren’t homophobic bastards. Shane suspected that Hayden had brought whichever one of the two hadn’t been voted in because he didn’t dare leave one unprotected while they were both away. Carter looked interested, and Scott just nodded along with his friend.
Shane looked at Ilya. He wouldn’t mind; he could more than likely skate rings around anyone who was in the class. Ilya actually had recently been doing more with Shane, lifts mainly because, of course, the Russian liked showing off. Even better if he could get Shane all hot and bothered by lifting him seemingly effortlessly on the ice – it worked every damn time – which was rather annoying since Shane was the one who had been training in both disciplines for years.
Of course, all this would occur to Ilya. As Shane looked up at him, he could see the spark of heated delight in his husband’s lovely blue eyes.
“Da. Let’s all go. Be funny to see Pike fall on his ass.”
Shane almost changed his mind, but Hayden had also perked up at them all agreeing to accompany him, so he was stuck. It would be entertaining, though, to see them all try to skate on the much different type of boot and blade.
 
Shane was having the time of his life. It wasn’t just a basic figure skating class. Oh no. Hayden had signed them all up for a master class, taught by a previous Olympic medal winner by the name of Mary. This was aimed at both the techniques for solo jumps and partnered lifts.  
She had looked a bit confused at the sight of their group, but Hayden had booked it, a space each for all of them. Shane suspected it was more the rather intimidating image of them all standing shoulder to shoulder at the benches. None of them was exactly small. Then, when you looked at Scott, Carter and Ilya. Yeah. Shane didn’t blame her one bit. He hadn’t brought his own skates with him, not having known about this beforehand, but he knew what to ask for, so he stepped up to an older lady who was standing with a selection of actually pretty decent skates. Not as high-end as his brand ones, but still good enough for this level.
He gave the woman a polite, sweet smile and pointed to the size 9 skates with the narrowest edges.
“Can I go for those, please?”
She frowned at him and paused. Shane bit his lip but just stood patiently. She reached for the most advanced skates they had available, paused again, but then handed them over.
“You are aware that they are not the same as hockey skates, right?”
Shane took the boots, examined the edges, adjusted the laces and the boot tongue. It was a bit softer than he would normally have, but nothing that would cause him a problem if he switched to a double cross at the second-to-top eyelet. He then looked up at her and smiled again.
“Yes, thank you. I am aware. Can I have a medium edge size 11, please?”
Ilya appeared behind him, Shane well aware of his presence without looking, or Ilya needing to speak. A large palm slid around Shane’s hip as Ilya leaned around him to take the requested skates. He threw a charming, handsome grin that had the woman blushing softly like a schoolgirl.
Shane then realised that the rest of them were all looking at him like he had grown an extra head right in front of their eyes. The Shane of before, the Shane of the Voyageurs, would have ducked his head, hidden from the eyes and made some excuse to deflect any sort of attention that wasn’t about hockey. Not anymore. Shane was not that man anymore. Instead, he squared his shoulders and patted Ilya’s arm before he moved forward.
“Ilya, get yours on, please. I might need a little help here.”
He saw Ilya give him a cheeky salute, then felt the light tap on his ass as Ilya sat and bent to lace up the different skates.
As he turned back to the others, he caught sight of Scott’s wistful, sad puppy dog eyes. Then Carter’s thoroughly amused ones over one broad shoulder. Hayden was looking thoroughly confused at the differences in the skates and Shane’s knowledge about them. Adam and Jake stood beside Hayden with bemused expressions on their faces. Shane had to smother a laugh because the two looked like Hayden’s twins when they hadn’t understood why they couldn’t paint their younger brother in blue paint and send him to his grandparents as a Smurf.
Shane pointed at Carter and Scott first.
“Right, skate size please?”
Scott raised an eyebrow but replied.
“Both a 10.”
Shane looked at the two Voyageur rookies and raised an eyebrow in question. He already knew Hayden was 9 like him. Adam raised a hand, like he was back in school.
“10 for me.”
Then Jake piped up from beside him.
“I’m an 8.”
With an appraising flick over them all to assess their leg strength, he quickly sorted them all out with skates that they at least shouldn’t break their ankles in. Well, at least he hoped so. They all managed to lace them up, even if Shane did check them all before they stepped out onto the ice.
He had to laugh.
All except Ilya looked like they were expecting the difference to jump up and bite them in the ass, moving like they were new to skating. Shane glanced at his husband. Ilya was moving more carefully than normal, digging into his corners a bit more just to get a feel for the narrower edge, but he would be fine in a few minutes.
The instructor soon skated out to join them. She looked at them once, then again, then laughed, her bright green eyes alight with humour.
“Ah. Hockey players. My favourite kind to torture.”
Mary spent the first 10 minutes going over the differences between ice hockey boots and figure skating boots. The main difference was the blade. Hockey blades were rounded on both ends. Figure skate blades were flatter, though still round, longer, and had a toe pick.
Shane let them listen and skated over to Ilya. The big Russian was moving better now; these skates weren’t as good as the custom set that Shane bought and had specially made for Ilya, but they weren’t bad. He skated around in a lazy circle as he watched Ilya adjust his stance, straighten his automatic posture from his normal one and shake his arms out. The sly, heated half-smirk was thrown at Shane as Ilya began to move with him, matching their strides and enjoying seeing the others floundering.
The instructor, Mary, had finally clocked them and called out over the ice.
“Sorry. Shane and Ilya, was it?”
She used the American pronunciation of Ilya that annoyed Shane, but Ilya didn’t blink, more used to the sound of Americans butchering his name. Shane was the only non-native Russian other than Xander, who didn’t count since his wife had been Russian, to bother getting it right since he had emigrated.
Shane skated over, Ilya right behind him.
“That’s us.”
Mary watched them skate, a puzzled look on her face.
“I thought you were all hockey players?”
Hayden nodded, looking confused at her questions. Ilya grinned and threw a cocky smirk at Shane’s friend.
“Da. Some better than others.”
Shane rolled his eyes and nudged Ilya in the ribs. Who, of course, didn’t move an inch, even on the unfamiliar skates.
“Ilyusha”
Ilya settled back so he was just to the side and behind Shane’s back. Shane knew it was so he could send baiting looks over Shane’s shoulder. But Hayden was a grown man; he could deal with a little bit of tame baiting from Ilya. Shane had no hope of stopping him completely.
Mary looked from Shane to Ilya. Taking in the way they stood, straighter, more balanced and surer of their movements on the different skates. She narrowed her eyes at Shane, then gestured for him to go forward.
“You have done this before.”
Shane gave her a perfectly polite, bland smile. Making sure to keep any inflexion out of his face as he skated forward towards her.
“Just a little.”
He heard Ilya rumble a low chuckle from where he stood watching. Shane knew he would stay quiet, and would in fact take great enjoyment out of seeing all their faces. Mary ran him through a reasonably high-level intermediate example, showing them all the routine herself. Then set the others off trying the more basic parts of the routine. Shane hadn’t moved. She skated back to him, half twisted to a stop so she could keep an eye on the others as well as watch Shane.
“Go on then. Let’s see how much is ‘just a little’, Mr Hollander.”
Shane caught Ilya’s eye. He tilted his head towards the others and silently gestured for Ilya to keep an eye on them as well. The basic moves were well within his husband’s current skill set.
It had only taken one demonstration, but Shane had gotten the routine memorised. He did a few quick test movements, making sure he could read the shift of the different blades and unfamiliar ice. Then he took off.  
The opening jump was a Double Axel. Shane had learnt most of this type of routine at 15 or so. He landed clean, only to glide backwards, keeping his feet parallel and at an even width apart, to then twist gracefully to pick up speed on the curve into a combination jump of Triple Salchow-Double Toe Loop. The edges bit cleanly into the ice, and Shane widened his stance, arched into the opposite corner to steady himself before he spun into the Solo Jump, a Double Lutz. Then he swivelled in a tighter circle to increase his momentum as he came back to the centre into three controlled consecutive spins, first the Flying Sit Spin, followed by Change Foot Combination Spin and finally into Camel Spin to finish. 
The whole rink had gone silent now. Usually, these kinds of routines were done to music, something upbeat and classical if Shane had been choosing. He spun with a little artful flick of his wrist as he came out of the centre, skating in a backward half arch to pick up speed for the last section. This was his favourite bit, the footwork sequence, a straight line into a serpentine Step Sequence. It was a fast, complicated manoeuvre, usually done at a senior level, that had fascinated Shane when he had first seen an older skater perform it. The edge control required to perform it at any sort of speed was what he was known for. He shifted his balance automatically as he swapped his raised leg and kept his half circle tight to finish.
Shane was breathing a little faster, but nothing particularly noticeable. He used a one-foot outside edge stop to bring himself alongside Ilya. As he glided, he shifted his weight onto one foot, turned his body to the side and leaned on the outside edge of that foot. He then gracefully lifted the other foot and gave Ilya a delighted grin. He had added a bit more flair than the instructor had, since he had performed actual short programs at an equal level to those before. Even if he had never competed.
The look Ilya was giving him was barely acceptable for company. Shane was pretty sure Ilya was half a breath away from throwing him against the side of the rink and fucking him.
However, that was not the reaction from the others. Even the instructor was looking a bit put out, but that was nothing compared to the mixture of shock and horror on Hayden, Carter and Scott’s faces. The two younger men seemed to be in a heap on the floor and refusing to get up. Shane cocked his head in honest confusion and looked at them all.
“What’s wrong?”
Hayden spluttered and dropped his head into his hands with a groan. Scott patted him commiseratingly on the back, and Carter shook his head and glared at all three members of the Montreal team.
“Oh, nothing. You fuckers just had to go and be absolute dickheads, didn’t you? Now look at what we have to face off with, never mind him being on the same fucking team as the Russian Beast of Boston. I hate you all.”
Carter huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. Hayden looked up and cringed softly, even though Shane could see that Carter only half meant it. He was really touched by the support. Scott hooked his massive, dinner plate-sized hands under Hayden’s armpits and bodily lifted him back to his feet. Carter did the same with the younger two. Hayden grumbled but allowed it.
“It wasn’t us, you know. Trust me, it wasn’t our idea.”
Carter shot Hayden a handsome smile.
“Oh, I know. I was just ranting. I mean, what the fuck?! Can you be bad at anything on skates, please, Shane?”
At that, Ilya growled under his breath and shot the taller man a rather glacial look; both Carter and Hayden shivered.
“Nyet. He can’t. Shane is perfect.”
Shane blushed but turned his face up to give Ilya a soft look. That got a jokingly dry heave from Hayden, but Shane ignored his friend. Ilya leaned down and rumbled in Russian into his ear, pausing to press a very quick kiss to the sensitive patch of skin below his right ear.
“Don’t look at me with those eyes, sweetheart. I won’t be held responsible for the consequences if you do.”
Hayden let out a loud, high-pitched squeak that sounded a bit like someone had stepped on a dog toy. He pointed a finger at them both and skated over to pull Shane away.
“Oh, fuck no! Not in public, you asshole.”
Ilya glared but allowed Hayden to pull Shane away from him, for now anyway. Shane was then surrounded by all of them wanting to know what the fuck that was and why no one had any idea he could do it. Shane just shrugged awkwardly and looked to Ilya as Hayden’s gesturing got more and more wild.
It was Mary who broke it up.
“Right, let’s move on. You two stay here for a moment. The rest of you, head to the top of the ring and practice moving in a serpentine form from one skate to another, please. Count to 10, then switch legs.”
They all followed the instructions and moved away. Mary then turned to Shane and Ilya, her eyes shrewd and certain.
“You.”
She pointed at Shane. He pointed to himself.
“Me?”
She rolled her eyes.
“Don’t be cute. You have had formal training. That was not a simple routine I gave you, and then you added to it.”
Without letting Shane speak, she then turned to Ilya.
“And you are better than you want me to believe. Have you ever skated as a pair?”
Shane could see where this was going. He took Ilya’s hand and entwined their fingers together.
“Yes. We have practised bits and pieces before. Never a full routine. I have formal training; my husband does not, but he is good, stable as the lift anchor. Although he usually skates on his own custom boots for those.”
Ilya grumbled softly and gave Shane a look. Shane silently quirked up an eyebrow and flicked his hand in a little movement. Ilya pulled him close and wrapped his arms around his waist. Large hands braced into the smallest part of his waist, and then he lifted. Shane kept himself balanced and steady, knowing that Ilya was just testing whether or not he would risk it on the unfamiliar blades.
When Shane’s stance was nice and stable, Ilya lifted him with the usual grace and ease; he was gently placed back onto his own blades, and they both turned back to Mary. Who was now looking rather excited. Shane drew back a smidge, just a tiny little bit, and freaked at that look being directed at him.
“I suppose I couldn’t possibly convince you to switch careers?”
They both shook their heads.
“Sorry, but no.”
Mary looked a bit put out but was clearly not surprised at that answer.
“Damn, I had to try. Anyway, can you try a few lifts for me? I am assuming that since you said Ilya was the anchor in your practice, that it is you, Shane, being lifted?”
Shane nodded. It was him being lifted. It wasn’t that he couldn’t lift Ilya; he probably could. However, not like this. Ilya had a good few inches on him in height, was broader in frame and heavier. It made the choice obvious for this. Ilya had lifted him a few times now. His husband took great pleasure in it. Shane was well aware of the effect it had on both of them. Shane was not a small man. No matter what his stupidly tall husband said. He was massive compared to most ordinary people; in fact, even compared to other players, Shane was built. He was strong. Ilya loved the fact that he was so strong. Ilya loved his muscles, his stretch marks from where his size had increased over the years. His husband couldn’t take his hands off him most of the time. Never wanted to.
When Ilya lifted him, he carried him in his myriad of different ways. Shane got to feel smaller, more delicate. Cared for. When Ilya lifted him on the ice. Well. That was a bit different. Shane got to feel pretty, graceful and delicate. Just for a few seconds. But still in a way that required his own strength. Women were much easier to lift. They weighed a lot less; their centre of gravity was lower. Lifting someone of Shane’s size over your head was not an easy feat of strength. Shane had to work much harder to make himself able to be lifted safely.
They skated out to the opposite end of the ice from everyone else. Shane tapped Ilya twice on the bicep, then once on his hips. So, Ilya knew what lift he wanted. A Group 2 lift. The hand-to-waist hold. This was a lift where traditionally the male partner would lift with both hands on the female partner’s waist. The man’s arms were usually fully extended. They had done this one a few times. It was a pretty basic lift, really. Unless you were both hockey players, one lifting his very male, 200lb husband.
Shane moved, and Ilya moved with him. They were always in sync. It was part of what made them so terrifying to play against. Other players couldn’t read them. Couldn’t begin to guess what either was going to do; the fact that they didn’t need verbal confirmation, or if they did, it was in Russian, was just the icing on the cake. Shane picked up speed, both of them skating backwards, and he felt Ilya’s familiar, strong hands as they settled on his waist. Shane placed his own on Ilya’s thick wrists as he was lifted above his head. Ilya spun in an almost lazy looping pattern. Shane allowed himself to arch into a graceful back drop over his husband’s head as they spun. He held the position for the beat of three rotations before Ilya lowered him. He bent his right leg, and Ilya’s hand slid firmly into the hold as they turned. Shane landed on his left leg and kept their momentum going to continue the half circle back to where the instructor was still standing.
Ilya’s hands were still locked around his waist. He should have let go and taken his arms, technically, but Shane really didn’t care right now. Ilya had just successfully lifted him, while on unfamiliar skates, in a rink they didn’t know. He was rather upset he hadn’t asked one of the others to film it, but all their phones were back in the locker room.
Mary started clapping. So did everyone else. Ilya gave a half-mocking, half-real bow. Even if he didn’t take his hands off Shane.
“Wow.”
She seemed pretty lost for words, eyes wide and a bit too overbright. Shane pressed himself closer to Ilya. He recognised that look. He saw in the mirror every time Ilya fucked him in front of it.
Shane felt himself stand straighter; he squared his shoulders and moved so he was in front of Ilya. Whose hands were still wrapped around him, wedding rings on full display. It wasn’t that Shane didn’t understand the appeal; of course, he fucking did. However, that was his husband, and he would break whatever appendage dared to reach out and touch what wasn’t hers.
A low, deep chuckle sounded into his ear, the soft exhale of air against his skin making a shiver run through him.
“Put your claws away. She can look, but I only belong to you.”
Shane tightened his hand on Ilya’s wrist and pulled him away. They spent the last half an hour laughing at the others trying and failing at anything that wasn’t the most basic move. Shane kept a hand on Ilya at all times. He also kept them away from Mary. Ilya was more than content to be led around by Shane and heckle the others – well, Ilya heckled, Shane helped, or at least tried to – it was decided, unanimously, that Shane would teach Jade, and that was the end of it.
 
These exhibition or charity-type games were always fun; they were meant to be. This was laughably easy. With Shane and Ilya on the same team. However, they spent most of the time competing against each other as well as the other team, despite their own teammates’ increasingly annoyed chirps. Scott and Carter had enjoyed it, though, since they were on the same team as Shane and Ilya, rather than against them.
Shane had told Ilya to go ahead while he nipped back to their room to plug his phone into a charger. It had died at some point while they were playing. It was only when he reached for the charger, only to realise that Ilya had left his phone in his bag. The phone had ten missed calls from Luca and five from Jahseh. It felt like someone had poured ice into Shane’s veins.
Levi.
Luca had offered to be the emergency contact while they were away. When Shane had caught him listening to podcasts about learning basic Russian, he had almost burst into tears when Luca had explained. Luca had said that since he was now Levi’s official big brother – or at least he was to child services, after Shane had let that one slip – he was learning Russian. Since Levi would have his work cut out for him catching up to any sort of school-acceptable level, Luca had decided he would learn to be able to help better. Of course, the moment Shane had told Ilya, his husband had gone through all the podcasts and apps Luca was using to make sure they were correct.
He had also begun talking to Luca in Russian. Just basic words and sentences, but as Shane had said, the quickest way to learn a new language is to continually use it.
Shane picked up Ilya’s phone, which was thankfully fully charged and bolted back down to find Ilya. He was already calling Luca back as he moved. He had to try three times, and by that point, he had found Ilya and explained. They were both worried now.
When Luca picked up on the fourth try. Right away, Shane could hear the screaming. Luca seemingly moved or shut a door because the sound dropped, and they could finally hear him.
“Lukasha. Are you alright? What happened?”
Ilya spoke first, sensing that Shane was struggling with the heartbreaking crying they could hear.
“I’m sorry. Mr Bennett had to call me. His wife came home, and Levi had a massive panic attack. He couldn’t calm him down. The paramedics were called, but they couldn’t get near him and advised against more sedation so soon after the last dose. So, I suggested that I try, since I’ve gotten a little better at Russian now. Enough to tell him I’m his brother. He understood that at least. Let me get close, but then a man came. Got into it with Mr Bennett. Ilya, he’s locked himself in the basement…”
They both heard Luca’s voice break before it came back again. Softer, like he too was fighting back tears.
“I think that’s where he was kept before. I’m pretty sure I heard him say it was where trash like him belonged, but I could be wrong. Hang on, I wrote it down the best I could and then ran it through my app.”
Then a message came through on Shane’s phone.
Luca ➡️ Gde mesto takim, kak ya, etim yebanym polukrovkam-otbrosam.
Shane clenched his fists. He heard the low, angry snarl that ripped out of Ilya’s throat as they read it. Even if it wasn’t completely accurate, Shane suspected it was pretty close. It must have been something Levi had heard often, maybe even his whole life. It wasn’t how children spoke. No. This was definitely something his bastard father had said to him.
His own child.
The message had said, Where fucking half-breed trash like me belongs.
Ilya took the phone and started to look for a flight. Shane swapped, so he was the one talking to Luca. Ilya had lost English. Shane could see it. His husband was on the edge of being extremely dangerous right now. They had to get back. Never mind the skills tests tomorrow. Neither of them cared right now.
“That was very clever thinking, Luca. Well done. Keep talking to him; it doesn’t matter the language. He will pick up on tone and intent.”
There was a noise on the other end.
“I will, but Shane, get here soon. He’s not good. A child can’t survive in panic mode like that for long. Believe me. I know.”
Shane closed his eyes. Fuck. Why did Luca have to go and confirm what they had both been hoping was not the case? Poor Lukasha. Why the fuck did these utter shit stains get to have children and treat them like this? It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair. Shane wanted to wrap both boys up in his arms and never let go.
That bastard better hope Shane never saw him again. Otherwise, hiding a body would be the least of things to worry about. Now they had to go; they had to get back.
“Oh, Lukasha. You are so brave. Thank you for being there and calling. We will be home as soon as we can book a flight. Be careful.”
Shane looked up to see that Ilya was showing him a private plane he had booked; they needed to go, like now. He pressed the phone closer to his ear, like Luca would be able to feel it.
“Okay. Let me know when you land. Cliff said he would come get you.”
A tight, hot band tightened around Shane’s chest. Like he was being squeezed with a warm, thick syrup in his very bones. God. Their team really was the best. Ilya made come-on motions with his hand. They had already packed their bags and were waiting at the door, impatient and worried. The call dropped. Luca must have ended it. Shane shoved it into his pocket and tried not to spiral into a dead panic as he dashed out the door with Ilya. He would text the others from the airport. They would understand and more than likely cover for them.
They were needed somewhere else. Levi and Luca needed them. Shane just hoped they could get there in time.






      

  












      Chapter 51: Luca
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  When Luca had agreed for Shane and Ilya to pass his number along to Mr Bennett, it had only meant to be in case of a dire emergency. Shane had assured him that Bennett would only contact him if there was no answer from either of them and that there was absolutely no other choice. It wasn’t that Luca minded. He was actually quite proud to be asked. Ilya had said his Russian was improving. As soon as Shane had discovered his little nighttime hobby of trying to listen to podcasts or videos that were meant to help with learning Russian, he had told Ilya. 
Luca had been quietly pleased when Ilya had knocked on the bedroom door that same evening and showed him which YouTube videos were the best for actual correct pronunciation when learning the basics. As well as writing him out some flash cards, Luca had nerded out over that handwriting for a good few minutes; however, his artist’s brain was good at matching the two. Both Ilya and Shane had been helping. He really only knew the very basics, but it was something. Especially for a tiny, hurt child who, according to everyone who had been in contact with him, didn’t seem to understand English very well, something which Luca was all too familiar with. Even though he himself had ended up quite good, fluent in a way most who had English as a second language didn’t, it hadn’t been easy. 
So, when his phone started ringing, he paused the video on his laptop and reached over to the tiny, slightly crooked nightstand next to his bed and picked it up. 
The number was the same as Shane had left on the piece of paper that Luca had stuck up on his wall above his desk. He hadn’t saved it because he wasn’t sure he was actually allowed to. Luca scrambled to answer it. 
“Hello?”
Luca tried to sound as calm and mature as possible. 
“Mr Haas?”
The accented voice sounded rather stressed, even with just his name being spoken. As weird as it was to be called ‘Mr. Haas’, it made Luca feel like he had this. He could do this. 
“Yes, I’m Mr Haas. Sorry, is this Mr Bennett? Shane left me your number.”
Scratch that; Luca winced at his rambling. He could not do this, but Bennett did not take offence. In fact, he sounded relieved.
“Look, I am sorry to have to ask this, but Ilya messaged to say you knew a bit of basic Russian? Only we have a situation here and communication is causing us some issues. Is there any chance you could get to me?”
Luca knew the address. Shane had written it all down before they left. He could order a car; it wouldn’t even take that long. He would shoot a quick text to both Adrien and Cliff so they would know where he had gone, and if he needed backup at any point, then Cliff would be on standby. 
“I will be right there, Mr Bennett.”
There was a sigh that Luca had only just heard through the tiny speakers.
“Thank you.”
The call clicked off. Luca pulled on his clothes as he quickly ordered the car. He was right; the address was reasonably close by. It would only take about 20 minutes. He put his glasses away and, running on instinct, he picked up his bag with his spare drawing supplies. 
 
Cliff M ➡️ Mr Bennett called. Going over there, Shane said to let you know just in case. 
 
Luca ➡️ Be careful, kid. Call if you need us. 
 
From the ‘We’ Cliff had used, Luca guessed that meant that Victor was with him and he could phone either of them if needed. While he waited for the car to arrive, he sent a text to his boyfriend. Said boyfriend who was not with him at the moment because he had a dentist appointment after catching a stray elbow in his tooth yesterday and needed it looked at. 
 
Adrien 🩵 ➡️ Going over to Mr Bennett’s. Cliff and Victor know. Will call you when I’m done. Hope the dentist goes okay. 
 
He didn’t get a response, but if Adrien was in the actual appointment, he wouldn’t be able to look at his phone until he was done. Luca was only letting him know just in case, and because his boyfriend was worried. 
 
When he arrived at the address, it looked normal, from the outside anyway; all calm and serene. It was only when Luca knocked on the door that a haggard, exhausted-looking man came to the door. Mr Bennett was tall, with very dark skin and kind eyes. Luca could hear a faint noise from where he was standing. A low, pained keen that made the hairs stand up on the back of his arms. Not from fear, but from memory. He used to make a sound like that. 
Luca pulled his bag higher up his shoulder and held his hand out to shake. 
“Mr Bennett? I’m Luca Haas.”
The man shook his hand, his face easing into something more like relief than the tight, worried mask it had been when he had opened the door. 
“Thanks for coming. As you can hear, we have a problem. I did try to call Ilya and Shane, but both phones are going straight to voicemail.”
Luca was led through the house into a hallway; there stood a woman, pretty and well-dressed but looking rather distressed. Mr Bennett waved towards her as he pointed to the small door off to the side. 
“He bolted in there; we think he has jammed the handle because it won’t open from this side. The paramedics have already been out earlier; they couldn’t sedate him because he has had too much in the recommended time frame already, with his smaller size and being underweight. We don’t want to break it down unless it’s the absolute last resort. Adding more trauma here isn’t the plan. This is my wife, Melissa. She accidentally caused this; well, we honestly aren’t sure what this is. But since we can’t get through to him, we are stuck. Translator apps are no good because he doesn’t seem to respond. I am not sure if it’s because he can’t understand them or if it’s something else. I would assume he can’t read or write, so that’s out too.”
Mr Bennett might not know what this was, but Luca did. Deep down in the depths of everything he had hidden away by locking it all into a box in the back of his mind years ago. When he had been younger than Levi even. The memories never truly went away. He got nightmares sometimes. Except they weren’t nightmares. They were memories. 
He moved forward. A strange sort of confidence that he didn’t normally feel when he was off the ice had crept up into his voice. 
“I think I do. Let me try, please?”
They both stepped out of the way, and Luca sat down cross-legged by the little door. He began to hum softly under his breath, his head cocked and listening. He ignored the sound of them both stepping away and just kept the gentle humming low but still able to drift through the door. At first nothing happened. So he carried on; slowly the keening started easing into a little broken whine. He took that as progress. 
He was on his third repeat of the song when he heard it. A tiny, soft sob. Luca strained his ears as he kept going, trying not to put any inflexion into his voice that would give away the fact he had noticed Levi was there. In fact, Luca was pretty sure the little boy was pressed up against the other side of the door, listening. He really wished Shane had taught him the Japanese lullaby he had sung in the hospital. He should have asked him. Or recorded it. Luca knew from experience that something like that would have positive trigger points rather than negative. 
The sound came again. 
Luca paused as he listened. It wasn’t the sound of the little hall cupboard being opened yet, but it was a response at least. He decided to take a risk; he had made sure Ilya had gone over this word with him until he could get it right; this one mattered. He kept his voice low and soft. 
“Lyovushka?”
This time Luca heard a distinct noise of a small body shuffling closer. He called again. Still so soft it could only be heard by the two of them. 
“Lyovushka?”
A quiet thud, followed by a smothered sob and a sniffle. Luca waited. He knew how important this bit was; if he rushed this first, tentative contact from Levi’s end, then it would all be wasted. Luca was not Shane or Ilya. He had not yet been labelled as ‘safe’ by Levi’s hindbrain. 
It was so quiet, a tiny, breathy whisper from under the door that Luca wasn’t sure he had actually heard anything at first. Then it came again, slightly louder. 
“Who’s there?”
Luca didn’t have enough of an understanding of Russian for this, not really, but Ilya had made sure to teach him a couple of important words just in case. Including this one. 
“I’m your big brother. Luca.”
He was very careful with the pronunciation. He had practised this and had made sure he had it down. Luca needed Levi to understand, to link him with his safe people. The handle moved. A tiny crack appeared in the door. 
“Mr Shane and Mr Ilya called you Lukasha.”
Luca only really got the names out of that; Levi spoke fast and softly. It was difficult to pick up on most of it, but he definitely heard Ilya’s pet name for himself in there. Luca held perfectly still as the door opened just enough for the tiny slip of a boy to look through. Those eyes. The colour was almost identical. Both a darker blue than was most commonly found, like Ilya’s were. Shaggy, too-long dark hair and tan skin. If he was more the image of Ilya, then Levi was definitely Shane’s. 
A thin, bandaged hand pushed the door open a little bit further, then paused, as if waiting for something. When Luca did not move, did not try to grab him or come closer, Levi stepped out fully. He still kept his back pressed against the wall, but he didn’t bolt. Not yet. 
“Lyovushka? Levi?”
The little boy nodded. Those matching blue eyes were dark with a riotous mix of emotions. Fear was the most prevalent. There was a tiny spark of something that might have been dangerously like hope, though.  
He pointed to his own chest. 
“Luca.”
Levi mouthed the sound, then repeated it back the best he could. Until he shook his head and gave a tiny, adorable little pout up at him. 
“I like Lukasha better. It sounds like mine.”
Levi had inched closer now; Luca held himself as still as a statue. He didn’t dare move, just in case Levi startled back into the storage cupboard he had been hiding in. Instead, he began to hum again, louder and in a more cheerful tune, but Levi was captivated. The little boy didn’t even seem to notice he was inching closer to Luca, the gap shrinking with every small movement. 
He was just about close enough to touch when there was a sudden loud banging from the front of the house. Like someone or something was hammering on the door. By the heavy-sounding thuds, it was not a small someone. Luca turned to look; he angled his body so that he was covering all conceivable sight of Levi. This might have been Levi’s father, although Luca was pretty sure that Ilya had said the man stabbed himself. Still, he wasn’t taking any chances. Levi was his little brother now, and it was his job to protect him when Shane and Ilya weren’t here to do it. 
 
Mr Bennett had opened the door. 
It was thrown backwards, crashing into the wall with enough force to shatter the glass window in the centre. Mr Bennett stumbled and cried out as a large, brutish man loomed on the threshold. 
It was not Levi’s father. Luca had seen him a couple of times. No, this man was fitter, taller and clearly stronger than the fat, balding disgrace that had laid a hand on Luca’s little brother. Luca didn’t know who this man was, but he recognised a very heavy Russian accent. The voice was loud, angry and explosive in the previous quiet of the house. 
“Where the fuck is he?!”
Mr Bennett had pulled himself up to his feet, straightened to his full height and tried to block the door, but the newcomer was not only strong but also bigger and taller. He was also angry, and as Luca knew all too well, rage-fuelled aggression could make any man stronger than he usually was. 
“You need to leave. How dare you barge in here?! I will call the Police! Who are you?”
None of his questions was answered. Instead, the man threw out one large, bulky arm and sent the older man flying. Rage-darkened eyes locked onto Luca; the man took a thundering step forward, but before he could reach them - Levi was still trembling behind Luca’s back  - a shout came from the kitchen. 
“The Police are on their way! Leave now, and we won’t press charges!”
It was Mrs Bennett, holding her phone up with the emergency services call still connected and clearly visible on the screen. The man sneered at them, spat on the floor at Mrs. Bennett’s feet, then slammed his way out of the now broken front door. It wasn’t a few minutes later, when she was helping her husband to stand, that they all heard sirens drawing closer.
Levi, who seemed to have been frozen out of a reflex that Luca understood perfectly, came to life again at the sound. Blue eyes blown wide in pure panic and flashing around the hall. In a second he was scampering past Luca’s arm. At the end of the corridor was a door; it looked like the entrance to a basement. Luca distinctly heard Levi speak as he dashed past him. 
It was something like:
Gde mesto takim, kak ya, etim yebanym polukrovkam-otbrosam.
Or at least Luca was pretty sure that’s what Levi had said. He caught the words for ‘where’, ‘me ’, and what he thought was ‘belonged’, but it had been quick, and Luca had been distracted. 
Only then, with appalling horror, did Luca realise that Levi had bolted into what had looked like the basement. The sound of a lock clicking on echoed through the silence. Then Mr Bennett swore. Loudly. 
“Shit.”
Luca tried the door. Even though he knew it was locked. That Levi had locked it, because that’s what he was used to doing. Because when an angry man came to the door, that meant Levi had done something wrong. He quickly typed out what he thought Levi had said and opened his translation app. He ran it through. It automatically corrected a lot of it, but it did give him a translation, and it was not a good one. If he had gotten this right, then Levi had basically said.
“Where the fucking half-breed trash like me belongs.” 
He wanted to cry. That wasn’t a child talking; that was a child repeating what he had been told over and over again until it was all they knew. So from that, Luca could assume that Levi had been kept at least to sleep or when his father wanted him out of sight - he hoped to god it wasn’t to sleep - in the fucking basement. 
A horrible, acid-like feeling was crawling up his throat. Luca felt physically sick at the thought. Like he was about to actually, physically throw up; the acidic feeling was so strong. It burned his throat. No wonder Levi was so small. Lack of sunlight. 
He pulled out his phone and dialled both Shane and Ilya’s numbers. Neither of them answered. They must be away from their phones. He kept trying for a few minutes, but nothing. So instead, he turned to see if Mr and Mrs Bennett were all right. 
They were outside with a police officer. 
Luca drew back. He felt very alone suddenly. Every bit a helpless, floundering child in this situation. He wanted Shane. He wanted Shane like it was a physical ache in his chest. That really was pathetic, wasn’t it? Like a child running for his mom when he’s hurt. Except that was exactly what it felt like. Or at least what Luca imagined it should feel like; his mother had been a horrifically absent gambling addict. The only times he had ever seen her were when she had run out of money. Then she came crawling back and started a fight with his father, which he had promptly paid for when she then left. Like smoke, drifting through his fingers as he tried to catch it, to hold it close. 
Shane, on the other hand, had the warmest arms Luca had ever been held in. It was different to being hugged by Ilya, which was full of strength, support and pride. Or even being held by Adrien - which was new, both exciting and terrifying at the same time - which was heated, not warm. There was a distinct difference Luca had discovered.  
He went back inside. The police looked busy, and one of the neighbours was screaming like a banshee in indignant fury about something he really didn’t care about. However, Luca was worried about Levi. As he slid down the wall and sat opposite the basement door, his phone rang. It was Ilya’s number. Luca had never answered a call so fast in his life. His stiff, numb fingers had to try four times to swipe and answer. As he did, a screaming match started outside, so Luca moved to the other end of the corridor. 
“Lukasha. Are you alright? What happened?”
Ilya’s strong, deep voice washed over Luca’s frazzled brain. Just hearing him was enough to settle the helpless feeling in Luca’s chest. He put the phone up to his ear and explained. 
“I’m sorry. Mr Bennett had to call me. His wife came home, and Levi had a massive panic attack. He couldn’t calm him down. The paramedics were called, but they couldn’t get near him and advised against more sedation so soon after the last dose. So, I suggested that I try, since I’ve gotten a little better at Russian now. Enough to tell him I’m his older brother. He understood that at least. Let me get close. Well, he came closer to me. He was almost sitting on my lap, Ilya. But then some man came. Got into it with Mr Bennett. Ilya, he’s locked himself in the basement…”
Luca’s voice cracked at that; if only he had been faster, if he had scooped Levi up into his arms, then he would be safe. He choked back a sob and forced his voice to work again. Softer, as he was trying to fight back tears that were finally threatening to fall.
“I think that’s where he was kept before. I’m pretty sure I heard him say it was where trash like him belonged, but I could be wrong. Hang on.”
Luca paused and looked for the scrap of paper he had copied it onto before the fight outside had started.  
“I wrote it down the best I could and then ran it through my app. It might not be correct, but hopefully it’s close. I will send it to your phone, Shane.”
 
Shane ➡️ Gde mesto takim, kak ya, etim yebanym polukrovkam-otbrosam.
 
“That was very clever thinking, Luca. Well done. Keep talking to him; it doesn’t matter the language. He will pick up on tone and intent.”
It was Shane’s voice now; they must have swapped the phone over. Luca suspected that Ilya was too furious to speak English right now, and his Russian was not anywhere near good enough for that right now. 
“I will. Shane, get here soon. He’s not good. A child can’t survive in panic mode like that for long. Believe me. I know.”
There was a weighted pause from the other end. Luca was pretty sure he might have just confirmed some fairly accurate suspicions that Shane and Ilya had of his own childhood, but he was too drained to care right now. He could have his own panic attack about it later; now he had to try and get his little brother out of this damned basement. 
“Oh, Lukasha. You are so brave. Thank you for being there and calling. We will be home as soon as we can book a flight. Be careful.”
He shouldn’t take so much comfort from something like this, but just Shane telling him he was brave, that he had done the right thing, it was enough to send a warm, soft feeling all through his chest. Like he had just embraced a fluffy, warm blanket fresh out of the dryer. He wanted to bury his face in the feeling and wrap it around himself until he couldn’t feel anything else. 
Luca sent a quick text to Cliff, asking if he could be on alert to go collect Shane and Ilya from the airport. He got a response instantly. No arguments, no complaining. Just instant agreement and help. 
“Okay. Let me know when you land. Cliff said he would come get you.” 
 
A quiet noise had him clicking to end the call. Shane would understand. The sound had come from the basement. He crept closer and pressed his ear right up against the door to hear better. 
“Lyovushka?”
Nothing. Luca didn’t have the words for this, but Shane had said to keep talking, and he trusted Shane, so Luca started to talk. 
“It’s alright, Lyovushka. They are on their way. Shane and Ilya. I promise they will be here soon. I won’t leave until they get here. Are you alright? You don’t have to stay down there. Or maybe I could come down there with you?”
He was just talking. Just trying to quietly fill the silence. Shane had said to talk to him; Levi at least knew Luca was connected to Ilya and Shane. When he ran out of words, he went back to humming. The same song that had gotten Levi to come closer last time. He thought about calling Adrien, or even Cliff, to come to him, but more people were not a good thing right now. They couldn’t help. Not really. 
His legs were stiff and his back sore by the time he heard a noise. Mr Bennett had brought him a drink and came to check on any progress, but they were still giving statements and letting the police look at the broken door. Luca had thanked him and taken the water bottle but hadn’t moved. He wouldn’t move. Not until Levi came out or Shane and Ilya arrived. Whichever was first. 
The sound was so quiet he almost missed it. 
“Lukasha?”
Luca sat up. He crawled closer and pressed the side of his cheek up against the wood so he could listen. 
“Levi. Lyovushka. Please open the door.”
Even if he couldn’t understand, Luca needed Levi to know he hadn’t left. That he had promised and had kept his promise. He could feel the tears finally break free when the door clicked almost silently open. The tiny, shivering form of Levi slunk out of the gap, blue eyes locked on Luca’s own as he crept forward. Dark smudges were under his damp eyes, making them look even bluer. 
The poor thing looked exhausted. 
Luca stayed still, watching. Levi came closer. Luca opened his arms, not moving forward but offering. Extending the shape of safety but leaving the choice up to him. If he held his breath until the cold, thin, trembling form of his new little brother sank into his arms, then no one would ever know. 
He wrapped his arms around the slender body. Oh. He was so thin. Another couple of tears tracked silently down Luca’s cheeks. He was crying for both of them. For this tiny, terrified child who was clingy to someone he did not know but had chosen to trust and for the little boy he had been, who never had someone offer the option of safety, of love. Luca could feel his shoulder and chest getting damp; Levi was sobbing silently against his front. Slowly he brought up a hand and began to trace small, soothing circles across the bony back. 
“Shush, Shush, Lyovushka. I’m here. I’m here.”
Again, Luca internally cursed not being able to communicate. He would learn. This was it. He was determined now; he had learnt English, and he could damn well learn Russian if it killed him. 
While he had been sitting on the floor waiting, the police had finished with the investigation into the damaged door. Mr Bennett appeared in the doorway; he obviously spotted Levi in Luca’s arms because he didn’t come any closer but called out softly. 
“Well done, Luca. Try and move to the bedroom when you can. He has established that as a safe zone.”
Luca gave a slight nod. He didn’t want to do anything to disturb Levi now that he had him in his arms. Mr Bennett went back into the kitchen; Luca could hear them both talking but could not really make out the words. He rocked slightly back and forth, keeping up the soothing motion of his hand and carried on humming softly. Ever so slowly, Levi’s sobbing began to ease into heavy breathing with the occasional sniffle. Still, Luca kept holding him. The little body had gone limp with what was most likely exhaustion in his lap, curled up into his chest with his eyes tightly closed. 
 
He had just about braved shifting and standing; Levi was gone enough to only make a slight noise of protest but not wake. When there was sound. Luca kept his arms securely around the precious bundle in his arms as he stood. His back made a slightly alarming crack as he tried to stretch without dislodging or waking Levi up. He moved slowly toward the kitchen, but the sound was coming from the back of the house. Luca had only just had a chance to get a few steps away when the back door imploded with what sounded like a brick through it. 
This time Luca knew exactly who it was. 
Levi’s father had found them. With no time and only one option, Luca turned and sprinted for the broken front door and out into the driveway. Levi had startled awake at the noise, but Luca kept his hold tight. He was not letting go this time. Tiny fists had wrapped into the still damp fabric of his hoodie; Luca kept one hand steady on the little back as he sheltered Levi in his arms. It was a good thing he was so small. Luca could better protect him like this. 
The thundering sounds of footsteps from behind made Luca throw a nervous look over his shoulder, which meant he missed the man from earlier coming flying out from the next door’s garden. His eyes were wild, and a nasty sneer was on his ugly face. He didn’t miss the roar of rage, though. Luca danced out of the way, keeping out of reach because he was very quick and Levi was not very heavy. After all, Luca was only small in comparison to the huge, hulking forms of his teammates. Compared to this man, Luca was much fitter, faster and had far more reason to keep out of reach. 
“Get back here, you fucking faggot!”
The man who had broken Mr Bennett’s door was bellowing at Luca, but at least it was in very heavily accented English so he could understand. He wouldn’t be obeying, though. Instead, he went to spin on his heel and dash away in the opposite direction, only to find Levi’s father had either come through the house after them or gone around. There was no sign of Mr. or Mrs Bennett, but Luca had other things to worry about right now. He didn’t know who this other man was, but he looked like a piece of work. Rough beard, hair a mess and red-rimmed, wild eyes, pupils blown wide. Either high or coming down off one by the looks of it. Luca had seen it plenty of times in his mother when he had been younger; it was a hard image to forget after all. 
“Ne day im sbezhat’, ublyudok!”
Luca didn’t know what that meant other than the word ‘don’t’, but he wasn’t going to hang around to find out. The fact the Bennetts hadn’t come out was worrying; in fact, it was more than likely that they couldn’t. Which meant they were either hurt, dead or incapacitated in some way. Whichever it was, it meant that Luca and Levi were on their own until he could get somewhere safe and get his phone out of his pocket. The man who wasn’t Levi’s father made a lunge for him, but Luca dodged and pivoted behind one of the cars in the driveway. He crouched down and murmured softly; even if Levi could understand him, he was holding on tightly and not trying to get away, which was making it easier for Luca to manoeuvre them both out of harm’s way. 
He could feel his phone buzzing in his pocket, but he didn’t dare put Levi down to get it. Levi’s father came at them next; he was clearly after Levi, as it wasn’t as clear what the mystery man wanted. 
“Hand the kid over.”
The accent really was thick, but Luca understood; they wanted him to hand over his little brother. Not a fucking chance was that happening. Over Luca’s dead body. Unfortunately, that seemed to be an option because the bigger man seemed to have finally had enough; he reached into his jacket and pulled out a wicked-looking switchblade. With a swift, decisive movement of a meaty wrist, the blade made a snick noise as it was extended. 
Luca felt the fear truly this time. He could dodge, he could run rings around them like that, and most likely they would be the ones who got tired first, but a knife was different. This was not far too dangerous to wait. He darted back around the back of the house and gathered Levi tightly against his chest with one arm. His still bruised ribs were really starting to ache now, but he ignored it. The heavy, pounding footsteps told him that they were following; he only had a moment. 
The quickest thing to press on his phone was redial. So with barely a second to spare, he pressed the button to phone Ilya back. He didn’t have time to dial any numbers to phone 9 - 1 - 1. He couldn’t even pause to hope it connected; he just shoved it back into his pants and ran. 
Unfortunately, he wasn’t quite fast enough. A hot, sharp pain lanced down the back of his bicep as he turned. Luca cried out in pain and shock but didn’t stop and, more importantly, didn’t let go of Levi. Instead, he sprinted for the end of the street where there was a park-like area. He could maybe lose them in the trees if he was lucky. 
Luca was fast. Even injured, tired and carrying Levi. Luca was fast. He covered the ground to the park in minutes flat. The loud, horrific bellowing from behind told him that they were following. He had just dodged behind a huge tree and then squeezed through a narrow gap between a few, into a secluded bush area when he felt a huge hand clamp down on his injured arm. 
He couldn’t help it. Luca screamed. It was like someone had just poured boiling water into the sliced flesh on his arm. The grip was tight, too tight, and Luca was thrashing, snarling and hissing in desperation to get away. To get Levi to safety. He couldn’t fail, not now, not when they were so close to escaping. He renewed his attempts to get loose. He could feel hands reaching for Levi in his arms, but Luca swung his head and sank his teeth as deeply as he could into the hand. 
There was a curse, then pain. A lot of pain. Whoever Luca had bitten had just cracked him across the face, but Luca, seeing stars, just reared back and tried to twist like an eel to get out of the hold. The blood that was now hot and slick over his arm was actually helping; it was making it harder for whichever one had got hold of him. He kicked out backwards with a powerful swing of his leg. Again, Luca was not weak; Luca would not go down without a fight. 
Lightheaded, injured, but on the edge of truly feral, Luca was swinging with his other leg when both of the men looked up and away from him. He took the chance and tried to kick Levi’s father in the testicles, but he missed. 
 
A sudden screech of tyres was the only warning. Then came the horrifying form of Ilya Rozanov. This was not Ilya as Luca knew him. No. This was some sort of demon that looked like Ilya because now the two men were scrambling to defend themselves against the much more powerful figure before them. 
Luca was sinking to his knees before he could stop it. Only to be caught. Strong, familiar arms were suddenly wrapped around him and Levi. The voice. Shane’s voice. First in Russian, then in English. 
“It’s okay. It’s okay. We are here now. I’ve got you both. Well done. I’m so proud of you both.”
Luca let go. Not of Levi. He didn’t actually think that was currently possible from either end. Levi had a death grip on Luca, and he was pretty sure his arms were locked into this position. But he didn’t mind. They were safe now. He burrowed into Shane’s arms as they both turned to look at the spectacle that was Ilya putting both attackers on the ground. Only when they both went worrying still did Shane call out. 
“Enough, Ilya, love. Don’t kill them.”
Those eyes were almost black. Luca shivered and pressed closer to Shane, even though he knew he was in absolutely no danger from this man. Luca had never seen Ilya like this, and he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to again. Like this, it was perfectly believable that Ilya could kill them if he wanted to. Or if Shane asked him to. 
Instead, it seemed like Shane stopped him. Luca couldn’t translate the Russian, but the tone was soft, coaxing, not antagonising. So Luca would guess Shane was saying enough, especially as Ilya then walked away from the downed forms of both attackers to stalk over to the three of them.  
“Are you all okay? Luca, you’re bleeding.”
Shane reached out and pulled Ilya to them. Those massive arms managed to wrap around all three of them, and suddenly Luca’s head went silent. All the pain, all the fear and panic had gone quiet. He heard Shane murmuring in Russian over his head, but Luca was done. He was staying right here. 
“English, love. Even if poor Lukasha could understand, he’s too tired now to translate.”
Luca felt a warm hand under his chin; he followed the soft but firm grip to look up into concerned but gentle brown eyes. Shane was still holding him. Sluggishly, Luca tried to respond, but he was exhausted. Ilya moved so he was directly behind Luca, and the arms around him swapped. He wasn’t let go. He was never out of their embrace, but the support had changed. Ilya was taller and broader than Shane, warmer too. The Russian was like a furnace of heat at all times. Luca melted into that warmth now; he watched as Shane coaxed Levi out of his arms and into his own. Wet, worried blue eyes met as Levi reached out for Luca and made a sad little noise. 
“No want my Lukasha. Please don’t take him. 
All Luca could recognise was his name, but he reached out at once and took the hand that was desperately reaching for him. 
“It’s alright, Lyovushka. Please don’t cry. We are safe now. Ilya and Shane are here.”
Shane cuddled Levi into his arms, and Luca, arms now empty and the pain flooding back, made a low, confused noise as his knees suddenly buckled under his own weight. He closed his eyes and tried to brace for the impact of hitting the floor. He was too tired to do anything else, but it didn’t happen. 
Instead, he was lifted. Luca managed to pry his eyes open to find Ilya had not only caught him but now had him cradled in his arms. Oh. Okay. Luca decided this was new but not bad. His eyes closed, and he settled his head on a broad shoulder as he was carried to where a police car and what looked like an ambulance were waiting in front of the Bennett house. 
He drifted in and out over the next hour or so, but he did remember a nice paramedic putting some butterfly stitches over the gash in his arm and wrapping it in a bandage. The disinfectant had stung, but Luca had just pressed closer into Ilya’s chest and refused to look. He could hear voices all around them but was content to ignore it all. The only thing he did was to routinely force his exhausted eyes open to check that he could still see Levi and Shane. At one point they weren’t there, and Luca began to panic. 
“Lyovushka? Shane? Lyovushka!?”
Ilya soothed him. His voice was a heavy, deep rumble that settled Luca at the sound and feel. He was still being held securely in Ilya’s arms. 
“Easy, Lukasha. They are over there.”
Luca looked to where Shane was talking to a bandaged Mr Bennett, who had a tablet in his hands and was passing it to Shane for some reason. He felt Ilya stroke the back of his neck in a comforting gesture before he spoke again. 
“Shane is signing to say we take Levi home with us. Not safe here.”
There was a rush of relief so strong that if Luca had been stood up, he was pretty sure he would have fallen over. They were taking him. At last. Then he froze. A sudden, sad thought had drifted across his tired, pain-addled brain. Not actually aware he was speaking, not just thinking. 
“But does that mean you won’t want me anymore? I mean, poor Levi needs you more, but please, please don’t send me away too.”
A hand was in his hair. Shane had come back. Luca looked up from his comfy position in Ilya’s arms. Shane was crying. Why was Shane crying? Luca tried to reach up but was stopped by Shane, who reached down and brushed his damp, dirty hair off his face and cupped the back of his neck in one large hand.
“Never think that, Luca. Just because Levi is coming home with us does not mean you are being kicked out or left. I promise that is not going to happen.”
Luca didn’t think he had any more tears, but apparently he was wrong because his vision was blurring with them. Shane adjusted his hold on the now sleeping Levi and pressed a kiss to the top of Luca’s head. 
“I already called you ours. Remember?”
He did remember. He just hadn’t really believed it up until now. Maybe they really did mean it. Luca would hold on to that hope, but for now he just wanted to sleep. 
“Okay. Must promise.”
He was almost asleep, so he only half-heard the low chuckle that Ilya let out as they were both settled into the back of the SUV. Luca felt the small, warm body snuggle closer as the engine purred to life and the car started to move. He managed to look down, eyes gritty and blurred but just enough to make out that Levi had crawled across the bench to curl up against his side. Carefully, he draped his good arm over his little brother and finally drifted off into sleep. 
Neither Luca nor Levi saw the camera flash or the soft, adoring look they were getting from both men in the front of the car as Shane leaned over to pull a blanket over both of them. Luca only found out about it later, when Shane showed him the picture. 
They were going home.
All four of them. 






      

  












      Chapter 52: Alexei
  



    Chapter Notes

      Try this one on for size. Warning for Alexei being a piece of shit. I promise you will be drowning in all the fluff and feels after this one...

Let me know what you think.







  Alexei POV
Alexei Grigoryevich Rozanov was fucking pissed. He was also, it had to be said, a fucking mess. His little brother. Ilya Rozanov. Had laid into him. He hadn’t hung around long enough to find out what the deal with the kid was, but he would find out. He was pretty sure his arm was broken, as well as his nose. Blood was dripping down his face and into his mouth. He spat pink saliva on the floor as he moved. He had to be careful; he didn’t want to be seen too close to where the cops still were. He didn’t think that Zaytsev would rat him out, but Ilya could. Rage burned through him, nearly eclipsing the pain. The fucking nerve of the little faggot. How dare he? Where the fuck did Ilya suddenly find the balls to turn on him? He never had before. Even though he had been more than capable since he was a teenager. 
There was something fucking suspicious going on here, and Alexei was determined to find out what. He had been looking for the little spoiled bastard for ages. Since he had cut them off after their father’s death. Like he had the right to take away the money Alexei relied upon. The money that had been promised to him. It didn’t matter that their father was no longer here to force the little faggot into compliance. The only reason he had been allowed to leave Russia was that the money was far more in the NHL. 
The deal was that Ilya had to win. He had to win, earn the big money and send it back to them. At first his father had still been aware enough to keep a tight hold on the purse strings; Alexei had been forced to demand extra on the side from the arrogant little bastard. Most of the time he had given in. Alexei was not above using his wife and daughter as leverage. Ilya had always been a sap as a child. He had hidden it better as an adult, but it was still there. All Alexei had to do was make veiled or vague threats towards his daughter, and the money would turn up. It wasn’t like he cared much about her. He had been required to marry and have a child. It was just that worthless bitch’s fault she had birthed a girl, not a son as he had expected. 
Ilya had only gotten out of it because he had been drafted at 18. If he hadn’t, then it would have been his turn next. In fact, Alexei had pushed his father to marry the little bastard off. Let him take his turn. Then he would be free to pursue other women and get a son out of one of them, but not while he was the only one married. 
Then their father died. Alexei had spent years telling Ilya there was nothing wrong with the man, all the while knowing there was, but that way he could keep all the money for himself and not have to account for their father’s care. It worked for a while. Until Ilya came home for the first time since he got worse. Then the ruse was up. Alexei had just lied and told him it had only just happened. Not like Father could have said any different. He barely knew who either of them was by that point. 
It had meant that the money had stopped. Ilya had paid for all the funeral costs, the burial and the service, but then he had systematically shut down his life in Russia. Not all at once but carefully, methodically. Alexei had known then something was up, but he couldn’t get any information. The team Ilya had been drafted to were far too loyal. He had already tried that avenue. The American police force was an utter joke; there was no use trying there. Finally Alexei had hit gold. A son of an old friend of his father’s, like-minded with Alexei himself and placed pretty high up in the Russian Embassy for that area of America. 
Sergei Kravtsov had contacted Alexei to inform him that an urgent application from Boston Child Services was being red-flagged for a translation assessor. That application had Ilya Rozanov’s name on it. Alexei had taken the next available flight out. He didn’t have Ilya’s Boston address, and it was not information available to the public. This wasn’t that uncommon, but Alexei had been furious when he had turned up at the apartment in downtown Boston only to discover it had been sold ages ago. There hadn’t been a forwarding address. 
The address on the application had taken a bit of work to get, but he had managed it. Alexei had assumed that would be Ilya’s. He had been wrong. The address had been for some weak-ass coloured man. Alexei had considered dealing with him, but then the whore of a wife had phoned the police, so he had hightailed it out before they arrived. 
 
Only then had he come across Zaytsev. Alexei knew Zaytsev. Any of his particular circle in this area did. He was one of the best. Supplied only the highest quality product. Alexei had hooked up with him through Sergei as soon as he had arrived in America. Since Sergei himself was a regular, he had been able to vouch for Alexei. What he hadn’t known was that Sergei had bailed Zaytsev out of an assault charge a few days ago. Since there was no one else in the area with any sort of product of his quality. 
Alexei had agreed to help him. It was a good deal, actually; it would net him a small fortune of cocaine. Enough that he could keep some for himself and sell the rest when he got back. It wasn’t difficult to get it back into Russia, not when he could get Sergei to use his private jet. For some reason, Zaytsev was trying to get the child back from the house that Alexei had just been to. When he had questioned Zaytsev, all he would say was that the bastards had stolen his son. It was because he cared. Fuck no. Zaytsev had been pissed because the boy was his. His property, and they had no right to take him just because of a bit of old-fashioned discipline. 
Had Alexei known that all these elements connected in the way that they did? He might have done things differently, but he hadn’t. Now he was stuck. Zaytsev had most likely been caught. The man hadn’t been able to defend himself against Ilya. At least Alexei had some training. Not to the extent that Ilya had, and had apparently fucking kept up with, because not only was his little brother now taller than him but built like a fucking tank; the bastard had hit like a fucking freight train. The other man - a half-breed, pretty-boy type - that had gone to the brats hadn’t been small either, but he hadn’t fought. Instead, he had called Ilya off. Like he was some sort of fucking attack dog. 
Alexei spat on the ground again and readjusted his aching arm. He would bet money on Ilya sleeping with the other man; it hadn’t exactly been a secret among the household after all. That Ilya would have sex with men as well as women. The faggot. The only reason Alexei kept quiet about it was that he would destroy him too. Otherwise he would have reported the spoiled bastard years ago. He flinched behind the corner of a house when the police car went past. There was no saying it was the same one, but it had come from that direction, and he wasn’t far enough away yet. He pulled out his phone and called Sergei. It was time to get off the streets; his arm would need looking at too, but he couldn’t just walk into a hospital. The man owed him enough favours for the sheer number of corruption charges that Alexei hid for him regularly. 
The arm was broken. Sergei had sent a car to collect him and take him to his family’s private clinic. Now he was sporting an irritating cast, a face full of bruises, a swollen nose from the bone being reset and a couple of stitches in his top lip where Ilya’s fist had caught it on his tooth. Sergei had brought him to one of his ‘off the record’ properties. These were the ones he used to bring hookers to so his wife didn’t find out, or where he did his latest batch of drugs and didn’t want to try and sober up before going to bed. Alexei was jealous. As an ‘off the books’ house, it wasn’t some little shithole. No. It was a huge mansion with its own fucking pool. At least he was happy for Alexei to hide out here for a few days. 
At least the clinic had given him the strong stuff. It wasn’t as good as a hit of cocaine, but it would do for now. Alexei was still seething with fury. There was no way he was letting this go. Ilya would pay. The first place he would start was the copy of the paperwork Sergei had in his study. Anything the man did off the books was kept here. He knew the man wouldn’t risk anything left at his registered home address, and paper was safer than anything kept digitally. They all knew this. Paper couldn’t be hacked after all. 
He ate and slept for a few hours, giving the painkillers time to kick in, but Alexei Grigoryevich Rozanov was not a pussy, he started rummaging around on the desk in Sergei’s office. It helped that the man was anally organised. Like fucking ridiculous levels of everything being labelled. There it was. The request for an urgent assessor for Child Services. It seemed it was for placing a child that spoke Russian exclusively. Under the scant description of the request and what Alexei had now guessed was the officer in charge of the child, there were the details of the two people who required the assessment. 
Ilya Hollander-Rozanov and Shane Hollander-Rozanov. 
Alexei didn’t bother to follow his brother’s career. Why would he? Not like he cared as long as the money had kept coming, but the other name was ringing a bell. He pulled out his phone and typed it in. Then he was promptly bombarded with articles, social media and a hideous amount of strange English #Hollanov. He almost closed it with a snort, until one particular post caught his eye. 
 
 





      






Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov, The First Husbands of Hockey. 
 
He clicked on it. By the time he had read the appalling piece of trash, he was red with the effort of holding his rage in. Blind with it. How fucking dare he? Did the faggot really think he could get away with this shit just because their father had died? It was still his name too. There was no fucking way he was allowing this. Ilya had disgraced him. Utterly and completely. Alexei would kill him for this transgression. 
It was all there in black and white. Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander hard-launched their marriage at a Boston Bears press conference. Article written by Kathryn Thorne. 
So that was how he had done it. Alexei had looked for a marriage in Ilya’s name. He had assumed the bastard would put something in place when he had signed his apartment over to him on his last visit, but there hadn’t been any. Now Alexei knew why he hadn’t found it. He had been looking for the wrong kind of marriage licence. Even now he couldn’t find it. He would need to ask Sergei to look in the Embassy’s government access one. It did mean Alexei now had to be careful. Russia had no pull over Ilya now. Legally. Alexei had thought Ilya wasn’t that smart, but apparently he had been wrong. 
It did mean his game plan would have to change. 
Maybe the angle to go for was that kid. He picked up the application again. It didn’t give the child’s name, but someone at social services or child services could be either bribed or persuaded to talk. There was always someone malcontented at those types of shitty dead-end jobs. 




Karen Hazel POV
Karen was not happy. Well, she was rarely happy, honestly, but Jahseh Bennett was a perpetual thorn in her side. The man was a menace. Always interfering in her cases and trying to get her reprimanded; unfortunately for the man, she was much smarter than he was. Nothing she ever did crossed an official line, not in a way that could be proved anyway. She had a good record. The families she dealt with were all stable homes that did well with the children she placed there. Social services were the ones who did all the legwork. It was people like Jahseh Bennett who came in after she had done all the work and swept all the credit. 
That little Russian boy had been her case. The hospital had called her, not Child Services, but some jumped-up, ‘progressive’ senior nurse had also phoned Jahseh Bennett. It wouldn’t be so bad if the man wasn’t only a step down from the damnable director of the department. Karen was pretty senior, but she wasn’t in the same position. No. That had gone to Jamie Fenlon. Plastic little Barbie doll. Karen was damn sure she was having an affair with their boss, and that was the only reason she had gotten it over her. 
Still, she had put a nice few spanners in the works for Bennett. He would have his work cut out for him getting that placement through anytime soon. More than likely, the child would be sent back to Russia or whatever other country the kid was from. They had more than enough American children needing homes. Way too many, in fact. Why should they be prioritising one slip of a boy that didn’t even understand English? 
So she didn’t really think too much about it when a clearly rich man came into her office the next day. He was good-looking enough if you didn’t mind the facial hair. Dressed in a very expensive suit, and a fancy car was parked outside. Karen liked a man with money. He came straight over to her. She fluttered slightly as she straightened her skirt and blouse in reflex. Her hair had just been done and her nails - more like talons - had been freshly applied at the weekend. She looked good. If she did say so herself. Not fake like Jamie. There was more plastic on her face than in a recycling bin. 
“Good Morning. Miss Hazel, is it?”
He had an accent. That made Karen’s nose twitch ever so slightly, but still, money was money; it wasn’t like she had to marry him for it anyway, and he was good-looking. Fit too. 
“Yes, hello, I am Miss Karen Hazel.”
She put a little bit of extra emphasis on the Miss as she smiled up at him. 
“How can I help you?”
The man leaned down ever so slightly, showing her a flash of an expensive-looking thick golden chain around his neck, just visible in the open collar of his silk shirt. 
“I am looking for a relative of mine. I was just informed of a misunderstanding that has left my cousin’s young boy out on his own, and since I happened to be passing by, I said I would enquire for him.”
He spoke carefully. Like he was taking his time to choose and pronounce each word before it was spoken. Karen thought that was rather sweet. Not many extended families bothered much anymore, or at least the ones she encountered didn’t seem to. 
“Of course, I can’t tell you all the details, but I will try and help if I can. What is the child’s name, please?”
Here the man paused for a second; maybe he was translating the name in his head, but Karen could be patient when it mattered, so she waited.
“Father’s name is Klavdii Zaytsev. Sorry, I can’t recall the boy’s English name, either Lucas or Lev in English, I think.”
Karen snapped her fingers in sudden glee. Here it was. This was the perfect solution. If that Russian boy had family, then that ridiculous couple couldn’t adopt him. It was always attempted to keep children with the blood family first, especially if that child wasn’t a native English speaker. Since the chances were high that the blood family were fluent in the same language. 
“Ah yes, that is an active case, so I can’t tell you much, but I can say the child is currently in custody, but not with us. The case was taken by Child Services, I am afraid. Something to do with some fancy, rich sports player being interested in adopting. It’s all for the donation, I tell you. It happens at least once a year with that director of theirs. He lets someone rich adopt, and then they donate to his scam charity thing that I would bet he skims the money out of. It was a rather out-there gay couple this time. Well, that’s Director Shore for you.”
If she said gay like it was something stuck to the bottom of her shoe. Well, no one was listening now, was there. 
She was quite flattered by the intensity that was focused on her right now. He was watching her with such rapt attention, and it was a nice feeling to be listened to for once. Most of her coworkers were minimally polite at best, but nothing more. She straightened the open folder in her hand; she was flicking through the data sheets she had on the case as she talked. His eyes kept dropping to her hands as she talked, which she took as him admiring her freshly done nails. It never once crossed her mind that his attention might actually be on the documents in her hand, not her. 
“Thank you. I will see if I can check in with them.”
He gave her a lovely little bow and then left. Karen looked a little wistfully after the retreating figure. Shame he hadn’t asked to take her out to lunch. She was the only one left in the office now. Everyone else had gone out to eat while she had been out on a house visit. She was still annoyed about that; she would bet it was Jamie’s idea. The woman was all over ‘team bonding’ rubbish at every chance she got. 
 
Alexei
 
As he exited the tiny little office, he had to stifle a huge, smug grin. That had been too easy. Plain and boring, that woman, but it made it laughably easy to flatter her into letting her guard down. The name and address had been right there on the top of the page. She had been so busy trying to bat her eyelashes at him that she hadn’t even noticed he was more interested in the paperwork than her. 
The address had led him to a very upscale area on the outskirts of Boston. Where the houses were huge, had massive gardens and gated driveways. These were nicer than the place they had given up when the money had run dry. A nasty, hot surge of jealousy climbed up the back of his throat. A sneer twisted his mouth, which made him wince at the way it pulled on his split lip. This should have all been his. 
He had waited till nightfall on purpose. He was much less noticeable in dark clothing, especially with his injuries. The aim of this wasn’t to be found before he wanted to be. The gates could be an issue, though; he could just make out a keypad on the wall beside the entrance. It was too dark to see anymore, so carefully he slunk forwards. From here he couldn’t see any obvious cameras, but his face was cleverly hidden under a black face mask, and his hood was up. 
Alexei was so distracted by trying to examine the keypad while staying hidden at the same time that he missed the car pull up until he had nowhere to go. The window rolled down, and a handsome man with well-styled black hair leaned out. 
“Can I help you?”
Alexei almost wished he had thought to bring a package or something that could have been mistaken for a takeout delivery. Then he could have lied, given the wrong address and faked being new to the job. Instead, he could just walk away, but that would mean turning around; then they would see his face. As soon as he heard the car door open, he went to turn and run, but a massive arm caught him before he had taken two steps. 
Out of the driver’s side stepped another man. This one was dark-skinned and golden-eyed, but the look on his face was thunderous. 
“Cliff. That’s Alexei.”
The arm around his neck tightened. He squirmed and thrashed, but even with two good arms, he wasn’t getting out of a chokehold like this. A voice growled out above him. 
“Like the asshole brother Alexei?”
Alexei sneered and redoubled his efforts to get away. If they knew who he was, then they had to know Ilya. There was no way he was letting them turn him in. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t escape. 
“Call Ilya. Let’s see what he wants us to do.”
The black man stepped away with his phone already up to his ear. Alexei took the chance and tried to kick backwards, but the man holding him didn’t even flinch; instead, he snarled directly into his ear. 
“You better hope Ilya just says to hand you over to the police, because otherwise …”
He didn’t hear the rest because he was suddenly sprawled out on the driveway, his head ringing and his vision blacked out. By the time he had shaken himself back to the land of the living, he was staring blearily up into the coldly furious eyes of his younger brother. Said younger brother who had just punched him. Fucking again. 
With a roar, he tried to get to his feet but was stopped by the man behind him; the arm not in a sling was bent painfully backwards and up into his shoulder blades. He couldn’t stop the growl of pain that escaped at the rough handling. 
“Fucking let go of me, you motherfucking bastards!”
One of them laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. 
“Not a fucking chance.”
Ilya was suddenly leaning down over him. A large fist in his hoodie as he was hauled to his feet, arm still locked behind his back. The voice that came from his younger brother was not one he recognised. There was no longer any deference, no longer any respect or fear. No. This was pure, venomous ice being poured down his throat like the strongest vodka you could buy. 
“Police will be here soon. They won’t know when you were injured. Should finish what I started when you dared to touch what is mine.”
There was a pause. Ilya flicked his eyes up to the house, then let out a low, pained sigh. 
“My Lyubimyy wouldn’t like it, though. He said to let the police handle it.”
A snort came from the man holding him. 
“And we all know once Shane says no, that’s it.”
Ilya smirked at him and nodded. 
“Like the rest of you assholes are braver.”
Alexei let out a pained groan and slumped forward into the hands that were now holding him up as the sound of sirens reached them. He tried again. Twisting his good arm and attempting to lash out with his foot towards Ilya this time, he tried, but his brother moved. His leg was grabbed, and he was flung back onto the ground with a crash, the wind being knocked out of him at the impact. 
“Try it, Alexei. Give me the excuse.”
Ilya’s voice was deep and low; it rumbled through his bones. Alexei shivered in fear. He had never been afraid of his brother before, but this was not the brother he knew anymore. This was someone dangerous. Far more dangerous than he had counted on. He swallowed and turned his face away. He couldn’t look into those dark, terrifying eyes anymore. In fact, he was almost grateful for the arrival of two police cars, lights on but sirens now off. 
Four fully armed policemen stepped out. Alexei could see them taking the scene in; maybe there was a way he could twist this in his favour … but before the thought was fully formed, Alexei caught sight of Sergei Kravtsov in the back of the first car. 
What the fuck?!
How had they found out about Sergei? There had been nothing linking the two of them together. Except for Zaytsev. He growled. That fucker. He must have ratted them out for a deal or to try and get the parasite back. The fucking nerve. 
Alexei stayed silent as the officers read him his rights. He wasn’t saying anything without a lawyer. He knew how this worked. As he was handcuffed and pushed none too gently into the back of the second car, he caught sight of Ilya watching. He stood shoulder to shoulder with both of the men from before. In the darkness, he could only catch a glimpse, but the dark, satisfied half-smirk on his little brother’s face would haunt him for a very long time. 
 
 
The cell he was thrown into was disgusting. Not unclean, but it was hot; it stank, as if there had been a lot of bodies crammed into a space that was only just big enough, with no air conditioning. He had been taken to the hospital first. Under guard and still handcuffed. Not that it was really needed, other than the already impressive black eyes he would have by the morning. His cheekbone was fractured too. Ilya hadn’t pulled his punches at all, but the rest of him had been seen too at Sergei’s family clinic earlier. 
When he had arrived at the station, the officer had taken all his details and filled in a form. The embassy had been contacted, since they would be needed for both himself and Sergei. Alexei assumed he was in here somewhere, at least until he could bribe his way out. Alexei didn’t have that luxury anymore. The picture they had taken would be horrific if he looked as bad as he felt. There were no mirrors, obviously. He was silently cursing himself for being so fucking careless. He had let his jealousy get the better of him, allowed his rage to blank out all of his common fucking sense. They had taken his fingerprints. As soon as they ran his prints, it would flag that he was a Moscow police officer. Then the real trouble would begin. He would be lucky to even survive getting back to Russia at this rate.   
The officer had offered him a phone call. He had sneered in the weedy little man’s face. Who the fuck was he going to call now? Sergei was probably in his own cell with him somewhere. His father was dead. There was no way in hell he wanted to speak to his wife. The useless bitch would just scream at him. The only option was his lawyer, but he didn’t have the number, and his phone had been removed when he was put in here. He would have to wait for the embassy to send someone. Alexei was well aware they would, even if it wasn’t for him but for Sergei. 
He tried to cross his arms over his chest, only to remember at the last minute his broken one in the cast. Pain lanced up it, and he dropped back to the uncomfortable bench with a frustrated groan. It was just pure luck he hadn’t had any of the drugs on him. Both his stash and Sergei’s were back at his house. Alexei snidely hoped they had raided it and Sergei would get the blame for all of it, not just his own. It would serve the bastard right. He still didn’t know how the fucking idiot had gotten caught. It was properly Zaytsev’s fault. 
The slow, dawning realisation that he wasn’t getting out this easily was hitting him. The longer he sat there, hungry, sweating and in pain. The more the fear set in. He had no one to bail him out. Anytime he had needed money, he had just phoned and bullied or emotionally manipulated Ilya into giving it to him. It had always worked, even back at the very start. He had been protected by his father for the entirety of his career. This was the first time Alexei had found himself truly alone and unable to get someone else to fix his problems. 
When they had booked him, he had tried to charm some information out of the officer, but the woman had just looked through him. She was an ugly bitch too. Had a face like a man. This wasn’t Moscow. A few words in the right ears and he would never even have been looked at. His only hope was that his brother would decide not to press charges. If asked before today, he would have laughed in the face of anyone who dared to suggest his weak, mama’s boy of a little brother would ever hit him. Never mind giving him a beating hard enough to break bones and then threaten him over a brat of all things. Well, two of them. There had been an older one there too. He was pretty sure it had been him that had fucking bitten Zaytsev when he had reached for the child. That had been a nasty fucking bite. He had seen the mess it had made of Zaytsev’s arm and hand. Now, however, Alexei was pretty sure Ilya was going to throw the fucking book at him and not look back. 
Then again, that was preferable to facing his brother with that look on his face. He never wanted to do that again.
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  Enough Ilya. 
Ilya no.
No. It wasn’t something Shane said to him often and actually meant it. But this time, in this tone of voice, Shane was saying no. Well, not exactly no, but close enough. 
Not as an order or command. No. This was a tether. An anchor. A reminder that he needed to keep his head. To not sink into the sheer blinding rage that was clawing at his insides, desperate to escape.
He could kill them. He wanted to. Right now it wasn’t Alexei in front of him; it was the carcass of a piece of scum Ilya was going to scrape across the ground and tear into pieces, but he wouldn’t, because Shane had caught him. Shane had brought him back, anchored him into the reality that Ilya couldn’t just kill them because his family needed him. They weren’t worth it. 
Ilya had carried Luca and Shane had kept Levi in his arms. The police would deal with them now; getting the boys looked at was far more important. Luca was bleeding. A sizable gash in the back of his bicep, and Levi had opened up a few of the cuts on his hands from how tightly he had been gripping Luca’s hoodie. He set Luca down on the step at the back of the ambulance. He kept his arm around him as the paramedic quickly and efficiently cleaned the wound, applied a couple of butterfly stitches and then a bandage. Luca was leaning heavily into his side by this point. 
He glanced over to check on Shane and Levi. The little boy showed no signs of wanting to be put down, and Shane was more than happy to carry him. Ilya was very aware of the insistent need to know the two were safe. It was the only thing keeping a lid on his anger. The fact that Luca needed him, was almost asleep on his shoulder, was one of the only things that was stopping him from going back and breaking more bones. 
Fuck. What a mess. Ilya tensed when someone came too close. He wanted to snarl, rage and wrap his family up in his arms where no one could touch them. The fact that Shane and Levi were out of reach was making Ilya angsty. Luca too. When he had forced his exhausted, red and puffy eyes open to find Shane was not next to him anymore, Luca had begun to panic. Ilya tightened his arms around him and held him close to his chest. He had to fight down the urge to kill again as Luca’s panicked, frantic voice was torn out of his already raw-sounding throat.  
“Lyovushka? Shane? Lyovushka!?”
Ilya immediately soothed him. His voice was a heavy, deep rumble that settled Luca as soon as he realised that he was still being held securely in Ilya’s arms. 
“Easy, Lukasha. They are over there.”
Ilya laid a large hand on the back of Luca’s neck in a comforting gesture; he soothed his thumb back and forth across the pale skin before he spoke again. 
“Shane is signing to say we take Levi home with us. Not safe here.”
He felt Luca go awfully, painfully still in his arms, like he was waiting to be suddenly shoved away, to be replaced. 
“But does that mean you won’t want me anymore? I mean, I know poor Levi needs you more, right? But please, please don’t send me away.”
Ilya had to bite his lip in a sharp, rough sting of pain to drag the tears back down; he couldn’t break down. Not here, not now. Everyone else needed him to be strong, so strong he would be. Shane was already crying. Ilya reached a hand out for his husband as the smaller man curled into the safety of Ilya’s arms too. Blue eyes watched as Shane reached down and brushed the mess of hair back from Luca’s face and then cupped the back of Luca’s neck in one large hand. Right where Ilya had just done the exact same thing to ground him, to bring him back to the here and now. Ilya made sure Luca was looking at him as he spoke; he needed him to understand. 
“Never think that, Luca. Just because Levi is coming home with us does not mean you are being kicked out or left. I promise that is not going to happen.”
Ilya rubbed his thumb across the side of Luca’s neck and jaw as Shane adjusted his hold on the now sleeping Levi and pressed a kiss to the top of Luca’s head. 
“I already called you ours. Remember?”
He had. Shane had called Luca theirs. Because that’s what he was. Ilya was not giving either of them up without a fight. Never again. No one would touch them like that again. Ilya swore it. He tipped his head back and sent a silent prayer up to his Mama. She would watch over them. She would have loved this, would have loved Luca, would have loved Levi. But most of all. She would have loved Shane. Just like he did. 
“Okay. Must promise.”
Ilya could barely hear Luca now. He was drifting into sleep, curled up into Ilya’s chest with his other hand wrapped tightly into Shane’s sleeve. Like he was afraid that if he let go, Shane would disappear.
 
Home. Ilya had rarely been more grateful to be home. Luca and Levi were a tangled, snoozing mess across the backseat. Levi was curled up into Luca’s side even in his sleep-addled state. It was adorable. Both he and Shane had taken pictures. Ilya was very tempted to have one framed. 
Shane had carried Levi and Ilya had gotten Luca. The smaller blond could have probably just about managed to walk himself, but Ilya was feeling a bit on the anxious side right now. Really, he was just reluctant to let Luca go. He had done an amazing job of protecting both Levi and himself tonight. Ilya couldn’t have asked for more, but he had to swallow down the fiery, burning rage that started to creep up whenever he caught sight of the bandage covering the gash where the knife had cut into Luca’s skin. 
Ilya looked at Shane. The bed in Luca’s room was king-sized. He was pretty sure both of them would sleep better together, what with the panic in both sets of blue eyes when they had been only a few feet apart earlier. Of course Shane understood. He always did. 
“Alright. Let’s put them in Luca’s room for tonight. Leave the door cracked open, so we can hear them if there’s a problem.”
Between them, they got Levi washed down and into a set of his new pyjamas. Ilya went to find a couple of glasses of water in case Levi woke thirsty in the night, while Shane coaxed Luca into a very quick shower. The blond was more than half asleep, relying on Shane to keep him upright for most of it, but he was covered in blood and couldn’t sleep like that.
Ilya helped Shane settle Luca in his bed. The moment they were both under the duvet, Levi curled in close and let out a tiny sigh of contentment. Luca relaxed too as he wrapped his uninjured arm around the tiny shoulders. Ilya couldn’t hold in the soft, besotted look he knew was all over his face; he could feel it. 
Shane turned the bedside lamps off, and they both crept out of the room. Ilya pulled the door so it was almost shut but not quite all the way. He looked down at Shane. He was so beautiful. Even exhausted, in need of a shower and looking like he was still on the brink of tears. Ilya kissed him. He couldn’t help it. Shane melted into the contact. He wrapped his arms around his husband and buried his face into his neck, taking big, deep breaths of Shane’s scent, still clinging to his skin under the sweat and slight tang of copper from the blood he had gotten on himself from holding both Levi and Luca. 
“Come on, Lyubimyy. Let’s get cleaned up and sleep.”
He felt Shane stroke down his neck and cup his cheeks, drawing his head out of the comfy spot he was still hidden in. Strong thumbs rubbed across his cheeks, his neck and his lips in a soothing, repetitive rhythm. 
“Sorry, Ilya love. Try that one again, but not into my skin, so I can actually hear you.”
They both let out tired low chuckles at that. Ilya lifted his head and pressed a kiss to Shane’s mouth; he nuzzled softly, just pressing their lips together in gentle caress rather than to start anything. 
Not that it stopped him from watching as Shane removed his clothes as he stepped into the shower. In fact, he was so distracted watching the gorgeous play of muscles moving under that beautifully smooth skin that he almost forgot he was meant to be showering as well. It wasn’t his fault. His husband was too distracting. Shane laughed at him. Low and soft, but there. The adrenaline was wearing off now. Ilya could see it in the way Shane was slumped, his shoulders low and his beautiful chocolate eyes starting to droop. He, too, was tired. There would be bruises across his knuckles by the morning, even though he had thrown a perfect, technically correct punch. He had still hit both of them hard enough to fracture bones. He knew he had broken Alexei’s arm at the very least. It was just a shame that was all he had managed. 
Before they got into bed, they both crept to Luca’ door and snuck a look inside. It looked like neither had moved; Levi was still curled up into a tiny ball under Luca’s arm, and they were both completely out of it. Ilya pulled Shane to him, wrapped him inside his embrace and kissed the soft, damp hair. 
“They are okay, Shane. Lyubimyy, we did good.”
Shane let out a soft noise, but Ilya felt his strong arms come around his back as he held on, pressed closer and just looked for a minute or two. Like he just needed to make sure that they were still there, still safe. Not that Ilya blamed his husband. If he weren't so exhausted, he would more than likely be pacing around the house, full of restless, wired energy he couldn’t shake. 
His husband had obviously noticed because, as they settled into their own bed, he was pulled to lie over Shane’s smaller frame. His larger, heavier bulk blanketed Shane perfectly. Those huge thighs wrapped around his own, strong arms cradled his back, and a hand began to soothe into the damp curls on the back of his head. Ilya let out a low groan of contentment as he felt himself relax into Shane’s hands. His head started to clear, the simmering rage began to ease back, and Ilya felt truly calm for the first time in hours. Days really.  
 
One of their phones vibrating loudly on the nightstand jolted Ilya out of his sleep. From the hiss Shane gave somewhere buried in his chest, he too had woken at the sudden noise. Ilya shifted and groped around till he found the culprit that was buzzing incessantly. It was his phone. There were messages from both Cliff and Victor; he didn’t have a chance to read them because Victor was the one calling. 
“Ilya, we‘re at your gate. Cliff got word from his uncle on the police force that your brother wasn’t arrested when Levi’s shit stain of a father was. We were just coming to check on you all, as neither of you answered and we were worried, but you need to get out here. Cliff has your brother currently restrained.”
Ilya sat up; white-hot fury surged through his blood, which caused Shane to wrap his hands around the back of Ilya’s neck to ground him.
“Ublyudok. Hold him.”
He slammed the phone down and moved. Body, all sinew and muscle, in lithe motion that belied the rage that was burning in his very veins. Alexei would pay. There was no mercy to be given this time. 
“Ilya.”
Firm, strong hands came up to cradle his face. Glittering chocolate eyes met his own. Shane moved his head so he couldn’t look away, couldn’t see what Shane was saying to him. 
“Ilyusha. You call the police. Don’t do anything that will get noticed. We need you here, with us. Not in jail with him. Okay?”
The grip didn’t let go until Ilya sighed and nodded. Not at all happy about it, but calmer. More in control. 
**“Da.** Fine. Nyet promises about punching him, though.”
He would do as Shane asked; of course he would. There was nothing in this world or the next he wouldn’t do for Shane. He threw on a hoodie and some sweats before leaning down to press a quick but thorough kiss to Shane’s mouth. 
“Go check on the malen’kiye. Will be back.”
Shane snorted softly as he followed. 
“I don’t think Luca counts as a little one somehow.”
Ilya smirked and squeezed the back of Shane’s neck as he passed him. 
“Same size as you, so Da, he is a malen’kiy to me.”




Ilya stalked down the drive. His steps were silent and stride sure even in the darkness. He might not use his training much anymore, but it wasn’t something you could easily forget. It slipped through into his body at times like this. 
He spotted Victor and Cliff; it wasn’t like they were hard to miss. They were still outside the gate, under the lights. Ilya clicked the fob in his pocket to unlock and open them. Before any of them could blink, he was in front of Alexei and had thrown his fist right into the side of his face. There was a satisfying crunch of bone under his knuckles.  
Ilya watched him with contempt. He used to be afraid of this man. Alexei gave a roar as he tried to get to his feet but was stopped by the strong arms of Cliff. Ilya gave his friend a slow, sly smirk as the bigger man took hold of Alexei’s one good arm and bent it painfully backwards and up into his shoulder blades. The choked-off growl of pain that emitted from Alexei was music to Ilya’s ears. 
“Fucking let me go, you bastards!”
He didn’t bother to temper the dark chuckle he let out at that. It was not a pleasant sound. Like fuck were they letting him go. The fact he had found Ilya’s address alone was concerning; they would have to make sure it was investigated just how Alexei had gotten that information. 
“Not a fucking chance.”
Ilya crouched down, powerful thighs braced to hold him over Alexei’s prone form. He curled a large fist into the front of the black hoodie, fingers gripping tight as he hauled his older brother to his feet. He didn’t shout. He didn’t threaten. No. This was just Ilya informing his brother of who exactly he should be thanking on bended knee for his continued existence. 
“Police will be here soon. They won’t know when you were injured. Should finish what I started when you dared to touch what is mine.”
Here Ilya paused. He flicked his eyes up to the house, then let out a low, pained sigh. Damn Shane for making him promise. One look from those big, beautiful bottom eyes and he was agreeing to anything his husband asked. 
“My Lyubimyy wouldn’t like it, though. He said to let the police handle it.”
A snort came from Cliff; the movement jostled Alexei, making the fucker wince in pain. 
“And we all know once Shane says no, that’s it.”
Ilya smirked at him and nodded. Fucking too right. Like Cliff had any room to talk, he needed to be worried anyway. Victor was taking lessons from Shane. His friend was going to find himself in the exact same position as Ilya before long, and Ilya would be right here to laugh his ass off at him for it. 
“Like the rest of you assholes, you're braver. You all fucking cave the moment he narrows those pretty eyes at you.”
Cliff smirked at him as Ilya rolled his eyes. He was about to say more when they all heard the sound of sirens heading their way. Alexei suddenly redoubled his efforts to escape again. He attempted to lash out with his foot, but Ilya had seen that move coming and was already out of the way and catching the leg in one large hand. Ilya growled and threw Alexei back onto the ground with a crash; he heard the loud exhale that told him all the breath had been knocked out of the bastard on impact. Ilya smirked down at the pathetic visage. It was hard to remember now, just why he had been so afraid of his older brother. Before Shane. Before he had a reason to refuse. He had spent his childhood running from the cruelty and pain Alexei had liked to inflict, just like their father, even back then. 
“Try it, Alexei. Give me an excuse.”
Ilya’s voice was deep and low; he took a dark delight in the shiver that had gone through Alexei when he had spoken. Ilya watched him. Eyes cold and locked on as Alexei swallowed and turned his face away. Fucking coward. Ilya had always known that his brother was only brave when someone else was backing him up. 
 
Four armed police officers took Alexei away. Ilya stood shoulder to shoulder with Cliff and Victor as they watched. One of the officers took a statement but asked them to sign to say they would be happy to give further detail if the courts or the prosecution required it. All three of them agreed without hesitation. 
As the cars drove away, Ilya shot Alexei a look. He better hope they threw him in jail where Ilya couldn’t reach him. He better stay there. If Ilya or Shane caught him near their family again. It would not be pretty. 
Cliff turned to him as the darkness fell around them once more, peace restored for now. Victor had come to stand next to his partner. Ilya was grateful for them both for being here just at the right time. 
“You okay, man?”
A huge hand clamped down on his shoulder, giving it a squeeze. 
“Da. Thanks for being here. How did you know?”
Cliff arched a thick eyebrow and grinned down at him. Victor just fondly rolled his eyes and patted that thick chest. 
“My uncle works the desk at the police station. Took a bullet to his knee years ago, but instead of early retirement, he was given a desk job. He actually likes it. Means he knows all the gossip first. Anyway, he spotted our names on the report from the Bennett house and called me when he realised that only that bastard of Levi’s father was arrested, not the other man who had evaded capture. He rang me to warn you guys in case he found a way to turn up here. Which was a good thing we did. Otherwise we might have needed a lot of bail money for a murder charge.”
Victor shook his head and let out a tired sigh. 
“I still want to know how he tracked you down; our addresses aren’t exactly publicly available.”
Ilya just shrugged. He would get Shane and Yuna to deal with the legal fallout. All the English jargon was guaranteed to give him a headache; anyway, they were both much better at it than he was. 
 “Shane and Yuna will find out. Yuna will be furious when Shane calls her later. Funny to watch her bossing the police around.”
All three of them shared a look. Yuna Hollander was terrifying, and she had taught her son a little bit too well, honestly. Ilya hugged them both around the shoulders in thanks, and they headed out. It really was late or early, depending on how you looked at it now, and they were all tired. All Ilya wanted to do was go back to bed with his husband. Still, he appreciated both Cliff and Victor for coming. The Bears always had each other’s backs, and this time had been no different.
 
Ilya was warm. At some point, when he had gotten back into bed after dealing with his bastard brother, Shane had sleepily pulled him down so he was stretched out across his husband like a weighted blanket. They both must have drifted back off to sleep because there was a low glow of morning light through the gap in the curtains. Shane’s legs were wrapped around his own, anchoring him in place, as were the strong arms around his back. As if sensing his movement, a low, sleepy hiss of protest came from where Shane’s face was tucked into his neck. Ilya chuckled warmly. It wasn’t often that he woke up before Shane; his husband was definitely the early bird between the two of them. 
He lifted his head to press a kiss to Shane’s neck. He was rewarded with a much happier noise as Shane nestled closer. 
“Come on, Lyubimyy. We have cubs to check on.”
Shane’s beautiful chocolate eyes snapped open, his nails suddenly biting into Ilya’s bare shoulders as he tensed. Ilya soothed him softly, kissing him and lifting himself up so he could gather the smaller man into his chest. 
“They are fine, sweetheart. Luca would have come to get us if there was a problem.”
Ilya felt Shane relax at the reminder that Levi wasn’t alone. Luca would have come to them if there had been any issues. They had left both doors cracked open for just that reason. Still, now that he was awake, Ilya could feel that Shane was physically shaking with the need to go and see. To assure himself with his own eyes that they were both alright. After all, Ilya understood; he felt the same. 
Shane slipped off his lap and padded across to the door. Ilya stood and stretched, watching the play of glorious muscles as Shane moved. The way the thin black sleep pants hugged plush hips and that beautiful ass. He didn’t bother to hide the fact he was looking as Shane threw him a knowing look over his shoulder. Of course he had known. Shane always knew when it came to Ilya. 
“Put some clothes on. We can get in a quick workout, then start breakfast before they stir, hopefully.”
Ilya waggled his eyebrows playfully even as he obeyed. Shane rolled his eyes fondly and caught him around the waist to lean up and kiss him. 
“No, Ilya. Actual workout. Not your kind”
He pouted. It got him kissed again. Too easy. 
“Didnt say anything, Lyubimyy.”
Shane entwined their fingers as they padded quietly down to Luca’s room; the door hadn’t moved by the look of it. Ilya carefully opened it far enough that they could both see inside. There they were. Both curled up tightly under the covers. Ilya could just see a little bit of Levi’s way too long hair sticking out from under Luca’s bare arm. Both were still flat out. Not that Ilya was surprised, after everything that had happened in the last 24hours. 
“Leave them for now. Come to the gym first.”
Ilya followed Shane without protest. Like he would ever object to watching his husband do any sort of strenuous exercise. Or anything, really. Honestly, Ilya could entertain himself for hours just by mapping and counting Shane’s beautiful freckles. Anything more was just a bonus, really. 
They kept the music quiet this time. Usually Ilya would blast one of his workout playlists, the louder the better if the team were all over and still asleep, but not this morning. Both of them wanted to be able to hear if Luca or Levi woke up and needed them. Ilya knew Shane was worried because his husband very rarely cut his routines short, but he kept them at the absolute minimum that was acceptable - well, that was acceptable by Shane’s usual standards, not most people's - and as soon as they heard a noise, he bolted for the bedroom door. 
Luca had stirred first. Ilya could see the blond was trapped by the way Levi had curled around his good arm, so he carefully stepped over and lifted the still sleeping child so Luca could get up. Shane went to him. Ilya cuddled Levi to his chest as he watched. He could feel the tiny hitch in Levi’s breathing that told him he was slowly waking up. 
“How are you feeling, Luca?”
Shane was kneeling in front of where Luca was now sitting on the side of the bed. Blurred bright blue eyes, hardly aware, but a hand reached automatically for Shane upon hearing his voice. 
“Shane? Where’s Levi?” 
Ilya circled around so Luca could see them all. It seemed to settle him because he smiled up at them both, face suddenly softening and the rising tension dropping from his shoulders. 
“Right here, Lukasha.”
At the sound of his voice, Levi finally stirred. Dark, wary eyes blinked open and were at once alert and darting, until he looked up and registered where he was. Ilya knew that reaction. He had woken like that every day after his Mama had died. In fact, he had only started to train himself out of it when he moved to Boston. 
Little hands came up to touch his face. Ilya stayed still. Identical blue eyes met as they both examined the other. Levi suddenly tried to scramble up, only to realise he was being held. This caused him to switch to a funny little wiggle, trying to see around the room; his panicked eyes spotted Luca first, then Shane. The sound that came out of Levi pulled at Ilya’s chest. No child should sound like that at 7 years old. 
“Mr Shane, Lukasha, you didn’t leave.”
Shane stood and came over as Levi turned back to press himself close to Ilya’s chest, although a tiny hand reached for Shane as soon as he was close enough. 
“Nyet, Lyovushka. We are all here. No one is leaving. We are all home now.”
Ilya zoned in on Luca’s expression. Sad but happy all at once, like he wasn’t sure he was welcome. Well, that wasn’t happening. At once he called Luca over. 
“You too, Lukasha. Come here.”
The grin that spread across Luca’s sweet face was like the sun when it finally broke through the clouds. He scrambled over and tucked himself under the open arm that Shane was holding out for him. Ilya adjusted Levi and wrapped his other arm around Shane and Luca. They stayed like that for a few minutes until a tiny, grumbling noise came from Ilya’s arms. Levi’s stomach was protesting the fact that it was extremely empty. Ilya grinned down at the little boy. 
“Breakfast first, then before Lyovushka sounds even more like a bear cub.”
That got the desired response of a little giggle out of Levi as they all headed for the kitchen. Ilya deposited Levi into Shane’s lap as he moved to start breakfast. Omelettes would be a good choice. Easy on the stomach but filling and quick to make. Even if he did make them all with veggies rather than bacon, it just made Shane smile softly up at him. 
Luca always ate better when he was with them. Ilya had clocked him a week or so after he had first arrived. Luca had a lot of similar problems with food that Shane did, not for the same reasons, but the results were startlingly similar. It made cooking for him second nature to Ilya. Whatever adjustments that Shane needed - even now, with all the work Terry was putting in as well as Shane himself - Luca would most of the time need the same. 
That didn’t mean he couldn’t put away a lot; the kid had downed two omelettes before Levi or Shane had finished one. Ilya watched Levi carefully. He was only picking at his plate, not really eating. Yet Ilya knew he must be starving by now. 
“Lyovushka, you need to eat.”
Ilya kept his voice low but firm. Levi’s blue eyes flicked up then away. Shane shifted so he could rub gently at the back of Levi’s neck in a soft, soothing motion. His hand was big enough to cover not only the tiny neck but most of his little, bony shoulder blades too. 
“Eat. Then you can go get cleaned so your bandages can be changed.” 
Levi looked at him. Ilya held his gaze. It wasn’t an order, but it wasn’t a suggestion either. Like with the instructions he had been given before, Ilya had clocked this response the first time. Levi knew the rules he had earned food by before. Ilya wouldn’t reinforce it, but could make it so Levi could slowly adjust. 
Shane pressed a kiss to the top of Levi’s head. 
“You don’t need to eat it all. Just as much as you can. By the looks of it, Lukasha will inhale anything that doesn’t get eaten.”
Ilya chuckled at that and ran his fingers through Luca’s tangled waves. He needed a shower too. None of them had been with it long enough to do a thorough job when they had gotten home. 
“Luca needs to go get clean too. Not just you Levi.”
Shane repeated the sentence, in both Russian and English. Ilya figured this was going to be the quickest way to get Levi to recognise the English. The way Luca had perked up and followed both languages too was new, but Shane had obviously cottoned on to it; after all, languages were what his husband was good at. 
 
Ilya took Levi through to the main bathroom once they were all done. Luca had gone back to his own room, and Shane had gone to call Yuna. Ilya had decided it was far safer to go help Levi than be terrified listening to his husband and mother-in-law plan the demise of multiple people.
Levi was sitting on the counter as Ilya ran him a bath. Taking care to make sure it wasn’t too hot or too deep. With gentleness that most thought hands of his size weren’t capable of, Ilya set about undoing the wrappings around Levi’s little hands and feet. He winced with Levi every time the malen’kiy tried to hide his reaction of pain. 
“I know, I know, I’m sorry, Lyovushka. I promise they will feel better once they are all clean. Can you climb in on your own?”
Ilya stayed close but let Levi scramble himself into the warm, bubble-filled water. He may have gone a tiny bit overboard with the bubble mixture, but the look of awe and wonder on Levi’s face as he ran his hands through them was more than enough for Ilya not to care about having to clean the bath later. Shane would make him do it, since he was the one who had used far too much. 
He was just helping Levi wash between his toes, careful of the little nicks from the glass when Shane came into the room. Those fiery, burning eyes softened the minute Shane spotted them. 
“That’s a lot of bubbles there, Ilya, love. Lyovushka, was there some sort of bubble explosion in here?”
A soft, sweet giggle came from Levi as he held out a handful of bubbles to Shane. Ilya melted into a giant puddle of goo as Shane came to kneel beside him. With gentle but strong hands, Shane took Levi’s in his and gave Ilya a cheeky little smile. 
“Here, Lyovushka, this is what we do when Ilya makes too many bubbles.”
Suddenly Ilya got a splattering of lavender-scented bubbles right to the face. He spluttered and wiped his face with a dramatic little shriek that had both Shane and Levi giggling at him. 
By the time Luca came looking for them, all three were covered in bubbles and so was the bathroom floor. Ilya took one look and bounded over to smush a giant handful of fresh bubbles - he may or may not have put more mixture in when Levi was distracting Shane - right into Luca’s still damp hair. 
Those wide, pitiful puppy dog eyes looked up at him from under the blond lashes as Levi giggled loudly at them. That was until Ilya suddenly felt not bubbles, but a whole jug of water being poured over his head. He half-turned to see Shane had snuck up behind him while Luca was giving him the sad puppy dog eyes to distract him. He was now dripping in both water and bubbles. 
Shane laughed softly and reached up to kiss him before he scooped Levi out and wrapped him in a towel to carry him over to their bed where he could reapply all the creams and bandages that Luca had brought in with him. Over his shoulder, he called out in both English and Russian as Ilya tried to wipe the worst of it off his face and neck. 
“Don’t think you’re getting out of cleaning that bathroom, Ilyusha. I saw that extra mixture you tried to sneak in. I am not blind.”
Both Levi and Luca snickered at him as he pouted at his husband’s back, but he didn’t argue. Shane had been right; he had added the extra, knowing exactly what he was doing. 
As he cleaned, he listened to the soft, deep voice patiently repeating everything in two languages, the quiet laughter and Luca trying to repeat words in a really bad Russian accent. Ilya looked up briefly and touched his Mama’s cross. This was what a home should sound like. 
Laughter. Gentle, patient and caring from both parents. But most importantly, safety. His children would always, always feel safe at home and in his presence. He would make sure of it. No matter what. Ilya wanted this. 
He wanted this for the rest of his life, and he would fight to keep it. 
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  David paused, arm half raised over his latest puzzle, piece still hanging on to the very edge of his fingers as he watched half in horror, half in fascination at the language that was coming out of his beloved wife’s mouth.
Yuna had been tearing people to shreds down the phone for hours, but this particular call was the worst by far he had heard so far. Ever since they had gotten the call from Shane in the early hours of the morning to explain that they now had temporary custody of little Levi. At first, Yuna had been overjoyed. Both of them had. However, that was only until Shane had explained the rest. Then the terrifying fury had taken its place. No one. Absolutely no one was taking Levi away, not now that they had managed to get him. 
David winced at the sound of frustration and anger that came from his wife. He finally abandoned his puzzle and got up to go and make her one of the fancy coffees she kept for emergencies. He was pretty sure that this qualified as one. As he put the mug gently down in front of her, he leaned down to kiss the top of her head. She looked up at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed with tiredness behind her glasses. 
“Not going so well, love?”
Yuna sighed and rolled her shoulders as she picked up the coffee. 
“Just a lot of red tape. I have booked our flight for tomorrow, so we will be there in plenty of time before their next game.”
He could see she was worried, though. So was he if he thought about it too long. Neither of them could speak Russian. Yes, they had started to learn, but it was extremely difficult. According to Shane, Levi could understand one or two words in English now but not much. It was going to be a learning curve for all of them. 
They weren’t officially moving yet. However, it was definitely looking like the easiest solution for the long term. When Yuna had gotten off the phone with Shane, she had said he now didn’t think a nanny was going to work. Levi was too traumatised at the moment. So he had spent the first few hours of the day going through his options for work. They had money. That wasn’t the issue. 
David had worked for the Canadian government for years now. To be precise, he worked for the Treasury Board Secretariat (TBS). It was often regarded as one of the most elite parts of the Canadian government. Although that was usually only acknowledged by those elite enough to understand. It was also, to outsiders, perhaps one of the most boring. Which suited David perfectly, if he was being honest. He didn’t mind being boring. 
The TBS was responsible for coordinating the administrative activities of other departments and agencies. They were the ones that set all policies in areas like HR and information technology; they led big government-wide administrative changes; they reviewed how departments handle and account for public money; they represented management in negotiating with the federal government’s labour unions, among other things. David was actually one of the most senior in his department now. They didn’t really want him to leave, and that was where the problem was. David was not prepared to miss out. He didn’t want to be the one who was left out while his son’s family grew.
He had negotiated with them to work remotely for a few months while they trained a replacement, then could take early retirement. Even if it wasn’t really that early. He didn’t even need the retirement benefits, not really. Shane had been setting aside more and more money for them over the years. Not only was his salary frankly insane, between his own very savvy real estate talent and Yuna’s brand deals, but Shane was also what many would describe as filthy rich, rich. Of course there was Ilya too. His son-in-law was not far behind Shane in net worth. Except he had a particular talent for very lucrative investments rather than real estate. Ilya had taken a slight pay cut to take Shane’s contract at the full amount, but it really wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things. 
So no. Money wasn’t the problem. 
To start with, they would stay at Shane and Ilya’s house. There was plenty of space, even with Levi now having his own room. He listened to Yuna railroading what sounded like lawyers as he puttered about making dinner. It would be his job to pack once they had eaten. He was better at doing all the practical bits while Yuna was in this mode. It wasn’t that he couldn’t do it; she was just better, so this was a much more efficient division of labour. 



They arrived at Shane and Ilya’s house in the early evening the next day. The Bears' next game was the following evening, with a morning practice, so the boys had plenty of time. David was just lifting the first suitcase out of the car when one of the younger members of the Bears jogged down to help him. Tall, almost of a height with Ilya, black hair and unusual grey eyes. Handsome in a clean-cut, superhero type way but still really good-looking, it had David wondering if part of the Bears recruitment process included looking like a model. All of the ones he had met personally so far would qualify. 
“Let me help Mr Hollander.”
David smiled at the attempt to be polite. It was sweet, if a little unnecessary. 
“David, please.”
He got a quick, bright grin in return as the kid hefted the two carry-on bags over his broad shoulders and easily picked up both suitcases at the same time. 
“Nice to meet you. I’m Adrien. Adrien LaPointe. Right Winger.”
He hadn’t actually met the whole team in person. Honestly, he hadn’t expected anyone else here at the house other than Shane, Ilya and little Levi. Adrien bounded up the stairs, seemingly unbothered by the extra weight. 
As he offered Yuna a hand to help stabilise her as she got out of the car, David put his arm around Yuna’s shoulders and gave her a light squeeze. He could see how nervous she was in the way that she was winding a small strand of her hair around her fingers and chewing on her lip. Shane appeared in the doorway. David watched as he softly thanked Adrien and directed him to take the bags to the biggest ground-floor bedroom. It was the next biggest after the Master and the one Yuna had stayed in last time. Then he turned back to greet them, a tired but very sweet, happy smile on his face, not one that David could admit to seeing on his son’s face very often. 
“Mom, Dad. Thanks for coming.”
Yuna wrapped her arms around Shane first, then, without pausing, Ilya too, as he followed them inside from where he had been parking the car; now he had the four bags of shopping from the trunk in each hand. David laughed and reached over to help take two of them out of his son-in-law’s hand so he could hug her back. 
“Yuna, love. Give the poor man a chance. His hands are full.”
Shane laughed softly at his mother’s slight pout. Then turned to call quietly in the direction of the living room. 
“Lukasha, can you come help put these away, please?”
David was puzzled to see a different, younger-looking man come trotting over at Shane’s call. For a second, David did a double take; from the side profile, the youthful-looking face and familiar shy smile, it was almost like looking at a teenage Shane, but if you had painted Ilya’s colouring and sharper profile over the image. 
“No problem, Shane. Want me to get Adrien and make a start on dinner?”
Ilya had straightened, handed his two remaining bags over to the younger blond, then, with a quick-fire grin at David, he took the two back from him and handed those over too. He pointed to the biggest bag and then nodded as he replied. 
“Brown rice in that one. Chicken already marinated in the fridge. Start the rice cooker; I'll be in to help in a minute.”
The blond happily accepted his task and disappeared. Calling to the other young man who had helped them with their bags. Yuna had obviously reached her limit, her curiosity getting the better of her as they went through into the now empty living room.
“I didn’t think so many people would be a good idea from what you were saying, Shane, yesterday? Is this going to be too much for him?”
David could hear the concern in Yuna’s voice as Ilya pulled Shane down into his lap. David sat down opposite them and pulled Yuna close to his side. Shane leaned back into Ilya’s chest so he could face them and talk. 
“It’s only Luca and Adrien. We will introduce the rest over time; Levi has been around big groups before. He had been sneaking out to play with the other kids anytime he could get away and saw us all at Zane’s BBQ.”
David frowned. ‘Only’. That was a strange way to phrase it, but Yuna was already on it. 
“Luca. As in the one that was with Levi at the time?”
At the slight sharpness in her tone, Shane flinched back slightly, but Ilya wrapped a muscular arm tight around his waist, which seemed to steady him. David watched carefully as Shane seemed to steel himself before replying. Something else was going on here; David just didn’t know what it was yet. 
“Yes. Lukasha was with him. It was his number that Jahseh had in case of emergencies while we were away. Since Luca can speak a bit of Russian.”
Here Ilya perked up from behind Shane. 
“Da. Quick at languages, like Shane.”
Huh. If David didn’t know any better, he would call that pride in both Ilya and Shane’s voices. There was definitely more going on here than Shane had covered on the phone. A sudden quiet sound had both of them jumping up. Shane headed up the stairs, and Ilya went to the kitchen. After a minute or two, the taller, dark-haired young man, Adrien, if David was remembering correctly, came through carefully, carrying two steaming mugs of coffee and placed them on the table. He then padded over to the other huge sectional and curled up in a corner. A handheld controller had been sitting on the armrest, the low sounds of a game unpaused on the TV. 
David looked at Yuna. She looked back at him. 
“David?”
He raised an eyebrow and waited. 
“Has our son adopted half of his rookies while I wasn’t looking?”
Honestly. David wasn’t sure, but there was something very comfortable in how the two younger men moved around the house. The blond one, Luca in particular. Then there was the Russian pet name. He had only ever heard Shane use those for Ilya. 
“Maybe. How about we wait and see? Rather than jump to conclusions. Again.” 
That little disgruntled pout on her face was exactly the same as Shane pulled. Even after all these years, it was still adorable. 
 
 
They were interrupted by Shane coming back in with a tiny little boy in his arms. David felt Yuna suck in a heavy breath at the size of him. Hadn’t Shane said he was meant to be 7 years old? The dark-haired child curled close to Shane’s chest was small and thin. Not that David didn’t immediately notice the similarities in looks, because he certainly did. Shane had told them that Levi was half Japanese and half Russian in his heritage. David could see it; Levi had the same eye shape and a more delicate bone structure, just like Shane. Their colouring was almost identical, the little boy’s just a tad bit lighter, but the eyes. Those big, ocean blue eyes were all Ilya. He could have been theirs biologically. 
From the noise that escaped Yuna’s lips, she had come to the exact same conclusion. There were literal hearts in her eyes. David wrapped an arm around her shoulders to stop the distinct possibility of her launching herself at Shane to get a closer look. 
Shane kept his arms wrapped securely around the little body. David could see the way Levi had tensed and drawn back, pressing his back tightly to Shane’s chest. Shane spoke softly, gently, as he sat down, keeping Levi in his lap. 
“It’s alright, Lyovushka. These are my parents. Remember? My mom is the one who can speak in the same words as your mama used to.”
David spotted Ilya come back through as he approached Shane and Levi. It seemed that Ilya approaching didn’t bother the little boy because as soon as the Russian was within reach, Levi was holding out his hands to be transferred. Ilya effortlessly scooped Levi up with one arm and hooked Shane up and onto his feet with the other. He gave Shane a playful wink before lightly bouncing Levi a few times, which made him let out a tiny giggle.
“Come on, Lyovushka. Time to eat. Your Lukasha is trying to hide the fresh cookies from Adrien.”
Shane smiled at both of them. 
“Sorry, Mom. Give him a little time. He is very shy at first. After we have eaten, we can show you the flash cards for tomorrow. Luca has finished making them by now, or at least the basic ones.”
The table was already set. David held Yuna’s chair out for her, years and years of a long-standing habit at play. She gave him the usual quick press of a kiss to his cheek as she sat. They both watched in fascination at the soft, sweet scene playing out in front of them. Shane had Levi sat pressed up against his side, Ilya on the other. He was pretty much sandwiched between the two of them. The younger blond, Luca, was on the other side of Levi. In fact, David’s sharp eyes had caught the tiny hand that had tangled itself in the older boy’s sleeve as soon as he had tried to move away. He was quick to lean down to talk softly to settle him. 
“I will stay. Not leave.”
The words were slow and a little bit stilted, but Levi seemed to understand because he was content to let go and lean back into Shane’s side. David could see, despite his tiny size and the fact that the look on his face was hungry, that Levi barely ate until Ilya leaned around Shane and one huge palm cupped the back of that fragile little neck. 
“You need to eat, Lyovushka. Then we will practise with cards that Luca has made. Maybe we can show Yuna and David once we are done. Da?”
David couldn’t follow the Russian, but whatever Ilya said must have been the right thing because Levi carefully picked up his fork and began to slowly eat. Checking in with Shane after every three tiny bites or so.
After they had all eaten, Adrien had helped Luca tidy up, load the dishwasher and wipe the table down. Shane took Levi off for a bath, with Yuna following with a hopeful look on her face as Levi had let her come a little closer. 
He gratefully took the proffered glass of vodka that Ilya brought through with him; it was only a single measure, but it was the good Russian stuff. 
“Thank you.”
David looked up. Ilya hadn’t sat down yet; in fact, he was rolling the glass in his big palm and looking towards the bathroom where Shane and Yuna had headed. 
“What for, son?”
He saw the slight sheen of emotion that Ilya tried to hide, but David caught it. He didn’t comment, though, letting Ilya work through it himself as he sipped the cool vodka and patiently waited. Those ocean-blue eyes finally looked down at him, steady again but warm. 
“For this. For coming to help. No questions asked.”
David reached over to pat one huge arm and gave Ilya a kind but firm look that there was no way to misinterpret.
“This is what my family does, Ilya. We will always be here. No matter what.”
 
Ilya was saved from trying to answer by Shane coming back through, an almost asleep, damp Levi in his arms and Yuna trailing behind them. David looked at his wife first. Her eyes were soft, gentle and a little bit sad, but they were clear and bright. No tears had been shed. That was a good sign. Shane sat down and pulled Ilya down beside him. Yuna sat beside David, who offered her his hand before she could even reach for it. He could feel her settle as she tugged his hand into her lap and began to play with his fingers absentmindedly. 
Shane passed Levi over to Ilya. The little boy nuzzled sleepily into Ilya’s shoulder and then settled again. Shane petted softly down the tiny back as Levi whispered something in Russian that David could barely hear. Ilya rumbled a reply as Shane leaned forward to pick up a little handmade flip book of cards out of the drawer in the coffee table. 
As he held it up to show them, David realised it was a little ring-bound flip book with basic words and sentences on it. He couldn’t make the writing out from here, but Yuna was already reaching across for a closer look.  
“Luca made it. He and Levi have tested it earlier. Levi does understand a few words in English, but he doesn’t speak any. He can read and write reasonably in Russian but not at all in English. However, his handwriting is pretty bad at the moment, but we aren’t sure if that’s from the cuts on his hands or just in general.”
David took the little book from Yuna as she began to quickly scribble down everything Shane was saying in her own notebook, which seemed to have materialised out of nowhere the second she needed it. 
Honestly, he had married a witch. 
He was impressed by the book; it was neat, colourful and had little pictures to go with the words and phrases. He looked at Shane and asked.
“It was Luca who made this? It’s really good.”
Shane gave him a sweet smile and held a hand out for the book. When David passed it over, he carefully set it down and ran a thumb over the colourful front cover, that flash of pride visible again. 
“Luca spent most of today making it for Levi. He can read the Russian part to help him communicate when we aren’t here. Also, the English underneath helps both of them learn.”
Ilya spoke softly, obviously trying not to wake the now-sleeping child against his chest, his voice a low, deep rumble. 
“Lukasha is a very talented artist. It was he who painted the wall in Lyovushka’s room.”
David had seen the mural. It was stunning. In fact, it looked good enough to be professional, and yet it had been done by the young blond who looked about 16 at best, even though David knew Shane had said he was barely 18. Yuna looked surprised at Shane; David hadn’t realised, but she hadn’t picked up on the undercurrents both Shane and Ilya were throwing off for the young blond. She was so very like Shane when she locked in on something; everything else passed her by until the fixation was resolved in a satisfactory way. 
“Is that why he is here? Is it not finished? It looked like it was, very pretty really.”
Shane tensed slightly; David caught the tightening of his hand into a fist that was almost hidden between their thighs on the other sectional sofa. 
“No, Mom, that’s not why Luca is here. He has sort of moved into the room next to Levi’s. And yes, the mural is finished now. All the furniture has gone in as well. It’s all done.”
Yuna narrowed her eyes at Shane. Ilya was wisely keeping out of it, as David was attempting to do. This sort of clash could go one of two ways: either one of them would settle, and it would fizzle out, or neither of them backed down, and it escalated into a full-blown argument. Not a loud or aggressive argument. No. Not at all. That wasn’t how Shane and Yuna settled things. 
Now David could admit they were his two favourite people in the whole world. However, he was not getting in between them unless he had absolutely no choice. Ilya, it seemed, had learnt that lesson much quicker than David had when Shane was younger. 
“Are you telling me, Shane Hollander? That you are not adopting just one child but a teenager too?!”
Yuna had used Shane’s full name, warning sign number 1. Shane was blushing but refusing to break eye contact. Warning sign number 2.  If David didn’t get this defused, then there would be a full-blown logistics battle late into the night, and David was tired. 
Fortunately, Ilya beat him to it. 
“Da. Yes. Shane told Bennett so we had to make it true.”
Ilya was grinning slyly at Shane. Who was promptly turning an even brighter shade of red at the accusation and glaring at Ilya from under his lashes. From the delighted grin Ilya shot him, it was nowhere near as intimidating a look as Shane was probably aiming for. 
Yuna sighed and looked from one to the other. 
“Fine. One thing at a time. Would have been nice to know, though, Shane, honey. Forewarning us that we now have two grandchildren is the polite thing to do, you know.”
David laughed. He couldn’t help it. As soon as the sound came out of his mouth, he attempted to cover his face and muffle it so as not to wake Levi, but Ilya was soon joining him in trying to stifle his chuckling. Shane gave them both a disproving look. Both of them had to bite their lips to not laugh louder. Yuna rolled her eyes at them and looked over to Shane. 
“Sorry, Mom. Won’t happen again.”
Yuna reached forward to pat Shane’s knee in a silent, all-forgiving gesture as Shane shushed Ilya. His laughter was causing Levi to make soft little whimpering noises. Ilya stopped at once and cradled the back of Levi’s neck, his thumb moving in a tender but steady pattern on the bruised skin. Shane stood and gathered their glasses. Ilya got to his feet with far more care than normal, his movements gentle despite his bulk. 
“Time for bed, I think. Take the book and have a read. Levi knows how to use it, so he will ask if he needs anything. He won’t eat if we aren’t here at the moment, but we are going to work on that. Ilya is going to give him a little list before we leave. He has been taught he has to earn his food. From what we have gathered, his father used to make him complete a list of jobs a day to earn the pitiful amount of food he got. If he failed to complete them correctly or even if they were done in the wrong order, then he wasn’t allowed to eat.”
David clenched his hands into fists. He didn’t get angry easily, but this was making him want to revisit his fighting days on the ice. Just with the excuse to put the man who had hurt his grandson in hospital rather than just on the bench. Yuna, too, was almost vibrating with barely suppressed rage. He quickly reached out and gathered her to him. David ran his fingers soothingly through her long hair and held her. Grounding her emotions and helping to subdue the instinctual reaction to rage and scream. Not that he blamed her; he felt exactly the same right now. 
“Dont worry too much about it. We will make sure he eats before we go in the morning, and again before we leave for the game. He will come through and get his own water if he is thirsty, but I will leave the safe, plastic cup out. We do not want a repeat of the glass smashing incident at Mr Bennett’s house.”
Yuna was making more notes. Ilya smiled at them both and turned to carry Levi to bed. David watched as Shane kept one eye on them as he finished up with Yuna. As soon as she was happy, Shane gave them both a firm hug and kissed his mother’s cheek softly. 
“Thanks. I know this is going to take some adjustment for all of us, but thank you so much for coming. We can’t do this without you. Well, we could, but neither of us wants a stranger around Levi anytime soon. Ilya offered to retire, but he doesn’t want to. Not really. Not yet.”
David looked at the earnest expression on his son’s face. Of course Ilya had offered straight away to retire so Shane didn’t have to, even though it was Ilya’s team. It was Ilya who had brought them up from nothing. He would give it all up. All it would take was one word from Shane and he would. David shook his head and hugged his son back, a firm, steady hand on his broad shoulders. 
“Shane, we won’t let Ilya do that. You have both just finally got on to the same team. We can work it out. It won’t be easy, but family isn’t always easy. After all, family just has to show up, to be there.”
There was a sheen to both Shane and Yuna’s matching eyes as they all pulled away. Shane just smiled slightly wetly and said quietly. 
“Love you both. Goodnight.”
David watched as his son retreated after his husband and soon-to-be son. They would make this work. They were Hollanders after all. Well, Hollander-Rozanov’s too now, he supposed, but the sentiment was the same. 
He pressed a kiss to Yuna’s hair as they headed to bed themselves. David had work to do; first thing in the morning, he was cracking open that Russian for dummies book sitting in the bottom of his suitcase. 
He had a grandson or two to impress. 
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  Logistically speaking, Shane had known they would have to leave Levi at home, with his parents, perfectly safe, while they played the next game against the New York Admirals. However, that didn’t help. He was meant to be safe at Bennett’s house, and yet both Alexei and the trash that was his father had found him. Shane was used to locking down. He knew how to shut down the parts that would distract him from the game; he had been doing it ever since his first time putting a team jersey on. This was their last game at home for a whole week. Shane was not looking forward to being away that long. For the first time in years, Shane had to work harder to lock everything but the game away; for once, hockey was not the biggest thing on Shane’s mind. 
However, it seemed like Scott was distracted. The Admirals had fought hard, but so had the Bears. If Scott was distracted, then Shane was locked in. Ilya was worked up; Shane could almost taste it. The Russian was on edge, faster and that little bit meaner than he was normally. Scott had made the one single goal that their team had managed that night, but it hadn’t seemed to have made much difference. Shane had cast the older man a few glances as he skated past him on the bench. His form was off, and he looked tired, drained. Not as bad as he had been last time, but still not great this early in the season. Shane made a mental note to make sure he would remember to check in with both Scott and Carter. He hadn’t been a great friend recently, what with the mess with Levi, and he felt bad. They had promised Scott they would be there, and then they hadn’t been, not really. 
Shane had channelled his worry, used it to push himself harder. He had watched his team, his senses attuned to the slightly higher level of aggression that was thrumming through Ilya as his husband checked rougher than usual, hit a little harder and had a colder look in his eyes than he normally would. Luca, too, was sticking close to Shane, quick on his feet but back to being unsure of his plays. Worry obviously clouded the young rookie’s mind. Shane, on the other hand, well, he was precise, swift, and everywhere at once. Even with the valiant fight the Admirals had put up, the game had ended 2- 1 to the Bears, with both Shane and Ilya scoring a goal each. 
The locker room was more subdued than a win would normally indicate. Mainly because Ilya was quiet. His usual full, vibrant presence was dimmed, hidden by worry as he clung to Shane. Wrapped around his shoulders like a weighted blanket. Shane was taking comfort from it as much as he was allowing Ilya to take it from him; Shane kept his hand entwined with Ilya’s as much as he could. Zane had picked up as much of the slack as he could along with Cliff, but mostly the team just understood. They all gave them a bit of extra space, and didn’t chirp or tease Ilya for his clinginess for once. Shane couldn’t help the warm, sweeping flood of affection he felt for their team. Their family. He would never have had this at the Voyageurs; they would have dug at him, picked at every little perceived error until Shane had curled back into his armoured ball and retreated.  
 
Victor came over as they were all getting changed, ignoring the half-hearted towel-whipping fight that was going on between the rookies and Cliff. It looked like Cliff was losing, honestly. Reece, Adrien and Ethan had ganged up on the bigger man and had backed him into a corner, all armed with freshly wet towels. The sharp snap of the fabric hitting Cliff’s legs was followed by the laughter from all three rookies; even Luca was snickering softly, but he was more watching than joining in. 
“How are you holding up, you two?”
Victor’s voice was soft, and his golden eyes were concerned. 
Shane pulled his clean undershirt on, and had to do a complicated little wiggling motion to get it on around the huge body draped over his back. Ilya lifted himself enough to allow Shane to succeed, but not making it easy. 
“I think we just need to get home. What are everyone else’s plans?”
Victor nodded, understanding written all over his face as he threw his bag over his shoulder. 
“Carter has texted. I said Cliff and I would go out with him and Scott. Nick and Evan are coming for one drink, then heading home. Do you want me to take the cubs? I will keep them to one and then send them home with Nick. Since his car is bigger.”
Shane tipped his head back to speak softly up at Ilya. 
“Did Luca say if he was coming back with us straight away?”
Ilya grumbled but lifted his head from where he had been resting it on the top of Shane’s, to call over to the pile of still towel-whipping rookies. 
“Lukasha, come here.”
The blond’s head snapped up, and Luca danced out of Ethan’s reach with a laugh and came over. His blue eyes softened as he looked at Shane and Ilya. Shane lifted an arm out in a silent offering, and Luca came close, tucking himself under Shane’s arm, happy to be included in the tangle of limbs that was currently Shane and Ilya. 
“Do you want to go out with the others or are you coming home with us?”
Luca looked over to Adrien, then back at them. Shane let him decide; he wouldn’t push. If Luca wanted to go out with the others, then it wasn’t a problem; Shane didn’t want Luca to think he was trying to smother him after all. Luca’s voice was quiet, tentative, and a little bit nervous. Like he wasn’t sure of the response. 
“Can I come straight home?”
Shane’s heart melted just a little. He tightened his arm around the broad shoulders and hugged the younger blond closer. 
“Of course. Levi did say he wanted to hear if you finally managed to score.”
Ilya snickered. Shane elbowed him lightly. It turned out Levi could be a little bit sassy once he started to feel safe. It had amused Ilya greatly. Luca not so much. 
 
Victor and Cliff had taken charge of the rest of the team, Victor keeping a close eye on Shane’s rookies as they were herded out to go meet with the Admiral players who wanted to drown their loss. Shane finally managed to get Ilya to let go long enough to drive them home. They had both checked their phones as soon as the game had ended, but his mother hadn’t texted. The deal had been that she would only text or call if there was a problem. She wouldn’t disturb them if it was all alright. So Shane knew that no news was, in fact, good news, but he couldn’t help the way his heart was pounding in his chest. The way his throat felt tight, and his hands were shaking ever so slightly. Luca stayed silent in the back seat, but Shane could hear the very quiet tapping of his foot against the floor, a rhythmic pattern of anxiousness that was barely audible over the sound of the engine. 
Ilya reached over the console and took one of his hands, wrapping it up in both of his larger ones. The heat seeped into Shane’s chilled skin and warmed him as he drove. 
“Yuna would have texted if something was wrong, Lyubimyy. You know this.”
Ilya’s voice was low and deep in the silence of the car. Soothing and familiar. Shane glanced over as he slowed the car to a stop at a red light. 
“I know. I’m still worried, though. Ilya, what if …”
Shane didn’t get any further as Ilya stretched an arm over to wrap a hand around the back of his neck and squeeze, his fingers putting steady, firm pressure on the edges of Shane’s jaw. He fell silent. The hold wasn’t enough to bruise, but it was enough to warn. That Shane knew to stop. 
“Nyet. Don’t, Shane.”
Ilya didn’t remove his hand until they had pulled up the drive and the engine had stopped; for a moment neither of them moved. Not until Shane felt Ilya release his hold, a silent permission that he could now get out. 
How Shane didn’t bolt for the front door, he wasn’t completely sure, other than the calming effect of Ilya’s grounding in the car was still keeping him from exploding into an anxious ball of worry. It was Ilya who was outwardly calm. Luca, however, was fiddling with the straps on his bag and looked very worried.
Taking his shoes off was automatic, as was putting his bag into the laundry room, leaving space for both Ilya’s and Luca’s to join it in preparation for the dirty practice gear to be washed later. He felt Ilya come up behind him and wrap his muscular arms around his waist, the heat and the strength grounding the rising panic that was crawling up the back of Shane’s throat like he was about to be sick. 
“Easy, Lyubimyy. Let us go see.”




The kitchen was quiet. A low level of noise was coming from the living room, so Shane allowed Ilya to lead him through. Luca was close on their heels. All three of them were trying their best to seem as normal as possible. Not like Shane was about to say ‘fuck it all’ and make a run for Levi’s room. 
Shane spotted his Mom first. She was curled up under one of his weighted blankets, her notebook in her lap and her familiar pen behind her ear. His dad was relaxed, watching a documentary on the history of corrupt politicians by the look of it. They both looked up at the sound of the three of them stepping down into the sunken space. Shane held his breath, counting to 10 before exhaling softly until his mother spoke up. 
“He’s fine, honey. In his room. He was asleep last time I checked. As you said, he didn’t eat, but he did sit with us for a few minutes after coming through for a drink.”
He was moving before she had finished. Ilya was letting go but following at a steadier pace in his shadow. Shane paused at Levi’s door, the lovely little plaque with Levi’s name on it that Luca had painted to match the mural right in the centre. Ilya had written out the Russian in his stunning cursive handwriting, then Luca had painted over it. 
Ilya’s hands gripped his waist, both palms cupping his hips and pulling him back into the solid chest of his husband. 
“Take a second, calm your breathing, Lyubimyy. We don’t want to panic, Lyovushka, do we?”
Shane closed his eyes and obeyed. The low, deep rumble of Ilya’s voice was right against the back of his neck and the sensitive skin under his jawline. 
“That’s it. Breathe with me.”
He felt Ilya’s hand as it slid up to cup his neck and jaw, to angle his head back and onto Ilya’s massive shoulder. His back arched instinctively, pushing his ass back into Ilya’s hips and pushing his chest and belly out slightly. The hold on his neck tightened. Not to trap. Not to hurt. Just so that Shane could feel that Ilya had him. That Ilya was holding him together. 
The pressure that had been building in his chest eased, the deep, steady breath of air calming to a normal rhythm under Ilya’s careful hands. Only then did the hand at his throat move; a thumb stroked along the line of his jaw and down his shoulder. Shane opened his eyes to look up at Ilya. 
“There you are. Back with me, sweetheart?”
Shane nodded and straightened up; Ilya’s hands didn’t leave his hips, but he didn’t want them to. Instead, he reached as silently as possible for the door. He pushed it open, just enough to see inside. Levi was indeed in his bed, but while he might have managed to convince his mother, Shane could tell by his forced pattern of breathing that he was faking it. 
Anger flashed through Shane, just for a moment. How many times had Levi had to fake being asleep? How many times had it meant the difference between eating or not the next day? Or even one of the many cigarette scars that littered the tiny body. 
He whispered to Ilya, not wanting to startle Levi. 
“He’s faking it.”
Ilya let out a quiet, rumbling growl against Shane’s back. 
“He’s learnt it’s safer that way. He was thinking we were not going to come home.”
Shane stepped into the room; he made sure his footsteps weren’t silent but weren’t too loud either. He stopped halfway between the bed and the door. He called over softly. 
“Lyovushka? Are you awake?”
Let him decide if he wanted to pretend to wake up or still be asleep. That way Levi had the control. At his call, Levi sat up. Shane kept still, letting the little boy process. It didn’t take long. 
“Shane? Ilya? You came back?”
Oh fuck this. 
Shane went to the bed, the strict control over his limbs the only thing that stopped him from reaching out. 
“We pinky promised. Didn’t we?”
Levi nodded. But didn’t meet Shane’s gaze. His little hands were twisting in the duvet, nervous and unsure. Those big blue eyes flickered between Shane and then to Ilya, who was still in the doorway. Obviously not wanting to crowd in until Levi gave them the okay. 
“Lyovushka. I promise we will always come back. Remember we told you about the game? About how our jobs are to beat the other teams?”
One little hand crept closer to Shane; he forced himself to stay still, to be patient.
“Mama used to say that too. But then she didn’t come back.”
Shane would not cry. Not right now, but fuck was it close. He had to bite down on the inside of his cheek hard enough to draw blood to hold back the mixture of anger and sadness that wanted to escape. 
“I’m sorry, Lyovushka. I’m sorry she didn’t come back to you.
Levi sniffled. He looked up at Shane, big blue eyes glistening with tears. Then finally, he held up his arms. Shane gathered him up. Instantly cradling the crying child to his chest and settling into the pillows. 
“Shush, Shush. It’s alright, love. You’re safe.”
Ilya came around the other side and wrapped himself around them both. Massive arms able to hold both Shane and Levi comfortably. Levi’s head shot back up, and he scanned the room, a frantic, desperate look overtaking the tears. 
“Where’s Lukasha? He came back, right?”
Shane tightened his hold as Levi squirmed, as he tried to twist around and find the missing blond. Ilya unwrapped himself and padded over to the door. Shane stroked Levi’s hair and whispered softly into his ear. 
“He came back. Don’t worry, Lukasha is back home. Ilya has gone to get him. It’s alright, little one.”
Levi was both trying to hide his face and look towards the door at the same time. Shane felt him brighten up as soon as Ilya and Luca came back through. He reached out a tiny hand, scrabbling in the air for Luca to come closer. 
“Lukasha. Lukasha. You came back!”
Shane buried his head into the black hair to hide the threatening tears that he could feel in his lashes; Luca was not so lucky. Ilya wrapped an arm around the smaller blond’s shoulders and nudged them both onto the bed with Shane and Levi. Shane shifted to make room; Luca slithered up till he was pressed into Shane’s side. Levi was half hanging out of Shane’s lap, and across Luca’s, his hands twisted into the bottom of Luca’s hoodie.  
Warm arms encircled all of them. Ilya had put his legs around Shane, so he was cradled in the V shape of huge thighs. Shane leaned back and settled into the heated wall of muscle behind him. One arm was wrapped around Luca and the other around Shane; Levi was content to sprawl across all of their legs. Ilya began an over-exaggerated play-by-play of that night’s game, Shane translating softly so Luca could follow along, and Levi was getting to hear the English translation for the Russian. 
Hours later, Shane was woken by his mother as she tried to creep away from the bed; the duvet from Luca’s bed had been spread over them all, and her phone was suspiciously out and ready in her hand. He cracked his eyes open and looked at her. She gave him a soft, gentle look and turned the screen so he could see the picture she had just taken. He was curled half into Ilya, Levi tucked right up against his chest with a little leg thrown over Luca’s back where the blond was buried under Ilya’s other arm, face down and completely flat out. It was an adorable picture. They looked good. They matched. If it was just a glance at that picture, someone would automatically assume that Levi and Luca belonged to them, to him and Ilya. That, if it were possible, Shane had carried them. 
“I came to check on Levi. Then I found you all like this. Everyone, okay, honey?”
Shane smiled up at his mom. He was so grateful to them both; his parents had dropped everything- their whole lives in Ottawa- to come to Boston just because he and Ilya had needed them.   
“You know what, Mom, I think it will be.”
 
Shane was in their gym early in the morning. Ilya had carried Luca back to his own bed after he had stayed completely out of it, even when Ilya had woken at the sound of Shane’s voice. They had carefully tucked the still sleeping Levi under his covers and left him with his nightlight on, before heading to their own room. 
Shane had stirred, warm and wrapped in Ilya’s arms an hour before his alarm had gone off. He had been unable to go back to sleep, so he had pressed a soft kiss to Ilya’s lips and slipped out of bed to get started on his day. Ilya would have gotten up with him if he had woken him, but his husband needed more sleep than he did. 
Yoga always helped to clear Shane’s head. As he worked through some of the harder selections from his routines, he let his brain work through some of the problems that were causing him to be awake so early. 
First off was how to get Levi to eat when neither he nor Ilya was at home. It was clear Levi didn’t trust his parents yet. He wasn’t scared of them, not in an obvious way; he was just wary. Not that Shane could blame him. After all, he couldn’t understand them. Ilya was dead set against giving him a list of ‘chores’ like his piece of shit father had done, but Shane was pretty sure for now, it might be the only option to make sure he actually ate in the week they were away.   
Second was the mess they were now facing with Ilya’s brother. Legally it was all in their favour, but Shane knew that Alexei still had influence back in Russia; if he was deported, then it was more than likely his sentence would be reduced or changed. However, Ilya didn’t want to make a big deal about it, well more than had already been charged against him. Shane knew it was because of his niece, but he still wanted the man put far away from his family. 
Then finally, there was the issue of their assessment. Despite the issues that Alexei had caused, they, or rather he, would still have to pass the language competency test so they could formally petition to adopt Levi. It wasn’t the language bit of it that worried Shane. His Russian was pretty fluent now. Using it as much as possible had ensured that, which Shane had known it would. He had done the same thing to keep up with his Japanese. It was who exactly they were going to send; it was very possible that whoever it was would still be supporting Alexei’s agenda. Shane just didn’t know how to fix it, and it was bothering him. 
 
As he finished his yoga and switched to the exercise bike, he began to map out the different solutions; he would let his mom in on his ideas later. She would be able to do a complete fact check and organise with the lawyers better than he could while they were playing two away games. He was so focused on trying to piece together a plan that he didn’t hear Luca come in until the younger blond flopped down across the bench opposite, and he startled slightly.  
“Morning, Shane.”
Shane slowed his pace and sat up, starting his cool-down as he gave the dishevelled-looking blond a smile. It looked like Luca had literally just crawled out of bed. In fact, Luca looked a lot like Ilya did when he first came looking for Shane after waking up alone. Just as that thought made Shane’s smile shift to something softer, Ilya wandered in and draped himself over the weight bench next to Luca. Both of them were supporting identical blond bedheads, even if Ilya’s was curlier, with bleary blue eyes and a half-awake smile directed at Shane. 
He really wished he had his phone to take a picture because this was both hilarious and adorable. Ilya scrubbed his hand across his face and scratched at his messy curls; Shane watched as Luca slumped down and ended up leaning on Ilya’s bare shoulder, eyes falling back closed as he grumbled. 
“Why so early?”
Shane swung his leg over the bike and went over to the pair. He brushed the messy waves off Luca’s forehead and pressed a soft kiss to Ilya’s still sleep-warm mouth. 
“Lukasha, this is not early. You know the rule. Russian only till after breakfast.”
He felt more than heard the rumble of laughter in Ilya’s bare chest as his waist was snagged by the arm that wasn’t currently being used as a pillow, Luca having still not moved, but he did obediently switch to Russian. 
“Still too early.”
Ilya patted his head as Luca eventually straightened himself and started warming up. Grumbling under his breath that there better be pancakes for breakfast if he was getting up this early on his day off. 
Shane chuckled, paused to kiss Ilya again before he headed out to shower, then went to collect Levi, since apparently he had pancakes to make now. 
 
He had two large bowls of cut fruit and a huge stack of blueberry and banana pancakes waiting on the kitchen island by the time Ilya and Luca appeared. Both were freshly damp from a shower and looking more awake. Levi was already working his way through a pancake and some apple slices. Shane placed a plate in front of each of them as they slid into a seat, the teapot already set up and mugs waiting. Ilya leaned down and kissed him, ignoring Luca’s mock grossed-out noise as he lingered against Shane’s mouth for a moment. 
“Watch it, Cub; I saw that hickey the other day.”
Luca turned bright red and looked back to his pancakes with the intensity of someone trying to burn a hole through the floor to disappear down. Shane lightly smacked Ilya’s chest and shook his head. 
“Not in front of Lyovushka, and it’s not like you have room to talk.”
Of course, all Ilya did was give him a half-lavish, half-sly smirk that had Luca dropping his head to the table with a groan. 
“There are kids here!”
Shane laughed and pushed Ilya to sit down and eat before it got cold. He turned back and poured the tea for the three of them and gave Luca a bright but slightly sympathetic smile, just as Ilya chuckled and reached over to mess up Luca’s nearly dry hair with his huge palm. 
“Don’t look then. This is what parents do…”
All three of them froze. 
No one moved, no one spoke. Shane felt like he was holding his breath, waiting for something, anything to happen. Ilya too had gone tense and stiff all of a sudden. Shane wanted to reach for him but didn’t dare move. Not until Luca let out a slow huff of air and rubbed a hand across his eyes, just like Ilya had done earlier, but this was to hide the clearly visible moisture in those blue eyes. 
“Or maybe keep it PG-rated in front of us then”
Then he went back to stuffing his face with bites of pancake and avoiding their gazes. In fact, he turned to help Levi pick out a few pieces of fruit with his fork like he hadn’t just dropped a bomb with a straight face. Shane coughed softly and pressed into Ilya’s side; he felt those massive arms snake around his hips and back as he leaned his weight onto Ilya’s thigh, letting his husband hold them both up for a moment. Just while Shane wrapped his head around what Luca had just admitted to, and what Ilya himself had let slip. The acknowledgement, the silent acceptance of Luca’s place with them, just as much as Levi. It was the first time any of them had said it so seriously, not just letting the team make lighthearted jokes in passing. 
Shane cupped the back of Luca’s neck and rubbed softly down his back as he moved to sit, the visible tension bleeding out under his touch as they all silently decided to just keep going for now. They would need to address it soon, but for now all was good. He watched, a rather besotted smile on his face, as Ilya carefully wiped the fruit juice from Levi’s face and Luca quickly braided the too-long hair out of the way. 
They spent the day in a similar fashion. Levi was still very much recovering; he was tired a lot of the time, and between the little-and-often meal plan he was on, he was falling asleep multiple times throughout the day. His mom and dad had flitted in and out during the day, but both had things to get done before Shane and Ilya were away, so it was just the four of them.
Luca had brought his sketchbook into the living room and was sprawled on the floor in front of the coffee table, while he leaned back against one of Ilya’s legs. Shane was curled up into Ilya’s side with Levi snuggled on his lap. Levi was sleepily calling out different animals in Russian, so Luca would have to translate. Then both had to repeat the name in the opposite language before Luca was allowed to draw it. 
Ilya was joining in with suggesting more and more outlandish animals as Shane was trying to correct both of their pronunciation. It had descended into giggling more than once, but Levi was relaxed, calm, and happy, so none of them really minded. Shane had caught his mother watching from the kitchen a couple of times throughout the afternoon and early evening as she finished what she had been doing and came to see what the laughter was about. 
 
Both his parents had joined them after dinner to watch a film. Luca had found a few kids’ films in Russian with English subtitles. Levi was fascinated. Shane suspected he had never been allowed to watch things like this, or if he had watched anything, it certainly wouldn’t have been child-friendly. He was leaning forward, wide blue eyes glued to the screen where the colourful fish set out on their adventure. Luca too was pretty engrossed. 
Shane settled closer to Ilya and entwined their hands as they watched both boys. Luca was trying so hard with Russian; he was quick too. Much quicker than his poor dad, who was finding it very difficult; his mom was faring a bit better but not much. In fact, Shane could hear her muttering under her breath in frustrated Japanese as the credits rolled. Levi was half asleep in Ilya’s lap now as Shane leaned across to see what was tripping her up.  
Levi stirred at the sound of the Japanese, and Shane saw him open his eyes and look around, as if just realising that Shane had moved. His little voice drifted over to them. 
“Kaasan?”
Both Shane and Yuna froze. Then slowly looked at each other. Shane moved back to where Levi was still half-dazed but looking directly at him. He gently stroked Levi’s cheek and asked softly. 
“Kaasan? Is that me, Lyovushka?”
Sleepy blue eyes slipped closed again as he relaxed now that Shane was touching him again. His voice was very quiet, but Shane heard it loud and clear. Every word landed like a permanent lance to his heart. 
“Mmmhmm. Wasn’t allowed before, but Lukasha did. So it’s okay, right, Kaasan?”
Shane could see his mother was crying, silent but visible tears. He too was valiantly fighting tears. It wasn’t technically correct, not really. Kaasan was more used for females than males, but did Shane care? No. Like fuck did he care. If that was what Levi wanted to call him, then he would happily go by Kaasan. He pressed his lips softly to Levi’s forehead and picked him up so Ilya could stand. 
“Of course, Lyovushka. You can call me Kaasan if you want.”
Levi’s head was leaning heavily on his chest, and Luca was watching from his spot on the floor. Levi seemed to remember Luca when he caught sight of the blond. He stretched up and whispered into Shane’s ear. 
“Lukasha can too, right? Not just me.”
Shane looked at Luca and smiled. 
“Of course he can. Lukasha can call me Kaasan too, but only if he wants to.”
Ilya came back in from where he had been putting away mugs, getting Levi a glass of water, checking that the doors were all locked, and making sure the gate alarms were on. Just in case. He looked at Shane, who could feel the blush already in his cheeks. His mother’s grin wasn’t helping either. 
“What does Kaasan mean, Lyovushka?”
Levi scrunched his nose up as he tried to work out the translation between his broken languages. Shane let him think for a moment before he offered help. 
“The closest in Russian is Mama. Just halfway between formal and casual.”
Luca spluttered from behind him as he finally realised just what Levi had called Shane, and had said Luca should also call Shane. He too went bright red and dropped his gaze to the floor. Ilya, however, hadn’t taken his eyes off Shane. 
“Kaasan?”
The way Ilya rolled the word around his mouth, it was more a purr than anything. The way he curled his accent around the syllables sent a shiver up Shane’s spine. Well. That was dangerous. One look at those rapidly darkening eyes told Shane that Ilya had clocked him, because of course he had. Ilya never missed a thing when it came to him. 
Shane fought his way through, wishing his parents and Luca a good night. He refused to look at Ilya as they worked together to help Levi get clean and change his dressing. The little boy was almost out of it by now, but as Shane tucked him in, he leaned up and pressed a tiny, feather-light kiss to Shane’s cheek and whispered. 
“Good night Kaasan.”
He leaned down and smoothed the braided hair back to kiss Levi’s forehead in return and whisper. 
“Sleep well, Lyovushka.”
 
Ilya was on him as soon as he had made sure their bedroom door was fully shut. Huge hands wrapped around his thighs and lifted as Ilya’s mouth crashed down onto his own. Not soft or gentle, but hungry. A low growl was ripped from Ilya’s mouth as Shane wrapped his legs around Ilya’s waist to hold on. His back was pressed against the door with enough pressure to bruise. 
Shane moaned as Ilya forced his mouth open and thrust his tongue inside; it was hot, wet, and desperate. He could feel Ilya’s already hard cock pressing up against his own where Ilya had him pinned. Shane arched his back and tried to press his own hips up against Ilya’s, but the heavier bulk of his husband was able to hold him still. He whined in protest and chased Ilya’s mouth as he pulled away. They were both panting softly by now.
He was shifted higher into Ilya’s hold, then carried away from the door to their bed. The duvet was unceremoniously thrown out of the way as Ilya lowered him to the sheets. Shane ran his hands up Ilya’s powerful chest, taking his tank with it as his husband worked a dark bite mark into his neck. 
Ilya growled, the sound rumbling through his chest and into Shane’s skin as his hands slipped into Ilya’s boxers to palm his shapely ass, and pulled his hips forward so Shane could try and thrust up to chase some, any, sort of friction on his rock-hard cock. 
“Enough.”
Shane stilled at the command; his chest was heaving already, but he couldn’t stop the needy whine that escaped even as he lay back. Ilya kissed him again, deeper but less frantic now. He helped as he felt Ilya pulling off the rest of his clothes; something soft and warm went through him when he watched as Ilya put all of their clothes into the hamper in the corner just because he knew it would bother Shane otherwise. 
Those hands weren’t gone for long. Shane arched up as Ilya began to massage his chest; his fingers rolled and played with his nipples until they were hard and puffy. Shane’s eyes had closed, his head was thrown back, and he was making a low, throaty keen as Ilya kept his hips pinned down. 
“Ilya…”
His cock was dripping. Shane writhed as Ilya had begun to trail his mouth down his chest, those plush lips wrapped around each swollen nipple and sucked. Shane’s eyes rolled into the back of his head; he felt the soft press of lubed fingers across his hole. He parted his legs instinctively as Ilya settled over him; his legs were pushed up and apart so Ilya could fit between them. 
The press of a lubed finger was enough to have Shane moaning. He dug his hand into Ilya’s curls and tugged; he felt the groan against his skin as Ilya pressed his second finger in alongside the first. The stretch was enough to burn slightly, but Shane was arching into it and mewling for more before Ilya had moved. 
“More… Please, Ilya.”
He was begging. It never took long. Ilya could reduce him to this state so easily. He wanted Ilya to move. He wanted to feel this for the next few days. The low, deep chuckle he got in response had him dropping his head back into the pillows and letting out a whine. The fingers stretched him slowly, torturously, until he was pleading, begging for Ilya to just fuck him already. 
The fingers were taken away. Shane hissed in protest at the sudden feeling of being empty. Ilya kissed him; one huge hand came up to wrap around his throat. The span was large enough to touch each side of his jaw. Shane moaned and arched into the hold. He felt the thick, heavy pressure of Ilya’s huge cock as it pressed into him; he forced his body to relax, to take it rather than fight. His body knew what to do by now. 
Shane moaned as the steady, thick slide of Ilya’s massive cock filled him. He was still held in place by the hand around his throat. Not hard enough to hurt, but it was enough to hold him, his legs pushed right up over Ilya’s broad shoulders and the heavy bulk of his husband pressing him down into the mattress. 
They both moaned as Ilya bottomed out. Shane tried to press his hips up, to get Ilya to move, but the hand around his throat tightened in warning. He stilled with a soft whine of protest, until Ilya pulled almost all the way out, only to slam back inside in one powerful roll of his hips. With the way Shane was being held, all he could do was be pinned and fucked into. 
Every thrust had Ilya nailing his prostate. His hands were scrabbling at the broad expanse of muscled back as Ilya pounded into him. Shane could feel himself being pushed closer and closer to the edge of orgasm. He reached up and began to nip at Ilya’s throat. There was a very sensitive spot right on the juncture of his shoulder; Shane felt himself tighten around Ilya’s cock as the intoxicating heat in his belly crashed over the edge into his orgasm. As he came, he opened his mouth and sank his teeth into that patch of skin. He felt Ilya thrust up deep inside him in response, then go still with a low groan as he too came. 
Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya’s sweaty back as his husband collapsed on top of him. The weight was comforting. He traced a hand down Ilya’s damp skin as they both came down from their orgasm high. 
“Okay, Lyubimyy?”
Ilya kissed him as he lifted his head from his neck to check in. Shane kissed him back, soft and sure. 
“Yes. Always.”
It didn’t take long before Shane was cool and sticky from the mess his own orgasm had caused. Before he could stand, he was lifted carefully into Ilya’s massive arms and carried into the shower. Ilya washed them both, but Shane smoothed the expensive shampoo and conditioner into Ilya’s beautiful curls. 
They were both tired by the time they were clean and dry. Shane pulled on one of Ilya’s larger sleep shirts and a pair of briefs. Ilya threw on some sleep pants but left his chest bare. They wouldn’t normally bother, but if Levi needed them or Luca had to come and get them if there was a problem, then it was better if they at least had something on. 
Shane helped Ilya remove the sheet and put a fresh one on the bed before he retrieved the duvet. Ilya opened their door a crack before he slipped into the bed and wrapped himself around Shane. 
“Kaasan huh?”
He could feel the blush, but he buried his head into Ilya’s chest and refused to look at his husband. 
“It was cute; I couldn’t exactly turn him down now, could I?”
Ilya was pressing kisses to his neck and following his freckles for a moment, until he softly replied. 
“Do you mind? It’s not meant for men, right?”
Shane sighed and hooked his leg around Ilya’s huge thigh, digging cold feet in between to warm them up. 
“No. It’s never really bothered me. Not like anyone would think it’s overly feminine anyway. If that’s what Lyovushka is comfortable with, then I am more than happy.”
Before he continued, he tucked his face tighter into Ilya. Like that could help hide his embarrassment. 
“I actually sort of … like it.”
Ilya let out a low groan at that; his hands suddenly dug into the curves of his hips, and his fingers caressed that one patch of skin just below his belly button. Both of them moaned softly, but Shane put his own hand on top of Ilya’s, stilling the movement. He needed to be able to both travel and then skate. If he let this go any further, then neither of those things were happening. 
“You are killing me, Lyubimyy.”
Shane pulled Ilya, so he lay back out on top of him, like a massive, heated blanket that had both of them relaxing back down. 
“When we get back. Sleep now, Ilyusha. I love you.”
He felt Ilya sigh, and the last bit of his weight settled down onto Shane’s legs; he wrapped his arms around the broad back and stroked a soothing pattern into the damp skin. Ilya’s deep rumble was soft and right into his neck. 
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Shane just had to hope that Ilya didn’t mind that Levi had called him a parental name first. With the history of his father, they both suspected it would be a bit more difficult to use a name that meant something similar for a while. He had told Ilya the truth. He didn’t actually mind being called Kaasan. He secretly liked it. He would have carried Ilya a baby if he could. He was self-aware enough to know he was rather maternal, so much like his own mother. It was an honour, really. To both Shane himself and Levi’s Mama. 
Shane closed his eyes and sent a silent prayer up to the woman, whoever she was, that he would take care of Levi for her now. That he was loved. Shane and Ilya would do everything in their power to make up for what had happened. 
Levi was safe now. Safe and loved
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  They had lost. Not through a lack of trying; even Carter can admit that. Scott had been better since Carter had managed to drag his best friend to a Bears run intervention. In fact, Victor and the more surprising but still welcome Cliff Marlow had been in pretty much constant contact since. 
Carter was steady. He knew this. He prided himself on this fact. For both his team and his best friend. If only Scott would lean on him a little more. It was so frustrating; even after everything, Scott was still refusing to let him in. Carter was not stupid. This was already well established between them. So Carter couldn’t work out why Scott hadn’t just told him about the man he had been seeing.  
He meant that in the past tense. Scott had been seeing someone but was no longer, for some unknown reason. However, Carter had a few guesses he would put money on, not far off the mark. He had arranged to meet up with Victor and Cliff after the game. The Bears and Admirals were not on particularly bad terms, so it wasn’t the first time they had all been out together, but it was the first since finding out about Scott. 
The team was quiet. They hadn’t meshed well with the replacements on their 2nd or 3rd line. It was starting to affect them now. They didn’t have the depth to replace them on the benches either. Carter was firmly of the belief that a trade was their best option, but Scott was still trying to push them to bond more. It wasn’t working. In fact, it was causing tension. It wasn’t that they weren’t nice guys; all three of them were, but even shifting around hadn’t helped. Their passes weren’t connecting; none of them was in sync, and it was getting harder and harder to cover for the mistakes to actually win. 
Carter had been forced to physically drag Scott out to meet up with Victor and Cliff. The man was so fucking stubborn when he wanted to be. As it turned out, some of the other Bears had come too. Not Shane or Ilya, though, Carter noticed. Victor waved them over from a big table in one corner. This was a regular hangout for the Bears, so no one was really bothered about the appearance of two more huge hockey players. 
He heard Scott sigh but chose to ignore it as he shot a smile at Victor. Then paused for half a step as he approached, because Cliff Marlow had his arm around Victor St-Simone’s waist. Not in a ‘friendly’ way either. Oh no. That huge paw of a hand was under Victor’s clothes, most likely touching skin; Victor squarely met his eyes. That unique golden gaze was fierce, like he was just waiting for Carter to say something, to throw an all-too-familiar insult, but of course, Carter was not going to. Instead, he pulled a chair out and shoved Scott into it as he dropped into the booth beside Victor. 
“Hey, Vic. Good game.”
The eyes softened. Victor smiled back at him, then relaxed back into the huge arm wrapped around him. Carter was a little bit fascinated because Victor was a large man, well over 6 feet tall, with broad shoulders. So how in the name of all things hockey did he currently look small with the way he was tucked into Cliff’s side? 
“Not really, but our Captains were pretty distracted, so…”
That had come from one of the Bears’ defencemen,  Evan Dykstra. The man was sitting on the other side of Cliff, seemingly completely unbothered by the fact that his teammates were currently cuddling. 
Carter looked at Victor for an explanation. He leaned forward a bit, Cliff’s arm moving with him as he looked from Carter to Scott, golden eyes serious for once. 
“Sorry, we can’t tell you much. Just that Shane and Ilya have been through it a bit these last couple of weeks.” 
It was this that seemed to snap Scott out of his funk. Carter was slightly surprised, to be honest; after some games, it had taken hours to get his friend to talk again. 
“They alright? Is someone causing a problem?”
At that question, all of the Bears smothered a quiet snort of laughter, but Victor shook his head as he took a drink from the glass in front of him. Carter also spotted him pulling a second glass away from the tallest of the Bears’ rookies. 
“Not in the way you are thinking. They’re both alright, just that today’s game was a test run of sorts and we were all worried, honestly.”
Carter was even more confused than when this conversation had started, but he was at least glad the Bears seemed to have both Shane and Ilya’s backs, with whatever it was that had caused the issue. Scott was scowling next to him, arms crossed over his chest, and dark eyebrows pulled down. Carter nudged his knee into Scott’s. Those baby blue eyes flickered over to him, but finally Scott’s shoulders began to drop from their defensive position up around his ears. 
The Bears were safe. More than safe, actually. After all, Victor and Cliff were sitting there, right out in public, not caring who saw them. Carter watched as Chouinard and Dykstra coaxed Scott into telling them what the fuck had been going wrong on their 2nd and 3rd lines since the start of the season. Carter knew that Scott wouldn’t give any vital information away, but still, he tried to keep an ear on the conversation as he turned back to meet the knowing eyes of Victor. 
“It doesn’t matter what Scott says; we can guarantee that Shane has already worked it all out and has a detailed spreadsheet on how you can fix it. But honestly, man, we can all see that a trade is the best way to go.”
Carter thought for a moment. Victor obviously meant that Shane Hollander’s legendary hockey IQ didn’t just extend to the Bears. Carter had clocked the way Shane had been sweeping his gaze over them the last few times they had played - or at least before today anyway - not in an antagonistic way but like he was trying to find the solution to a puzzle. 
“Shane has been analysing us?”
Cliff snorted and stretched a tree trunk-sized leg out to press up against Victor’s. Carter could clearly see the full contact under the table. 
“Hollzy analyses everyone, Vaughny. Ask him, bet he even has the perfect solution for you. Not that you are winning the cup this year, but still, I bet he would help.”
Victor was nodding along with Cliff. One hand casually played with the sleeve on the arm that was wrapped around him, like it was nothing. 
“Oh, Shane definitely has a solution. It’s in his notebook in his game day bag.”
Here, he looked back at Carter and gave him a cheeky grin. 
“I can get him to send it to you, but you will owe me one, and I get to name what it is when I collect it.”
Now that was an offer. Everyone knew Shane Hollander had the highest hockey IQ ever seen; it was not a secret. Then there was the fact that the Voyageurs had been so fucking stupid to trade Shane away. No one had understood that decision, well, no one that wasn’t a raging homophobe anyway. So if Victor was saying that Shane had a solution for their line problem, and was willing to share that, it could only mean that it had to do with the Voyageurs. If Carter were a betting man, he would have money on Shane having insider knowledge of possible members of the Montreal team wanting out. 
Not that Carter could blame them.
The Voyageurs’ name was mud with any decent team right now, and that was only with the small details that had been released. After all, really only the texts had been leaked, but to Carter, the bigger scandal should have been how Shane’s team had turned on him. Not just in private, even though that should never have happened either, but on the internet. In public. Where all the fans could see it.
“Sure, go for it. I will owe you, well, another one really.”
Victor looked puzzled now, and Carter laughed at him. 
“For passing my message on to Ilya that day? When I messaged you about Scott and needed someone to help me pull him out of the very dangerous hole he had fallen into.”
 
The look cleared, and Victor smiled at him. Carter watched as both Chouinard and Dykstra stood to put their jackets back on. Then came around to gather the three young rookies, all of whom started to protest; that was until Victor held his phone up and hovered his finger over the call button. All three went pale, then promptly followed after the two older players, calling out goodnight over their shoulders as they went. 
Carter got a look at the phone screen. 
Victor St-Simone had just threatened his team’s rookies with calling Shane Hollander, so they went home after one drink without complaining. He raised his bottle in a salute and grinned. 
“Man, is Shane really that scary?”
Cliff unfolded himself to go and get a second round of drinks as Victor laughed and nodded at Carter’s question. 
“Oh, you have no idea. Let’s just say our team is ruled by the lioness, not the lion.”
Carter thought about it for a second, then just decided that the Bears were just a bit weird and left it at that. There were only four of them left now. Scott was relaxing more as they each got a little bit tipsy. Carter, too, was feeling braver as he leaned forward and asked both of them a question. A question that had been niggling away in the back of his mind since they had walked in. 
“Are you two together?”
He watched as Cliff suddenly wasn’t all sprawled out and relaxed anymore; somehow, he was making himself bigger, more threatening; his presence had turned into something far more dangerous as Victor just pierced both Carter and Scott with a cold, glittering look. 
“Yes.”
There wasn’t even a pause. Victor hadn’t even blinked. Carter felt Scott sit up next to him, suddenly thoroughly interested in the proceedings where he hadn’t been up until now. 
“Oh. Well. Congrats then?”
Carter winced. That had sounded better in his head, but it seemed like neither Cliff nor Victor was bothered. In fact, Cliff was laughing. Victor hit him on the shoulder. All it did was make the big man laugh harder. 
“Thanks, Carter.”
It seemed like Victor had decided they had done enough playing around now, because he elbowed Cliff, then gestured for him and Scott to follow, as he guided them all outside. Scott put a hand on Victor’s shoulder as they approached his fancy 4x4 SUV thing; Carter was not a car guy, okay, Victor turned back to Scott.  
“You can’t drive.”
Victor shook his head and gave the worried Scott a grin. 
“I didn’t drink. Mine was not alcohol. Come on, we can talk better in private, and Cliff’s guest room is much nicer than the hotel you guys are staying at.”
Carter patted Scott’s shoulder and swung into the back of the car. He wanted to know more, and Victor was not wrong about the hotel. 




He hadn’t known that Cliff Marlow could cook, but not only could he, but it was also very good. They had been fed a lovely pasta dish that had brightened even Scott up. Carter had been trying to subtly watch the two of them as they interacted, but the knowing look he kept getting from Victor meant he was thoroughly busted. 
Cliff pulled Victor into his side as they settled on the sofas. Carter pulled Scott down beside him and pressed their legs together in a silent show of support. Scott was not doing a very good job of hiding his jealousy. It was written all over his handsome face. Carter leaned forward and pointed playfully between the two of them. 
“Soooo. Details?! Come on, you haven’t said a word about this over our texts.”
Carter watched them as they exchanged a wordless conversation; it was all little motions, little gestures that were understood and then replied to. He hadn’t managed that sort of closeness in any of his long-term relationships. The closest he could come to that kind of rapport was Scott. 
It was actually Cliff who spoke. Which surprised Carter. It had been Victor taking the lead up until now, not that the big man hadn’t been involved; he had. It was just that he seemed to be content to let Victor do the talking. Which, if Carter thought about it, was rather at odds with what was known within the league about the man. 
“I didn’t know men were an option for me, even though I noticed Victor. I managed to completely ignore all the signals he was sending my way until I backed him into a corner and forced him to be brave. To have to take a risk on me.”
Victor ran a hand down Cliff’s thigh in an obviously comforting gesture as both Scott and Carter winced at the explanation. Maybe Carter didn’t want the details after all, but Cliff wasn’t done there. 
“Victor had to spell it out for me, even though we are on a team with the first married husbands in hockey. I was jealous of Roz, you know, even before I knew who Shane was, back when I thought he was Ilya’s Montreal Girl.”
Here, those dark eyes locked onto Scott’s sad visage before he continued. 
“Once I knew Victor was an option, he was in fact waiting for me to get a clue; there was no way I was not holding on with both hands.”
They all watched Scott break eye contact and turn away. A dull flush ran across the bridge of his handsome Roman nose. Carter sighed and patted his friend’s leg in silent comfort. He just wanted Scott to open up, to talk, but the man was having none of it, no matter what Carter had tried. Which was why he nearly fell to the floor in shock when Scott looked back at Victor and actually opened his damn fucking mouth. 
“You weren’t out?”
Those golden eyes had gone cold and hard as Victor stared at Scott. Like Scott was an idiot. Which Carter really thought his best friend was being right now. 
“No, Hunter. I was not out. Just like you, but the difference with me was that I was prepared to take the risk, unlike you.”
Scott flinched back into Carter’s side. He wrapped an arm protectively around the larger frame of the man beside him. He glared at Victor, but also couldn’t help but wonder what the other man was on about. Victor ignored his glare and kept his burning gold gaze fixed on Scott. 
“I get that you’re scared. Believe me, I get it, and I’m not even gay. If you want someone who will get that completely, then talk to Shane. Me, Cliff, and Ilya, we are a bit different. In the eyes of the uneducated, we have ‘options’ even though it doesn’t work like that, not really, but to those who refuse to care or learn about it, that’s what it looks like. When men are your only option, then it’s terrifying, but so is spending your life alone, Scott. Your team supports you. We know that Crowell is an utter dick, but that won’t be for long, and the public loves you, Scott. The Admirals are one of the most popular teams.”
Carter snorted at that and rolled his eyes. 
“We were, until you guys decided you needed to steal all the attention.”
Cliff smirked at him, and Carter gave him a two-fingered salute in such a mature response that it had Victor huffing at them both, but it broke the darkened tension that had fallen when Victor had been talking. 
Scott had his face in his hands, and Carter could see his breathing was a little bit heavy, so he smoothed a hand across the broad back while sharing a look with the two men sitting opposite them. 
“Scotty?”
Slowly, Scott looked up. His baby blue eyes were full of tears, but he took a shaky breath and finally began to talk. 
 
It took a good few hours for Scott to tell them the whole story. Carter was both unbearably sad for his best friend and rather furious at him all at the same time. Yes, Scott was scared, but that was no excuse to treat Kip the way he had, especially with him being younger by the sound of it. Still, it explained everything. All of Scott’s poor game performance and drop in behaviour could be directly linked to Kip walking away. 
Victor had stood and come over. Before Carter could move out of the way, strong arms had wrapped around Scott’s shoulders, and suddenly he was sobbing into the dark-skinned man’s hoodie. Carter shared a look with Cliff, but the bigger man just shook his head and sat back, seemingly content to wait it out until instructed otherwise. 
The tears calmed, and Victor pulled back enough to get Scott to look at him, those golden eyes soft and caring. 
“So at least you know you were being an utter shit then. Still, nothing is unfixable; look at our two idiots after all. Years and years of pining after each other, and they still managed to get married first.”
Scott let out a watery laugh at that, but Carter was looking at Victor; there was a glint in his eyes that was a tiny bit terrifying.
“I think when we are in New York next week for our game, you need to take us to this smoothie shop. Let’s see if we can’t get you used to a little bit of exposure. Between Cliff and me, the Captains and our baby gays, we have you covered.”
Carter shook his head and mouthed along as he repeated the sentence, like that would make it suddenly jump up and make sense. It, of course, did not, but Scott, who looked just as confused, decided to pipe up. Like now that the dam had broken, he could speak up again. 
“Baby gays? I assume by Captains you mean Shane and Ilya?”
It actually looked like using Ilya’s first name had hurt Scott in some way. That made Carter snigger; for some reason, the Bears Captain could always be guaranteed to get right under Scott’s skin every single time. Cliff laughed too and stood, his huge arms stretched towards the ceiling as his back made a soft cracking noise. 
“The baby gays are two of our rookies who are just starting out together. It’s very cute, but Roz bristles every time he sees Adrien put his hands on little Luca.”
There was more laughter, and Victor too stood. 
“It’s not Ilya that poor Adrien has to really worry about. Nope. It’s definitely Shane. He’d better hope he never makes Luca cry. Like really genuinely cry.”
Both men shivered and gave each other a slightly terrified look. Carter noticed it again; Shane Hollander was being implied as terrifying. Again. He still couldn’t see it. Shane was Canada’s Golden Boy. He hadn’t even fought Scott properly that one time. He had to ask; enough was enough. 
“Okay, can one of you explain what you mean by that? Shane Hollander is an absolute sweetheart. He barely even chirps, and that one fight he did have was pretty pathetic. Sorry, Scotty.”
Cliff stared at him like he had grown another head. Victor crossed himself and muttered something in quick-fire French before they both looked at each other, then back at him. Carter wanted to sink into the floor just a bit at the sheer intensity of those looks. 
“I forgot. The rest of you don’t see what we do.”
Carter threw up his hands in exasperation at them both. Victor took pity on him and finished what Cliff had started.
“What my partner meant is that we forget sometimes that the Shane Hollander-Rozanov that we see, that we spend pretty much all of our time with. Both on and off the ice, it is very much a different image to what the rest of the hockey world sees.”
Scott nodded and gave Victor an understanding look, tinged with an all-too-familiar sadness. It was a look Carter was used to seeing every time he looked at Scott these days. 
“I get that. When you have to hide so much of yourself, sometimes there isn’t much left to show the rest of the world.”
Carter wrapped an arm around Scott’s shoulders and gave him a light shake, which was enough for one night. They had made a huge amount of progress. In fact, Carter was astounded by how much Scott had actually told them, but he was tired now, which meant the others probably were too. 
“Come on. Time to sleep. We have to be back early to get on the bus from the hotel.”
Victor showed them to the guest room; neither of them objected to sharing the king-sized bed that was far more comfortable than the tiny singles they would have been crammed into at the hotel. Scott never asked for his own room, even though, as Captain, he could. He and Scott were happy sharing, especially with how down Scott had been recently. Carter would much rather be able to keep an eye on his best friend. 
 
The pair dropped them off at the hotel in plenty of time the next morning. Apparently, they were heading over to Shane and Ilya’s to check in anyway. Other than Scott, Carter couldn’t really think about dropping in on his teammates this early in the morning, but maybe that meant the Admirals had more than just trades to think about. What would the NHL look like if more teams were like the Boston Bears? Carter rather thought he would like to find out. 
Just as he was getting on the bus, a text came through on the group chat. It was from Shane. 
Shane H-R ➡️ Hi Carter, sorry we have been pretty absent. Victor said he would fill us in later, but he asked me to tell you if I had any insight into your line problems. Well, I do. Hayden Pike was my left wing, and I trained the two rookies he has on his line now. All three want out. They would make a perfect 3rd line for you if Scott traded the three you got at the start of the season. Then move your remaining right wing from your current 3rd line to fill the gap on your 2nd. 
Carter stared at his phone. So Victor had been spot on. Not only had Shane had a plan ready, by the sounds of that text, but he had also just been waiting for Scott or Carter himself to ask. He felt a little bit stupid, but he knew Hayden Pike. A nice guy, and if he could keep up with Shane Hollander on the ice, then he would be more than good enough for their 3rd line. He sent a quick text back. 
Carter V ➡️ No need to apologise. Vic and Cliff have been a great help. Thanks for letting me know about Pike and his rookies. I will make some enquiries, but make sure that your name isn’t mentioned. Let me know if you want to meet up with us after we beat you at the end of next week. 
He got a thumbs up as a response, then their coach was bellowing for them all to get their asses onto the bus or they would be late. Carter put his phone away and began to usher his team onto the bus before Coach started throwing them through the doors himself. He would have to keep an eye on Scott for the next week, but at least he could hopefully get his friend to let them in. 
Carter sniggered under his breath as he half-threw Scott onto the bus last. If Victor and Cliff were to be believed, then Scott would have to deal with a terrifying Shane Hollander-Rozanov if he didn’t get his act together. That was going to be entertaining to watch at least. For the sake of his best friend, though, he really hoped that between them all, they could help fix the mess he had made. From how Scott had talked about this Kip, it had sounded like he had been perfect for Scott, and all Carter wanted was his friend to finally, maybe, be able to be happy. 
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  Ilya POV
Ilya was helpless. He fucking hated feeling like this. Not that they hadn’t been aware it was going to happen. There had just been nothing that either of them could do about it. They were the Captain and the Alternate - well, second Captain, really, of their team. They had to be there; they had to play. No matter how torn they were. 
But that hadn’t made leaving any easier. Ilya had been forced to almost physically carry Shane out of the door. Levi’s tears had been silent. That had made it so much worse. If Ilya hadn’t already been having to block Luca as well as get Shane into the car, he would have run back in himself. It felt cruel. Watching those big, glassy eyes and the steady stream of silent tears tracking down still too-thin cheeks. 
The car ride to the airport had been silent. Not a word was spoken. Ilya was only sure that Shane was still breathing because he could feel the steady rise and fall of his chest against the arm he had wrapped around him. Luca was huddled into Ilya’s other side, face tucked into his shoulder. The younger blond was pale, haunted, and trembling. He hadn’t dealt with Levi’s tears any better than Shane or Ilya himself. 
Shane had warned his parents not to try and touch Levi; Ilya had seen the heartbreak on Yuna’s familiar, pretty face as Levi had shrunk back into the wall and just watched them leave. 
Coach LeClaire was waiting for them; the airport bus was already there, even though they were early. His face was sympathetic and even a little bit apologetic as he clapped his hand on Ilya’s shoulder when he managed to get them all out of the car. Shane’s eyes looked blank. Ilya was worried. He hadn’t seen Shane shut down like this since the text message leak. Only this time there was more than Levi to worry about; Luca didn’t look much better, but at least that seemed to trigger a response in Shane. 
As Ilya stored their bags, he watched as Luca swayed, nearly tripping, and was instantly caught by the strong, steady arms of Shane. Luca collapsed into the hold. Ilya could see Shane’s eyes thawing, the need to take care of Luca able to break through the numbness that having to leave Levi behind had caused. He gave a low, quiet sigh of relief under his breath. Then he turned back to the two and ushered them into the Bus. It was better if Shane and Luca got settled before everyone else arrived. 
By the time Ilya leapt down from the bus’s doorway, Victor and Cliff were there. Both were giving him a rather worried look. Cliff came to him, slung a heavy arm around his shoulders, and pulled Ilya close. Just for a moment, Ilya allowed himself to take the comfort, to let his friend take his weight. Victor gave his bicep a quick squeeze and gracefully bounded up the step to go to Shane. Ilya was beyond grateful for his team, for their team, really. There was no way they were doing this alone. If they got through this week without one of them having to risk their careers, it would be a miracle. 
The Bears were rowdy. Usually Ilya was right there, in the centre of it all with them, but not today.
Today he had sat on the longest bench seat at the front, Shane curled into his side, with Luca now in Adrien’s arms on the seats next to them. The younger blond had hidden his head in his boyfriend’s neck and hadn’t come back out. Ilya approved of the gentle, rhythmic stroke Adrien was doing down Luca’s spine. 
Cliff and Bood were trying to keep everyone’s spirits up. Which basically meant half wrestling the AUX cable out of Evan’s hands; between the two of them, they were just about managing it. That was until Ethan ducked under a flailing arm and snagged it; suddenly, loud, techno-style dance music was echoing throughout the bus. Ilya couldn’t help but laugh at their antics; they were trying, and that was all that mattered. He pressed his lips to Shane’s hair, inhaling his unique scent, mixed with the coconut and sea salt of his husband’s preferred shampoo.
Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane; those beautiful chocolate eyes were staring at his phone screen. Just staring at it. They had promised Yuna and David they wouldn’t call until their flight had landed, but Ilya could tell Shane was already close to breaking. Luca had put his phone into Shane’s bag before they had left, already knowing he would break if he could reach it. He murmured softly into Shane’s hair. 
“He will be okay, Lyubimyy. I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but we have put everything in place. Your parents raised you after all. They are good. Da?”
Shane let out a soft, scratchy chuckle that dragged at his raw throat. Ilya winced and reached into his bag for the bottle of ginger tea he had brought just in case. He reached around and held it up to Shane’s mouth, hitching him up a bit higher against his chest so he could sip at the still warm tea.
“Drink. Slowly.”
He watched as Shane obeyed. He massaged the curve of Shane’s throat softly as he took small, gentle sips. 
“That’s it, sweetheart.”
Ilya was worried. Shane was usually more balanced than this; he would need to be very careful not to let his husband drop any lower. It would be dangerous on the ice or even in front of any players from the team they were playing first; at least they were in New York for the second game of the week. Hunter’s team was thankfully not a pack of raging dicks. Whereas Dallas Kent was more than likely going to end up with his face broken before the end of the first period. 
 
The flight was only about 2 hours. Less, really, but Ilya wasn’t really paying attention. Cliff and Victor were the ones corralling the team as Ilya had his hands full, keeping both himself, Shane, and Luca from bolting out of the airport. Nick and Evan had formed a guard around them; Adrien was keeping Luca’s hand clasped in his own and kept casting the smaller blond concerned looks out of the corner of his grey eyes every 5 minutes or so. 
Ilya brushed a hand through Luca’s messy waves. He rubbed his fingers firmly into the scalp until Luca melted against him. 
“Stay close to Shane, please, Lukasha. He needs you.”
Luca nodded and padded back over to where Shane was standing with Coach LeClaire. Ilya kept one eye on them as Bood and Wyatt came over. He looked at both of them; his eyes must have looked as wild as they felt because both of them wrapped large arms around his shoulders. 
“You okay, Roz?”
He nodded. Not really able to lie right now and say he was, because none of them was okay; they wouldn’t be till this week was over. Zane knocked their heads together, not to hurt, just to remind Ilya that he wasn’t alone. 
“We are here if you need us, Captain. Come on. Let’s go kick Kent’s ass. That will make you feel better.”
A snigger came from behind, where Cliff had appeared to drape his huge wingspan over all three of them. Both Bood and Wyatt let out a loud groan at the added weight. Cliff was fucking heavy. Ilya shot his best friend a smirk before shouting over to Victor. 
“Oi, Vic. Cliff is putting his hands on other men!”
Cliff spluttered and swore as he scrambled to get off the three of them. 
“Roz! Fuck you, man. Don’t get me into fucking trouble!”
Ilya stood back up straight; both Bood and Wyatt were also rolling their shoulders now that the massive weight of their teammate had been removed. They were cackling, and Bood was whispering under his breath. 
“So whipped, man…”
Victor came striding over, golden eyes locked onto Cliff. The bigger man was attempting to hide behind Wyatt, but that was never going to work, not with Cliff being the tallest of the whole team. Ilya felt a bit better. They were morons sometimes, but they were his morons. 
 
The hotel was reasonable. Toronto wasn’t the best place for an away game, but it also wasn’t the worst. Ilya and Shane were in the biggest suite. It was early evening by the time they had all checked in. Ilya had just closed the door behind them and put their bags down when Shane had his phone out. He reached over and put his hand over Shane’s. 
“Hang on. Let me go get Lukasha. He will want to be here.”
Shane looked up at him with wide, desperate chocolate eyes. Ilya leaned down and kissed him; he slid his hand around the back of Shane’s neck and down to cup that sharp jawline with his fingers. He felt Shane melt into the hold. Ilya nuzzled against those plush lips and coaxed his mouth open so he could deepen the kiss. Shane mewled softly and surrendered. Ilya let out a low growl; Shane always submitted so beautifully to him, so easily. Ever since their very first time. He eased them back to a gentler kiss; he would take Shane down later, but first they needed to call David and Yuna to get an update. 
Ilya pulled away and went to the room next to theirs. Luca was sitting on the edge of the bed, scribbling away but not really seeming to be drawing anything. In fact, from what Ilya could see, Luca was just anxiously drawing a mindless pattern. He crouched down in front of the younger blond and placed his large hands on his knees, so Luca would look at him. He waited for that eye contact before he spoke.
“Shane is about to call his parents for an update. Do you want to come?”
Luca was up before Ilya had even finished his question. 
“Yes. Please.”
Ilya pulled him close and squeezed the back of his neck, large fingers carding into the soft blond waves as he guided Luca back into their suite.
Shane was sitting cross-legged, all the pillows piled around him like a nest as Luca and Ilya came into the room. Luca was slithering up and into the pillows as soon as he had kicked his shoes off, Shane’s arm opening up for him automatically. Ilya crawled up and wrapped himself around his husband as Shane hit the button to video call his mother. 
Yuna answered on the second ring. 
Ilya could see the clear lines of worry on her face. He tightened his grip around Shane as Yuna sat down on their sofa next to a tired-looking David. 
“Mom. How has he been?”
They all heard the sigh Yuna let out, and she slumped into David’s side. Ilya watched in growing dread as she rubbed her hands over her eyes before starting to talk. 
“Look, boys, we knew this was going to be hard. It is the first time, and poor Levi hasn’t really settled yet. I know you both explained it to him, but until you are back here, in front of him… I don’t think he will actually believe it.”
Shane was trembling under Ilya’s arm as he tried to control his reaction. Ilya cupped the back of his neck and rubbed his thumb in a soothing motion across the tense muscle. 
“How bad is it, Mom?”
Yuna shot them all a look through the screen. 
“It isn’t Shane, honey. Yes, he is upset. Yes, he has shut down, but he is safe. Levi is safe. He is curled up in his bed. Cried himself to sleep about an hour ago. It is up to you if you want to try talking to him.”
Shane looked at Ilya; he could see the heartbreak on his husband’s pretty face. Those deep, chocolate eyes already glossy with unshed tears, Shane was biting on his bottom lip so hard that Ilya used his thumb to pull it out of his mouth so it didn’t break the skin. 
“What do we do, Ilyusha?”
Ilya thought about it for a moment. Only a moment, though. He turned back to Yuna and David, who were both waiting patiently for their decision. 
“Bring him the phone, please, Yuna.”
Yuna didn’t argue. She just got up, and the three of them watched her progress into Levi’s room. The little night light was on, but otherwise the room was dark. A tiny lump was just about visible in the middle of the pillows near the top of the bed. Shane spoke, his voice steadier than Ilya had been expecting. 
“Lyovushka? Can you come out?”
For a moment there was nothing. So Shane called out again. His nails were digging into the meat of Ilya’s thigh in his worry, but Ilya easily ignored it. 
“Lyovushka? Come on, baby, please?”
A little dark head emerged from the covers, and red-rimmed, puffy eyes peered out towards where Yuna was holding out the phone. As soon as Levi realised who was calling out to him, and the fact he could see them on the screen, he let out a tiny sob and almost threw himself off the bed to reach out for it. Until he suddenly recoiled back like a frightened snake when he realised that it was Yuna holding the phone and Shane hadn’t come back. 
“Kaasan?”
Ilya had dug his fingers into the back of Shane’s neck, both to hold himself together and to stop Shane from bursting into tears at the tiny, broken call. 
“Da. Lyovushka, I’m here. Let Obaachan bring you the phone, okay. I promise it is okay.”
Levi had softened at the unknown word Shane had just used, but it seemed Yuna had caught it because she spoke very softly and carefully. In Japanese.  
“I promise I will just hand you the phone, then move back right here.”
They watched as Levi cocked his head, like he was trying to translate. Shane hadn’t tried much Japanese. There had not been a need for another language to confuse things at this point, but Ilya could see his husband was kicking himself for not thinking of it sooner. Then again, Levi had been very young when his Mama had been gone, so it was very likely he didn’t know much Japanese. 
“Kaasan? So she is Obaachan? Is she your Mama? Safe?”
Now Ilya understood. It must be the Japanese word for Babushka or as close to Grandma as the cross between three broken languages allowed for. 
“Da. Yes, Lyovushka. That’s my Kaasan; she would love to be your Obaachan, if you like? Do you think she could sit on the very end of your bed with you while we talk?”
Levi clearly paused and thought about it, looked from Shane to Yuna, then finally nodded. Shane switched back to English to translate for his mother. 
“Mom, he says it’s okay to sit on the end of his bed. I don’t know how much he understands, but keep trying. I’m sorry I hadn’t thought of trying Japanese, because from what he told us, he was very young when his mama left the picture.”
Ilya took the phone to give Shane a minute; he began to spin a fantastical story about how Cliff had set the detector off at the airport, and it had turned out to be the metal in his replaced teeth that he had forgotten about. The way Ilya told it, though, had Levi giggling softly and inching closer to Yuna because she was the one holding the phone up where they could all see him. 
Luca wiggled his way into the middle of them so he could see. He made a big show of squirming his way into Ilya’s larger lap, and then he half leaned over Shane, which also made both Yuna and Levi laugh. The noise Ilya let out when the not-very-small form of Luca flopped straight into his groin was not very polite, but it did make Shane finally smile and lift his head from where he had been composing himself on Ilya’s broad shoulder. 
“We have the first game tomorrow, Lyovushka. Can you see if you can eat breakfast for Obaachan so we don’t worry? Maybe she can call us, and we can eat with you?”
Levi brightened up at that suggestion. He looked shyly up at Yuna; Ilya could see the slight interest in those wary blue eyes. 
“So I could see you like this, but you would be eating too? With all the others as well?”
Ilya nodded and ran his free hand through Luca’s waves where he had slumped down onto Ilya’s thigh, happy to listen and watch. 
“Da. That’s right, Lyovushka, you would be joining us for team breakfast. Would you like to try?”
Shane let out a watery huff of laughter at the sudden delighted look that Levi shot the screen. Ilya could see the way the little boy’s eyes were drooping; he was clearly fighting to stay awake. 
“Da. I will try.”
Ilya wanted to reach through the screen so badly; he wanted to wrap Levi up in his arms and never let go. He was being so brave. The fact that he had allowed Yuna to be so close was great progress. 
“That’s all we ask, Lyovushka. Go to sleep now. We will call in the morning. Luca here needs to sleep too. Listen, can you hear him snoring?”
Luca let out an undignified squeak and shot up out of Ilya’s lap in protest. 
“I was not!”
Shane pulled Luca back down on his other side away from Ilya’s teasing as he took the phone back. Ilya let him. Content now that he had gotten a smile out of both of his boys. 
“I promise we will call your Obaachan as soon as we go down to meet the others in the morning. Can you promise to ask if you need anything? You can use the cards. Do you have them?”
Levi held up the little flip book that Luca had made for him; he had been curled up with it in his hand, apparently. That and the cuddly little plush golden retriever that Ilya had found and been unable to resist the other day. Ilya watched as Levi clutched the two things to his chest as he nodded. 
“Alright. Goodnight malen’kiy. Try and sleep, okay?”
His voice had gone quiet again. The light of the previous laughter was gone at the prospect of the call ending. 
“Goodnight Kaasan. Goodnight Ilya. Goodnight, Luca.”
Ilya felt the tiniest pang go through him at Shane getting the maternal title while he didn’t, but he also understood. Probably better than most. After what his father had done, it would be very difficult to call anyone else by a similar name without negative connotations. Maybe he would ask Shane what options there were for using a Japanese one like Levi had done with Shane. When Levi was ready, of course. Ilya could be patient. It was still early days; they were very lucky with how well Levi had bonded to them.  
 
The game against Toronto had been as bad as Ilya had feared. Those bastards hadn’t improved, even after the fight last time. In fact, he was pretty sure they had gotten more insulting, if that was even possible. 
Kent was targeting Shane. That much was obvious. Ilya had spent more than a few minutes in the sin bin for throwing his fists. So had Cliff and Nick. It wasn’t just him, but Shane was giving him that particular look, which meant he was in trouble later. Still. He couldn’t let some of what was being said go. Kent was worse than a swampy jock strap that kicked dogs in past life, and yes, Ilya was very proud of that insult; he had worked hard on that one. Kent had not appreciated it when Ilya delivered it right as he stole the puck out from between the bastard’s legs, though. 
It was bloody. The Bears had given as good as they had gotten, but there were injuries to both teams by the time the game had ended. They had won but not without paying for it. Shane had scored their first goal from a beautiful assist by Bood. The puck had sailed right into the top corner of the net. Toronto’s goalie had fallen for Bood’s fake perfectly and enabled Shane to twist into what would be an impossible turn for anyone else and slam the puck into the unguarded top corner. 
Kent had reacted badly to Shane scoring, clearly ordering his lackeys to focus on taking Shane out in the next period, regardless of whether he had possession of the puck or not. Evan and Nick had intercepted more than a few hits that would have been nasty if they had connected. Most of them were illegal and dirty in nature. 
Ilya had circled his husband. His bigger, broader frame absorbed the heavy hits even as Shane gracefully dodged out of the way of most of them. He spotted more than one person staring after the stunning image Shane made as he gave up pretending. Ilya had sensed exactly the moment when it happened. One of Toronto’s defencemen had gone for a nasty lowered shoulder barge, aiming for Luca’s open back. The hit didn’t connect. At least not with Luca. Shane had spun, balanced on one leg, twisted in between them at the same time as applying pressure to Luca’s back in a way that the young blonde knew instantly who and what it was. Luca had immediately followed the pressure and moved, as fast as he could, out of the way. Shane had completed the spin, hooked his other skate behind the bigger, taller man’s in a flash. Too quick for anyone to see, but it had been enough to pull him off balance and send the Toronto defenceman face first into the ice. 
Marly, Bood and Chouinard were crowing in utter delight as the Toronto player was sent to the bench, blood pouring from his most likely broken nose and split lip. Ilya checked on Luca; the cub was fine, not a mark on him, then skated over to his husband. 
“Still with me, Lyubimyy?”
The Russian rolled off his tongue, accent heavy in his adrenaline-fueled state. Ilya had to ruthlessly suppress the flash of heat in his blood at the wild, furious look in those chocolate eyes. Shane was past breaking point now. Ilya ran a hand across his hip, pausing just long enough to squeeze firmly as the game was reset. He hooked his glove under Shane’s chin and made him look up, making him break eye contact with the Toronto bench. Most of them were now cowering away from the ice-cold fury in Shane’s gaze. 
“They touch my Lukasha again …”
Ilya dug his teeth into his bottom lip to suppress the growl that wanted to rumble out of his chest at the half-threatening, half-protective hiss that Shane had just made. His husband had no right to be that hot while he was promising bodily harm, but fuck it, he was.
They had won. 
2-0 to the Bears. 
The shutout had just made Kent and his lackeys even more aggressive, but Shane had been a bristling, snarling presence that had kept them at bay. None of them was brave enough to tackle both Shane’s ire and then Ilya’s hulking form looming behind him. 
The team had converged on Wyatt. The rookies were all dogpiling the goalie as he struggled under the combined weight of three large young men and all their pads. The others were too busy laughing to help. Ilya waded in and removed both Ethan and Reece by the collars of their jersey as Shane hauled Adrien out of the way and handed him off to Luca. 
Victor helped Shane with corralling them all into the tunnel and back towards the visitor locker rooms. Ilya made sure he was the last one off the ice, just so he could turn and give Kent a smirk that made the other centre try and lunge for him with a twisted snarl. Ilya just made an obscene hand gesture that made the other blond go a horrid half-puce, half-green colour. He skated away to join his team with a low, pleased chuckle that echoed slightly. 
Instead of going out to a pub or bar, the Bears had all voted to order some expensive pizza and crash at Shane and Ilya’s suite - since theirs was the biggest - this was not subtly done because Ilya could clearly see his husband wasn’t up to going out. Luca too was now snuggled into Shane’s side, much to Adrien’s pout. Ilya would sort that in a moment, but for now he was making sure that Cliff ordered other side dishes that both Luca and Shane would eat. 
Breakfast with Levi on video call had gone well, up until they had run out of time. Levi had gotten upset, and so had both of them. Ilya had gone into the gym for an hour - if he had to pay a damage fee for the punching bag that he had proceeded to destroy, well, only LeClaire would actually complain about it - while Shane had retreated with Luca to do yoga. 
Yuna had said she would try and get Levi to eat before calling them after the game, since it was late and Levi should be in bed, asleep by now. Especially since his body was still very much healing and needed to sleep as much as possible. Which was why the rest of the team had gathered. Moral support. Also, they didn’t like going out without Ilya and Shane anymore. Ilya had laughed at Cliff when his friend had complained about it the other day. 
Ilya left Luca where he was while they all ate. Mostly because watching Adrien slowly stew in his silent jealousy was entertaining, and because Ilya knew that neither Shane nor Luca had even realised that Adrien was jealous. It was funny. Only once Shane set aside their containers and stretched did Ilya pounce. He scooped Shane up easily into his arms and lifted him, while shouting playfully to Adrien. 
“Quick, Cub, go get yours before they glue back together.”
They were all laughing at that, even as Adrien scrambled to obey and gathered Luca to his chest. The blond let out a startled squeak and hid his blushing face in Adrien’s chest, even as his arms came up to encircle his boyfriend’s neck. 
Cliff cackled from his sprawled position on the floor, Victor draped over his thighs as they both watched, thoroughly entertained by Ilya’s antics. 
Both phones were suspiciously silent until the very early hours of the morning. 
 
Levi POV
The bed was still the same. The faint scent of his Lukasha still clung to the pillow as Levi buried his head into the soft fabric. 
Kaasan had said he could trust Mrs Yuna; Obaachan now, Levi preferred that. He trusted what Kaasan had told him; after all, he hadn’t lied so far, but still he didn’t like this at all. 
The breakfast had been nice, even if Levi had only managed three bites before he felt sick. Kaasan and Ilya’s team were funny; Levi had liked seeing Lukasha smile at him again. He missed them. If he closed his eyes and just listened, it almost sounded like they were back in the room with him. 
He couldn’t stop the tears, though, even as he clutched the wonderfully soft plushie that Ilya had gotten him tight to his chest. He never had anything this soft before. Father had said things that were soft and cute were for girls, for sissy boys. Levi wasn’t allowed to be one of those, not that he knew what one was, but his father had made it very clear. 
The belt had been a common punishment if he had done anything that father had deemed to be ‘sissy’. Especially if it had been in front of any of the men that came in at all hours of the day. Levi had fallen once, down the steps into where he was allowed to sleep, because he had been tired and sore, his foot had caught, and he had tumbled the whole way down. When he had hit the floor, he had screamed. It had been loud. Too loud in fact. He had disrupted father and his important meeting. When they had left, father had yanked him up the steps, hand in his hair. That hurt. Levi hadn’t liked it when father touched him. It wasn’t like when Kaasan or Ilya touched him; that didn’t hurt; their touch was soft and gentle, like mama’s had been. 
In his other hand was the little flip book that Lukasha had made for him. Levi was not letting it go, or at least out of his sight. No one had made anything for him before, and this meant he could communicate. He felt bad for not understanding, but the silly words hurt his brain. His words were good; they made sense, but the silly words, English as Kaasan called it, were utterly horrible. Ilya said it was horrid too, so he must be right. 
He had been trying to remember some of the words mama used. It had been a long time since he had heard them; father didn’t allow any of it, but it had been nice to hear Kaasan and Obaachan use them again. Levi missed mama, or at least he thought he did. Sometimes it was hard to tell; she had been gone so long now his memory of her was faded. Kaasan reminded him of her more than anything. The same softness, the same sense of safety and home. 
Which was why Ilya was so confusing him. Levi had nothing to compare Ilya to. He was so large, much bigger than father. Usually this would mean danger, but that wasn’t what Levi had felt. Not once, in fact, had he been scared of Ilya. When he had been in Ilya’s arms, that had felt safe; he had felt protected. 
Levi hadn’t said anything, but he had been awake when Kaasan had gotten to him that day. The day father had taken the bat to him, and he had run. Levi had known he shouldn’t have run. Running always made it worse when father found him, and father had always found him. 
Not this time. 
Levi had collapsed. His sore legs were physically unable to carry him anymore. He had run blindly, terrified, towards where he knew Mr Bood’s house was; the gap that Levi used to squeeze through was far too small for father to fit.  Not that Levi had known it, but that had probably saved his life. 
Kaasan had dropped to his knees beside him, and Levi had given up holding on; just as his eyes had drifted close, he had seen his father face off against Ilya. Levi had seen his father use the bat on other bigger people before, not just him; he had tried to cry out. To warn Ilya that he was in danger, but Ilya had defended them. Defended him. From his father. 
He didn’t miss father. Levi would be happy if he never saw him ever again. Now Levi might not know a lot, not compared to other children his age; he couldn’t talk the same way they could or understand really. However, Levi knew father was a bad man. Ilya was not a bad man. Ilya was what Levi had seen other children have, back when they used to live in Russia. Levi hadn’t been so trapped by the language. He used to sneak out and watch families at the park around the corner from where they had lived. He had seen fathers, real fathers, pick their kids up. Hug them. Play with them. 
Mama had done all that with him; at least he was pretty sure she had. The memories faded the older he got. Father had never done anything like that. He had been harsh, cruel, and quick to hurt in every memory Levi had. Ilya hadn’t. Ilya held him, talked to him. Levi had nearly cried when he had heard the native Russian. Not the really bad words that the men who came to see Father spoke, but real Russian that Levi could understand. Kaasan too. Even though he looked like Mama, he had spoken it too. 
They had taken him home, taken him with them. Levi had been so afraid, hurt and afraid in that strange house. The dark man hadn’t spoken anything he could understand, even though he had called Ilya; Levi had been terrified. Then he had knocked the glass off the sink; he hadn’t meant to! But it was so tall, and Father would have at least smacked him around the back of the head if he didn’t get his water, then get out of sight. Levi only had a few minutes to get his drink before he had to do without all night. He was used to going without food, but without his water, his head hurt, and he struggled to get up when Father yelled for him. It was always worse if Father had to come and get him. Levi avoided it at all costs. 
 
He was very hungry. Levi had counted his sleeps. This was number 5. Ilya had promised they would be back after 7, so he still had 2 more to survive. It wasn’t that he hadn’t tried. Obaachan was nice. Her voice was soft like Kaasan’s. She looked similar too, but Levi couldn’t. He just couldn’t let her touch him. Not alone. Levi wanted Kaasan. He wanted Ilya. He wanted to be asleep in Lukasha’s arms like the first night they had brought him home. 
Levi hadn’t been able to tell Ilya or Kaasan he wasn’t eating because he felt sick. He was terrified they would be disappointed in him. Mr David was scary. He was too quiet. Levi couldn’t get a read on him. Was he angry? Was that why he was so quiet all the time? Was Levi not doing enough? He knew he was slower than ever. His limbs felt heavy, and it was hard to stay awake, but he still made sure he made his bed, folded his clothes, and washed himself every morning. Just like his list said. 
Mr David came to the door. Levi curled tighter into a ball. He was tired and cold. His stomach hurt, and he wanted Kaasan. Tears spilt over and down his face. He clutched the plushie to his chest and sobbed into its fur. 
A sound made him look up. 
Mr David was sitting cross-legged in the doorway. A little colourful cube in his hands, he was moving pieces of. Levi closed his eyes again. Another stab of pain made him wince and curl up tighter. He wanted to eat. He needed to hear Kaasan tell him it was alright. That he was allowed. He wanted the soup with the noodles that Kaasan made before they left. That didn’t hurt to eat. It had made his tummy feel nice and warm. 
Levi opened his eyes when he heard another set of footsteps. Obaachan had come into the room. He let her come closer, but as soon as she was within reach, so that she could touch, he tried to move away, but it hurt. 
The sound of pain was torn out of him in a reedy whimper. At once Levi clamped down on his bottom lip. He couldn’t make sounds. He was alone. He was unprotected. Ilya wasn’t here. 
“Levi?”
The voice was a soft, tentative question. 
He knew that was his name in the silly words. He recognised that much, but he had no words to give back that she would understand. Out of a mix of pain and frustration, he just cried harder, muffling the sounds into his plushie the best he could. He couldn’t help the desperate, tiny call he made, though. It slipped out, so quiet but honest. 
“Kaasan. Want Kaasan.”
Obaachan moved away again, which allowed Levi to relax ever so slightly. It didn’t stop the pain, but it helped him to uncoil his trembling legs a little. He was sore. That was until she came back. This time with her phone and the blessed, welcome voice of Kaasan through the speakers. 
“Lyovushka. Talk to me. What’s wrong?”
Levi let out a cry, soft and broken, as he reached out a hand towards the screen; he could see Kaasan, small and a bit blurred but there. He swallowed, his throat raw and dry, but he had to ask. Kaasan would know the right words. Kaasan knew all the words in all different voices. 
“Hurts Kaasan.”
He tried to curl tighter, to fold in on himself to ease the pain. 
“That’s good, Lyovushka. Well done, love. Can you tell me what hurts? Or just point, okay?”
He lifted a hand and pointed to his belly, where his arm was still wrapped tightly around his middle. A soft, gentle sound came from the phone. Levi had closed his eyes; he was running out of energy. 
“Your belly hurts? You haven’t been eating, have you?”
Levi could only nod. Kaasan switched back to the silly words, and Levi drifted back under again. Too tired and listless to do anything more than listen to the sound of the voice of the person he so desperately wanted. He managed to whisper. 
“Kaasan. Soup?”
Obaachan repeated the word, even though when she did, it didn’t quite sound right, but Kaasan must have understood because he was calling Levi’s name again. 
“Lyovushka? You want the Miso soup I made the other day?”
Levi nodded and opened his eyes. 
“Soup didn’t hurt after I ate it.”
Kaasan let out a low, pained noise, and then Ilya’s voice came through. Levi tried to wiggle closer to the phone but gave up after the movement hurt. 
“I’m sorry. Ilya, it hurts. Make it stop. Please. I can be better. I’m sorry.”
Ilya’s voice was deep. It wrapped around his senses like he could feel it, like it was those huge, safe arms he wanted right now. 
“Nothing to be sorry for, Lyovushka. Now listen carefully, Obaachan can make Kaasan’s soup. She will go now and make it. We have to go in a moment, but listen to me, okay?”
Levi nodded and hugged the plushie in his arms, wishing it was him being held instead. 
“I need you to tell me you understand, Lyovushka. I am telling you to eat the soup. You must eat the soup. It will stop the pain, I promise.”
He tried to sit up, wincing at the cramping in his belly but succeeding so he could see the screen more clearly. 
“Will eat the soup. Promise.”
Ilya nodded, and Kaasan appeared on the small screen again; Levi drank in the sight of them both. 
“You are such a good malen’kiy. We have to go. Please eat. Obaachan makes it just the same as me.”
The screen went black. Levi wrapped his arms back around himself and dug his fingers into the plushie. The tears slowed, but he didn’t know how much time had passed when he suddenly smelled something. He gave a little, tiny sniff. His belly growled. That was the same scent. 
Mr David was carrying the bowl. Levi could smell it. Kaasan’s soup was in that bowl. He had promised he would eat. He wanted to eat it. He was so hungry. The bowl was placed on a tray at the end of the bed, then Mr David stepped back. Levi lunged for the bowl. He wasn’t risking Mr David taking it back. He couldn’t. 
It was warm but not burning hot. Every little mouthful soothed the cramping and the rising sick feeling in the back of his throat. It tasted exactly the same as when Kaasan had made it. Levi had to hold himself still so he didn’t lick the bowl once it was empty. He looked up. Both Obaachan and Mr David were watching from the door. He held the bowl out and looked up at his Obaachan through his lashes. It was the look he had seen Kaasan use when he was silently begging, unable or unwilling to verbally ask, and Levi was totally unaware he was copying it. 
“Obaachan, more please?”
She reached out slowly and took the bowl. For the first time, Levi didn’t flinch back from her; instead, he gave her a small, tentative smile and murmured a remembered word in stilted Japanese. 
“Arigatō Obaachan.”
Which, if Levi was remembering correctly, and he really hoped he was, meant thank you, because he meant it. For the first time since Ilya, Kaasan and Lukasha had left, he felt better. 
By the time he had managed 2 and a half more bowls, he was feeling both very warm and very sleepy. His belly wasn’t hurting, and Obaachan was softly singing the same song that Kaasan had first sung in the hospital. He felt more than saw the barest brush of delicate fingers against his cheek as the duvet was pulled over him. He was warm, comfortable and not hurting.
Maybe he could manage this. Two sleeps wasn’t too bad. Levi could manage two more. 
 
Shane POV
Shane buried his head into Ilya’s chest. They didn’t have long, and Shane needed to get his game face back on, but right now he was fighting desperately not to let the tears he could feel building fall. 
For the first time in his memory, Shane didn’t want to go out and play. He wanted to go home. He wanted to bolt for Levi. It was only the combination of Ilya’s tight grip around his waist and Shane’s own knowledge that he would be in danger of throwing away the rest of his career that kept him in place. Still, it was close. 
He felt Ilya press a kiss to his head, then came the low, deep growl that Shane could feel as much as hear. 
“We can’t, Lyubimyy. Your parents are there; he will be okay. We have to stay. I’m sorry, love.”
From the rasp in that deep rumble, Ilya was close to tears too. Shane tipped his head back and lifted a hand to cup Ilya’s cheek, stroking softly under one glistening blue eye. They still had to play the Admirals. In fact, they were pushing it for how long they could take before someone came looking for them. 
Shane reached up and pressed a heated, desperate kiss to Ilya’s full mouth. For a moment, he tightened his hand into those silky, beautiful curls, which had Ilya groaning softly into his mouth before he stepped back. Ilya chased his lips. Huge hands that were suddenly gripping his hips and pulling him back in, Shane didn’t fight the hold. Instead, he melted into his husband’s muscular chest and let himself be distracted for just a moment. 
That distraction was enough to ground Shane and get him through the game. Not that the Admirals hadn’t made the Bears work for it, because they did. Scott, for once, seemed to have his head in the game, but Ilya was a beast. Shane had zipped around, his anxiousness about Levi having turned into a channelling of speed that even Shane hadn’t achieved for a while, not on his hockey skates anyway. 
Carter had just delivered a heavy check to Cliff when Ilya and Shane performed the bait-and-switch manoeuvre that they had freaked Coach out with the first time he had watched them on the ice together. Only now were they almost 5 times as fast. The force with which Ilya put the puck into the net would have been enough to break bones if it had connected, even with padding. 
Shane hadn’t scored, but he had set Ilya up for 1 and given up his chance to set Luca up and let him score his first-ever goal. The look on Luca’s face was enough to brighten some of the darkness that lay in wait at the back of Shane’s mind. 
The Bears walked away with a win; they had fought for every minute of the game. Not in the violent sense; after all, the Admirals didn’t fight like that. Not without real provocation anyway. It wasn’t like anyone could listen to the likes of Dallas Kent and not want to punch the man, but usually Scott and his team didn’t start the fight. 
Shane was picking up his phone before he had done more than hastily pull his gloves off. His mom had sent a picture. Levi was curled up in his bed, actually looking relaxed and less on edge. The caption on the picture stated that Levi was in a soup coma from nearly 3 full-sized bowls of Miso soup with soft noodles.
He felt the heavy, sweaty form of Ilya drape himself over his shoulder to look. His husband still had most of his gear on too, but was in the process of pulling his shoulder pads off as he read the text. A bright, full grin stole across his handsome face as Ilya leaned down and kissed him. It was quick, just a soft nuzzle really, but there was a wolf whistle from Cliff - of course it was Cliff; it was always Cliff - that had the whole team looking at them. 
Cliff bounded over and covered Luca’s eyes as he laughed at them. 
“Hey. None of that now. There are children present. Your own children, I might add! Bad form, Captains!”
The blush that was climbing Luca’s pale skin was offset by the sudden cheeky smirk Luca flashed Cliff. 
“I see much worse at home…”
Cliff let go of him in half fake, half real shock as Luca darted out of his reach and hid behind Shane’s back. Ilya reached around and scuffed a hand through those sweaty blond locks with a proud smirk. 
Shane squeezed Luca gently as he heard the knock at the visitor locker room door; he still had the most clothes on, so he went to see who it was. There stood one of the arena staff with the puck that now had Luca’s name on it. Shane took it with a quiet thanks before going back to where Luca was still hiding behind Ilya’s back. 
He caught his husband’s raised eyebrow and nodded silently. Ilya gathered Luca into his arms and pulled him in front, just as Shane signalled Victor to get the camera. He wanted more than just the camera on a phone for this, even though many of them did already have their phones out, having guessed what Shane was up to. 
“Lukasha. Come here, please.”
Luca obeyed. Instantly coming over to where Shane was standing in the centre of the locker room, even if it wasn’t their own. Ilya followed; Shane waited till the Russian had circled around and came to stand with him. Shane held out his hand, palm up, with Luca’s goal-scoring puck sitting there waiting.
“Think this is yours, Lukasha. Your first ever NHL Goal. Well done.”
Ilya reached out and cupped one huge hand around the back of Luca’s neck to pull him forward and gently touch their foreheads together. The gesture was soft and full of pride. 
“Congratulations, Lukasha.”
The Russian words were soft but deep. Shane watched as Luca closed his eyes and melted into Ilya. Of course, Ilya caught him. Shane wrapped his own arms around them both and let Luca hide for a moment. The team gave them space for long enough that Luca raised his head and grinned brightly at them both before turning so Victor could take a picture. It was usually with the player on his own holding the puck aloft or making a stupid pose; they were common but not Luca. 
Instead, Luca stayed where he was, with an arm each wrapped around him, Shane on his right and Ilya on his left. Two strong arms braced behind his back, and his puck held up with both hands. 
Shane left the rest of the team to their dog pile of snuggles and mock wrestling in joy, to go and stand with Victor, who was still taking pictures. Shane glanced over when Victor turned the screen towards him; there was the picture. Shane was getting a copy and framing that. It was beautiful. Luca’s grin was a tiny bit wet around the eyes, and both he and Ilya looked way more like proud parents than his Captains, but honestly, Shane didn’t care. It was true anyway. He felt Ilya as he approached; a muscular arm was snaked around his waist as his taller husband used his height advantage to hook his chin over Shane’s shoulder to see what they were both looking at. 
“We get that framed, Da?”
He reached up and back to sink his fingers into the damp hair at the back of Ilya’s neck, and pulled just enough to hear the slight growl that Ilya let out against his shoulder. 
“Da, we are getting that printed and framed. It can go up somewhere in the entranceway. I want it seen when people come in.”
Ilya chuckled lowly into his neck; he paused to press his lips into the salty skin, causing Shane to shiver. He had to fight not to tilt his head and let Ilya have more access. They were still in the packed-full visitor locker room at the New York arena, and there was absolutely no guarantee that Ilya would have any self-control if Shane even gave him a tiny centimetre of leeway. 
Victor eyed them both as he started to corral the rookies into the showers. Shane sighed and pulled away, knowing full well if he didn’t, then he really wouldn’t. His self-control was a smidge more than Ilya’s, but only because he would die of embarrassment afterwards. Ilya would not. 
They had a meeting to get to anyway. Scott had promised to take the four of them to meet this ‘smoothie boy’, as Ilya had taken to calling Scott’s not-so-secret boyfriend. Shane was just hopeful that between them, they could help Scott be more open. It sounded like that had been the real reason for the break-up. At least Ilya had said so, after he had listened to Victor and Cliff recounting the evening that Scott and Carter had come over. 
 
Carter was waiting by the door to the outside car park area. Shane could see that he was a bit on edge, obviously as worried as he was, probably about the same thing too. If they could make Scott see sense here, then it was likely that the Admiral's captain would be letting his best chance at a loving, happy relationship slip away. 
It had been an afternoon game with no overtime, so it wasn’t too late; apparently this smoothie shop was open long hours. They had all piled into Carter’s SUV, which had been entertaining, trying to fit the four of them in the back. Shane had ended up pretty much on Ilya’s lap thanks to the sheer width of all their combined thighs. Not that Ilya had complained, but Shane had worried about the safety implications. Fortunately, it wasn’t far. 
As the six of them had trouped into the cute little smoothie shop, called Straw+berry. Shane cast his eye over the menu; some of them were actually decent, and he wouldn’t mind trying one, but that wasn’t why they were here. Ilya and Cliff had Scott trapped between them. Shane suspected so that the big American couldn’t bolt, because it certainly looked like the man wanted to. 
Behind the counter stood a young man about his own age, actually, maybe he was a little younger; it was hard to tell with that lovely baby face. He was very handsome. Obviously fit and healthy. Similar in size and shape to Shane himself, in fact. From the way he had suddenly straightened up and was eyeing them all suspiciously, this was definitely Kip. Now Shane was well aware that his husband was a menace, but he was still the best at this sort of thing, so Shane left him to it. 
Shane moved to stand with Carter and Victor. The three of them half-blocked off the door, although it was mainly Carter in the middle, very possibly to stop Scott if he by some miracle got loose from Cliff and Ilya. He leaned around Victor to speak quietly to Carter. 
“Are we sure this is a good idea?”
Carter just shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest; his eyes were worried as he looked from Kip to Scott. Honestly, Shane could only think that Scott looked like he wanted to run, and Kip just looked sad. It pulled at Shane’s heartstrings, which were already pretty fragile from having been forced apart from Levi for so long. Victor, too, gave him a look. A look that was full of understanding. The two of them left Carter to guard the escape route and moved forward to join their other halves. 
Shane ducked under Ilya’s arm and allowed himself to be pressed into the bigger Russian’s side. The warmth, the strength of that familiar body, was enough to relax Shane and let him give the younger man behind the counter a smile. From the corner of his eye, he spotted Victor circling around to plant himself right in front of Cliff, that bright, welcoming grin on his handsome face. Victor was definitely the best one for this, the most open, without being utterly terrifying like Ilya could be. 
“Hi. Sorry to drop in on you like this, but we are friends of this oaf here.”
Victor elbowed the still pale Scott and then continued like he hadn’t done anything. Easily ignoring the low swear words thrown at him from Scott. Shane was pretty sure that Victor had just elbowed a fresh bruise where Evan had slammed the Admiral’s Captain not a few hours before. 
Kip was still looking at them all like they were about to pounce on him, so Shane decided to take pity on him and stepped forward, Ilya moving with him. Obviously unwilling to let go since Shane was allowing the contact in public. 
“We were just wondering what time you finished and if you would spare us an hour or so to talk about a few things?”
He heard Ilya snigger and mutter in Russian into his shoulder. 
“So polite, so Canadian, Lyubimyy.”
Shane whispered back so only Ilya would hear him, even if it was in Russian so only they would understand anyway. 
“Behave. He looks so sad, Ilyusha.”
Ilya tightened his hands around Shane’s waist and pressed a kiss to his neck, making sure that Kip saw it. The sudden widening of those bright brown eyes as Shane saw him clock who they were. Those eyes darted from them to Scott, who was steadfast in not meeting Kip’s eyes, to where Cliff had an arm slung around Victor in a hold that was far too possessive to be anything ‘friendly’. 
Shane saw the man open his mouth once, then again, then finally throwing his hands up and surrendering to the pile of apparently queer hockey players in his smoothie shop right before closing. At least Shane thought there was a light of hope there; some of the sadness was draining away as Kip watched them all. 
Maybe there was hope for this yet. Shane flicked his gaze to meet Carter’s. He knew Scott the best after all; Carter gave them an encouraging nod and smiled gratefully. So Shane turned back to Kip and held out a hand. 
“I’m Shane Hollander-Rozanov, and this is my husband, Ilya. Scott has told us that your name is Kip?”
Polite Canadian manners for the win. Kip lost some of the wariness and accepted the handshake. Shane could feel the strength in that large palm. This man was no pushover. His build was obviously not just for show. 
“Hi. Yes, sorry! My name is Kip. Short for Christopher, but Kip is fine.”
He really was cute. Shane let Victor come forward and take over. He was the friendliest-looking of them all. 
“Can you spare us all an hour then, Kip? I think we might all need to talk?”
Kip turned to Victor, who was still standing with Cliff’s massive arm around him. A winning, friendly smile on his face. Shane saw Kip sigh, reach up to take his hat and apron off before starting to turn off all the machines. 
The group waited. Watching. 
Shane stayed with Ilya, content to observe for now. This was going to be a hard conversation, but it was clear that Scott needed the help. As Kip joined them, the shop was now locked up and dark; Carter took the lead and navigated them back to Scott’s fancy apartment. 
It was time to see if they could help Scott fix this. Shane was hopeful. He had to be; otherwise, he might very well just crumple to the floor and break down crying, which he wasn’t going to do. Instead, he was going to channel these feelings into fixing this.  
From the look on Scott Hunter’s handsome face. He was not going to make this easy. Shane rolled his shoulders and shot Ilya a look. His husband gave him his signature half-smirk in agreement back. 
This, at least, they could fix. Well, hopefully, without Ilya or possibly Kip punching Scott in the face, even if Shane was beginning to suspect the older Captain might just deserve it. 
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  Kip was not scared. He wasn’t. Okay. So maybe he was. Just a little. 
The bell had jingled over the door, and when he had looked up, right before closing, he found that Straw+Berry had suddenly shrunk. It was more than a little disconcerting. The shop wasn’t big enough for the amount of muscle currently packed into it.  
What followed was possibly both the most difficult, bizarre, and yet strangely wonderful night that Kip had ever had. 
He gave in. Of course he did. Scott was looking at him with those stupidly pretty baby blue eyes, even though Kip knew this was a bad idea. Like getting into the back of a van because some pretty man waved candy under your nose. 
Only that candy was five ridiculously good-looking, massive hockey players. 
Scott’s apartment hadn’t changed since Kip had last been in it. Kip had to hold himself back from his body’s automatic response to make himself at home. 
This had been home, even just for a little while. 
He watched as the other Admiral’s player, Carter Vaughan, did exactly what he had resisted doing. 
He was a tall man, even taller than Scott. Dark-skinned and handsome, with deep brown eyes. 
Kip kept his eyes on him. There was something in the way Vaughan moved, a reserved, patient type of predator that spends days lying in wait. 
Kip could see it. There was a tension between Scott and Vaughan. This was the first time Kip had seen them up close and together off the ice. 
Rozanov was watching the three of them. That dark blue gaze was terrifyingly sharp. Like a blade. 
Kip could feel it down to his bones. Ilya Rozanov was far too perceptive for his own good. He tracked them. All three of them. Obviously having caught the same thing that Kip had.  
 
Carter Vaughan was possessive. Not in an aggressive or even bad way. Just there. Constantly touching. Circling into Scott’s orbit. Openly allowed into it, in fact. Just like Kip had been. Kip was damn sure that Scott had no clue and Rozanov was watching. With his eyes like a wolf. 
Kip examined Vaughan. He was definitely gorgeous. And obviously interested. In Scott at least, but Kip was pretty sure those dark eyes kept flicking over to him too. Kip circled closer. Half listening to the explanation from the stunning Shane Hollander, who was distractingly close to Rozanov. The image the pair made was jaw-dropping; Kip’s little gay heart was struggling here. 
It wasn’t any easier to look at them all here than it had been in the shop. 
It hurt, actually. 
Kip was angry, and Kip didn’t like to get angry. He wasn’t an angry person, but he was hurt. 
Scott had hurt him. 
Then he showed up with two of the most talked-about hockey players anywhere in the last few months. 
Once upon a time, Kip would not have cared. Would not have been obsessively following the outing of Shane Hollander, then his move to Boston, and finally the impressively brave hard launch of his marriage to none other than his career-long rival Ilya Rozanov. 
Once, Kip wouldn’t have cared. 
Then there were the other two. Kip recognised them too. Both Boston Bears players. 
Cliff Marlow and Victor St-Simone. Kip hadn’t seen anything on socials, but it was obvious they were together and just didn’t seem to care who saw them. Marlow hadn’t let go of the other man unless he had been forced to. Those exotic, beautiful golden eyes were way too knowing for Kip’s liking. 
What was Scott playing at? 
Kip had no idea why he was even here, or even why he had agreed to come. After all, he had ended things. 
It had gotten too much. 
Kip loved Scott. 
That hadn’t changed. 
It probably never would, but Kip couldn’t keep forcing himself back into the closet. He hated lying to his friends, his father. 
Yet he had done it. 
He had allowed Scott to persuade him. Kip had believed that the ‘soon’ would come quicker than it had. 
 
Only for this lot to appear. Openly. Unapologetically queer, right in front of him. 
Taunting him, teasing Kip with what he could have had. Not that he would wish some of the things people were still saying about Hollander on the internet on anyone, but still, Kip hadn’t gotten over any of it. 
Scott still wouldn’t look at him.
That was the worst thing.
Scott wouldn’t meet his eyes for longer than a second or two; then he would put his head back down like a puppy waiting to be kicked. 
Admittedly a huge, hulking puppy, but still, the effect was the same. Like it was Kip that had hurt Scott. Not the other way around. 
Instead, Kip perched on the edge of the sofa and looked around. He didn’t know who was leading this little intervention thing, and he wasn’t staying here forever. After all, this was not his home anymore, and he still had work in the morning. 
“So, does anyone care to explain?”
Kip watched as they all looked at Rozanov. The Russian rolled those frankly massive shoulders and let out a low growl. Only to be promptly elbowed by Hollander. Those predator eyes flicked down to the smaller man tucked into his side. 
Kip watched the whole demeanour change, like in real time, as Rozanov and Hollander shared a completely silent, almost motionless conversation. 
Rozanov heaved a dramatic sigh and complied with whatever silent agreement he appeared to have just lost. Those dark blue, wolf-like eyes locked onto Kip with an intensity that made Kip want to run. 
“We are here to talk, but first. Hunter is here to apologise.”
That caused Scott’s head to snap up, a nasty glare directed at the Russian man; unfortunately for Scott, all that did was make Rozanov smirk at him. 
“That’s if dinosaurs can even remember how to say sorry. Seems his memory might be failing, since he is so old.”
Marlow snorted. 
The rest of them just looked at Rozanov in varying degrees of exasperation, but no one reacted to the way Rozanov was speaking to Scott. Well, except for Scott, that is. Kip just looked at them all in slight confusion. He wasn’t really sure what was happening right now. 
“I’m sorry?”
Rozanov rolled his eyes and dropped down on the other massive sofa, pulling Hollander with him and into his lap. Like there wasn’t enough space for the other man to sit next to him. However, this seemed to be the signal for the rest of them to follow suit. 
“Nyet. Not you, smoothie boy. Hunter should be the one saying sorry.”
It seemed that Hollander had reached his limit, because he reached a hand up and pressed his finger to that cupid’s bow, which was so perfect it was unreal. 
“Alright then. That’s enough, Ilya.”
Rozanov went silent. His muscular form stilling under Hollander’s gentle touch. 
It should have looked stupid. 
It didn’t. 
Kip was a little bit afraid of the power Hollander seemed to hold. Marlow flopped down next to the pair. St-Simone draped himself elegantly beside him. Kip watched Vaughan. 
 
The man prowled around to the back of where Scott was still slumped. Whiskey coloured eyes locked onto Kip as he moved. 
The look wasn’t hostile. Not even jealous. It was assessing, interested more than anything. Kip’s eyes tracked the strong hand that had dropped to Scott’s shoulder, completely missing the narrowing of dark blue eyes on all three of them, something he would only clock later. The sudden deep, rumbling words in Russian did make Kip jump, though, even if he couldn’t understand. 
“Lyubimyy. I think Carter wants more than just the dinosaur. Watch the three of them.”
Whatever Rozanov said caused Hollander to smack him not too gently on the chest; the massive Russian didn’t even blink. Kip couldn’t help but wonder how hard that chest actually was. 
As if he had plucked that thought straight from his head, Rozanov suddenly shot him a filthy little smirk. 
Hollander was now looking at him too. That gaze was different but no less intimidating. 
It felt like Hollander was looking in every corner of his brain, like he was being surgically analysed for every single tiny weakness he had ever had. 
Kip kind of wanted to hide behind something. 
Something turned out to be Vaughan. 
He was suddenly half in front of Kip, his broad back between Kip and that unnerving gaze. Kip wasn’t sure when he must have moved while he was distracted. 
In fact, Kip was very distracted by the visible play of muscles through the tight gym shirt. 
Vaughan turned. He looked down at Kip. Whiskey coloured eyes softened from the glittering assessment earlier. Kip couldn’t help but smile; they really were very pretty eyes, and in a very handsome face. 
“Come and sit. This might take a while. I promise they aren’t as scary as they look.”
There was nothing Kip could do but follow, like a moth to a stunning flame. Vaughan nudged Kip down opposite Scott, then promptly folded himself down on the floor in between them. Long legs folded so the black jeans were suddenly straining to contain powerful thigh muscles. 
Kip swallowed and looked away. Only to be caught again by that wolfish blue gaze. 
He shivered and trained his gaze on the floor. He caught a low whisper that sounded like it came from Marlow. 
“Well, Shane is. The rest of us aren’t.”
St-Simone shushed him, but not before they had all heard. 
Rozanov chuckled; it sounded like something that would come out of a tiger’s mouth. A low, growly purr of a laugh. Sultry and dangerous. 
Vaughan rolled his eyes to the heavens and kicked Scott with his foot. Kip watched as those dazed, lost baby blue eyes finally looked at him. He felt the impact of that look. All sad, puppy-dog eyes that made Kip want to melt.
Vaughan kicked Scott again and hissed at him. 
“No, Scotty. Not the puppy dog’s eyes. Open your mouth and talk.”
Kip could see he wasn’t actually kicking him, but still, those were some very powerful legs that Scott was currently on the receiving end of. Still, it worked. Scott folded over so he was leaning his elbows on his knees and at last began to speak. 
“Kip. First, let me say I’m sorry. So dreadfully sorry about what I let happen, but more importantly, I am sorry for hurting you. I never should have allowed my insecurities to force you to hide yourself as you did. I know you said it was okay, but it wasn’t; it was never okay, and I was selfish.”
 
Tears were blurring Kip’s vision. A large, warm hand was suddenly gripping his knee. 
Firm and grounding, Kip tried desperately to fight the tears back. 
It wasn’t working. Through his blurry eyes, he could see that it was Vaughan’s hand on his leg; the dark-skinned man was giving Scott a particularly hard look that had Kip’s breath catching in his throat. 
The hand started to rub in soothing, gentle circles that were actually helping Kip get himself back under control. 
He should be embarrassed. 
Under everything he was, but right now all he could feel was both pain and relief. A strange, rather volatile mix that was burning in Kip’s lungs as he worked to steady his breathing. He was not going to burst into loud, miserable tears in front of all these ridiculous good-looking hockey players. 
Vaughan kicked Scott again. Like, actually kicked him this time. Kip caught the wince and the big hand that rubbed the spot on his calf that the other man had aimed for. 
“Keep going, Scotty. That’s not all of it. Is it?”
It was very much a statement, not a question, but Kip was just grateful that the hand hadn’t let go just yet. 
He felt like he might shatter if it did. 
Scott’s eyes were wet too, but Kip was not going to go to him. Not yet. And Marlow had reached out and slung a huge arm over Scott’s shoulders, so Kip was staying here, for now anyway. 
“I was afraid, but it was more than that. I think I was ashamed. I let all the negativity and the possible worst-case scenarios become the only thing I could see happening. You deserved better than that. I should have come to your birthday, even just as a friend; I should have come. I could see you were hurt; I could see how disappointed you were, but I told myself that it was for your protection as much as my own. I want to do better. I would very much like to ask you to forgive me, but I am well aware I don’t deserve it.”
This time Scott seemed to run out of words. St-Simone had moved so he was on Scott’s other side to pull him into his side. 
There were tears now. 
Kip took a deep breath and waited until Scott looked at him again. Really looked this time. 
Then he replied. His voice cracked slightly as his throat pulled at talking after trying to keep his breakdown on the inside. 
“I get it. Scott, I get it. I know part of it was my fault for saying that it was okay when it really wasn’t, but Scott, you hurt me repeatedly. And I kept letting you. I am not saying I won’t forgive you, but I am asking you to really consider what you want before you ask anything from me. I won’t do this again. I still love you, and I will forgive you, but I won’t get back together if you’re not prepared to even try.” 
Here Vaughan cleared his throat and spoke up. His hand was still on Kip’s leg; neither had made any moves to remove it. 
“Actually, Scott is out to our team now. As well as these guys, but they are Bear, so I am not sure they really count.”
He was hit in the back of the head by a pillow. Rozanov had thrown it. 
Marlow was laughing again. 
Kip took the moment to count to 10 in his head. 
So Scott was now out to his team? 
When and why had that happened? 
 
Obviously it had something to do with the group currently sprawled around the living room, but Kip was having problems getting his head around this information. It changed things. It didn’t erase what Scott had done, but it did give Kip hope, and hope was a dangerous little thing. 
“Scott, is that true?”
They all fell silent, even though Kip had spoken barely above a whisper. Baby blue eyes gazed at him, soft and adoring even now. God, Kip loved this disaster of a man. Heaven help him. 
“Yes. They know, and so does this lot.”
He swept a hand across the collected group in the room. Rozanov smirked at Scott and suddenly leaned forward with what could only be described as an evil grin. 
“Oh, we know a lot of things. Right, Carter?”
The accent was heavy, making it sound very much like a threat, although Kip wasn’t getting the impression that Rozanov was doing anything other than teasing. The Russian’s posture was still relaxed. Hollander was still tucked sweetly into his side, and no one else had reacted. 
Well, except Vaughan. 
Suddenly the man had stiffened, then he removed his hand from Kip’s leg. If Kip had to stifle a whine at the loss, well, he managed it so no one would have to know. 
“I have no idea what you are talking about, Ilya.”
Hollander put a hand on that muscular chest and pushed Rozanov back. Kip watched the flex and roll of Hollander’s bicep at the movement. 
It was obscene. 
Kip shouldn’t be looking. 
Vaughan stood up. So did Rozanov; the sudden shift had tension rising in the air. They were all watching, like meerkats all sitting up to see what was going on. Hollander spoke quietly in Russian but didn’t get up. 
“Ilyusha. Be gentle. Are you sure they are ready for this?”
Rozanov glanced over his shoulder at both Scott and Hollander. A thoughtful look on his face for just a moment. 
“Da. Hunter needs the balance. He will just repeat otherwise. Carter can ground him and support Smoothie boy, and look at them, Lyubimyy. You could cut the tension with a knife.”
Hollander gave Rozanov a look. 
“His name is Kip. Not Smoothie boy, Ilya.”
Those huge shoulders rose in a graceful shrug. 
“Smoothie boy sounds better.”
Then Rozanov leaned down to look Vaughan directly in the eyes as he whispered softly.
Dark blue met those glittering honeyed brown in a clash. Vaughan looked away first, his hand curled into a fist at his side. Rozanov softened and put a hand on his shoulder. 
“Try. I bet you $200 Smoothie boy will go for it.”
Vaughan stared. Everyone else watched. Scott just looked confused, but Kip caught the quick-fire glance that Vaughan shot him. 
There was heat in those pretty eyes. A want that Kip had seen the man look at Scott with. 
 
It hit him like a brick. 
Rozanov had obviously clocked it too, way before Kip had actually put the whole pieces together. 
Vaughan wanted Scott. 
Was very possibly in love with him, but also wanted Kip. 
Rozanov was suggesting they try- what exactly? Sharing? Or all three of them. 
Kip had to admit he felt a bolt of desire at that thought. He had been part of a threesome before, drunk and at a party. It was fun. 
The other times had been less drunk and more serious, but it was a fair few years ago now. Still. 
It was a thought, wasn’t it? 
Kip met those whisky coloured eyes. He didn’t flinch, didn’t look away, let the interest show. A spark flashed across that handsome face. 
Hope. 
Kip was pretty sure Scott didn’t have a clue about half of what was going on, but that was alright. From the interactions that Kip had witnessed, Scott was interested too, just didn’t know it. 
Rozanov clapped his hands together and offered his hand to help Hollander up. St-Simone and Marlow had stood too. Hollander turned to Vaughan as the others gathered. 
“Did you look into the trade?”
At the question, Vaughan broke the heated eye contact and turned to Hollander; he lifted a hand and scrubbed it through his short hair. 
“Yes. Thanks for that, man. We put out a request to Pike, and he replied. We are taking him and his two rookie linemates as soon as the window opens.”
Hollander gave both Vaughan and Scott a bright, pretty smile as Rozanov began to move them all towards the door. He called over his shoulder as they were leaving. 
“Have fun, Carter. Thank me later with money, Da?”
There was a thumb and a scuffle, then the door was shut, and it was just the three of them. In the absence of chaos and a Russian menace, the apartment was very quiet all of a sudden. 
 
Kip looked from Scott to Vaughan- well, Carter now, he would hope. 
He pulled his metaphorical bravery out from his knees and leapt. 
After all, Christopher “Kip” Grady was not a coward. 
He stood and walked over to Carter. Those lovely whisky-brown eyes tracked him, the spark of heat back already. 
He reached out a hand and pressed it to the firm chest. 
“So can I call you Carter now?”
He looked up from under his lashes, the desired effect at work with the way Carter swallowed and nodded quickly. 
“I think I would very much like that, Kip.”
Oh good, they were on the same page. 
Scott had come over but was standing watching them, a dazed, half-happy, half-confused look on his handsome face. Carter ran a hand down Kip’s shoulder and then to his waist. 
A strong-fingered hand squeezed softly but with underlying strength. 
They shared a look. 
Both understood and knew Scott was going to be skittish about this, but by the way he was looking at both of them, it was pretty easy to put the pieces together. 
Scott loved Kip. 
That was there all over his face, and Kip loved Scott. 
He had never stopped, but he was still a bit wary of Scott doing the exact same thing again. 
Carter was in love with Scott. 
Probably had been for years without realising it wasn’t as platonic as he had thought. 
Carter wanted Kip too. That was perfectly clear by the heated looks he had been getting since they met. Scott was more than likely in love with Carter too. 
Kip could see it now they were together, up close. 
Kip wanted Carter. He was hot. He was sweet, protective, and clearly a very good friend. So the easiest solution that Kip could see.
Try with all three of them. 
Either it would work or it wouldn’t, but there was only one way to find out. Kip took a hand from each of them; he softly led the way to the master bedroom. 
It was a very good thing Scott had a frankly massive bed. Between the three of them, there wasn’t going to be much space left over. 
As he shut the bedroom door, Kip was pretty sure this was going to be the best night of his life, no matter what happened afterwards. 
Still, you couldn’t blame a man for playing for keeps, after all, as he looked from the beautiful, devastatingly handsome Scott to the darkly, more exotic beauty of Carter. Who could ask for more? 
 
Kip pressed Scott down on the bed and kissed him; Scott opened under him. 
It was like he had come home. 
Hands soothed down his back as Carter hooked a finger under his chin and pressed his mouth to Kip’s. 
He was bolder than Scott, more aggressive but steady with the pressure; it was a heady mix that had Kip’s head spinning and his cock taking instant interest in the proceedings. 
“Are we really doing this?”
Carter’s voice had dropped a register in his desire. Kip reached for his own clothes and looked at the taller man. 
“Guess we are. Won’t know if we don’t try, right?”
He got a handsome, heated grin in response as Carter also began to strip. Kip straddled Scott and began to lick and nip into his mouth. 
Oh yes. Definitely a good idea. One of Kip’s best. 
He would worry about actually talking it all through tomorrow. 
Right now he had missed Scott, and he really wanted to see if this could work. 
 
Talking could wait. 






      

  












      Chapter 59: Extra
  



    Chapter Notes

      Here is part two. Bee said we couldn't leave Carter out and why didn't I just try all three ... Well here you go. I went there and I regret nothing.
Although please be kind I have never tried to write threesome smut before. Let me know if it was any good and if you read it or not!







  Carter pushed Scott down onto his massive bed. Kip had already crawled up to sprawl across the pillows, stripped down to his boxers, eyes heavily lidded and heated as he watched the two of them. Scott went. Huge body folding under Carter’s careful hands. 
Somehow the most skittish one was actually Scott, not him. The one who really should be freaking out about now. 
Except he wasn’t. Instead, all Carter could think was one all-encompassing thought. 
Finally. 
This was what had been building between him and his best friend for years. Probably ever since they had met. Or close to it. 
 
Carter dragged his eyes over Kip’s compact form; he was lovely too. Smaller. Shorter but stocky, strong. Plenty of muscle and curves. Gorgeous face. Those big doe eyes were dangerous. Carter had a feeling he wouldn’t be saying no to that face very often. If ever. Carter let Scott have a moment; those baby blues were blown wide and a little panicked. 
Instead, he put a large hand down over Kip, half caging the smaller man in. 
Kip looked up at him through those long lashes, and Carter tracked the movement of a wet, pink tongue as it gave a slow, deliberate glide across a full, pouty bottom lip. He gave Kip a moment, just long enough for him to pull away, to refuse if he didn’t want this. Kip tipped his head back in both a silent challenge and an offering. 
Carter took it. 
He wrapped his hands around Kip’s face, cradling the sharp angle of his jaw and kissed him.  
Soft at first. 
Carter moved slowly, testing, cataloguing the differences. Frankly, none he could tell.  Just this gentle pressure, the feel of Kip trapped, even willingly, under him was sending sparks of pleasure down his spine. 
Not that Carter had really doubted anything. 
He had been doing a lot of thinking these past few months and very quickly came to the conclusion he had no problem conjuring the image of pressing Scott down to the bed in a very different context than they usually did. Adding Kip into the mix was just the icing on his very nice cake as far as Carter was concerned. 
Very, very nice icing. Kip arched up to meet him, and strong hands began to stroke up his bare arms as Kip opened under him. Carter traced his tongue into the offered mouth, Kip playfully coaxing him into deepening the kiss. 
 
A low, almost pained groan made Carter lift his head. Scott was watching them, eyes a mixture of arousal and fear. He had removed his top but paused when he got to his pants, clearly distracted by the sight of Carter and Kip. At the sound, Kip wiggled out from under Carter and went to Scott. 
Carter followed. Scott was slumped, powerful shoulders dropped down and low. 
Kip nudged his thighs open and stepped into his space. Then turned and held a hand out for Carter, beckoning him to join them. 
Carter obeyed. 
Kip was the one who knew what he was doing, more so than he or Scott, anyway. Carter climbed up behind Scott, bracketing the other man between his thighs. 
The heat of their skin sliding together sent little pinpricks of pleasure into Carter’s spine. It was a different sensation; the hair on Scott’s legs wasn’t rough, but it wasn’t soft and smooth like he was used to. 
That didn’t mean he didn’t like it. 
As Kip leaned forward and took Scott’s mouth in his own, strong arms came up to wrap around broad shoulders. Then, seemingly as if it were normal, Kip pulled back, used his tightly muscled core to lift himself up in Scott’s lap to pull Carter into a kiss over Scott’s broad shoulder. Both Scott and Carter groaned at the sight and feel. 
Kip pulled back and gave them both a cheek half-smile. 
“Come on, up on the bed, Scott. I can’t reach you both from here.”
He tapped Scott’s flank, and Carter wrapped his arms around Scott’s muscular waist to pull him back more firmly into his chest and fully onto the bed. Kip paused to pull Scott’s pants off, so all three were now just in their boxers, then he climbed gracefully back up and looked at them both. 
 
Carter was gently running his thumbs across Scott’s hip bones, just above the waistband of his underwear. Scott had finally leaned back and allowed Carter to take his weight, which had the added effect of pushing Scott’s lovely, round ass right into Carter’s rapidly hardening cock. He didn’t bother to hide the moan that left him when Scott gave a little wiggle to settle more comfortably. Instead, he began to kiss along the expanse of skin that was right in front of him; he trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses down the back of Scott’s neck and across those muscular shoulders. 
Kip slithered into Scott’s lap, and as he leaned down to kiss him, Carter felt a hand caressing the thigh he had braced around Scott. The movement of Scott chasing the friction of Kip in his lap had his ass pressing back against Carter’s cock. 
Scott let out a moan. 
His eyes had opened, and there was a surprised glint to his beautiful baby blue eyes. 
Kip soothed him, kissing him softly and still petting at Carter behind him. Carter could still feel Scott was skittish under his hands. Not pulling away, but not settled either. Kip, obviously picking up on what Carter was up to, got up and moved to the side. 
Carter wrapped his legs around Scott and skillfully rolled them over to the side. Now Scott was lying in between himself and Kip. Carter tipped Scott’s head back, dark eyes locked with blown blue. 
Scott was panting softly, the large tent in his boxers a clear giveaway that being manhandled was definitely something the bigger man liked. 
“Scott. Look at me.”
Carter had a bite to his tone that had Scott obeying. Bright blue eyes wide and flushed. He felt a sudden flash of heat when Scott obeyed him. 
Now. That was interesting. 
“I am going to kiss you. Is that okay?”
Carter waited. 
This had to be Scott’s choice; he would walk away now if that was what Scott wanted. 
 
He was pretty damn sure, by the twitch he had seen in Scott’s boxers when he had just said he was going to kiss him, that Scott was not going to say no. 
“Yes.”
That was all the permission Carter needed. 
He threaded his hand into that soft, fluffy hair and wrapped his other around the expanse of Scott’s rib cage. 
Then he guided Scott’s head so their lips met. Carter let out a low groan; Scott’s mouth was firm, but somehow soft at the same time, and oh so hot. He tightened his hand in the finer hair at the back of Scott’s neck, so he tugged his head back and licked into his mouth. 
They both moaned this time. 
Scott was pressing up into his hands, his big body twisting and writhing to get closer. 
Carter opened his eyes but didn’t pull back; he wanted to see. 
Scott’s pale skin was flushed a pretty pink, and he was panting. Kip locked eyes with Carter from behind Scott, his gaze just as heated from watching the two of them. 
Kip leaned over Scott to kiss Carter; Kip was more aggressive than Scott; he had to work to gain the lead, but he enjoyed it; he enjoyed the more heated challenge that Kip gave him. From the low moan that Kip let out, so did he. 
“We can stop, if you want?”
Kip rolled his eyes playfully and pulled his boxers off. Carter swallowed down the whine at the beautiful image that presented itself. Kip’s cock was hard, fully erect and flushed against his washboard abs. The tip was wet and leaking. Carter wanted to reach out; he wanted to see if it was heavy in his hand as it looked. 
 
Instead, he shimmied his own boxers off and helped Kip take Scott’s off; the bigger man was still dazed from the kisses, apparently. 
He was pliant and submissive under their hands. Kip adjusted them so Scott was in the middle, then he looked up at Carter. 
“No. We aren’t stopping. The real question is, how far are we going?”
Carter looked at him, then at Scott. For a moment, no one answered. Then Scott reached back to pull Carter over his back and then pulled Kip into his front. Guess that was the answer then. 
Kip leaned over to pull condoms and lube out of the bedside drawer; apparently Scott had not moved anything since Kip had last slept in this bed. 
Kip looked at Carter. 
“You want this?”
Did Carter want this? 
He looked down at his rock-hard cock, standing proudly up against his stomach; he didn’t remember ever being this turned on, and Kip was asking if he wanted this? 
He let out a low, almost pained groan. 
“Does it look like I don’t?”
Kip giggled at him. 
Then he was reaching out to trace a hand down Carter’s chest; he explored, letting his hand find the spots that made Carter shiver until he ran the back of his hand up the underside of Carter’s cock. 
He hissed. 
The drag of those clever fingers along his heated skin was both delicious and too much at once. 
“Alright then.”
He looked from Scott to Carter, then picked up the bottle of lube and held it out. 
He was still tracing his hand up the length of Carter’s cock, which was rather distracting, but he forced himself to concentrate. 
Kip took his hand away. 
Carter had to bite down hard on the whine of protest that wanted to escape at the loss, but was distracted by Kip opening the bottle of lube and pouring some onto both his fingers and Carter’s own. 
“Come here.”
Carter sat up. 
Kip shifted so he was straddling Scott’s hips as he lay on his side. Kip pressed a quick, deep kiss to his mouth and used both hands to run over that beautiful ass. Carter moved closer, watching carefully what Kip was doing. Scott had his eyes closed and his head thrown back as Kip began to run his lubed fingers over his hole, spreading the lube around the puckered entrance. 
 
His voice was quiet, husky with his arousal as he showed Carter how to open Scott up. 
Carter was a quick study. 
His fingers were longer and thicker than Kip’s. Scott was soon rocking back onto Carter’s movements. Kip, who was panting himself now, was sitting half over both of them with three fingers in his own ass, too impatient now to wait for Scott to gather himself enough to do it. 
Kip whined and moaned as Carter pulled him down into a kiss while he was still stretching two large fingers into Scott; he then leaned over to kiss Scott as well. The angle made it messy but hot. He felt the muscles give around his fingers as he carefully thrust them up, looking for that one spot he would be there. 
Suddenly Scott arched and pushed his ass back into Carter with intent. He had found it. That little bundle of nerves that straight men didn’t like to talk about but everyone experimented with when they were teenagers and alone. 
Or maybe that was just him. Regardless, it meant he knew that he had found Scott’s prostate. 
The increased pleasure made Scott relaxed enough that Carter slipped a third finger inside. This time the stretch made Scott rasp out a growl, but he was still chasing the feeling of Carter’s fingers pressing up into his prostate with every twist of his fingers. 
Kip was obviously ready, because he was suddenly and expertly rolling a condom onto each of them. Carter hissed at the touch to his cock, he was so hard it hurt almost to touch. Kip spread some of the remaining lube across Carter’s cock as he was caught by Scott for a kiss. 
It took a bit of manoeuvring, but they were all fit, strong men, so they managed. 
Scott was nestled in the middle, Carter plastered along his heated, muscular back as he held the base of his cock steady. Both to help guide his thick length inside the volcanic heat of Scott’s perfect ass as well as to stop him from coming the moment he was pressing inside. It felt like heaven. Scott was stretched enough that it wasn’t hurting him, especially as Carter was going slowly, but every time he thrust his hips forward, it drove Scott harder into Kip. 
 
Carter wrapped his arms around Scott and made sure to grip Kip’s bicep. It gave him the leverage to start grinding his hips up into Scott. Carter threw his head back and growled. Scott felt so good around him, tight and hot. Clenched around his cock so tightly it was almost torture. Scott was pretty much out of it. 
By the look in those hazy blue eyes, he was completely gone. Drowning in the pleasure of both having Carter inside of him and being inside of Kip. Carter threw his long, powerful leg over both of them, making sure to keep Kip steady as his thrusts caused Scott to mirror the movement and thrust up into Kip.
Scott’s hands were clamped down on Kip’s lovely, slutty waistline. Carter really wanted to get his teeth into that waist. Kip’s eyes were blown, the pupil so large that most of the light brown colour was lost. 
His mouth was open, and he was both panting and letting out a low, constant moan. The force and strength of both of them were driving Scott’s cock straight into Kip’s prostate. 
They were all covered in sweat. None of them was going to last much longer. Carter could feel the way Scott was tightening around him; he could also see the way Kip’s flushed, red cock was twitching as his orgasm drew closer. 
He reached around Scott’s waist and got his hand around Kip’s cock. It was smaller than his own but a nice, heavy weight. Kip almost howled as Carter gave him a couple of quick pulls along the length. He pressed his thumb into the weeping slit, and that was enough. 
Kip let out a yowl that had his back arching and his cock throbbing in Carter’s hand as he crested over the edge into his orgasm. The chain reaction of Kip coming caused Scott to suddenly moan and bend himself in half to both try and bury himself inside Kip and to get Carter to thrust harder. 
Like he couldn’t work out which one he wanted more. 
Carter let go of Kip and wrapped his arms around Scott from behind; he braced his hands on Scott’s muscular chest and ground up into that perfect ass. The clenching of Scott’s hole around his cock was the end of him. Right as Scott came, going almost limp in exhaustion, Carter was dragged over the edge of his own impressive orgasm. 
His vision almost whited out at the intensity of it. 
 
All three of them were panting, dripping in sweat and lying in a puddle of sated limbs. Carter reached around to take Kip’s smaller hand in his own and bring it across Scott’s chest. With what felt like a lot of effort for a professional athlete, Carter managed to get Scott to lie back down on his back. 
He carefully disposed of the condoms from each of them, then padded to the bathroom to get a couple of warm, damp cloths. Carefully, he wiped both Scott and Kip down. 
As he finished, he leaned down and kissed Kip first, then Scott. Kip chased his mouth with a whimper, but Carter manhandled him so he was draped across Scott’s chest. 
Once he had quickly wiped himself down and returned to the bed, he climbed back in and wrapped himself around Scott’s other side. This meant he could reach both of them. Kip settled, seeming to relax nowthat  Carter was back. Scott murmured softly into Carter’s neck. 
“Don’t go.”
Carter had no intention of going anywhere. 
Not now he was allowed in. There was no way he was letting either of them go now. He pressed a kiss to Scott’s hair and ran a hand through Kip’s damp locks in a tender caress. As they drifted off, he made sure to have his hands wrapped around both of them. 
A bit possessive maybe, but Carter found he didn’t really care. 
They were his now. 
From the tight hold they both had on each other and him, Carter was hopeful the feelings were mutual. They would need to talk, like properly talk. 
But not now. Right now, Carter was happy to drift off to sleep, cuddled into a pile of heavy, heated limbs and with no intention to move till morning.
 
Fuck. He owed Ilya money. 
That Russian bastard had been right after all.






      

  












      Chapter 60: Ilya
  



    Chapter Notes

      So fluff, return to Levi. Then more fluff. Then get your tissues out ...

Let me know what you think. Enjoy.







  The whole team was pretty much silent on the flight home. They were all tired. It had been two difficult games back-to-back and a lot of travelling in between. That was to say nothing of the emotional turmoil that they had all gone through. With himself, Shane, and Luca all being off, it had trickled down to the rest of the team, and the simplest answer was that they all cared too. 
They weren’t just colleagues, not this team. They all cared about each other, supported each other, and were closer than any family that Ilya had been a part of since his mama had passed. The fact they had all rallied around them to help, to offer anything and everything they could, had been the main reason he and Shane had been able to focus. 
Ilya had been worried more about his husband than himself. Honestly, Ilya loved hockey; he really did; however, he knew that if it came down to it, if one of them had to step away. It would be him. Shane had rewired his whole being for hockey. With the way his brain worked, with how young he had been when he had made the choice, Ilya had always known that they saw it differently. 
It was why Shane struggling with being apart from Levi, struggling with actually wanting to put something else first other than hockey, would surprise a hell of a lot of people. Not Ilya, though. He knew Shane better than anyone, even his parents. That was what an obsessive level of interest did, even if that was only how they had first started, all those years ago now. 
They were both exhausted. Emotionally drained and just wanted to get home. The team had a couple of days’ break when they landed, so that was something. Ilya knew they needed it. At least they had managed to sort the dinosaur out. That was if the old man could get out of his own head long enough to realise what he was being offered. 
Ilya had seen it. 
Carter and Kip wanted each other and Scott, not just in a sexual way (although it was definitely that and Ilya would be collecting the next time they played against the Admirals); this was a long-term, relationship-yearning kind of way. After all, Ilya was an excellent judge of those; he had hidden his own desire for the same thing for years. 
 
Coach was watching them as they all piled onto the bus after dragging themselves through the busy airport. Ilya met that concerned gaze as the older man came over. They were seated at the front, on one of the longer bench seats that enabled Ilya to hold Shane close. He wasn’t very willing to let go of his husband right now, and that was for himself just as much as Shane. LeClaire leaned down to talk quietly, even though the bus was reasonably noisy, the rest of the team having perked up after napping on the flight and with the building excitement of nearly being home. 
“How are you both doing, Ilya?”
Shane stirred against his shoulder but didn’t wake. Ilya shifted his arm to hold the heavy, warm weight of his husband more securely before he answered LeClaire. 
“Fine, Coach. Just want to get home.”
Those knowing eyes softened as Ilya looked up. 
“Of course. I just want you to know that the team is supporting you on this. We will give you time if you need it. You only need to ask.”
Ilya did know. They both did, and had discussed it more than once. That one of them could step back, take a break, and let Levi have some time to learn, to settle, but Shane wouldn’t allow Ilya to do it, and Ilya knew that Shane didn’t want to. Although he would, if it became necessary. Right now they needed to assess the damage. The team was at home again for the next couple of games, so they could breathe a little. 
“Thank you, Coach. Will keep you informed. For now, we are okay.”
LeClaire patted Ilya’s shoulder and sat down as the bus began to move. Ilya settled deeper into the seat and closed his eyes, not really sleeping but dozing in a half-and-half state that at least allowed him to rest his tired eyes. 
The feeling of Shane stirring on his chest had made him open his eyes. Luca was leaning over him to whisper into Shane’s ear. Ilya had categorised Luca as safe in his hindbrain, not long after meeting him, so the presence hadn’t disturbed him, not until Shane had moved. He could hear them, even if they were whispering; it wasn’t like either of them was trying to keep what they were saying from him anyway. Shane’s lovely, slightly sleep-roughened voice drifted into Ilya’s ears. 
“It’s entirely up to you, Lukasha. I don’t think it really will make much difference to Levi if Adrien is there or not, but if you want to just have it with us for the first few nights, then you can say one of us said no.”
Luca looked a little bit embarrassed but also pleased at the offer. Ilya opened his eyes and looked up at the younger blond. 
“Happy to be the big bad for you, Lukasha.”
Blue eyes danced with mirth, but Luca shook his head, blond waves tumbling in messy waves over his forehead. 
“It’s okay. I think I am going to tell him to give us a day or so, then he can come over and stay.”
Here Luca paused, then looked shyly at them both before continuing.
“If that’s okay, of course?”
Shane reached up and cupped Luca’s cheek in one large palm. Ilya watched with a soft, warm feeling as Luca automatically leaned into that hand and the comfort it offered. Shane’s voice was gentle, soothing as he replied. 
“Don’t stress, Lukasha. Adrien is welcome; you know this. Let’s just give Lyovushka a few days to decompress with us all home; he may cling a little; that’s all. Especially to you.”
Luca nodded, smiled at them and then proceeded to drop back into his seat. Coach was calling for them all to collect their shit because they were nearly there and the cars were already waiting to take them home. 
A cheer went up from the back of the bus; Ilya suspected it was started by Cliff. His friend was a bit of an idiot, a well-meaning one but a lovable idiot all the same. 
The cars were indeed waiting for them. 
 
It was only early afternoon, so the traffic wasn’t too bad; Ilya could feel the mix of excitement and worry fizzing through his veins as they got closer to home. Shane’s strong hand was tracing mindless, soothing patterns on his thigh as he too was attempting to stay calm. Ilya had texted Yuna to let her know they were on their way; she had sent back a smiley face, so they knew Levi was alright. Had spoken to him first thing as they had been waiting to board their flight, but that didn’t stop the worry, the need thrumming through him to have Levi in his arms again. 
Somehow it seemed to take ages to get through the gate and up the drive. Ilya had a hand curled tightly into Shane’s hoodie, and Luca pressed against him from the other side. He wrapped a muscled arm around Luca’s shoulders; he could feel the ever so subtle trembling that was making the smaller blond shiver. 
David was waiting at the front door as they all piled out of the car. He gave them all a soft, gentle smile and reached in to help pick up their bags. Shane gave him a quick but firm hug in thanks. 
“Go on, boys. I will get the bags. He is waiting for you.”
Ilya shot David a grateful smile, a small flicker of surprise that so much exposure to the Hollander parents hadn’t quite managed to erase yet, still slithered through him at the sheer kindness from a father figure. David was definitely the type of father that Ilya would prefer to be like, if Levi was ever able to accept anyone positive in that role. Not that Ilya would blame him if he couldn’t.  
Shane’s fingers entwined with his own as he was tugged into the house, not that Ilya was putting up much resistance, but he enjoyed the feeling of strength in those fingers, so he allowed Shane to keep up the pretence. 
A sudden cry echoed through the hallway, then Ilya felt Shane brace himself and quickly slid his hands around Shane’s lovely waist to help steady him. The movement brought Shane back against his chest, that round, plush ass pressed delightfully against Ilya’s hips. He tightened his hold just for a moment at the contact, the pressure that sent sparks of heat licking up his spine. 
The cry had come from Levi; as soon as he had spotted them, he had bolted. Yuna had been standing in the living room, apparently trying to keep the little boy contained long enough for them to get through the door, but Levi had darted past with a sudden, agile turn of speed. 
Shane caught him. Ilya braced them both. Not that Levi was heavy, but he had hit them with a bit of speed, and Ilya would take any excuse to have his hands wrapped around his husband. 
“Your home. Kaasan! Ilya! Your home. Where’s Lukasha?”
The excited, quick-fire Russian came tumbling out of Levi’s mouth; Shane laughed softly and held him close. Ilya could almost feel the drop in the tension that being away from Levi had caused to sit on his shoulders, as Shane held him close. Ilya could see the tinge of stress and anxiety fade from those beautiful chocolate eyes as they drank in Levi, finally, physically within reach for the first time in days. 
Ilya moved his arms, lifting them to wrap around Shane and Levi both at the same time. Which meant he could gently apply pressure and turn Shane so Levi could see Luca, who was standing right behind them, a pleased smile on his cute face. 
“Right there, malen’kiy.”
Luca scowled at Ilya; he did it every time Ilya called either of his boys ‘little one’, which honestly just made Ilya do it all the more, and it was cute. So was the kitten scowl that Luca was currently giving him. In fact, the expression was looking more and more like Shane’s as the days went by. 
Ilya chuckled and gave Shane’s waist a soft squeeze. 
“Not you, Lukasha; I was talking to Lyovushka, but still it’s accurate all the same.”
Luca hissed at him and reached in to pull Levi out of Shane’s arms to snuggle him; Levi reached up just as eager to press their cheeks together in a gentle, sweet bit of affection that had both Ilya and Shane almost melting. 
Ilya growled softly into Shane’s hair as they watched. 
“Lukasha is sounding more and more like you, Lyubimyy. That was definitely your kitten scowl just now.”
Shane grumbled at him slightly but was too busy watching the boys to rise to the bait. Ilya wasn’t actually baiting him anyway; it was an observation. Luca was picking up habits, bits of them both. Like a little sponge that had been left to go dry and cracked, only now to be getting a steady stream of water to soften it again. 
They managed to move out of the doorway and actually get into the house after another few minutes. Ilya had let go of Shane and scooped both Luca and Levi up, making the pair of them laugh in sudden delight - in Levi’s case, and fear in Luca’s - but he had a secure hold on both of them, and Luca trusted him. 
Luca trusted him. 
Sometimes it took Ilya by surprise. 
The way Luca had just decided that he was safe, that he was trusted. Ilya had no idea what he was doing here. Not really. He loved kids, loved spending time with all his teammates’ kids at every opportunity. 
He lifted Luca higher, his arms secure around the slim waist, helping to support Levi in Luca’s arms. The giggling from Levi just got louder, and Luca turned his head to Shane, big, blue puppy dogs in full effect as he was dangled. 
“Kaasan help!”
The call wasn’t unexpected, since Shane was right there - within reach just in case, but not because he didn’t trust Ilya - no, it was who had said it. 
Shane looked at Luca. 
Ilya lowered them down but kept his arms around them both, just in case Luca panicked, because that had been Luca, not Levi. 
They all paused. The two adults and one mostly adult looked at each other. Luca had gone bright red. All the way across his pale cheeks and up to even his ears. Ilya didn’t think he had seen the blush extend that far up before. Shane was blushing too, a lovely soft hue of pink that made his constellations of freckles stand out even more. 
Shane came to them. Levi, who was completely oblivious to the byplay going on above him, let out another pleased giggle and reached for him with a smile. 
“Kaasan will save us!”
Those beautiful chocolate eyes were glassy, tears being held back by that impressive force of will. Shane took Levi, but he also held out an arm for Luca, then paused, waiting. Letting it be Luca’s choice. Ilya could see the swirling mix of hope and dread in Shane’s eyes as he waited, body calm, steady and sure, but those eyes gave him away. 
Right until Luca almost fell forward into the waiting arms. Then turned back to Levi from his spot against Shane’s chest to pretend to try and catch his toes, being careful of the bandages in the process. 
“You better hope Kaasan will save you.”
His pronunciation wasn’t perfect, and he had to pause on a couple of words, but Luca was getting quicker, and the words were coming easier. Shane had been right about getting them to use Russian only until breakfast and then English only for half an hour after lunch. 
 
Ilya herded them all into the living room. 
He gathered Shane into his arms as Luca carried the now captured Levi through to the kitchen to count how many of the cookies Obaachan had last baked were left for after dinner. Levi was counting in Russian but helpfully holding his fingers up so Luca could try and match the quick-fire counting to the correct numbers. 
Shane turned in his arms. 
Those stunning chocolate eyes were a little bit wild as he looked up at Ilya from under his lashes. 
Fuck. He was so beautiful. 
Ilya couldn’t help it; he slid a large palm up and around the back of Shane’s neck to cup his jaw and kiss him. He was trying to keep it gentle, but Shane had other ideas. Ilya felt Shane’s strong hands stroke along his hips and back to pull him down and closer. He let out a low groan and deepened the kiss; he ran his tongue along the seam of Shane’s plush lips and felt Shane open to him. Ilya splayed his other hand across the width of Shane’s back to encourage him up onto his toes, which slotted their hips together perfectly.
That was until one of Shane’s fluffy pillows from the sofa hit him in the back. 
He lifted his head to see Yuna giving them a mock disapproving look from beside the sofa, where she had just picked up the projectile that she had launched at him. 
“That’s enough for you two. The boys are hungry.”
Shane hid his face in Ilya’s chest as he dropped back down to the balls of his feet and waved a hand at his mother, not quite able to look at her for a moment. 
“Sorry, Mom. Be there in a second.”
Yuna made a soft humming noise and then threw Ilya an amused look. 
“Better had be, or else.”
Ilya eased back and settled his hands more politely on Shane’s back, rather than where they were a moment ago. 
“Or else?”
Yuna gave him the same look that Shane had when he was trying to hide the fact he was smug. 
“Or I give all the chocolate chip cookies to the boys and leave you with the oatmeal, raisin ones…”
The betrayal. Ilya pouted at her. 
“That’s just mean. Who wants raisins over chocolate chips?”
Ilya heard Shane mutter under his breath as he moved out of Ilya’s arms; his voice had a tiny, barely there bit of a pout to it. 
“But I like the raisin ones.”
He soothed a hand across the back of Shane’s neck and followed his husband; he leaned down to whisper in his ear as they reached the kitchen. 
“That’s okay, sweetheart; you are plenty sweet enough without.”
That lovely blush was back again. Ilya ducked out of reach as Shane’s sharp elbow flicked back, aiming for his stomach. He knew how much that surprisingly bony elbow hurt when Shane put some force behind it. 
 
They all settled after dinner. Levi had eaten better than he had since they had left, according to Yuna. Ilya was very worried about this; Levi needed to eat. He was too thin already, and his body was trying to heal. He wouldn’t heal properly if his body was constantly fighting a lack of nourishment. 
Luca hadn’t brought anything from his room, instead choosing to settle on the other side of Ilya. Levi had been bathed, his dressing changed, and was now curled up between himself and Shane in a pair of black pyjamas with hockey sticks on. Ilya handed the remote to Luca, who was happy to find something bright and animated in Russian for Levi. 
David and Yuna had headed off to their room after saying goodnight. Ilya thought they both looked tired. It wasn’t that Levi was a lot of work to look after; in fact, he was the opposite. It was more the toll it took on your emotions. Levi was traumatised. There was no getting around that fact, but it was also the language barrier that made everything much harder. It would get easier, as Levi picked up more English and became more comfortable with them. 
Ilya stretched his arm over the back of the sectional and pulled Shane so he was pressed into his side. Levi was curled up so small it didn’t take much for Ilya to lift him as Shane slid his legs against Ilya’s. The malen’kiy was happy to snuggle back down into both of them, not at all bothered by Shane being moved closer. Ilya leaned down and pressed a kiss to Shane’s hair as he ran his fingers through Levi’s still damp hair from his bath. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Ilya caught the flash of what looked like upset in Luca’s blue eyes. Ilya considered him for a moment. Luca wasn’t a child. No matter how many jokes were made about his baby face, and the fact that he was young even compared to the rest of the rookies. However, from the bits and pieces that he and Shane had put together, and the things Luca himself had let slip, his home life and his parents had been utter shit. So Ilya was willing to bet money that Luca actually did want the same amount of physical affection as Levi did. 
Levi soaked it up like a sponge, having had none from his bastard of a sperm donor, as well as his mama being gone when he must have been very young. That was one kind of trauma, one Ilya could relate to very well, although their fathers had been slightly different, but not by much. Then there was the clear neglect that Luca had suffered. From both his mother and father, from what Luca had said. 
It was very possible that Luca was in fact slightly jealous and not having a clue how to fix it, or even that it could be very easily fixed. Especially as Ilya was pretty damn sure that Luca adored Levi and didn’t want to feel jealous of him or any negative emotion towards the younger boy. 
Ilya shifted. Shane looked up, read the look on his face in the blink of an eye, and then shifted so he could take over, carefully running his fingers through Levi’s hair, which freed up Ilya’s other arm to reach out and wrap around Luca. 
“Lukasha. Come here.”
At his name, Luca glanced over, only for his eyes to widen at the open arm and clear space that had been made for him to come snuggle with them. He didn’t push; instead, Ilya waited. He kept eye contact and allowed Luca to decide what he wanted. Shane too looked up at Luca, and patted the space across Ilya’s thigh and side in silent encouragement. 
Ilya watched as Luca brightened. The hurt and upset cleared at the obvious inclusion of the invitation. Then he was curling into Ilya’s side, pressing in close and happily letting Ilya drape his arm over him as he settled, head pillowed on the available thigh. 
Ilya glanced at Shane.
Shane gave him a worried look back. 
They would have to be more careful in future. Luca was just as important, even if he was better adjusted than a child as young as Levi. Then again, Luca had been given no choice, from what he had said, or rather, dropped casually in the conversation without realising what a bomb he was dropping. Then he had been taken in by his grandfather when he was around 8 or 9 years old.  
So although he had grown up, he had gone to school, he had been allowed to play hockey. Luca was still basically touch-starved and absolutely wanting every scrap of parental love and attention he could get, without knowing how to ask for it. Because that was the thing, Luca didn’t like to ask for anything, not at first. It had taken him ages to let Shane help him, not because he thought he didn’t need the help but because he thought he didn’t deserve to ask. Or even know how to ask. 
Ilya smoothed his hand down Luca’s arm, over the back of his neck and up into those blond waves. He ran his fingers through the light curls with a steady, gentle rhythm as they watched the rather large panda try and learn kung fu. 
Luca’s eyes had closed. Ilya could feel his breathing had evened out into a light sleep by halfway through the film; Shane was watching them more than the screen, but so was Ilya. He was amazed by the softening of Luca’s eyes, the little furrow of worry between his eyes that had evened out now that he was relaxed. 
Shane shifted, carefully so as not to wake up either of them, and whispered softly up at Ilya. 
“Can you lift Levi? Then I can stand and lift Luca.”
Ilya slowly moved his hand from Luca, shushing the slight whine of protest that came from him as he gently scooped Levi up so Shane could stand. His husband uncurled from his side and stretched as he got to his feet, his t-shirt riding up and showing a slip of tanned skin that drew Ilya’s eyes even as he was sprawled under both children. 
Shane leaned down and kissed him; the knowing gleam in those chocolate eyes sent a flicker of fire down his spine that he shook off. Or at least attempted to. Watching Shane gather his arms under Luca, brace those huge, powerful thighs and lift was not helping at all. 
Sleepy blue eyes flickered open, registered the fact that Shane was carrying him and then slid shut again, perfectly content to be carried by Shane. Ilya stood, Levi cradled in his own arms and followed Shane up the stairs to the bedrooms. 
Ilya got Levi settled and was just turning off the bedside lamp when Shane came through, a soft smile on his pretty face. 
“Lyovushka, go down, alright?”
He nodded and wrapped an arm around Shane as the two backed out of the room and went to their own. It wasn’t that late, but neither wanted to go back out into the rest of the house. Shane turned in his arms, and strong hands came up to stroke the sides of his cheeks and his neck. Ilya settled into those hands. He wrapped his own around Shane’s waist and pulled him flush against his chest.
Ilya laid his forehead against Shane’s and just breathed for a few moments, letting them both settle from a frankly frazzling week. Shane’s eyes had closed, and his face was relaxed and content. Ilya was loath to break the moment, but they needed to go through a few things while it was just the two of them.  
“Did you see Luca?”
As it turned out, Shane beat him to it, already being on the same wavelength as Ilya with no words needed. 
“Da. He was jealous, or maybe that’s not right. More like thinking that he doesn’t deserve the same level of affection as Lyovushka?”
Shane’s beautiful chocolate eyes sparked with fury, just for a second, before they dropped into sadness. 
“I really wish we could get our hands on his parents one day.”
Ilya tugged Shane with him towards the bathroom; Shane wouldn’t be happy if they got fully on the bed in the clothes they had been wearing, even if they had both showered when they had gotten home. None of them liked the smell of travel on them for any length of time. 
 
As they changed, washed down and brushed their teeth, Ilya finally replied, having spent a few minutes gathering his thoughts to put them into words. Astronomically grateful that Shane was fluent and he didn’t have to try and translate this as well, not that he couldn’t, but even after all these years, English was a very clunky, strange language to him.  
“I get it. Not in the exact same way, but I understand what Lukasha is feeling.
Shane settled into the bed and then pulled Ilya down so he lay on top of him; Ilya bent one leg and settled his head on Shane’s chest so he could still talk as well as blanket Shane’s smaller form. 
A strong, gentle hand sank into the hair on the back of his head and began to massage softly at his scalp, teasing the light knots out of his curls as Shane’s hand moved. Ilya felt Shane’s other arm wrap around his back and a thick thigh wind around his own so he was completely locked in by his husband. 
“Okay, Ilyusha, tell me.”
So Ilya did. It all came pouring out, like Shane locking him against his body and then giving permission was the key that had unblocked something in Ilya’s head. It wasn’t like they hadn’t talked about Ilya’s childhood before; they had, and Shane was the one person alive who knew the truth of how his father had really treated him. Still, there were things he hadn’t said before. 
“Before mama, he got worse, and he was never good to begin with. I used to blame myself whenever he exploded and roared that mama wasn’t fulfilling her duties to him. I used to deliberately act out, get into fights, break things, so he would turn his ire on me instead. For a while it worked. He would leave her and take it out on me instead, but I couldn’t sustain it and still be able to play hockey. Then I was torn, because I wanted to protect mama but I wanted hockey too. I had already been singled out as talented; I knew that hockey was a way out.”
Ilya paused. Pressed a kiss to Shane’s chest and reached up to play with his necklace, the necklace that had been his Mama’s necklace. The metal was warm from the heat of his skin and smooth. He felt Shane rub his thumb across the shell of his ear as he spread his palm and cupped Ilya’s cheek so he would tilt his head and look up to meet soft, adoring chocolate eyes. 
“Go on, Ilyusha. 
Ilya pressed his face into that hand, knowing it was strong enough, trusting Shane to hold him together as he bared his soul. 
“I wanted to take her away too. I had hoped if I got out fast enough, I could save her from him, but I couldn’t. She was gone a couple of years before I started to play properly.”
Shane tightened his hold around Ilya’s back. Pressing him even closer, like he could fuse them together if he held Ilya tight enough, or he could take all of Ilya’s past pain into himself and carry it for him. 
“After I found her, he got worse. He turned all that cruelty, all that focus he had on her, onto me. Alexei was either praised for being like him or ignored for not being like me. I was either too good or not good enough, and I never knew which one I was walking into. Or if I was walking into a verbal flaying or being beaten. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. Not really. I was strong, only getting bigger and stronger as I grew; he stopped getting so physical after I got taller than him.”
Ilya heard the low, animal-like pained cry that slipped out of Shane’s mouth as he spoke. He paused and wiped the tears that had started to fall from Shane’s beautiful eyes and leaned up to kiss him, desperate and needy but so warm. Ilya felt Shane trying to pour every ounce of love, of devotion, into the kiss, and it steadied him.
“The worst part was the lack of any sort of kindness, of any love or affection from him. He had never given me much even when mama was alive, but after I lost her, I lost all of that. You were the first to care, after her, in a way that wasn’t wanting anything from me. That day, when you came to tell me I shouldn’t be smoking outside that fucking awful rink in Saskatchewan, your voice was the kindest I heard in years.”
Ilya could feel it as Shane wrapped his thighs tighter around his own, clingy as tightly as he could. Ilya adjusted and cupped a hand around Shane’s jaw and throat, just holding, grounding them both on the slight pressure so he could continue. 
“I think this is what’s wrong with Lukasha. He reacts the same as I used to, before you. Except I didn’t have an us, or then a new little brother to learn to share the affection with. He is starved for affection; I know he is not a child, physically or mentally, but emotionally, he definitely is. He watches us with Levi. There is a look he gets; it’s wistful but pained. Like he thinks he can’t ask for the same thing, like he thinks he isn’t allowed. He has been told off for asking before or maybe even just for wanting affection. He’s scared.”
It was the longest Ilya had spoken in a long time, even though it was all in Russian. He was so proud of Shane; he had made an effort to speak slower, just a little, to make sure he could follow, but Shane hadn’t once faltered or asked him to repeat anything. His husband really was amazing. His eyes were gritty, and his voice felt hoarse and raspy from talking so much. 
Shane eased out from under him and padded to the bathroom; Ilya just lay where Shane had been, soaking the warmth from where his husband’s body heat had warmed the sheets. He was exhausted now, mentally and emotionally drained. He hadn’t spoken about his mother like that, ever really; even Shane had only known the basics before now. Ilya kind of felt like he had been flayed raw and left out in the sea, so the salt in the water could both sting and cleanse his soul. 
A glass was held up to his lips. Ilya drank slowly, as Shane held both the glass and his face so he could let the cool water soothe his dry throat. Then a soft kiss was pressed to his forehead, and the duvet was pulled up over him. Shane smoothed his hand down Ilya’s face and neck as he kissed him again, then pulled back to murmur softly. 
“Sleep now, Ilyusha. I will check on the boys, then be back.”
His eyes were already slipping closed. The exhaustion crept up on him in a way he hadn’t felt in years. With his voice still a deeper rasp than normal but less scratchy, he murmured back. 
“Ya tebya lyublyu”
By the time he vaguely felt the sensations of Shane as he slipped back into bed, he was almost completely out of it, but his arms moved on autopilot to wrap Shane up and hold him. 
Ilya nosed his way into the back of Shane’s neck as he draped his sleep-heavy body over the solid, muscular form of his husband. He wrapped his arm around Shane’s lovely waist and tucked the other under his head. Shane melted back into his hold, their legs tangling together so Shane’s cold feet were tucked into Ilya’s calves. 
He pressed a kiss to the back of Shane’s neck and nestled tighter into the dip between his neck and shoulder. This was his favourite place to sleep; he could feel every steady heartbeat, every deep, steady breath as Shane slept. The soft rumble of his voice was the last thing Ilya heard as he drifted off to sleep.
“They are both fast asleep. I love you, Ilyusha. Thank you for being brave and telling me. I am so proud of you. We will make sure Lukasha gets all the love that neither of you got. I promise.”
Ilya pressed a last half-asleep kiss to Shane’s bare skin, the cross heated and warm under his mouth and between their bodies as he did. The metal glowed warm and settled as it was pressed so tightly to them in the dark. 
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  Christmas had come and gone, miserable and worn thin, despite his best effort to hide the mess he was in from his children at least, and the middle of January had settled over Montreal, cold and grey, with the trade window open. Hayden was trying desperately to wrangle his twin girls into their clothes for the day when the phone call came through. He didn’t recognise the number, so he just swiped to answer. An American accent came through the speaker. 
“Hayden Pike?”
He paused, confused, but politeness won. He was Canadian after all. 
“Hello? Yes, this is Hayden Pike. How can I help you?”
The voice suddenly sounded much more enthusiastic. 
“Mr Pike, this is Cameron Fielding. The general manager for the New York Admirals. I am calling to confirm if some information we have had recently is correct. Have you got time to talk right now?”
Hayden had frozen. 
The GM for the Admirals would only be calling for one reason. 
GMs of another team didn’t call other players unless they wanted to arrange trade negotiations. 
“Yes. Of course.”
There was no way he was hanging up on this call. 
He dashed through to the kitchen and gently nudged Jackie, who was making breakfast. When she turned to look at him, he waved to the phone. Fortunately, his wife was much quicker than he was because she nodded, patted his shoulder and headed past him to go and finish wrangling their twins. 
“We have been informed by our Alternate Captain Vaughan that you and your two young linemates are looking for a trade out of the Voyageurs. Can you confirm this?”
It had to have been Shane. 
That was the only way that Vaughan could have known he was looking. 
“Yes. I can confirm all three of us are actively looking for trades.
Hayden was holding his breath. The waiting was killing him. 
“Good. That was what I was hoping to hear. Are you available to set up a video call with the three of you in, say, 2 hours?”
He nearly dropped the phone. 
This wasn’t a casual enquiry; this was serious. 
This was in the range of the ‘offering for your contract’ area. 
“I’m sure I can. Will you send the details through?”
There was a low chuckle through the phone. 
“Yes, Mr Pike. I will forward you the details. I look forward to our meeting. We will speak soon. Goodbye for now.”
Hayden barely had time to say a quick goodbye before the call clicked off. 
 
Then he stood in the kitchen, halfway between frozen and elated. For a minute or two, he was too stunned to move. 
Then the fear hit. 
It wasn’t that Hayden didn’t want out of the Voyagers; he really fucking did; he just knew the fact that Jackie didn’t really want to. 
They had been arguing more than they ever had lately. 
Not in front of the kids. Never in front of the kids. 
Late in the evening, once the kids had gone to bed, they would half whisper, half hiss at each other from either end of the sofa. 
Jackie didn’t want to leave the life they had here; she didn’t want to uproot the kids or leave her job, but Hayden really couldn’t survive another 2 years. 
He really couldn’t.
Every day was a nightmare. 
The public had turned on the Voyageurs, between the support for Shane himself and a huge rally behind the Boston Bears. Theriualt and the management team were trying their best to pretend that it either wasn’t happening or that it was still all Shane’s fault. 
The locker room was intolerable.
Hayden came home most days wanting to bleach his brain and ears out. He couldn’t believe how much he hadn’t noticed, just how much Shane had been forced to listen to without him noticing. 
Hayden was doing his best to shield both Adam and Jake from the worst of it, but they were now painted with the same brush as he and Shane had been, so they had open targets on their backs. 
Comeau and Drapeau were particularly cruel. Jake, being the smallest of the three of them, was usually their prime target. The whole team had decided that anyone they considered ‘not masculine enough’ was now in the same category as Shane had been in. 
Since, as far as most of the Voyageurs were concerned, any player that looked or acted like Shane Hollander was obviously a hidden fag too. Their words, not his. 
His phone, still clutched tightly in his hand, buzzed, which both made him jump and knocked him out of the spiral his brain was heading down. Thinking about how much of a mess his life was right then was not helping. 
Instead, he looked at the notification he had just gotten. 
It was an email. 
From Cameron Fielding.
It was an invitation to a video conference meeting in just under 2 hours at 11 o’clock. 
Hayden clicked over to his contacts and found his group with both Adam and Jake. He forwarded a screenshot of the meeting and asked them both if they were available before he accepted the invitation. 
Both Adam and Jake replied almost instantly. Not that Hayden had expected anything different, since they both wanted out just as much as he did, if not more, really. As rookies, and being known as ‘Hollander’s Rookies’ to make it worse, was not doing either of them any favours on this shit team. 
 
He looked up as Jackie came back in, followed by the twins, carrying Arthur. She honestly didn’t look too impressed with him. 
Hayden was not looking forward to this conversation. He understood her worry. He hadn’t planned to move; in his head, the idea was that he and Shane would hang up their numbers in the Voyageurs rafters and retire together. 
That had been the plan. 
For years. 
Until this mess had all happened. 
Hayden didn’t blame Shane. Not at all. Except a tiny part of him did. If this had never happened, then everything would have stayed the same. Hayden would still be sitting in his nice, comfortable ignorance, and everything would still be the same. Safe. Normal. Every day would still be the same. 
He hated himself for even thinking about it. 
It was appalling that he even had. 
The distance had only grown between them. It wasn’t even Shane’s fault or his friend’s lack of trying. Hayden had been dodging his best friend’s calls. He would give short, clipped answers to texts and either not answer or beg off on an excuse and end the call as quickly as he could.
Guilt. 
Honestly, it was pure, unforgettable guilt.
He was a bad friend. 
He really was. 
There was no getting around it. 
He was selfish, no matter what he had told himself when he had last seen Shane. 
Every promise Hayden had made himself, everything he had said to Shane, had been true, until the distance had made Hayden revert back. 
As well as the stress from fighting with Jackie all the time. 
He was a coward, plain and simple. 
He didn’t even tell Jackie what was happening; instead, he let them go out to her parents and stayed behind to lock himself in the spare bedroom with his laptop. 
 
The Admiral’s GM was a man who didn’t mince words. In fact, he was blunt, not rude as such, but there was a definite feeling of everything needing to be done urgently when talking to him. 
The result of the meeting was an offer. 
The Admirals wanted them, all three of them. As a line. 
Although it wasn’t said, because it couldn’t be, Hayden knew exactly where the tip had come from. Somehow Shane had gotten the message to the Admirals that Hayden wanted out, and he had made sure that Adam and Jake were taken, too. 
Hayden wanted to cry. 
He should call Shane and tell him. He should call his wife. Hayden did neither of those things. Instead, he looked back in his contacts and found he had Carter Vaughan’s number saved, more than likely from a previous All-Star game that he had forgotten about. 
There were a thousand things Hayden should be doing, but instead, he called Vaughan and asked if he had any recommendations for somewhere he and his two rookies could stay. They were due to fly to New York in 2 days.
Hayden chickened out. 
He didn’t call Shane; he sent a text and told his best friend he would call once he had arrived. Which he didn’t do. 
He was too busy on the phone with Jackie, continuing the fight that followed him all the way from Montreal. 
 
New York was loud. 
Hayden kind of liked the feeling; it helped drown out his own thoughts and feelings. It helped that Adam and Jake were overjoyed to be leaving the Voyageurs and even more excited to play on the same team as the legendary Scott Hunter. 
Cameron met them when they arrived. He was a clean-cut, average-looking guy who had nice glasses and a firm handshake. 
“Good afternoon, gentlemen. Thank you for travelling on such short notice, but we only have a small window to get this trade completed before the playoff push starts. I know it means pulling you away from your families alone for a few weeks while everything gets sorted, but I promise you we will help every step of the way.”
The Admiral’s GM was even more efficient in person. Hayden was swept away by the flurry of activity and lists of things that the man was running through like it was nothing, but he was pleased that his new team had offered to help with the relocation. Hopefully, that would be enough to placate Jackie a little bit. 
Trades like this were done quickly. That was the whole point. The team was trying to correct the problem before the playoff push. Usually, players with families would move on their own first, then the families would follow. Neither Jake nor Adam had family in Montreal, so they hadn’t really bothered about giving up their crappy little apartment and moving, but Hayden was in a different situation. 
Scott Hunter, the Admiral’s Captain, was a very good one. A lot like Shane had been; in fact, he was a lot like Shane generally. Or, as Hayden supposed, he was like who Shane had been back when he was a Voyageur, because the Shane he had been with at the Colorado Exhibition game had not been the same. 
Carter Vaughan was a delight. The Admiral’s Alternate Captain was a breath of fresh air, energetic, outgoing, but also sweet and genuinely kind. There was an ease between the two of them that felt a little familiar to Hayden, but he couldn’t quite place it. Not until he saw them leaving late at the end of the second practice with the team.
The taller man had his arm around Scott’s waist. A large hand was comfortable on the opposite hip; Carter was gently but firmly guiding Scott in the direction he wanted him to go, and Scott was allowing it. Was, in fact, quietly following the physical touches without even blinking. 
Hayden knew he was staring, couldn’t seem to stop himself, apparently, but when Carter caught his eye, the dark-skinned man just smiled at him and threw a cheeky wink over Scott’s shoulder as he pushed the bigger man in front of him but kept his hands at Scott’s waist. 
Then it clicked. 
Hayden nearly dropped his bag, which was full of his brand-new Admiral’s gear. 
If he hadn’t watched Rozanov do almost the exact same thing several times to Shane, then he probably wouldn’t have even blinked. 
A Lot of players that were close friends, especially Captains and their Alternates, were tactile with each other. 
Not like that, though. 
That grip had been sure, familiar and possessive- exactly how Rozanov put his hands on Shane’s waist, what felt like every time Shane came close to the Boston Demon. 
Carter paused and called over his shoulder as they were leaving. 
“Hey, Hayden. Have you spoken to Shane? He said he hadn’t heard from you much and was worried.”
Hayden blushed in embarrassment. He hadn’t known that Shane and Carter knew each other well enough to text. 
He was tired. 
He was desperate to talk to Shane and yet not. From the concerned look that both bigger men were throwing at him, some of his turmoil must have been written all over his face, because the next thing Hayden knew was that he was being bundled into a car and ushered into a wonderfully smelling, fancy-ass apartment. 
 
A very good-looking, shorter man was cooking in the kitchen. Barefoot, too-large tank top and overlong sweats pooled at his feet. It was a tiny bit adorable but also low-key hot too. This man was built like Shane. Smaller in height but powerfully muscled. He could have put most hockey players to shame, Hayden himself included. Then again, so could Shane.  
He stood a little bit awkwardly at the door as both Carter and Scott removed shoes, bags and got comfortable before Carter nudged Scott towards the smaller man in the kitchen. 
Again, Hayden felt like his eyes were bugging out of his skull because the man who was cooking turned and stretched up to press a sweet, familiar kiss to Scott Hunter’s mouth. 
Only a moment later, to do the exact same thing to Carter. Hayden was starting to feel a little bit faint, honestly. 
Maybe he had been wrong? 
Carter turned to Scott and then kissed him, too. Again, it was sweet, familiar and just quick, really, but it was not a casual ‘hello’ kiss type of thing. That was a kiss like he would give Jackie when he got home after a long day. 
Oh. 
The realisation hit him. Fuck he was so slow. 
Then he had to stop, but there were three of them? How did that work? 
Hayden was shaken out of his brain blue-screening, again, he might add, by catching men kissing. When the smaller man called out to him from where he was plating up the food onto four large plates.  
“Shoes off, please. I have just cleaned.”
Carter came back over to Hayden. There was a dark look in those eyes that Hayden had never seen on the easy-going man’s face before. 
He fought the instinct to step back. 
Despite his height, never before had Hayden thought Carter Vaughan was particularly terrifying. Not like, say, Rozanov or Price, but right now, with that look and the way he had Hayden boxed in. It was easy to be afraid. 
He was saved by the pleasant baritone of Scott Hunter. 
“Babe. Don’t scare the rookie. Shane wants us to look after them, not put the fear of God into our new teammate.”
Babe… 
Honestly, Hayden was pretty sure his brain had a ‘be right back’ sign hung on it because he wasn’t processing things correctly right now. That was the only explanation. 
Until Scott put his huge hands around Carter’s ribs and pulled him bodily away from Hayden, a little frown on his handsome face as he pushed his Alternate towards the table. 
Hayden was pretty sure he saw Scott push Carter with a hand on his ass, but maybe he needed glasses. And a drink. A strong one. 
Luckily for Hayden, he was hard-wired to eat nice food when it was put in front of him, and the man who had been in the kitchen, now introduced as Christopher, but please call me Kip, was a very good cook. Apparently, they took turns.
He didn’t get a drink, well, not a strong one. Scott came into the open-plan living room with two bottles of beer in his hand. Carter was already sprawled out on one of the huge sectionals across from Hayden, so he took it, glancing up at the baby blue eyes as he did. 
“Thank you.”
That got him a smile at least. Hayden had always been taught to be polite, but it sounded a little too formal to his own ears; he hid a wince. 
Scott laughed softly as he padded over to Carter. 
“You’re alright, Rook, don’t look so panicked.”
Hayden almost pouted at being called ‘Rook’; he was pretty sure he was older than Kip by the looks of him. Then again, Shane had a baby face as well and looked younger than he was. Still. Hayden had three children! Even if he did sort of feel like a fucking rookie again right now, out of his depth and with no idea which way the surface was. 
Then Scott sat down. 
On top of Carter. 
Exactly like Hayden had seen Rozanov and Shane do, except it had been Shane in the huge Russian’s lap, rather than the bigger Scott in Carter’s. 
Not that Carter seemed to mind, if the pleased smile he gave him was any indication. 
In fact, Carter just sat back, leaned into the corner and pulled Scott more comfortably into his chest. One leg stretched across the sofa, and the other anchored on the floor. Scott sat comfortably in the V shape. 
Hayden looked away. He could feel he was blushing. 
Only when he looked back, Kip joined them. Curled up across both Carter’s and Scott’s legs. All three were touching in some way and seemed perfectly content now that they were settled. 
Three sets of eyes had locked onto him. Hayden fought the need to squirm like Jade or Ruby when they knew they were in trouble, but didn’t want to admit it. He felt like he was about to get told off. 
As it turned out, he was correct. 
 
Carter levelled him with a look that was both displeased and disappointed. Scott, too, was looking at him with big, sad puppy dog eyes that were lethal. Kip was studying him, like he was some sort of insect under a microscope in biology class (well, the handful Hayden had paid attention to anyway) in a very unnerving kind of way. 
“Hayden.”
He sat up straighter. That was a Captain’s disappointed tone right there, and Hayden was pre-programmed to respond. 
“Yes?”
Carter began to run his hands through both Scott and Kip’s hair, since he was the one under them both. Kip had pulled a heavy book out and was clearly only half paying attention to the conversation, while Scott was watching him. 
“Shane said you were a good man, and I trust Shane Hollander’s judgement, but you see, Hayden, I am having a bit of a problem here. Yes, you are a good, dependable player. Keen to please, and you are friendly with your teammates; you have done an admirable job of protecting Adam and Jake before we took you.”
Hayden felt the praise warm him at the same time dread was creeping in; he didn’t think his input was wanted right now, so he stayed quiet. 
Carter continued. 
“Yet Shane was the one to arrange this trade. You must have known that?”
He nodded, the lump in his throat making it impossible to talk, and he took a sip of the still-cold beer in his hand to try to clear it before he spoke. 
“Yes, I guessed he had.”
Carter nodded; one long-fingered hand started to rub at the back of Kip’s neck and bare shoulders where he was draped across his leg. The low hum of pleasure and the pleased wiggle it got was quiet but still audible. 
“So then. Answer me this. Why are you causing the sweetest, most caring friend, who not only sets you up to get out of a horrible situation but repeatedly tries to get in touch and stay friends after his forced move, so much pain? And has to phone me in near tears, worriedly asking if there was a problem with your trade and if you were alright, because you have barely spoken to him in months. Months Pike. Care to explain?”
Before he could speak, even if he could. Scott sat up slightly. Not enough to pull away from Carter, not even enough to dislodge the hand in his hair, but enough to meet Hayden’s eyes directly. 
“You better be ready, Rook. When we next play Boston, Ilya will have your number.”
Hayden shivered. The fear was very real, even if he was never, ever admitting it aloud. Instead, he met those dark brown eyes and sighed. The problem was that Carter was correct; Hayden was a shit friend. He knew this; the three across from him obviously knew it too. 
“Because I am a shit friend.”
Carter made a huffing noise; the frown was distinctly angry now. 
“Cut the pity party out, Hayden. It isn’t going to work here.”
Hayden bristled, a flare of anger making itself known, but it was gone as fast as it had flared. Hayden didn’t have the energy to be angry right now, even at himself. 
“I wasn’t.”
It sounded like a whine even as he said it, but he couldn’t take it back. 
“Yes, you were. That’s an excuse, and it’s a pretty pathetic one, honestly. I understand you feel hurt, betrayed and probably more than a bit pissed, which you are allowed to; no one is saying you aren’t entitled to feel like that, but what we are asking is why you have continued to be an even worse friend afterwards? I am not asking you to answer right now, Hayden, but I am asking you to really think about it, because the way you are treating Shane right now, that isn’t going to continue. You understand?”
Well fuck. 
Carter was low-key terrifying. In that gentle, sneak-up-on-you kind of way in the scariest horror films. More importantly, he was right, even if Hayden really didn’t want to think about it. 
“I understand. I’m sorry.”
Carter lifted a half-asleep Kip off his leg and kept an arm wrapped around him as he stood and patted Hayden gently on the shoulder. 
“We know, but sometimes ‘sorry’ just isn’t enough, Hayden.”
He looked at his hands; the bottle was still sitting in his hand, the condensation had dripped down his fingers and was making little droplets shine on his skin in the low light of the room. 
A noise made him look up. 
Scott was crouched in front of him, those blue eyes bright and knowing as he met them. Powerful thighs were tensed as Scott held himself balanced on just his toes to be just below Hayden’s eye level. 
“The guest room is made up. The bathroom is stocked. Stay the night. We aren’t being cruel, Hayden, but you need to start asking yourself these questions because right now we have you out of the bad situation, but you are the one carrying the badness into your life and relationships. We are trying to help, I promise.”
He looked away, not wanting his new Captain to see the tears that were now slipping down his face. 
He felt the hands on his arms lift him to his feet. He was guided to a nice, blue-accented bathroom, and then he was alone. 
 
By the time he had cleaned his teeth with a brand new, laid-out brush, washed his face so he didn’t look quite so pathetic, Scott had returned. In his hand was a soft set of sleep clothes that looked close to his size. 
“Here. They are a mix of Kip’s and Carter’s since you are between our sizes, but they will do for tonight. Get some sleep. You don’t need to have all the answers now, just take it one day at a time, okay? Goodnight, Hayden.”
Hayden took the clothes gratefully; they felt wonderfully soft under his fingers. The fabric was worn but warm, obviously frequently used but freshly washed because it smelt like lemongrass and a soft, flowery soap. 
The guest bedroom was huge. The bed was huge. 
As he settled, he decided it was much more comfortable than the temporary hotel suites that the Admirals had put the three of them up in when they had arrived. He was grateful, but as Hayden lay in darkness, he curled around the pillow and cried softly into it. 
He missed Jackie; he missed his kids. He didn’t know how to fix any of the mess he had made, and now he had succeeded in pushing away his best friend. Everything was a mess, and he didn’t have a clue where to start. 
Maybe that was a place to start, though. 
As he drifted into an exhausted, lonely sleep, Hayden could only think that it might just be something he could work with. If he told Carter exactly what he had just thought, that he didn’t know where to start, then maybe they could help. 
Scott had said they wanted to help. Maybe it was time to let someone try, since all Hayden had managed to do alone was make it so much worse. 
He wanted this trade to work. 
More importantly, he wanted his best friend back. It was time to earn the right to try. Hayden was nothing if not too stubborn for his own good; this time, he would use it to his advantage for once. 
After all, he really wanted to know how the heck the three of them had happened?!
Hayden hadn’t even known relationships like that were possible, but they had looked so very happy with each other that they must have something real. They had reminded him of Shane and Rozanov, actually, but without the knee-jerk reaction that Hayden always had when he saw the hulking Russian anywhere near Shane. 
His eyes slipped closed. 
He was asleep as his phone screen lit up where he had pressed it, the lock screen an image of Jackie and his children all gathered around Shane on the last trip they all did together to the zoo. 
His thumb was pressed over where Jackie was in the picture, even in sleep, reaching for her. 
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  The sunlight that filtered through the blinds hit his gritty, heavy-feeling eyes as he woke the next morning. Hayden actually felt better, despite the mess that last night had been and the god fucking awful last few weeks.
Hayden still felt better.
His phone was still under his hand. As he moved to sit up, his thumb shifted, and the screen came to life.
He sat there, just looking at the picture. He missed his family.
He missed Shane.
If he was lucky, maybe he could fix both.
Last night he had been dreaming- well, they were more memories, really, of back when Hayden had first married Jackie. Shane had always been quiet, but he had also always been there.
Steady, dependable and constant.
He had been so supportive of how quickly he and Jackie had gotten married. Always the first to defend their relationship, he had been Hayden’s biggest support ever since they had first met. So as soon as Shane had been removed from Hayden’s orbit, it kind of made sense that he had felt like a table suddenly missing two legs.
Some of it was definitely his own fault.
He wasn’t good at talking.
Hadn’t needed to be before; Jackie had always understood him, and he and Shane had just clicked.
So it was time to try. Carter and Scott had been making that clear all night. As much as it had hurt to hear, Hayden was self-aware enough to know that he had needed that kick.
Subtlety was lost on him. Laid out as clearly as Carter had, it was much easier to see what he needed.
 
First things first.
Hayden picked up his phone and called his wife. She picked up on the second ring, like she had been waiting just for him to call.
“Morning, love.”
God. How long had it been since he had called her that? Too long.
“Hayd, babe. I was worried. Shane called last night, said you were staying at Scott Hunter’s place, but not to worry, you were being looked after.”
She sounded so relieved. He smiled softly to himself. Of course Shane had thought ahead and phoned Jackie; more than likely one of the others had kept Shane in the loop, and he had thought ahead, knowing Jackie would be worried. Once again Shane had been looking out for Hayden just like he always did.
“Yeah, Jackie, I’m at Scott’s place. How are you feeling? Sorry I worried you. Are the kids all okay?”
He heard her sigh softly before settling, the quiet rustling of the sheets on their bed a familiar sound even over the phone. She would still be in bed at this hour, having got up with Arthur and taken him back to bed with her for half an hour before the whirlwind that was the twins happened.
“We are all good; the girls will be through shortly, more than likely.”
The twins were terrors, but he loved them.
“Jackie, I’m sorry.”
He didn’t get any further before she interrupted him. Voice soft and kind.
“No, Hayd. There’s no need. Not unless you let me say it too.”
He shook his head. Even if she couldn’t see him.
“Jackie, it wasn’t you…”
She cut him off again. Firmer this time.
“Yes, it was. It was both of us. So no saying sorry unless we are both allowed, okay? We didn’t handle this well, and that’s on both of us, but Hayden, nothing is broken. I love you, and nothing about that has changed.”
Hayden was a grown man with three children; he was not crying in his new Captain’s spare room at 6:30 in the morning. Except he was, but so was Jackie.
“I love you too. So damn fucking much, Jackie. Please tell me how to fix this?”
She sniffed softly, but her voice was steady.
“Same way we always do, Hayd. You were right; we can’t stay here. I know I made it difficult, and I’m sorry for that. I never should have let you go out to New York thinking I didn’t want this. I was scared for the wrong reasons, and instead of talking to you about them, I tried to pretend it wasn’t happening.”
 
As Jackie was talking, a sound at the door made Hayden look up. He hadn’t closed the door all the way the night before, and Carter was standing there silently, holding out a cup of fresh coffee with a soft smile on his face. He didn’t interrupt, didn’t say anything; in fact, he just handed Hayden the mug and squeezed his shoulder.
The coffee was just perfect. Exactly how he liked it; the warmth, the caffeine, certainly helped.
“I should have talked to you too, but I was scared.”
She laughed at him. Gently though.
“Right pair we make. I am looking at flights now. Is there somewhere we can stay? I know you said the hotel wasn’t really child-friendly, but it will be a while before we can get somewhere permanent.”
They did make a right pair, but they were a pair, and that wasn’t changing. Hayden would make sure of it.
“I will ask Scott and Carter. Most teams have a place for players moving with families. Have you asked your Aunt if she still wants to buy our place off of us?”
Jackie’s Aunt was desperate to move closer to her sister and loved their area; she had been looking for ages, but nothing had come up. Realistically, their house was going to be too small soon anyway, and they had both been toying with the idea of somewhere bigger. His contract with Admirals had actually given him an increase in salary, so he was slightly better off.
“Yes. I spoke to her last night. She is over the moon and does still want to buy it off of us.”
Well, that was one good piece of news anyway. Last time they had seen Jackie’s aunt, she had been looking at a house with the hopes of putting an offer in on it. It must not have worked out, but at least that actually worked in their favour.
“Well, at least that will be something. I will text you once I’ve confirmed somewhere we can all stay; don’t book the flights just yet. Just in case I need to find somewhere first, okay. Give the girls a kiss from me. I miss you all.”
Jackie made a soft, agreeable noise. It sounded so close it could have been in his ear. He missed her all the more for it.
“Will do. We miss you too, babe. Love you.”
He almost melted. It felt like it had been days since he had heard her say that.
“I love you too, Jacks. Talk to you later”
For a moment, he just listened to her breathing until she ended the call. Putting his phone down on the bed, he dropped his head into his hand and rubbed at both of his eyes with the heels of his palms. The pressure eased some of the soreness left from both crying and the lack of sleep over the last few weeks.
 
Hayden picked his phone back up and headed into the bathroom he had used last night. His clothes had been washed, dried and left ready for him on the counter. Someone in this house was very organised.
Before he could investigate further to see if there was a towel he could borrow, soft footsteps approached.
Scott had walked up almost silently behind him as he had stood in the doorway. A hand dropped onto his shoulder; Hayden looked up into concerned big, blue eyes.
“Feeling any better, Hayden?”
The thing was, he actually was. He gave his new Captain a tentative smile, suddenly very aware that he hadn’t made the best impression on his new teammates.
“Yes, thank you. Much better.”
The hand tightened slightly, and Scott’s blue eyes brightened as he smiled. It was a very handsome smile. Hayden was reminded by that smile that this man, like Shane, did a lot of modelling adverts.
“Your clothes are washed, and feel free to use the shower here. Breakfast will be ready in a minute or so, if you want to come join us. No pressure though.”
A quick shower sounded good about now. As did breakfast actually; he was pretty sure he could smell sausages and bacon wafting through the apartment.
 
Once he was clean, dressed and sat at the island eating his way through a very good plate of breakfast, he felt more human than he had done for weeks.
He could feel three sets of concerned eyes on him, but he was good at eating while being stared at, perks of having two tiny terrors as twin daughters that liked to try and intimidate him.
Carter broke first.
Interestingly, Kip and Scott were pretty good at keeping the stare going, but Carter was the most impatient one, apparently. Or maybe he was just the most nosy out of the three.
Hayden put his knife and fork down, then leaned back to finally look at Carter. Those dark eyes were still pretty intense but not in a negative way. With one hand, Hayden idly spun his phone around through his fingers, the nervous fidgeting giving away that he actually was bothered by the attention.
Carter softened at the action. Hayden saw some of the intensity drop from those eyes, more so when Kip - who had been rinsing the dishes while Scott stacked them into the dishwasher - nudged his way into Carter’s lap as Scott followed with three fresh coffees and a tea for himself.
He wrapped his hands around the mug, more for comfort than anything and waited. He was not waiting long. A large, long-fingered hand stretched over and patted his arm as Carter broke the silence.
“How are you feeling now, Hayden?”
The tone was softer, not that they had been harsh with him last night; they hadn’t. He had needed to hear it, and tiptoeing around things was never something he had been good at picking up on.
No, the blunt, plain-talking way Carter had spoken last night had helped Hayden get his head on straight for the first time in weeks. So he told him as such.
“Better, thanks. Last night helped.”
All three smiled at him. Honestly, it was like being in a room full of models; it was really not very fair. Hayden supposed he was lucky that Shane and Rozanov weren’t here as well. Shane had done loads of modelling (Hayden would never admit it, on pain of death), but Rozanov too would make a stunning underwear model, should he ever choose to do so. Hayden had first-hand experience of this sight and could confirm.
 
Scott put his mug down and leaned gracefully on his hand, head tilted to one side as he regarded Hayden.
“Was that your wife that you were talking to this morning? Carter said you were on the phone when he went to check on you first thing.”
Hayden nodded, placing his phone down and glancing at Carter, then back to Scott.
“Yes, it was. Can I ask a team-based question right now?”
Scott sat up straighter and got a more serious look on his handsome face.
“Yes, of course.”
He rolled his shoulders, still feeling the stiffness and lingering tension from the last few weeks in the tightness of his muscles.
“Do the Admirals have any sort of housing or help with housing families as we move? My wife and the kids want to come out, but the hotel that Cameron put us up in temporarily isn’t very child-friendly. We will have to sell our house and find somewhere here, seeing as my new contract is for four years.”
Carter looked at Scott, around his rather comfy-looking lapful of Kip.
“We have a house that can be rented out in special cases, Scott. Do you want me to phone Cameron?”
Scott caught Kip as he jumped down off Carter’s lap as the taller man stood. Scott nodded and leaned over to kiss Carter softly in thanks, their lips lingering and pressing again as Carter seemingly reluctantly pulled away to go find one of their phones. Scott now had arms around Kip’s waist as he turned back to Hayden.
“Sorry, Hayden, I should have checked before, but when you said you were flying out alone, I wasn’t sure what was going on.”
Hayden shook his head.
It wasn’t Scott’s fault. Both Carter and Scott had been nothing but accommodating towards him, Jake and Adam during the introduction, contract signing and the first few practice sessions.
“It’s alright. I didn’t ask until now.”
Kip came around the island to stand next to him, a strong hand gently patted his arm as he passed, heading out towards the door.
“Try not to worry too much, Hayden. Details can all be sorted. What matters is that you’re feeling better and more settled.”
 
As it turned out, Kip really was as sweet as he looked.
Hayden felt a surge of warmth at the easy care the three men were showing him.
He tried not to watch too closely as Kip stopped next to Scott when he came back with a jacket thrown over his shoulder and a bag in his hand. Carter followed behind the shorter man, an arm playfully thrown around his waist and pretending not to let him leave.
Hayden watched as all three of them wrapped around each other, trying not to openly stare but knowing he was doing a really bad job of it.
The knowing look that both Kip and Carter sent him told him that much. It was just a little bit fascinating. Hayden loved Jackie and had no interest in adding a third, but the idea was very new, and Hayden was curious about how it all actually worked.
From what he could see of the three of them, very well. They flowed together, moved in sync that didn’t seem to be affected by the difference of there being three rather than two. Kip managed to extract himself from his hockey player sandwich, not that he seemed to be trying that hard and was gone.
Which brought Hayden back to attention.
Carter came to sit with him. Scott brought a laptop over and sank down to sit at Carter’s feet so he was on the floor with the laptop on his knee as Carter talked.
“Okay. The house is all yours. We just need to fill in the application form, but Cameron has already boxed it off. It’s only a three-bed, so would your twins mind sharing?”
He was a little bit touched that Carter had remembered he had twins.
“They share now. They won’t mind. Where do I find the form to fill in?”
Scott held the laptop up and made a noise as Carter folded himself over and leaned down to look over his shoulder. Hayden couldn’t see as Carter had leaned down on the other side of Scott, but from the expression on Carter’s face when he sat back up, Hayden figured he had done something Scott hadn’t approved of.
The laptop was handed over, an electronic form already open and waiting for Hayden to fill in.
It wasn’t complicated; it took him about five minutes. Scott took the laptop back and finished the process of getting it sent to Cameron.
Carter’s phone pinged shortly after.
“There, all done. We can get the keys on the way to practice in the morning. Cameron will send you all the details, address and such later. He will also have it cleaned and stocked with basics for you. All you need to do is let him know when Jackie and the kids are arriving.”
Honestly, Hayden had thought he was done crying for the day this morning, but he could feel the tears gathering behind his eyes.
His voice cracked slightly as he looked at both his new Captain and Alternate. He honestly hadn’t thought he could cope under a Captain that wasn’t Shane, but maybe he just couldn’t because of the situation rather than the person.
“Thank you. Both of you. This has all been a lot.”
 
Carter gave him a stern but not unkind look. Without saying anything, he picked up his phone and dialled a number. Hayden watched him in utter confusion. That was until the taller man stood, pulled Scott to his feet and handed Hayden his phone.
An all-too-familiar voice was in his ear.
Shane.
“Hayden? Are you alright?”
He sounded worried. Of course he did.
Hayden drew in a tight breath. Carter and Scott had left him to it, which he was grateful for, somehow; he suspected this would end up in a breakdown from one or either of them.
“I'm okay. Well, actually I’m not.”
There it was.
This was why he had been avoiding Shane’s calls, his messages.
Hayden was ashamed.
He was meant to be the one with it all together. He had an amazing wife, awesome and every so slightly demonic - looking at you, Ruby - children.
Yet he had failed his best friend, failed his family and his team. Or at least it had felt like that at first. Then he hadn’t known how to climb back out of the hole he had dug himself into.
Everything he tried just seemed to make it worse.
Until Shane had dug him out.
Threw a ladder down and was still standing there at the top, holding his hand out and waiting for Hayden to realise he was still there. Waiting, patiently at the edge to pull him out as soon as he could reach.
“Hayd. Please. Talk to me.”
He had never heard Shane beg like that. Like something was physically hurting him. It made Hayden’s heart ache, knowing he had caused that in his best friend.
He sat back on the sofa.
Leaned his head back and closed his eyes.
Then Hayden talked.
 
He talked for nearly an hour.
Shane just listened. Hayden knew he was there, could hear him breathing; he made positive noises when Hayden faltered but didn’t interrupt. Shane knew him better than anyone except Jackie. He knew not to interrupt; otherwise Hayden would lose his bottle and stop talking.
Only once he had gone silent did Shane speak.
“I’m so sorry, Hayd.”
Well, if he hadn’t already been crying, he would be now. Another apology that he didn’t deserve but was getting anyway. That was two in one day. First Jackie and now Shane.
“No, Shane, buddy. It wasn’t you. I promise it wasn’t you.”
There was a soft sob on the line.
“But I left you…”
Hayden rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, praying that would slow the flood of tears. It didn’t.
“You didn’t. It was me that ignored you, buddy. I know, I’m sorry, but you have to know it wasn’t you; it was me.”
There was another noise. A low, deep rumble of Russian that Hayden couldn’t understand, even if he could hear it properly. At least that meant Shane wasn’t alone; Hayden couldn’t abide the thought of Shane crying alone somewhere.
“I should have tried harder, taken you with me.”
Oh Shane.
Hayden knew there had been no chance of that happening, and anyway he hadn’t wanted to leave Jake and Adam to fend for themselves.
“Shane, that wasn’t possible, so it was not your fault. I couldn’t leave your rookies anyway. You got us out, bud. This trade was your idea, wasn’t it?”
The sobs had softened to a slight sniffle now. That was good. His own eyes were drying, slowly.
“Yes. I told Carter you all wanted out and could solve the Admiral’s 3rd line problem at the same time.”
Ah, there he was. Shane Hollander, highest hockey IQ.
“See? You did enough, Shane. So thank you.”
And he was more than grateful; after all, he hadn’t had the connections to get them out, but Shane had. He would have done the exact same in Shane’s position.
In fact, Shane had way more patience than he did, if someone had pulled the crap as he had done to Shane? No way would he forgive so easily, but Shane always had.
Always quick to forgive, to give another chance, even when someone didn’t really deserve it.
“Did you talk to Jackie? Is she okay now?”
Of course he was still worrying; Shane was a worrier.
“Yes, I did. She’s good now, thanks for talking to her. It really seemed to help.”
Shane gave a pleased little huff.
“Good. I’m just glad it helped, Hayd. Did you get the living situation sorted? Unfortunately, I don't have any property in New York … maybe I should …”
Oh fuck. Shane and his thing for real estate.
“No, no. It’s all good, buddy, don’t worry. Scot and Carter got it all sorted for me. I am just going to let Jackie know, and then she can book the flight. I will get her to see if her mum and sister can fly with her since I don’t have a gap now for a while. That way she has help with the twins.”
Shane laughed.
“You mean Ruby.”
He was correct. Hayden did mean his wonderful, slightly demonic Ruby.
“Yes, but don’t tell her that.”
There was a slight pause, and someone on Shane’s end called a name of some sort, but Hayden couldn’t catch it. Shane replied in Russian, though, so it was probably Rozanov.
“I’m sorry, Hayd, but I have to go, or we will be late. Let me know when Jackie and the kids arrive; we will come up as soon as we both get a couple of days. Keep me updated. Please?”
There was that little broken please again. God, Hayden was such an ass, and that was coming from himself.
“Of course, bud. Speak soon, okay.”
A louder call came, then Shane spoke softly into the phone.
“Bye, Hayd. Got to go. Talk soon.”
 
The call was cut off. Hayden didn’t move for a moment. He stayed with his head dropped back, and his eyes squeezed shut against the threat of more tears. Not bad ones this time, more of relief, of finally feeling like he was right in his own skin for the first time since Shane was kicked out of the Voyageurs.
Two large, warm bodies sat quietly beside him. One on either side. Hayden didn’t open his eyes, not even when arms were wrapped around him, and he was pulled into someone’s chest. He didn’t open his eyes, even when the tears had finally slowed and he felt both exhausted and so much lighter.
Hours later, he was woken when Kip came back in.
The three of them were still all sprawled in a big puppy pile on the sofa, but a blanket had been pulled over Hayden. From the sound of it, Carter and Scott had been watching something on low volume so as not to wake him.
Kip crouched in front of him and held out a hand.
“Come on. I have some clothes that will fit you and some cooling cream that will stop the headache from crying. It’s Carter’s turn to cook anyway.”
There was a groan from under Hayden’s head. So that answered who’s chest he was on; his legs must be on Scott then. Hayden blushed a bit, but he knew there was nothing behind it. He, JJ and Shane used to flop like this to watch games, back years ago.
Hayden shook his head and followed Kip. Those kinds of memories weren’t going to do him any good now. He wanted to move forward, not backwards.
 
A week later, Hayden opened the door of his new home and was greeted by the beautiful vision of his wife and his children. Behind him, Scott, Carter and Kip were all carrying suitcases, boxes and gifts - in Kip’s case - as offerings for the twins.
As he wrapped Jackie tightly in his arms and kissed her for the first time in way too long, he felt the last adrift piece slot back into place. It wasn’t all magically fixed yet, but it was so much better than it had been.
He let go reluctantly but only to scoop up both twins and plaster them in kisses, both to the delight of Jade and the utter horror of Ruby.
“Ewww Daddy, let me go!”
He didn’t let the little terror go, but he did stop kissing her, which she allowed as a compromise until he put them down and introduced his new Captain and Alternate.
Ruby was instantly fascinated by Kip, not just because she had sniffed out the gifts - nose of a bloodhound that one - but because she had declared him ‘pretty’, like Uncle Shane.
Hayden decided he would have great fun telling Shane later that Kip was now in the same pretty boy category that he was.
For now he took his son into his arms and pulled Jackie close under his chin, breathing in her familiar, strawberry-scented hair.
It was enough.
He would do better here. Work harder to be better. He owed himself, his family and his best friend that much. As he watched Ruby half plead, half bully Carter and Scott into letting her paint their nails, he realised that it was already so much better.
If Carter and Scott won their next game with multiple shades of pink on their nails, well, hockey traditions started in the strangest of places and to Hayden’s delight, his Captain was highly superstitious.
Pink nails became an Admiral’s Captain thing, and Ruby was extremely pleased with herself every time Scott or Carter waved at a camera and a flash of pink could be seen.
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  Luca felt both guilty and hurt. He didn’t know why or even how to fix it. He didn’t understand why he was feeling this way. He didn’t want to feel like this. He loved little Levi. He absolutely adored him and would do anything for him, just to make him smile. After all, the little boy deserved to smile. 
That didn’t stop the sneaking infusion of dark, inky jealousy that twisted slowly into his heart when Levi called Shane Kaasan or when Levi was easily welcomed into either man’s arms. Luca was not a tiny, fragile 7-year-old who had been deprived of every bit of warmth, love and affection by his own father.
He was technically a full-grown adult. He had been on his own, really, for years now. 
His grandad had tried, but the man wasn’t built for raising children; his wife had done all the child-rearing, and it wasn’t like his mother had turned out very well. He was not an affectionate man by any stretch of the imagination. The most Luca had gotten was a pat on the head or a very rare, very manly type of hug. 
However, that didn’t stop the wanting. It wasn’t that both Ilya and Shane weren’t very open and free with their affection; they very much were, to both Levi and himself. It was that Luca wanted more. He wanted every scrap they would give him. He felt like a starving street cat snatching the tiniest of scraps only to run and hide it, shivering in the corner. 
He wanted every touch, every hug, anything they would give him, but he also didn’t know how to ask for it, and couldn’t articulate the words. In any of the three languages he now spoke. 
Sometimes it felt okay. 
When it was just the four of them, Luca knew if he approached or even just pressed close to Shane, then he would gather him close. Ilya, too, would offer an open arm or just pull Luca into the cuddle pile with everyone else. 
Luca had tested it. Shane had never turned him away, never refused to put an arm around him or told him no. Ilya reached out anytime he even looked like he wanted to be included. 
Which was part of why Luca didn’t understand what he was feeling right now. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, even though Shane had given him permission. When Levi had first called Shane by the Japanese for Mama, it had surprised them all; even Shane had taken a minute to process, but all Luca had felt was a hot flash of both jealousy and want. It had flared like a sudden flame, licking around his heart and closing his throat over so he could barely breathe.  
Then poor little Levi had told Shane that Luca should be allowed to call him Kaasan, too, and Shane hadn’t said no. 
Of course, he hadn’t said no, not to Levi, who had taken a very big step forward. That didn’t mean Shane actually wanted Luca to call him the same, though, and Luca had no idea how to ask, how to check without sounding needy and jealous. 
Adrien had tried to help. Luca had told him a little about what was wrong, but even that had only been because his boyfriend had caught him nearly in tears, the evening when they had gotten back, and he had slipped. 
He had called Shane Kaasan out loud, in front of both of them. He had just been swept up by the emotions of when they had gotten back, of Ilya lifting him just the same as he had Levi, like there was no difference in the Russian’s eyes. Like Luca was put into the exact same category as Levi in Ilya’s mind. 
They hadn’t brought it up since, well, Luca hadn’t, not to Shane and not to Ilya. The only reason he had spoken about it to Adrien was that he had caught him at a bad time. 
Adrien tried, he really did, and he was so very sweet about it all. Not mocking him, not making him feel any less for the feelings, but he also didn’t really understand, and Luca had no way of making him. He couldn’t put it into words; he couldn’t even draw it. It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried; he had spent hours sitting in front of his sketchbook, staring at the blank piece of paper or just ending up with mindless scribbling that frustrated him all the more. 
Luca loved his room. Not the tiny little apartment that he hadn’t renewed the monthly lease on; he was extremely grateful to be out of there, even if he did feel a little guilty about the others. However, Adrien slept over with him more than he stayed there anyway. Ethan and Reece maintained it wasn’t that bad as long as they got their fair share of sleepovers again once Levi had settled; then they didn’t mind. Adrien insisted that all they missed was the free food and massive TVs in the older Bears players’ houses. 
Right now, though, Luca was sitting at his desk trying to draw his feelings out. It hadn’t been a very successful method for him recently, but right now he was hoping to make it work by sheer force of will. It was not working, and Luca was getting more and more frustrated at both the sketch and himself. 
 
He was saved from the very possibility of throwing his drawing pad out of the window by a quiet knock at his door. 
Luca looked up. 
Ilya stood in the doorway, massive shoulders easily filling up the frame as concerned blue eyes met his own. Luca knew that shade; he saw it every time he looked into a mirror. The concern wasn’t new either; Ilya’s eyes were very expressive if you knew where to look. 
“You were quiet earlier, Lukasha. Everything okay?”
Luca could feel the blush creeping up his face. He looked away and back down at the drawing that was more of a scribble than anything. 
“Yes, fine, thanks, Ilya. I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”
It wasn’t even a lie; Luca was tired, but it also wasn’t the truth, not really. From the look on Ilya’s face, he knew it too. 
Despite his looming size and intimidating presence, Ilya wasn’t threatening. At least not to Luca; in fact, all Luca ever felt was safe when Ilya was around. The Russian dropped his bulk down to the end of Luca’s bed, right opposite where Luca was sitting in his desk chair. 
“Lukasha.”
Ilya wasn’t pushing, but he also wasn’t leaving. 
Luca embarrassingly wanted to crawl into the older man’s arms, bury his head in his chest and be held. 
Something must have shown on his face because Luca was suddenly being gathered into huge, powerful arms and brought into a hug. 
If he melted just a little, well, Ilya wouldn’t tell anyone. 
A strong hand came up to stroke softly at his hair and down his back. The low, deep rumble of Russian washed over him; the language was very much a comfort now. Warm and safe, associated with home, Ilya and Shane. He could understand way more than even a few weeks ago. He had been good at learning English, but apparently, according to Ilya, he was very proficient with Russian too. The praise curled up, warm and soft inside his chest every time he was told that. 
The words Ilya was murmuring were just soft, low, comfortable things. Soothing more than anything, exactly like he had heard both Ilya and Shane do with Levi. Only when his back began to protest the awkward angle did he pull away. 
Ilya didn’t let him go far. Instead, he was scooped up into strong arms and carried over to the bed. It should be embarrassing to be picked up and carried like a child, but instead, all Luca felt was warmth, relief that he was still wanted by both of them.  
Luca curled into Ilya’s lap, his head tucked under his chin and eyes closed as he fought not to cry. Again. 
It felt like all he did was cry these days. A huge palm was rubbing soothing circles across his back and shoulders, just like Luca had done for Levi during the harrowing experience of trying to escape from their attackers. He felt just as much as he heard Ilya’s deep voice as he spoke. 
“It’s alright, Lukasha. You can cry if you need to. No judgment here.”
However, Luca was determined not to cry this time. Well, he would try, at least. 
“Feels like that is all I am doing right now. I’m sorry.”
Luca didn’t lift his head from Ilya’s chest, far too embarrassed to look the bigger man in the eyes. He could feel the familiar creeping, heated flush up his cheeks, though. 
A strong finger hooked softly under his chin, and his head was lifted. Not with any force; Luca could pull away or resist if he wanted to, but he didn’t; he let Ilya lift his face so his eyes met almost identical dark ocean blue. 
“You have been through a lot, Lukasha. There is nothing wrong with feeling the effects of that; it doesn’t make you weak. Do you think crying makes me or Shane weak?”
He shook his head; of course, he didn’t think Shane or Ilya were in any way, shape or form weak. They were all some of the strongest, most talented, kindest, loving people he had ever met. 
“No. Of course not.”
Ilya rubbed his thumb under Luca’s jaw, the motion soft and almost absent-minded as he talked. 
“Then why would it be any different for you, Malen’kiy? You have just proved that you are strong, brave and amazingly resourceful in a dangerous and stressful situation. You kept both yourself and Lyovushka safe till we could get to you. If you want to call Shane by Kaasan, then do so. I can promise you he loves it and will not ask you to stop.”
There went Luca’s plan not to cry. 
The tears slipped down his cheeks, and he tried hurriedly to dash at them with his hands, larger, broader hands cupped each side of his face and wiped away the salty drops as Ilya looked softly at him. 
Once the tears had slowed, Luca was pulled back to rest against Ilya’s chest and just held there. He could feel that strong hand stroking his hair, and Ilya was humming something softly under his breath. Luca was drifting, almost half asleep, when he felt a second hand smooth down his back and a familiar, welcome voice in his ear. 
“Oh, Lukasha.”
Shane had come to find them both. 
Luca didn’t throw himself into Shane’s arms, but it was a close thing. He just about managed to contain himself so as not to break down into a sobbing, howling mess in the arms of the man who had been more like a mother to him than his own had ever managed. 
 
Strong, safe arms caught him. The pair of them sort of melted into the rug on the floor. Shane’s arms were tight around him as Luca tried to get his breathing under control. He fought to drag air into his lungs and to calm the tears still sliding down his cheeks. 
“I’m sorry, Lukasha. I should have made it completely clear. You can call me whatever you want, but if you happen to also want to use Kaasan, then you can. Of course you can; I have said it before that you are ours, haven’t I?”
Luca looked up into warm, soft, chocolate coloured eyes. There was nothing on Shane’s pretty face except pure, open honesty. 
“You really wouldn’t mind? Even though I’m not a child, like Levi?”
Luca felt Ilya drop down to the floor and gather them both up into his muscular arms, his strength more than enough to hold them both to him. Shane made sure Luca was looking at him before he answered. 
“You might not be a child in the same sense, Luca, but you can still be a child when it comes to parents. No matter how old you get, you are still allowed to want and need your parents.”
Luca wanted to turn away, but Shane’s firm but somehow gentle grip wouldn’t let him. How was he meant to know? The closest he had ever come to parents was the two men sitting on his bedroom floor with him, while he cried into both of their chests like he was a baby.
“I don’t know. My mother was a gambling addict, and my dad was an alcoholic who used to take out his frustrations on me. My grandad tried when he took me in, but he wasn’t a very loving man. I was told real men don’t cry.”
Here, Luca paused, wiped his eyes and felt Shane draw him in again, arms coming up to cradle the back of his head and neck as Shane pressed a kiss to his hair. 
“Well, now you know. Luca Haas, you are ours now.” 
He felt a larger hand take Shane’s place on the back of his neck and give a gentle grounding squeeze. Ilya’s deep rumble seeped into Luca’s bones with his next words.
“Can have our name too, if you want.”
Luca froze. 
Their name? 
There was no way Ilya meant that; how it had sounded, right? 
It must mean something different in Russian, and the translation across hadn’t quite worked. It had happened before; Ilya had said something that would work in Russian but didn’t in English. 
“Sorry, but I don’t think I understand?”
Shane laughed softly and reached around him to kiss Ilya. It was just a quick press of lips, but there was so much affection, so much love in the gesture that Luca blushed. Which in turn made Ilya chuckle at him and playfully flick the top of his now bright red ear. 
Shane turned his face back to Luca and gently explained. 
In fluent German. 
“What Ilya meant was that if you wanted, we could legally adopt you as well. You could change or add to your last name if you want, just like the rest of us. That’s if you will have us?”
Fuck.
So Ilya had meant exactly what he had said. 
Luca just stared. He wasn’t sure his brain was working anymore. It wasn’t just the offer, which was causing his heart to beat faster inside his chest; it was the meaning behind it. 
To offer to adopt him. To actually mean it. 
Luca clenched his fingers, the fabric of Shane’s hoodie wrinkled and warped in the strength of his grip, but he couldn’t let go. He dug his teeth into his bottom lip hard enough to draw blood, like the pain would be enough to wake him up. To make him open his eyes and realise this was all just a dream.
Because this had to be some sort of dream.
There was nothing else it could be. 
He had, after all, dreamed about this, in the darker, empty nights when he was still living in his tiny, so very lonely apartment, wishing he was in a much bigger, much more welcoming house.  
Sometimes he was brave enough to let his mind think about what it might be like, what it might be like to be Shane and Ilya’s son. To be allowed to call them his parents. To be wanted like that by someone who chose him, not because they were stuck with him. Just because they wanted him.  
He had never been chosen before. Not like this.
Luca could feel that his body was shaking, even with the grip he had on Shane’s hoodie and the arms around him. He wasn’t crying; he was pretty sure he had passed that point and was driving headfirst into a panic attack. 
Strong fingers in his hair tugged. 
It was a sudden, sharp sting that caused him to look up. 
Shane was watching him, eyes knowing but calm. That serene, soft voice perfectly pronounced what should have been the harsh language of his home as Shane continued in German. 
“That’s enough, Lukasha. Focus on me now.”   
Luca could do nothing but obey. 
He hadn’t spoken or been spoken to in his own language for so long that he had almost forgotten what it should sound like, because no one had ever spoken to him with that kind of affection, that much softness in German. Not once. 
He couldn’t open his mouth. He couldn’t make the words come out; it felt like his throat had closed, and it was all he could do to breathe. 
The words came again. Slower than Russian but still perfect in their pronunciation. 
“Copy me. Breathe in with me, Lukasha, come on now, love.”
It was all Luca could do but follow the instructions. He breathed with Shane, matching the movement of their lungs as the same large hand moved back down his back to rub wide, firm circles and help to open his airways. 
They were patient with him, helping and supporting, but not pushing; neither of them ever pushed. Luca had leaned back against Ilya, who had shifted at some point to bracket both him and Shane inside the V shape of his massive thighs. Shane was sitting with Luca half in his lap and half in Ilya’s; Shane’s arms were still tight around Luca, and Ilya’s were around both of them. 
For a few minutes, they all just sat. Luca concentrated on the expansion of his chest and the slowly calming race of his heartbeat. 
No one spoke. 
They just existed in the same shared space. 
Luca was just soaking up the feelings, basking in the warmth and the comfort from both Shane and Ilya. For the first time, he could freely accept that this was what he had been craving. Possibly from the very first time he had been hugged by Shane, and Ilya had wrapped his arm around his shoulders to squeeze him proudly after he had pulled off a perfect shot in practice. 
 
A noise at the door made all three look up. Luca lifted his head from where he had been leaning back into Ilya’s shoulder, using the steady rise and fall of the massive chest he was braced against to mirror the Russian’s steady pattern of breathing. 
Levi was watching them from the half-open door. Bright little blue eyes, both worried and happy at the same time. 
Luca wasted no time opening his arms and offering his little brother the space to come join them. 
Levi didn’t pause; he had never once paused, not since the first time he had decided that Luca’s arms were a safe space. Luca watched him scamper over and wiggle his way under both Shane and Ilya’s arms to get to Luca in the middle. 
Sharp little bony elbows and knees dug into all three of them, but no one made a sound of complaint. 
Luca settled the little boy into his lap and leaned back into Ilya, trusting that the bigger man could and would hold all three of them up. 
Levi reached up and carefully wiped his hands across Luca’s wet cheeks with a worried little frown on his face. He then leaned up to whisper, like that would mean only Luca could hear him, even though there was no chance of either adult not hearing, with how close they were all cuddled. 
“Why are you crying, Lukasha?”
Tiny hands began to search Luca’s arms and chest, like he could find and fix the problem with his own sheer force of will. 
Luca let out a wet, soft laugh that was almost a sob. This tiny, damaged 7-year-old was more worried about Luca being hurt than himself, and Luca had been sitting here feeling jealous that Levi was the one allowed to call Shane Kaasan. 
What was wrong with him? 
Luca took Levi’s hands carefully into his own as he gave his little brother a soft smile. 
“It’s alright, Lyovushka. I’m not upset anymore. All fixed.”
Levi cocked his head to one side, then shifted to whisper into Luca’s ear again, in that not-so-quiet but very trying way that small children had when they think they are quieter than they actually are. 
“Kaasan fixed it?”
He smiled again, letting Levi snuggle in against his chest, the warm, soft weight of him helping to ground Luca just that little bit more. 
“Da. Kaasan fixes everything right, Lyovushka?”
Levi looked very serious for a moment, then nodded, with all the authority of a 7-year-old. Then he settled back down, playing with the string on Luca’s hoodie. 
“Kaasan is the best.”
From where he was sitting, Luca could see that Shane was forcibly fighting back tears. He could see how Shane was biting his lip, just like Luca had done before to try and keep the emotion under control. 
Then, of course, Levi turned and snuggled into Shane’s arms, pulling Luca by the hoodie with him, which caused poor Ilya to have to quickly shift his balance to keep them all upright. 
Levi then suddenly switched to hesitant Japanese. This then threw Luca off because he hadn’t realised that Levi knew that much. It sounded stilted and unsure, but it seemed like Shane could still understand because he was suddenly leaning forward and looking very seriously at Levi. 
Luca watched as they went back and forth for a moment, sharing a look with Ilya over his shoulder as he, too, was watching with the same puzzled expression on his handsome face. 
“Any ideas?”
Ilya shook his head and went back to playing with Luca’s wavy hair at the back of his neck. Luca melted slightly into the touch. Content to watch and wait. That was until Levi tugged on his hoodie and pulled him into the little bubble around Shane. This time, whispering very, very quietly. 
“Lukasha. Kaasan says we can call Ilya one of my mama’s words; we can call him Otousan, but you need to learn how to say it as well. Since you’re my big brother, right? That means he’s your papa too?”
That hit like a puck to the face. 
It sort of made sense that Levi wouldn’t want to use anything Russian or even English that sounded like what he had called his father, but to just casually announce that Luca would have to learn it too. That Luca was their son, too. Out of the mouth of babes was certainly accurate here, wasn’t it?  
Dutifully, he repeated the word along with Levi until Shane was happy they both had it correct. Then he turned Levi to face Ilya and gave Luca a glowing smile and a nod of encouragement. 
Luca shifted so he was now facing Ilya, both him and Levi with Shane at their back, and Ilya sat, still puzzled but ever patient until they were ready in front of them. He shot them a half-quirked smile and held up his hands in mock surrender. 
“That’s too much cuteness aggression from the pair of you. Lyubimyy, how can you encourage this? Three against one is a betrayal, you know.”
That made all of them giggle as the massive Russian pouted at them and crossed his huge arms over his chest in a mock sulk. It looked a little bit ridiculous, but also not. 
Luca gave Levi a little nudge; his little brother smothered another giggle and crawled into Ilya’s lap.
Those arms dropped to encircle the fragile little body, instantly cradling Levi to his chest. Luca wriggled closer so he was comfortably pressed between the two bigger adults again, happy to feel Shane wrap his arms back around him from behind.  
Levi looked up at Ilya with wide, innocent blue eyes and opened his mouth. Luca braced himself, not realising he was leaning back into Shane’s broad chest for both support and to make sure he was still there. Not that he expected Ilya to react negatively, not at all, but he was still seeking that comfort from Shane. 
“Lukasha is allowed to be my big brother, right, Otousan? 
Luca saw Ilya freeze at the unknown name. 
Ilya mouthed it a few times, repeating it on his tongue before he answered Levi, voice soft but deep.
“Of course he is. We have just told Lukasha that he is your big brother, if he would like to be. Lyovushka, what does Otousan mean?”
He was very careful with the pronunciation of the word, but still, it wasn’t quite right. Luca leaned forward and answered for Levi, making sure that Ilya could see the feelings written clearly all over his face. 
“Otousan means Papa; it’s to go with Kaasan. Do you like it, Otousan?”
It was Ilya’s turn to fight tears.
Luca watched him look away, trying to hide, but the grip that Levi had around his neck wouldn’t let him; instead, he buried his head into the neat braid of Levi’s freshly washed, silky black hair. One arm tightened around Levi as he reached for both Luca and Shane with the other. 
Shane nudged Luca to go to Ilya, the firm hand on his back enough to get him moving. As Luca was wrapped close beside his little brother, he felt Shane come around and cradle Ilya to his chest as he couldn’t hide the slight shaking of those massive shoulders. Levi looked up at Luca and whispered a question. 
“Otousan is sad?”
Luca shook his head and pressed a kiss to Levi’s head.
“No, Lyovushka, those are happy tears, I promise. Don’t worry.”
In fact, Luca looked between Ilya and Shane, then leaned down to scoop Levi up into his arms. Gently, he nudged his head against Ilya’s chin and nuzzled in softly as he murmured, more to Shane than Ilya, but knowing they could both hear him. 
“Lyovushka, why don’t we go and find the cookies that Kaasan made earlier? Then you pick a film to watch after dinner. Let’s give Kaasan a minute with Otousan, okay?”
Levi was utterly enamoured with the slightly less sweet cookies that Shane made; he could eat two without them hurting his stomach, so it didn’t take much more than a mention of those to get the little boy to agree. He grinned up at Luca and bounced slightly in his arms but made no move to be put down, more than happy to be carried and held close. Luca knew the feeling. Shane glanced over with a grateful smile as Luca stood and carried Levi out. He glanced back over his shoulder as he shut the door softly behind them. 
Ilya had completely collapsed into Shane’s arms. Luca would happily give them all the time they needed. Levi certainly knew how to devastate with his big, round puppy dog eyes and his sweet words, for sure. 
By the time Shane and Ilya came through to the living room, Levi and Luca were curled up on the corner of the sofa watching the film that was meant to be for after dinner, but since Levi was half asleep, it didn’t really matter that much. 
Luca watched both of them as they all ate. 
Ilya’s eyes were still a little dazed, and he seemed to light up when either he or Levi called him Otousan. Shane, too, had slightly glassy eyes every time he heard it. Luca made a choice there, and then he would use both titles as much as possible. After all, what did he care what anyone else thought? Other people still called their parents ‘mom’ and ‘dad’ as adults, right? So he could too.  
Shane and Ilya were his Kaasan and his Otousan. He was allowed to call them what they were. Especially if it made them as happy as it obviously did, because it made warmth spiral through him every time he said it, like a little shot of sunlight inside his heart. 
 
A loud shout made both Luca and Levi jump at the breakfast table the next morning. They all had a couple of days’ break before their next game, and it was the start of their playoff push, so Coach LeClaire had told them to rest for the next day to be ready to throw themselves into it with everything they had.
The shout had come from Ilya, who was upstairs taking a shower after the three of them had been in the gym first thing. Ilya had carried on past Shane and Luca, finishing, since he had been slower to start. Too busy teasing Shane and trying to distract Luca. Unfortunately, it had worked. 
“Shane! Come here.”
Usually, Ilya used his favourite pet name for Shane, so the lack of it made Luca sit up, worried. Five minutes later, the pair came down quickly, and they looked worried. 
“Otousan, what’s wrong?”
Ilya paused to cup the back of his neck in a large palm and squeeze softly before scooping Levi up into his arms as Shane went into the office and then came back out with both his notebook and his fancy leather binder that had all the legal documents in it. 
“Jahseh just called. We are required to present Lyovushka for a physical exam and our first round of language evaluation this morning. Apparently, they should have been warned earlier, but the Russian embassy claimed they could only get someone here for this morning, so we have to go. Will you be okay here? Is Adrien still coming over?”
Luca took a second to process all that; the fact that Ilya hadn’t even remembered to switch back to English was very telling, but Luca’s Russian was coming along in leaps and bounds. Being forced to talk and listen only in that language worked wonders, apparently. Points to Shane there. 
“Da. Adrien is coming over. I was going to try baking those cookies that Kaasan showed me; we ate them all, and Lyovushka was upset.”
Shane gave him a quick cuddle around the shoulders and dropped a kiss on the top of his head, which had Luca blushing in pleased embarrassment. 
“Ingredients are all there, Lukasha. Just make sure to clean up afterwards, but I am sure Lyovushka will be very grateful to come home to his favourites after today. It’s going to be a long, stressful process. Make sure you eat properly. Don’t let Adrien talk you into getting takeout; there are three different options in the fridge that your Otousan has left out for you.”
Luca grinned at Shane as Ilya smirked softly from where he was waiting by the door. 
“Da. Make the cub eat healthy for a change. It’s the nice chicken noodles you like, Lukasha.”
It was true. Luca did love the chicken noodle dish that Ilya made and would happily make Adrien eat it rather than a greasy takeout. 
 
Luca was halfway through the third batch of cookies when he heard his boyfriend let himself in. He had left the door open since he knew that Adrien was on his way over. He was greeted with a soft kiss and a playful bit of flour brushed from his hair. Adrien’s handsome face was curved up into a bright smile as he dusted the flour between his fingers and eyed the state of the kitchen. Luca was well aware he would need to tidy up before Shane got home. 
Adrien’s voice drifted pleasantly into his ears as he rotated the last tray of cookies to make sure they baked evenly. They were turning a lovely golden brown.  
“Hey, sweetheart.”
Luca smiled softly and blushed a little bit at the handsome smile he was being given, as well as the pet name. 
“Hey, yourself, but you’re late.”
Adrien wrapped his arms around his waist and hooked his chin over the blond’s shoulder. Luca snuggled back into the hold, letting Adrien take his weight as he started to plate up the already-baked cookies. 
“What type of cookies are you making?”
Luca rolled his eyes at Adrien’s obvious avoidance of the earlier question. Knowing it was more than likely because his boyfriend had forgotten to set his alarm or had just flat-out slept through it. Again. 
“The half-sweet cookies for Levi. Ilya and Shane have had to take him to an evaluation, and it will be stressful for him, so I thought he might like a treat for when he gets home. Since we ate them all pretty much as soon as Kaasan made them the other day.”
There was a very soft look on Adrien’s face as he helped Luca put the rest of the cookies onto cooling trays. Luca stacked the now-cooled ones into the boxes that Shane used; they sealed fully and kept the baked goods fresher for longer. Not that many of the baked goods lasted long enough to go stale, not among them all. 
Adrien moved to automatically start helping him to clean up, both knowing that Shane didn’t like mess being left, especially in the kitchen and that baking was messy, no matter how hard Luca tried. 
Between the two of them, it didn’t take long. Shane kept the kitchen well organised, even if it was Ilya who cooked more often than not. Shane was the baker, which was now something Luca had picked back up since moving in. He loved Shane sharing the recipes, showing him what to do and standing side by side at the counters, helping with anything he could. It made him feel special. Like this was their thing. Ilya was teaching him to cook, and Shane taught him new things to bake.   
Once they were done, Luca led Adrien through to his room. He was covered in bits of flour, smudged under his eyes and very possibly in his hair too. He left his boyfriend reading one of the new comics that Wyatt had lent him while he took a quick shower.
As he washed, his thoughts drifted to the man lying in his bed. Adrien was stunning, absolutely gorgeous, and he had barely laid a hand on Luca since before he was injured. Luca hadn’t had this depth of romantic relationship before, but he had been exposed to his Kaasan and Otousan for long enough to know what a healthy relationship looked like. He missed the physical touches; he wanted Adrien, so maybe it was time he let his boyfriend know.  
When he came out, he didn’t bother to put a shirt on. Luca was now feeling rather brave; he had talked himself into this in his shower. For once, they had the house to themselves, and he was all healed now. Luca didn’t know how soon this opportunity would come up again; it was rare to have the house to themselves, and he wanted it. Adrien had barely touched him since he was injured, and Luca was not letting it go on any longer. The touches between them felt like nothing he had ever experienced before, and he wanted more. He felt like he was ready for more.  
Luca leaned down over Adrien. He braced his arm on the pillow above his boyfriend’s head, watching as Adrien put the comic down to give Luca his full attention. Luca could see the heat that had flared in those gorgeous, unique grey eyes, which gave him the confidence for once to make the first move. 
He pressed their mouths together and was happily emboldened by Adrien’s instant response of wrapping his arms around his waist and pulling him down onto the bed with him. Strong arms held his weight and rolled them so Luca was the one pressed down into the soft duvet. With a blush he could feel across his heated face, Luca reached over and pulled out an open bottle of lube and a condom from his bedside drawer. He watched as Adrien’s eyes locked onto the items, then back to Luca’s face. 
“You sure, sweetheart?”
Luca swallowed and nodded, but Adrien paused, lifting his mouth from Luca’s, which caused Luca to whine softly. 
“I need you to use your words, Luca.”
He leaned back into the pillows and closed his eyes, embarrassment flushing through him, but he managed to whisper. 
“Yes. I’m sure.”
Luca felt Adrien lift his head to look at him, grey eyes gone dark with desire as he leaned down and kissed him again. 
 
Adrien POV *-First Time-*
Adrien let his fingers dig into the smooth skin on the blond’s back as he kissed Luca. He was very much enjoying the sudden surge of bravery from his boyfriend. He had been hopeful when the blond had come out of the bathroom shirtless, but he would never push for more than Luca wanted. Then, Luca reached over and pulled out the bottle of lube and the condom. 
He pressed up against Luca’s lips, nipping and nibbling in turn; Adrien slowly traced his tongue over those plush lips, and then, when Luca parted under him with a soft whine, he pushed forward into that hot mouth to tangle their tongues together.
Luca moaned softly in the back of his throat. Adrien felt it as Luca slid his hands across the firm muscles of his upper arms and shoulders. 
Pressing down against his boyfriend, Adrien let their bare chests rub together. A hum of approval left Luca as Adrien did so. He bit down on Luca’s lower lip. Adrien shifted, twisting his hips as he wrapped his hands around Luca’s sweet little waist, pulling his boyfriend down underneath him, his full body weight pressing Luca down. 
A low, pleased moan left him as a noise of approval and arousal at the full contact. He felt it as Luca pressed his tongue back against his lips; Adrien opened for him and then took control to stroke his tongue against the roof of his boyfriend’s mouth. 
He nudged his thighs against Luca’s legs, which parted for him on instinct. Luca shifted, his hips arched up as Adrien settled in between them.
Slowly pulling back from Luca’s lips, Adrien stared down at him.
“You’re beautiful.”
Luca laughed, panting slightly, and those lovely pale cheeks were a soft red as he shook his head.
“Really? Have you seen yourself lately?”
Repressing the urge to roll his eyes, Adrien instead leaned down, placed several kisses and bites across the blond’s chest. He worked on leaving clear possessive little marks in his wake. 
It worked wonderfully, if the delightful gasp left Luca’s mouth as he arched up towards Adrien meant anything, all the blond’s words leaving him. He whimpered and clutched at Adrien’s shoulders as he squirmed; the movement caused their hardening cocks to press into each other. 
As he moved down the lines of Luca’s chest, he opened his mouth and set his teeth around one of Luca’s nipples. Adrien tugged sharply before soothing the nub with his tongue. Luca let out a wordless moan; his hands reached up from where they had been dug into his shoulders to tangle in his hair, trying to hold Adrien’s mouth against his chest for more.
Chuckling softly against Luca’s skin, Adrien moved to his other nipple, giving it the same treatment.
“You…”
He informed the blond between more open-mouthed kisses pressed against his chest.
“Are delightfully responsive.”
Groaning, Adrien could see the struggle on that pretty face as Luca tried to force his brain to work enough to form words.
“Only with you.”
It was panted out in between the heavy pull of air that Luca was clearly trying to haul into his lungs to hold himself steady under Adrien’s touch. It made a flash of smug satisfaction lick up his spine and his cock twitch. This was him, and only him, who was able to reduce this stunning creature to such depths of desire. 
He dipped his tongue into Luca’s navel, swirling it around in an imitation of what he wanted to do to his boyfriend – only lower down.
Gasping, Luca arched off the bed, body drawing in tight.
“Adrien!”
Luca cried out, and Adrien knew he was extremely pleased that they had the house to themselves right now, soundproofing notwithstanding. Luca had told him he was not prepared to test it out for the first time with his parents and little brother in the house.
“Yes.”
Adrien agreed, humming happily as he repeated the motions with his tongue. There was something simply delicious about having his boyfriend react to him in such a way. 
A heady arousal not just from the gorgeous body spread out below him, but from the power his boyfriend so willingly handed to him. Adrien was under no illusion that any of this would be happening should his boyfriend not want it. Luca was not weak after all; he was allowing this; he wanted this. 
And he revelled in that assurance. In the fact that Luca wanted him.
“Please.”
Luca gasped out, his hands tugging at Adrien’s hair, and he felt it as Luca’s hips shifted restlessly, not really seeming to know what he wanted, but clearly knowing that whatever it was, he desperately wanted it.
“Oh?”
Adrien asked, half-smirking as, instead of moving downwards, he began to trace his way back up Luca’s chest, interspersing his kisses with little nips that made his boyfriend press up towards him each time. 
He reached Luca’s all too tempting mouth and leaned in to press a kiss against the blond’s lips. He licked in between them, swallowing the moan that Luca produced, as he leisurely enjoyed the taste of his boyfriend’s soft mouth.
 
His eyes sparked with both mirth and desire, but there was also a question there. Adrien would not go any further until Luca gave him the final okay.
He watched as Luca opened those beautiful blue eyes that had gone both dark and glassy with want, but he understood what Adrien wanted.
“Yes. Please … Adrien.”
Instantly, Adrien captured Luca’s lips once more, more than eager to express his happiness at the blond’s response.
Adrien finally pulled away from his tempting lips, moving instead to trace kisses down his neck. He bit down.
Gasping, Luca jerked, as though his body couldn’t quite decide whether to try and get closer or further away from those teeth. He felt a rush of arousal flood him at the response. 
“Adrien!”
Luca moaned, tilting his head to the side to bare more of his neck, even as Adrien began to suck at the bite mark he had just left. There would be no doubt at all as to just what the two had gotten up to, or who Luca belonged to; Adrien would make sure of it. 
He felt the shiver it sent through the blond. The team would never let them live this down. But it looked like Luca didn’t care, and he found he didn’t really care either right now.
“Yes, sweetheart?”
Adrien murmured as he finally drew back. He paused to take a moment to regard the darkening mark on his boyfriend’s neck with satisfaction.
“Please.”
Luca whined, sliding his hands up and down Adrien’s arms, fingers needing against his skin.
“Please?”
Adrien tilted his head to the side, considering him.
It didn’t take much; he kissed him. Skin that was now heated with long-held desire, Luca pressed himself up against Adrien, sliding their cocks together and groaning into the kiss at the feel of Adrien’s hardness pressing against his own.
Letting his teeth graze against Luca’s skin, Adrien dragged his mouth downwards, snagging against the blond’s pants. Immediately, Luca’s hips lifted off the bed in invitation to remove them.
As Adrien reached the waistband of Luca’s pants, he shifted, grabbing hold of each side in his hands before dragging them downwards and off.
Head thrown back against the pillows, Luca groaned, hips jerking, as his cock sprang free.
Warm breath washed against the tip of his cock, and Luca gasped, muscles straining as they held his hips above the bed, seeking the source of that warmth. Adrien could tell he wouldn’t last long at this rate; he wasn’t used to this sort of attention, and it was getting harder to control himself.
Adrien chuckled, delighted at the way the blond was spread out below him, so open and wanting. 
Dropping his head, he swiped a gentle lick over the crown of Luca’s dripping wet cock.
Luca jerked, letting out a wordless whine. Opening his mouth, Adrien slid his lips down Luca’s length, swallowing him down.
Reaching the base of Luca’s cock, Adrien hummed, incredibly pleased with the full-body shiver that he earned. Drawing slowly back up, he swirled his tongue around the straining flesh, taking the time to memorise the taste of Luca.
Pre-come dribbled out as he reached the top, and Adrien laved his tongue over it, swallowing it down.
“Adrien!”
Luca gasped out, his voice a needy cry of want.
Swallowing, Adrien felt Luca’s cock hit the back of his throat before sliding down it again. The strangled gasp he received was well worth the effort.
While Luca was distracted by Adrien having his cock in his mouth, he reached for the bottle of lube he had left to hand when Luca had pulled it out earlier, and with one hand flipped the top open to coat his fingers. He warmed the liquid up gently between his fingers, not wanting to shock Luca with the sudden cold sensation. 
Long fingers traced over the plush globes of Luca’s lovely ass before dipping inside and slowly dragging downwards.
Moaning, Luca tossed his head back on the pillow above him. 
One of Adrien’s fingers slipped inside. Bucking up, away from the intrusion, Luca immediately pressed back down against it. His hands came up to knead against Adrien’s back, restlessly stroking and grasping.
Adrien hummed around him.
“Adrien…”
Luca managed to gasp out. He wriggled his hips. Adrien felt the shift of his finger inside him. Luca was arching, writhing against pressure. Adrien knew that he was feeling every nerve ending lighting up, hypersensitive to everything Adrien was doing to him. Adrien could feel Luca’s fluttering muscles around his finger as he slowly opened him up.  
 
There wasn’t really pain, more a pressure-type feeling, but it was a slightly strange sensation that Adrien knew, so he paused to allow Luca to adjust to it. Since this was his first time. Adrien had both topped and bottomed before; even if he preferred to be on top, he didn’t mind swapping occasionally. 
Sucking back up the length of Luca’s cock, Adrien swirled his tongue around the head and added a second finger.
At the stretch, Luca let out a low gasp. Luca jerked, seemingly unsure whether he wanted to press up into the heat of Adrien’s mouth, or down onto the long fingers shifting within him. His fingers scraped against Adrien’s back, leaving red lines in his wake.
“Adrien-”
Luca mewled softly.
Sliding his fingers in and out of the smaller blond, Adrien smiled at the way Luca’s ass tightened around him, as though trying to draw him inside. Luca was tight – deliciously so- but he was also relaxing slowly beneath Adrien’s ministrations. It was his first time after all, and Adrien was determined to make it good.
He added a third finger. Luca was writhing against what Adrien knew was the incredible feeling of fullness invading him. 
He lifted his head up enough to glance down at Adrien. Adrien watched him with hooded, heated eyes as he worked, making sure that Luca was still on the same page. He would stop at any point he thought that Luca was not on board with this. 
Adrien chuckled, the sound vibrating around Luca’s cock, making it twitch in excitement.
Twisting his fingers, Adrien slowly coaxed Luca’s ass open, spreading and kneading them within him.
“So beautiful.”
Adrien murmured, pulling back to place light kisses on the top of Luca’s cock.
“Adrien—”
Luca whined in reply, face red and delightfully flushed.
Adrien pulled away, placating the needy whine that Luca gave him, as he quickly rolled on a condom and used the remaining mess from his fingers to slick up his rock-hard length. Satisfied that his cock was sufficiently coated, Adrien leaned forward, grasping Luca’s legs from where they were still wrapped around his waist, and lifting them to rest against his shoulders. His face heating more as his legs were lifted and spread, obviously knowing that Adrien had a perfect view of his most intimate parts, Luca couldn’t seem to help but jerk his hips up towards Adrien in the position he was put into.
“Easy.”
Adrien murmured, hands dropping to stroke against his hips, fingers gripping tight to his skin, not wanting to hurt the smaller man.
Taking a deep breath, Adrien lined himself up, feeling the desperate fluttering of Luca’s hole against his swollen cock, before pushing slowly inside.
Luca’s head flung back with a moan. 
Adrien felt him press hard against his restraining grip as the smaller blond tried to thrust himself upwards. Clearly not sure if he wanted to press up or flinch away from the stretch.
But Adrien held him steady, moving inexorably into Luca, slow and steady, allowing the blond time to adjust around him. He would not hurt him.
 “Okay?”
Moaning overwhelmed in response, Luca tossed his head from side to side.
“Please…”
He managed to gasp out, tears pricking at the corners of his eyes, Adrien could see, from the pure pleasure that coursed through him.
Bottoming out, Adrien rested against Luca for a moment, simply enjoying the pleasure of being surrounded by his boyfriend’s perfect ass.
“Adrien. Do something…”
Luca half-gasped, half-complained. His fingers scrabbled against Adrien’s shoulders; his cock was twitching with desire. Clearly not knowing really what he wanted, except more.
Drawing back, he thrust into Luca, delighting in the cry of pleasure it released. Drew back, thrust in and set up a long, deep motion that had Luca writhing and moaning under him.
Hands shifting from restraining to supporting, Adrien coaxed Luca’s hips up to meet each of his thrusts. 
Harder and harder. Faster and faster, Adrien braced himself on those muscular thighs as he picked up the pace. Neither of them was going to last much longer, not feeling like this. Adrien was barely holding onto his sanity as it was.
Adrien watched as Luca thrashed on his thrusts; his own cock was twitching, spasming as his orgasm washed over him, making him clench around Adrien as come spurted from his tip. 
All over both of them.
Tension coiled around the base of Adrien’s spine, his whole body drawn up tight. Luca’s ass clenched around him, greedily sucking at him, trying to draw him in and hold him there.
“Adrien…”
Luca gasped out, fingers digging into his shoulders.
Adrien came.
His release rushed out of him in a torrent, leaving starbursts of colour behind his eyes and a sense of complete satisfaction and pleasure that he had never felt before. 
He was careful not to crush Luca as he collapsed on top of his beautiful boyfriend.
Adrien gathered the spent blond to him and pressed soft kisses to his neck and shoulders. He carefully pulled out, soothing the hiss of both protest and pain that Luca let out.
“Easy, sweetheart. Let me clean you up.”
Adrien padded to the bathroom and quickly cleaned himself up. He then found a soft, clean cloth, soaked it in warm water and returned to Luca. He was gentle but thorough in his cleaning of his boyfriend, not wanting to leave him sticky or to hurt him.
Once they were both settled, Adrien pulled Luca close and kissed him tenderly. He stroked down Luca’s thigh and cupped his hip as he pressed them close together under the duvet. He had made sure they had put clean pants back on just in case.
“You okay, Luca?”
He got a soft, sleepy purr in response.
“Yes.”
Adrien chuckled, and his eyes drifted closed as he murmured quietly into the silky, wavy blond hair.
“I love you.”
The answering German was sweet and lilting as Luca pressed closer into his arms and softly returned. 
“Ich liebe dich.”
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  Ilya wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. He knew what he wanted to have heard, but as he repeated the new, unfamiliar word a few times to get the feel of it, to sound it out on his tongue, he had to check. 
Carefully, he answered Levi, making sure to take care when he tried to pronounce the word. But by the look on Lukasha’s face, he hadn’t quite gotten it right. 
Ilya forced his face to stay as calm as possible, but his heart was racing, his chest was tight, and emotions were crawling up his throat, making his voice deeper than ever.
“Of course he is. We have just told Lukasha that he is your big brother, if he would like to be. Lyovushka, what does Otousan mean?
As Ilya managed to speak, his eyes watched the very open, very hopeful look on Lukasha’s face. He was making it as clear as he possibly could, and Ilya had to fight his own emotions down his tight throat. 
This wasn’t just Levi; this wasn’t just a very tiny, very traumatised child that had imprinted on them, as much as that was exactly what had happened. Levi was very smart and had survived an impossibly cruel, horrific situation all on his own. Yet, he wasn’t alone anymore. 
Not if Ilya could help it; as long as there was breath in his or Shane’s body, then Levi would stay safe, and he would not be alone. 
However, this was Luca too. This was Lukasha deciding that he too wanted in on this connection. Luca wasn’t a child, not in the same way that Levi was, but to Ilya it felt the exact same. He wanted to hold them both close. Ilya wanted to gather both of his boys up in his arms and shield them from anything that might hurt them again. 
Then Luca opened his mouth, and the waves upon waves of emotion crashed through Ilya. It tore through his chest, and he felt like his heart was exposed. 
“Otousan means Papa; it’s to go with Kaasan. Do you like it, Otousan?”
He hadn’t understood what Shane and Levi had been talking about. Japanese was a difficult language, and Ilya would be the first to admit that he didn’t have Shane’s talent with linguistics, but obviously Levi had asked Shane what the word he wanted was, and Shane had taught them. 
Both of them. 
Ilya dug his teeth sharply into the inside of his cheek. Hard enough to taste the copper tang of blood on his tongue as he fought to keep the tears from falling. 
Ilya held Levi closer, the delicate hands curled tightly into his tank top as the little boy happily snuggled back. He held out his other arm for Luca, very aware of their previous conversation and wanting him to know he was wanted just as much as Levi was. 
His shoulders were shaking with the force of trying to contain his emotions, as he felt Luca nuzzle him softly, sweetly, like a kitten. Like Shane did. Ilya let Luca pick Levi up into his arms as Shane came to him. His husband had a look on his face, a beautiful, cautious look that Ilya knew was part concern, part shared joy. 
Right now, Ilya was working very hard on holding it together until Luca had taken Levi out of the room in search of cookies. As soon as they were nearly alone, Ilya sagged into Shane’s strong arms, secure in the knowledge that Shane could and would always catch him. 
Finally, Ilya let the tears fall. 
He could taste the tang of salt as they ran freely down his face. Shane’s arms tightened around him, and he was pulled closer to his husband’s muscular chest. 
Ilya dropped his head to try to hide the tears, but Shane’s gentle, strong hands cupped his face and cradled his jaw.
“Hey. No. Don’t hide yourself from me, Ilyusha. Please.”
Ilya was powerless to those big, beautiful chocolate eyes, especially when they were wide and glassy with their own held-back tears. 
He let Shane hold him, keep him from ducking his head and trying to hide the echoed shame of his tears. 
Shane was not like his father. 
There was no shame in his tears.
Ilya had just told Lukasha that crying didn’t make a man weak, yet here he was, letting the ghost of a memory invade his mind. These were tears of emotion, of love, of overwhelming feeling that Ilya had nowhere to put. It was overflowing out of him. 
He had known that Lyovushka was always going to struggle with the Russian for father. Ilya himself had more negative connections with the title than positive ones. He had honestly been happy when Lyovushka had called Shane by Kaasan. Happy enough that he could very easily ignore the spark of both disappointment and jealousy. 
 
He wasn’t upset, not really. 
Shane was amazing with Lyovushka, and it was easy to pick up on the maternal vibes that Shane gave off, even if his pretty Canadian wasn’t very aware of it at first. 
Shane was very much his mother’s son. Which meant he had told himself repeatedly not to get disheartened about Levi using a parental name for Shane and not him. That didn’t make it easier to stamp down on the tiny, sneaking slithers of pain in his chest whenever he was called ‘Ilya’. 
“Ilyusha, talk to me. I need to hear your voice, my love.”
He couldn’t. 
The words weren’t there. Instead, it was the claustrophobic, suffocating feeling creeping up his throat. Holding his tongue hostage. 
Shane made a soft, saddened noise at whatever he was seeing on Ilya’s face. He was never in any doubt that Shane could see right through him, but here and now, Ilya hadn’t felt this raw, this seen in a long time.  
“Alright, easy, Ilyusha. Just breathe with me for a moment. Can you look at me? Please?”
That was enough. Ilya was hardwired to respond, to do anything, to move heaven and earth to keep that kind of devastated tone out of his husband’s voice. He forced his head up and met those worried, glistening chocolate eyes. Shane had asked him to look up, so he would. 
Gentle thumbs rubbed across his wet cheeks, soothing along the ridges of his sharp cheekbones to catch the stray tears, as his face was cradled in Shane’s powerful hold. 
“There you are. Come back to me, Ilyusha.”
He measured his breathing to Shane’s. Following the instructions and letting Shane lead them in one of the strange but calming rituals that he used when he was cooling down from a vigorous workout, or even the now rarer anxiety attacks. 
“Lyubimyy…Shane.”
A kiss was pressed to his hair as Shane let him finally fold back down into his neck, inhaling the unique mixture of the scent of Shane’s skin and his ridiculously expensive body wash. 
Strong fingers wound into the back of his hair and massaged his scalp, teasing through his tangled curls and down the back of his neck to dig into the tense muscles there. 
 
Ilya let Shane hold him. More than content to let his husband hold them both up for a while. He could feel his body relaxing into the ministrations of Shane’s steady hands. They knew each other so well. Better than anyone else ever could. 
On the outside, it was so easy to say that Shane was the one who received all the support, that Ilya was the one doing all the caretaking, but this is what they didn’t get to see. Ilya loved taking care of Shane. He couldn’t get enough of knowing that Shane trusted him to hold him together, trusted in Ilya’s judgement even when he didn’t trust his own. 
However, Ilya would not allow anyone to take that as an assumption of Shane not being able to do the same for him. They were equals. Always had been, ever since Ilya had fallen for that stunning constellation of freckles across his pretty Canadian’s face.  
He felt Shane shift and pull back slightly. He let out a low, needy whine of protest but allowed the movement. 
“Come on, Ilyusha. Let’s get you cleaned up before all the cookies are gone.”
Before Ilya could protest, he felt Shane hook his arms under his knees and around his back so he could lift him. 
Now Shane didn’t pick Ilya up often, but that wasn’t because he couldn’t; it was more because of the fact that Shane not so secretly preferred to be the one being carried. However, it always made Ilya’s blood heat with instant arousal whenever Shane let his true strength slip through. 
Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane’s neck and shoulders to help centre his balance as Shane carried him across the hall to their bedroom. Ilya was heavy and well aware of that fact; he did not want to make it harder for Shane. 
The door was softly closed behind them as Shane lowered him down onto the bed. Ilya didn’t let go. Instead, he pulled his beautiful, so very strong husband down into his lap, wanting him to feel the effect his sudden show of strength had on him. 
Those massive thighs automatically braced around Ilya’s hips as Shane melted into him, following his hands without any prompting to settle across his lap. 
Ilya teased his hands under the hoodie Shane had on, strong fingers settling around plush hips as he growled softly at the silky, heated skin his palms found. Shane wriggled to help Ilya pull his hoodie off as he dragged his hands up the span of blood-heated muscles.
Ilya caught Shane’s mouth as soon as he had gotten the hoodie off; he cast it aside, aiming for the laundry hamper with the ease of practice. He swiped his tongue along the seam of Shane’s lips, relishing the mewl he got as Shane opened for him. 
He dragged a hand up the length of Shane’s exquisite back and wrapped his fingers around the sinfully arched neck; the slight pressure of the sheer span of his grip was enough to have Shane arching his back and pressing his hips forward into Ilya’s rapidly hardening cock. His interest was already clearly made from Shane’s display of strength.
Ilya was aware they didn’t have a lot of time, but he could be quick. He lifted Shane just enough to slide his pants and underwear down his thighs, the fabric straining at the task of valiantly trying to contain his husband’s huge thighs. 
Shane was already fully hard, his thick, heavy cock standing up against those sinfully sculpted abs, wet, slick pre-come already dripping from the head. He managed to lift his own just enough to free his own rock-hard cock, the swollen head straining towards Shane like it was just as desperate as he was, but they didn’t have time, not now. 
Instead, he wrapped his hands around Shane’s perfect waist to firmly turn him around. Shane’s back was now flush against his chest. 
 
Without stopping to think, Ilya anchored Shane against him with one powerful arm around his chest, and a hand cupped around that delightful throat. Ilya had Shane trapped. He couldn’t move other than to arch his back against Ilya’s hold on his throat and try to thrust back onto the heated, rigid length of Ilya’s cock. 
Shane moaned softly, the sound half-gasped out as Ilya rolled his hips up against the plush ass. 
“Oh fuck …”
Ilya growled as he pressed wet, open-mouthed kisses to Shane’s back and shoulders. He moved his hand not around Shane’s throat, palming the lush curve of his chest to his already pebbled nipples. 
The sensitive flesh, already hard, as Ilya dragged his finger over the swollen bud, he pressed just hard enough to have Shane mewling and trying to both push his hips back and his chest forward into Ilya’s touch. He didn’t move his hand from around Shane’s throat. 
He held him still in his lap as he trailed his free hand down his heaving abs to palm at that soft, sensitive spot below Shane’s navel. That spot where if he thrust deep enough, he could feel himself inside Shane, that spot which now had several new, beautiful stretch marks from last time. 
The thoughts of last time caused Ilya to groan and tighten his hold, his hand splayed across the span of Shane’s belly as he used his grip around Shane’s throat to pull him back onto his cock. 
The movement caused the length of him to slip between those muscular, plush ass cheeks. He felt Shane arch deeper, strain slightly against the hold on his throat and stomach to tense his ass and tighten blissfully around Ilya’s cock. 
Ilya was quick to take advantage, understanding without any words what Shane was offering. 
They didn’t have a lot of time, but there was enough for this. 
He lowered his head and scraped his teeth along Shane’s neck and up to his ear as he gathered the generous amount of precome that was dripping slowly down the erect length of Shane’s pretty cock. 
“So wet for me already, sweetheart.”
He felt Shane shudder at the light touch to his cock, but Ilya didn’t linger; instead, he used the wetness now coating his fingers to spread those plush cheeks and rub the length of Shane’s ass. He teased around the twitching rim of Shane’s hole but resisted. Fuck. They really didn’t have time. 
Ilya growled softly.
“Later, Lyubimyy. Arch your back for me now.”
Shane obeyed; a soft, half-bitten-off moan escaped his plush lips as he braced his powerful thighs that bit wider over Ilya’s lap to sink a little bit lower and line his ass up perfectly with Ilya’s rock-hard cock. 
“That’s it. So perfect for me.”
Ilya planted his feet on the floor to give himself the leverage he needed and gave his hips a powerful but controlled roll; the position he was holding Shane in meant that his cock was trapped deliciously between Shane’s plump ass cheeks. 
Every roll of his hips forced his cock up and inside the tight channel. As he drew his hips back, he adjusted his hold so he was bracing Shane up around his throat and his stomach. Ilya pressed his hand across that sensitive spot under Shane’s navel; he dug his fingers into the muscles, just hard enough to press Shane backwards every time he was forcibly lifted by Ilya’s own thrusts.  
The pressure caused Shane to start panting; he was writhing, head thrown back onto Ilya’s shoulder as every time he moved, the back of Ilya’s hand brushed his cock. 
“Ilya… Ilya…Please.”
Tears were glistening at the corner of Shane’s eyes; he was trapped, Ilya was controlling both of their movement and the pressure on his lower stomach was driving them both higher, closer to the edge. Ilya was grasping onto Shane like his grip could hold himself in check; they didn’t have time right now, but Ilya could be a little bit cruel, even if it was to both of them. 
He brushed his lips across the back of Shane’s neck as he shifted the angle of his hips slightly. Shane let out a breathless keen as the change meant the head of his cock was now catching on Shane’s twitching, overstimulated hole with every thrust. 
“What would you do?”
Shane made a soft, questioning noise as he reached his hands down to dig into Ilya’s thighs, the strong grip no doubt leaving marks that made Ilya’s cock twitch at the thought. 
“What would you do, Lyubimyy, if I put my cock in you right now? If I forced your body to open around me?”
He had to bite into his own lip and groan deeply at the sudden tautness in Shane’s body. His husband moaned, arched his back deeper with a whimper and tried to let him do just as he had described. 
Ilya opened his mouth and bit into the back of Shane’s neck; he held them both still for a moment. Both to maintain his own control and to stop himself from following through. He clenched his thighs and pressed his hips up into Shane’s ass, holding his cock in the tight, wet passage that those perfect cheeks made for him. 
“Yes… please…I want.”
He groaned. Ilya wanted to. Fuck. He couldn’t, though. 
That would require planning, and not right before they hit the playoff push. Shane would very possibly not be able to walk afterwards, never mind skate and play. 
Instead, he palmed Shane’s hip and picked up a rolling, steady grind that had them both close to the edge. Ilya picked up speed when he felt Shane writhing in his hold. He tightened his hold around Shane’s throat and firmly tilted his head so he could kiss him. 
He drove his tongue inside Shane’s mouth to match the rhythm of their hips; it was wet and heated. Shane was pushing against the hold Ilya had him in, not to escape but to try and encourage Ilya to put more pressure into his movements. 
Carefully, Ilya hooked his thumb into the corner of Shane’s mouth, feeling that plush bottom lip open up for him as he eased his mouth away and kept his finger anchored there. 
Shane’s body tensed; he stilled with a low moan as his abdominal muscles contracted and his ass cheeks clenched around Ilya’s cock. He growled out his own groan as Shane’s body locked up when his orgasm hit him; Ilya reached around and caught the slick, sticky come that was now coating Shane’s cock and his stomach. The mewls and whimpers Shane was letting out as Ilya gave a few final, harder thrusts as his own orgasm crashed through him. 
The wet, heated scent coated Shane’s pretty ass and back. Ilya wanted to rub it in, to make sure he had marked Shane’s skin in every way he could. He resisted. Instead, he softened his hold and held Shane to his chest. He soothed and murmured into his sweaty skin as Shane shivered through the post orgasm come down.   
“Easy, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya whispered into Shane’s heated skin as he gathered him up into his arms and carried him through to their bathroom. They were both sweaty and sticky. Shane wrapped his arms around Ilya’s neck and sighed softly, resting his head on Ilya’s chest as he was placed on the counter so Ilya could turn the water on. 
They showered together. Despite Shane’s attempts to make Ilya behave, he still got his hands playfully slapped away as he tried to slip his fingers between Shane’s ass cheeks.
“But Lyubimyy, I’m just checking you aren’t sore.”
He got that look. The one he adored, the look that Shane gave him when he was slightly exasperated with him but so very much in love that he didn’t really mind Ilya being a bit silly. 
“I’m fine, Ilyusha. We really haven’t got time now.”
Still, Shane reached up to kiss him; Ilya wound his arms around Shane’s pretty waist and pulled him close. He took advantage and deepened the kiss; he licked at Shane’s bottom lip and chased that heady, unique flavour into his husband’s mouth for a few moments. Shane’s hands were kneading into his chest, strong fingers playing with the sculpted muscles like a cat. 
Ilya eased the kiss back; Shane had said no, so he wouldn’t try and start anything again now; they had left the boys alone for long enough by now. Not that Lukasha wasn’t amazing with his little brother, because he was, but it wasn’t fair to leave them for too long just because Ilya couldn’t keep his hands to himself. 
Not that it was all his fault. 
His husband really was far too pretty. 
 
Ilya was hungry by the time he and Shane made it back into the main room, both clean, slightly damp and in fresh clothes. 
He watched as Shane went to join the boys; Luca was curled up in the corner of the sofa, Levi cuddled into his side. Both of them gave Shane the exact same smile as he sat with them, soft and delighted at the sight of their Kaasan. 
Ilya imagined it was pretty similar to the smile he had always had for his own Mama, a twinge of remembered pain, but less than it used to be. Not from missing her less but from not being so completely alone anymore, the crippling loneliness eased like balm on a burn by the loving presence of Shane and now his boys. She would have loved this, would have loved Shane, would have been so good with Levi and so welcoming to Luca. 
Ilya smiled softly. Then pressed a silent, reverent kiss to his cross before flicking his eyes to his wedding band, the matching evidence that he was loved and is now loved again. Both metals felt warm against his skin as he let the cross fall back against his chest and went back to preparing the vegetables that Shane insisted he had to include at least three varieties of.   
As he cooked, he listened to Shane coaxing Levi into explaining slowly, in as much English as he could, what Shane had missed in the film. 
Shane was now in the middle with Levi tucked into one side and Luca the other; Levi was leaning half over Shane’s lap to try and get Luca to explain for him, but the blond was giggling and had ducked behind Shane’s shoulder to avoid the flailing, bony elbows. 
He tried to keep his cool every time he heard his new title, but by the besotted look on his husband’s devastatingly pretty face, he didn’t succeed. Shane had a hand on this thigh under the table and their feet pressed together for comfort and support.
Shane had allowed them to switch back to Russian, since Lyovushka got easily frustrated with the English language, something which Ilya fully sympathised with, and it was helping to improve Lukasha’s Russian quicker than Ilya had expected.
He looked over when Lyovushka called to him. 
“Otousan, can we play one of the games on the screen after dinner, please?”
Ilya felt like he could melt. Every time. This was going to be his undoing. He was never, ever going to be able to say no to either of them now, was he? 
“Of course, Lyovushka, but not for too long, as you need a bath and your dressing changed. Okay?”
Levi was nodding his head excitedly as he turned to Luca and began asking what they could play. Ironically, Luca was really bad at most video games. Ilya tried not to think about why that was; too often, even Shane was good at a few, but Ilya suspected that their Lukasha had never played any before his draft, then coming to Boston. 
However, if he thought about it too much, then he would be tempted to try and track the Haas parents down. Shane had already told him no. Or at least not until they had the paperwork all sorted for both Levi and Luca; that was if Luca wanted to go ahead with it. Ilya was selfish enough to want him to, even if he would never push. 
They wanted him. Plain and simple. 
Both of them. Him and Shane. 
As far as both of them were concerned, Luca was theirs. 
Ilya could only hope that Luca believed them now. It had shattered his heart to hear how devastated, how utterly afraid of rejection Luca had been earlier. Like it was a foregone conclusion that they couldn’t possibly want him to be their son. 
Whereas Ilya settled in the middle of the sectional, controller in hand, Levi in his lap and Luca tucked into one side and Shane on the other, Ilya couldn’t think of anything he wanted more. 
Except maybe beating his husband at Mario Kart.
Although an indignant Shane maintained that Ilya was a cheat, which he wasn’t, Shane was just too easy to distract. After the third game, Levi had crawled across both of them and fallen asleep, so he couldn’t even stop Ilya without risking waking him. 
Luca stood and scooped Levi up off both of them; Ilya didn’t move; he just sat and looked at them both. The pair looked good together. 
Ilya’s eyes traced over the way they looked like a mixture of both himself and Shane. It was more obvious on Levi, but there were bits of Luca that were believable, his colouring, for example. Their more European features, and of course they both looked like they shared his darker-than-normal blue eyes. 
Ilya felt the comforting weight of Shane nestle in closer as they both watched Luca carry Levi to his room. Shane tilted his head up to meet Ilya’s warm, devoted gaze as he wrapped his arms around Shane’s waist to pull him up into his lap. 
“We will have to pop him in a quick bath first thing, Ilyusha. Since we changed the bandages this morning, they should be alright. He was so out of it he didn’t even stir when Luca picked him up.”
Ilya stroked his hand across Shane’s beautiful jawline, stretched as his neck was with him leaning back and up at this angle. He cupped his hand around Shane’s chin and cheek, holding him steady as he leaned down to kiss him. Shane responded instantly, like always, his hands wrapped around Ilya’s thigh and his chest as he pressed back into him. 
“Come on, Lyubimyy. Let’s go make sure Lukasha has actually managed to put him in his own bed rather than give in and share his own. Again.”  
 
The phone call the next morning had put a particular damper on Ilya’s plans for the day. 
Neither of them was particularly happy about it, but as Jahseh had explained over the call, they really did not have a choice. Not only were they off today, a rarity in their upcoming schedule, but the Russian embassy had also decided that it was only today they could provide a translator. All of which meant that Ilya and Shane now had to take Lyovushka back into the mess. 
Ilya was both angry and worried. 
As Shane managed to persuade Levi into the backseat, a task that only succeeded when Ilya went back inside to find the plush golden dog he had first given to Levi. Ilya’s heart ached at the wide, glossy blue eyes already on the edge of tears but still trusting, still reaching out for both of them so readily. 
Ilya put on some soft music, knowing that neither Shane nor Levi would want to talk right now. He had sat in the back with Levi; as they drove, he met worried, beautiful chocolate eyes in the rearview mirror. Ilya had let Shane drive, mainly because he had known Shane would need the distraction of driving more than he did. 
He let Levi shuffle closer and closer. It had to be Lyovushka’s choice to come to him. After all, they were testing the Malen’kiy’s trust here, and Ilya refused to splinter it any further.
However, his patience was rewarded. 
As Ilya scrolled through articles on the Russian Embassy on his phone, in Russian so he got the actual truth, not the utter fucking shit that they told the American reporters. 
He felt a very light touch to his thigh. He looked down. Levi had settled his head on Ilya’s thigh and closed his eyes, one tiny, freshly bandaged arm clutched tightly around the golden dog plush and the other had snaked out to tangle into his leather jacket. 
Carefully, with tremendous care, Ilya threaded his fingers into the silky, freshly brushed hair with the same soothing, rhythmic motions that Shane used on him to calm and settle. He was pleased when Lyovushka let out a quiet snuffle and seemed to relax into the muscle of his thigh. He leaned down and murmured softly, knowing Shane would hear him but not wanting to startle the now dozing child. 
“It’s alright, Lyovushka. We have you now. No matter what, we are not letting them take you away. This I promise you. No matter what, we will fight for you.”
He braced his leg on the edge of the console in front of where he was sitting and continued to soothe his fingers through the silky, soft hair, so very much like Shane’s. Ilya looked up and caught Shane’s glittering eyes in the mirror again. 
These weren’t tears, though. 
Oh, not a chance. 
This was fury. Ice cold and deadly. 
Currently contained and held back by Shane’s ironclad control and unbreakable media face, but not to Ilya; he had always been able to see through the masks, from their very first meeting. 
No words were spoken between them. They didn’t need any; both understood exactly what was needed here. 
Shane would be the words; he was better at keeping his voice flat, devoid of emotion and reaction when he needed to. 
Ilya was the silent guard. The wall of impenetrable intimidation that would allow nothing to touch his husband or son. 
 
The Russian Embassy was a grandiose building, especially for its setting. The main branch was actually in New York, but this was a split-off that had happened a couple of years ago due to the higher demand on the New York office. 
Ilya knew that Svetlana and her father had done jobs and favours for both branches, but since she was currently still back in Russia, there was nothing his friend could do for them now. 
In the instructions Jahseh had given them, they had been told to go to the public entrance and then give their names. Jahseh would try to meet them as soon as possible, but he could only rearrange certain things on this short notice. What Shane had growled was probably the plan. Separate them from their caseworker, thinking they had no time to contact their lawyers and make it easier to intimidate them. 
Of course that was never going to work. 
Not on them. 
Obviously, whoever had come up with this plan either had no idea who they were or was just plain idiotic, because anyone worth their salt would have researched both of them and found that this sort of tactic was never going to yield results. Well, not the results that they were probably hoping for. 
All this was doing was pissing Shane off.
Ilya could see it, as they were made to wait out of the way once the weedy, shaking man behind the desk managed to stutter out the half-demand, half-request. 
Ilya had to assume they looked pretty intimidating, even though Shane wasn’t really trying and at the moment, neither was Ilya. He had Levi in his arms. He wasn’t trying to do anything except make sure that Lyovushka knew he was safe. 
If he dropped back into a more balanced, ready stance than he usually held and his face was, as Cliff called it, ‘Slavic blank,’ then that wasn’t his problem. 
He stood half in front of Shane but with his back angled to the open plan of the lobby. It wasn’t ideal, but Ilya wasn’t comfortable with leaving Levi or Shane exposed; he could hand Levi to Shane and shield them both, but that would look more aggressive than they were wanting at this point. 
He felt Shane run a strong hand down his back and pause on the dip in his spine just above his waist. The touch helped ground them both, but Ilya leaned back slightly into the press, knowing that Shane was perfectly capable of taking his weight for a moment. 
“How long do you think they will make us wait, Lyubimyy?”
At Shane’s silent look, he stuck with English for now. Better not to give away just how fluent his husband was right now. 
“Could be hours, from what Dad always says about his department.”
Ilya rolled his eyes playfully and couldn’t resist a tiny jibe.
“Ah, Da. Yes. Boring is genetic.”
That at least got a small but real smile on Shane’s pretty face.
His husband looked the perfect mix of smart and casual right now. The fitted cream blazer over a dark blue silk shirt and tailored black pants that looked like they were struggling to contain his thighs every time he moved. Ilya himself was in all black. A fitted black shirt, open at the collar - a few buttons more than Shane’s - and tight black pants. Instead of the respectable blazer that was hugging his husband’s muscular form, he had slung on his expensive, high-end leather jacket. 
There were reasons for these choices. 
Ilya had chosen clothes he could move in. Logically, he knew it should never come to something like that, but his hindbrain was clamouring to be heard, and Ilya was used to trusting his instincts. Right now his instincts were screaming at him that this was a trap. 
He knew Shane had chosen his own just as carefully to soften his image, to look smaller, more respectable. It worked. At least on first glance. Shane looked polite, well dressed (so fucking pretty) and calm. 
Levi shifted in Ilya’s arms. 
He hitched him a little higher and felt as Levi buried his hands under his jacket; Ilya adjusted his hand to cover the entirety of the tiny back and let Levi nuzzle under his chin and hide his face. 
“It’s alright, Lyovushka. We are here.”
Shane didn’t speak, but he did reach up to run his fingers soothingly through the silky, still too long strands of black hair. Levi had not been happy that he hadn’t been allowed to have his hair braided into a pretty knot like his Kaasan’s was, but Shane had placated him by promising to do it as soon as they got home. 
Ilya shared a look with Shane as they both felt the heavy sigh that Levi let out when he felt both of them touching him. This was not good for him. He was already scared, stressed and on edge. The longer they were kept waiting, the worse it would be for Levi. 




In the end, they were made to wait over an hour. 
By this point, Shane’s pretty chocolate eyes had gone dark, and although he still looked perfectly put together, there was an aura of ice-cold fury emanating from his husband. 
Ilya was careful to keep his face blank and stay tight to Shane’s side as they were finally called by a man over at the desk in the main area of the lobby. 
“Mr. Hollander-Rozanov?”
When both of them stepped forward, the besuited and bespectacled man frowned up at Ilya. 
“Sorry, but which one of you is Mr Hollander-Rozanov? I don’t have all day, and these appointments are very tightly scheduled.”
Ilya stepped half a step back and allowed Shane to take the lead here; if he opened his mouth, he was liable to say exactly what he thought of their ‘tight fucking schedule’, and it would not be nearly as polite as Shane was currently being.
He watched in rapt fascination as Shane ran verbal rings around the obnoxious man. 
“We both are. Is there a particular problem with me sharing my husband’s surname here?”
The man went pale. Ilya saw the slight flinch that he clearly thought he had hidden from Shane, but he obviously had no idea who they were, so he didn’t know that Shane saw everything. 
“No. No. Of course not. In that case. Can you both follow me, please?
At least he had backed down and decided that taking Shane on was a very bad idea, so there was a tiny bit of survival instinct still there then. 
They were led deep inside the fancy building. The higher and deeper they walked, the more opulent the corridors and offices became. Ilya clocked the more traditional Russian design in both the decoration and the type. 
Ilya let the man and Shane go through the indicated door first. Normally he wouldn’t; he would go before Shane, but in this situation it was safer to keep Levi physically between them. 
Until Ilya got a look at who exactly was waiting for them behind the massive, well-overcompensating desk in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. He felt his face fall into his ‘Russian’ look, which, by the tensing of Shane, who had stepped back so Levi was tucked between their two bodies, had been spotted. 
Honestly, Ilya wasn’t sure to believe the information that his eyes were sending him, because right now there was a burning fury that was threatening to explode out of him. The only reason he was able to hold it in, force it down, was that he could breathe again. 
This man should not be here. It should not have been possible. Fuck. 
This could mean trouble. 
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  Sergei Kravtsov POV
If Sergei had known what letting Alexei Rozanov back into his life would do, he would have never picked up his phone.
However, they had known each other back as teenagers, kids really, when their fathers had been allies. Not really friends. Their kind didn’t have friends. That implied you trusted someone, and Sergei Kravtsov trusted no one. 
Russia was a hard place to grow up. It made the people hard, cruel and often violent. Or at least if you wanted to get anywhere, it did. 
Sergei had known this since he was small. He had watched his father systematically bully, bribe and manipulate his way to the top. Then proceeded to copy him. 
It was unwritten but silently known that all Russian officials, no matter their area, be it politics, police or military, took bribes. It was the way you got ahead. The way you moved up the ladder.
Sergei had used this to get every advantage he could. Still, when the chance to move to the new consulate branch being opened in Boston came up, well, let’s just say no one could ever prove that he hadn’t won the position fair and square. He hadn’t, but they would never prove otherwise.  
Boston was easy. 
Nothing like Russia. 
Here Sergei had so many options. 
Americans were stupid. 
Like really completely brain dead, some of them at least. 
They had no mind of their own. So easy to manipulate. They trusted so easily, so readily. Wore their emotions for the whole world to see. 
They were also very loud. Not in the way Russia was, but in an all encompassing, drowning out everyone else to be the one heard kind of way. 
He had climbed to the top pretty quickly. 
There was only his boss above him and he was easy to bend to his will. The man was old, close to retirement and quick to trust. 
Sergei had a handsome face, dressed well and demanded his wife look good on his arm at all times when he required her presence in public. 
After all, he had only married her for her connections, and her rack. She was not intelligent. She just liked to spend his money and pose for vapid American fashion magazines. It suited him. It left him able to pursue his other more surreptitious hobbies. 
Which was how he had met Klavdii Zaytsev. When he had first moved here, there hadn’t been that many options he could exploit, but eventually one of his more reliable contacts back in Russia had alerted him to Zaytsev.
The man had needed out and also had one of the biggest networks Sergei had ever come across. Within days Zaytsev had established himself, drawing in his network around him like a spider that sat in the centre of a juicy web. 
Sergei had, of course, been the main beneficiary of Zaytsev’s new empire and had been blissfully enjoying the spoils of some of the highest grade cocaine he had ever gotten his hands on. 
 
That was until he had to go and get involved with Rozanov again. 
The man had been an absolute dick even when they had all been teenagers. Though the younger brother had been more manageable, he had been disgracefully pathetic in that he was a mama’s boy. 
Alexei always had a lot to say about his brother, and Sergei hadn’t really paid attention, but looking at the information he now had, maybe he should have done so. Regardless, he couldn’t do anything now, not if Ilya had legally married a Canadian. He couldn’t refuse a request from an ally that had been useful to him on a few previous occasions. After all, Alexei could possibly be so again, in the future. 
All Alexei had wanted was help tracking down his younger brother. Sergei just happened to come across some relevant information in the form of an urgent application from Boston Child Services that was being requested under a red flag. That meant it was urgent and the child was in danger or under some form of investigation. This was a rare application for the highest level of a Russian translation assessor. This particular application had Ilya Rozanov’s name on it.
How was he supposed to know that after informing him, Alexei would be on the next flight out and turn up on his doorstep days later wanting access to his dealer? Sergei had reluctantly vouched for him and put him in contact with Zaytsev. At first it had all gone smoothly; Sergei had gone about his own business, taking his latest conquest to his safe house until Alexei had phoned him needing extraction and urgent medical care. 
Unfortunately, there hadn’t been much choice except to send the man to his own private clinic. He had not been happy about it, but it was far better to keep this mess all under the radar so he was stuck. At least he could stash the man at one of his other properties, where he was out of the way. 
 
It hadn’t panned out that way. Instead, it had turned into a polnyy pizdets. He had not been reduced to cursing in his native tongue for a long time. Then again, finding himself in the back of a disgusting American police car for the first time pretty much warranted the usage as far as Sergei was concerned. 
The police couldn’t manage to charge him. 
All the arresting officer had was guesswork and circumstantial evidence that meant nothing. Still, it had anger burning through him in a way he hadn’t experienced in a long time. His lawyer had unearthed all the details of what had actually occurred, eventually. 
Alexei had gone after his younger brother. Said younger brother who was now married to a man. Disgusting faggot. Another hockey player, apparently. Sergei hadn’t blamed Alexei one bit. Russia had the right approach to anyone inclined to that sort of indecent, unnatural behaviour. 
Unfortunately for Alexei, whatever he had been up to hadn’t gone to plan. Ilya had destroyed him, which Sergei had seen the results of when he had sent a car for the now injured man, even if at the time, he hadn’t known the exact circumstances. 
That did not mean Sergei was going to take the fall for him. No matter if he agreed with the man’s view and silently supported the actions. If Alexei had told him the full story, then he wouldn’t have gone about any of this in the same way. He would have planned, plotted and schemed his way to getting the results he wanted, rather than go in like a sledgehammer with no sort of finesse. 
 
Forthwith, he was forced to more unhanded tactics. Alexei was heading for jail. There hadn’t even been a bail option. The optics of just who he had attacked looked bad enough that even the American police, who might be a pale, watered-down version of back home, were not that stupid. As even they could see, letting the man who assaulted Ilya and Shane Hollander-Rozanov walk free was a bad idea. 
Which brought Sergei back to his only option. 
There was still that open application for a translator to do a language assessment. Sergei had managed to avoid any charges sticking by long practice and fucking good lawyers. That meant he was free to go back to work and put himself up as available for this urgent request. 
Although many in his office spoke both Russian and English, there was actually only a handful who qualified as translators. This was because they had to have the English qualification, and most didn’t bother. 
English was an abhorrent language to many younger Russians, and many of his generation hadn’t had English taught to any real fluency in some schools. It hadn’t always been a priority. Not with some schools still being heavily into residual strict Soviet-era discipline rather than new, chaotic freedom of post-Soviet Russia. Restoring the economy and ways to earn money were the main focus. 
Families like his own and the Rozanovs ’ had been well off, were high up in political or government positions and had survived in that sense, along with their elite class circle, but that hadn’t meant they were excluded from the heat cutoffs or the electricity blackouts. 
All this meant a lot of Russian teenagers finding ways to leave. To come to places like America, where money was plentiful, and their greedy attitude made it easy to fit in. 
Like Sergei himself had done. 
Sergei, however, did happen to qualify as a translator. He had made the effort to get his certificate when he had moved; it was just another weapon in his arsenal to further himself. There was also the added bonus that many heard the heavy, harsh accent and decided he didn’t understand as much as he did. So useful when people thought you didn’t understand them, they were often much less careful than they would be otherwise. Many secrets had Sergei unearthed this way. 
So when he offered to step in on the case because it was flagged as urgent and had already been waiting for a while, his boss had practically thrown the file at him. Sergei had made a concentrated effort to hold his face blank and not let the look of vengeful glee show through. 
He had taken great pleasure in making the Child Services officer jump through his hoops, only to drop the other shoe in informing the man he only had a short opening. For that afternoon, a full, up-to-date physical was required on the child first. 
Sergei did this for two reasons.  
First, because he wanted to cause as much upheaval as possible and second because he could use any recent injury (of which he knew there would be a few, due to what Alexei and Zaytsev had tried to do) as points against the pair. 
Honestly, he was pretty sure he could cause Shane Hollander to fail easily anyway. Russian was a particular language, and unless the Canadian had been studying it for years, there was no way he was fluent to the level Sergei was going to require. He was also going to demand that they interview separately. He wouldn’t allow Ilya to help him. It wasn’t like that was difficult to orchestrate; it was common to ask for spouses to interview separately if one was native in the language and one wasn’t. 
 
His secretary informed him when they arrived. The man was the most spineless piece of trash he had ever come across, but he followed orders without question, so Sergei kept him around.
By the frightened look on the man’s face, Sergei had assumed that Ilya Rozanov was still able to pull off the classic ‘dangerous Russian man’ aura that they all had, even though Sergei had tempered his own down to fit in more these days. He could still pull it up if it was ever required. 
Sergei made them wait. 
The child was with them. Not that Sergei cared. Children should be only brought out in public when they were required to prove you had successfully continued your family legacy, and that was it. There was no chance he would take in a child that wasn’t his. Someone else’s unwanted trash. 
He had made sure he hadn’t actually given an appointment time; that way nothing could be held against him as inappropriate conduct if either of them tried to complain. 
By the time he buzzed down for someone to bring them up, he had made them wait well over an hour, and he made it sound like they were late for an actual appointment. Which would make the clerk collecting them annoyed and just add to the overall experience. 
The clerk knocked.
It was always the same rhythm; all of the clerks used it so their presence could be easily identified without words, in case of interrupting a meeting or when an interview was being recorded. 
Sergei straightened in his chair. 
It was showtime. 
“Come in.”
The door was opened. In stepped Ivan, one of his preferred clerks. Ivan was of a similar mindset to himself and was more than prepared to help by altering or ‘loosing’ paperwork if he needed it. In exchange for a bonus. Of course. 
Sergei wasn’t quite sure what he had been expecting; he had, of course, looked up who exactly Shane Hollander was once he tracked down the name on the application, but it didn’t really prepare him for this. 
Dangerous. 
That was the first thought in Sergei’s head. Alarm bells were ringing, and he couldn’t quite put his finger on why. Shane Hollander wasn’t tall. Shorter than he was, in fact, but the tailored blazer was stretched just slightly over broad shoulders and powerful arms. Thighs that were the size of his head were just about being contained in sleek, fitted black pants. 
However, it was the eyes that made Sergei pause. Cold fury glittered in a brown so dark they were almost black. 
This was not a man he could bully easily. 
Sergei rallied. He would not be intimidated by a faggot of a hockey player of all things. He made to stand, bracing both hands on the ornate arms of his hand-carved, Russian-made desk chair. When the massive, hulking form followed Hollander through his door. 
If he had thought Hollander was intimidating, then it was nothing compared to what Ilya Rozanov now looked like. Sergei remembered him. He had been tall but lean, more wiry than carrying any bulk, when both he and Alexei had already begun to pack on size. 
Looking at the man standing solidly at Hollander’s back now, a small part of Sergei wanted to run away. Hollander was not a small man, but Ilya was huge, well over 6 feet tall, shoulders as wide as the door frame and arms, which could clearly be seen even through the heavy, expensive leather jacket because he was the one with the child in his arms. 
The child.
It was enough to send a flash of smug satisfaction through Sergei. He might not win in a physical confrontation against Ilya Rozanov anymore, but he didn’t need to; he was the one with all the power. The fact that Ilya was the one carrying the child meant he was put in between the two men; instantly, Sergei could tell that was on purpose. There would be no removing him without going through one or both of these men. 
Well, he slowly stood, like the pause was entirely of his own choice, not a momentary lapse of judgement. After all, he had more than one card to play. It was time to get his due satisfaction from this. 
“Have a seat, gentlemen. We need to get this done. I only have a short window of time, you see.”
He watched them both carefully. He had spoken in Russian on purpose, but Hollander didn’t even blink; in fact, he didn’t move. This confused Sergei; if Hollander didn’t understand Russian, then why were they here for a language assessment? The application had definitely listed them both as requested for testing. 
Sergei kept his eyes on Hollander as Ilya moved to sit. The huge blond kept the child tucked tightly against his chest, taking the seat on the left so the boy was once again between them as Hollander took the seat to the right. 
They had moved the chairs closer together. 
The child shifted. Sergei focused on the now visible face. He was small, very small, for the recorded age on the paperwork. Dark blue eyes that could have been Ilya’s peeked back at him from where the child pressed himself closer to Ilya’s chest. Clearly, he was comfortable with the two, so Sergei was going to have to dig to find reasons to fail them. 
“Do you have the physical examination that I require to move forward?”
Hollander put an expensive, handcrafted leather document folder up on his lap where he had one leg elegantly crossed over the other to create a stable space. With deft, graceful movements, he pulled out a manila folder with an official medical office stamp across the front. 
It seemed like either they had paid a small fortune for a licensed doctor or their Child Services officer was more efficient than Sergei had banked on. Irritation licked at his veins as he took the offered folder and opened it. 
There was nothing here he could use. 
The child was improving under their care. That meant he couldn’t use that angle; he was going to have to push the lack of fluency in Russian for Hollander.
“It was completed this morning. Do you require anything else?”
Ilya’s Russian was not the standard. In fact, it was quite a bit more cultured, almost old-fashioned, than even his was. Then again, knowing his father, that wasn’t really a surprise, but Sergei hadn’t heard him speak Russian as an adult. 
Obviously he had studied more than his career let on. 
This was another slight setback. 
Sergei was starting to get really annoyed. Nothing was going to plan, despite the fact that he had arranged this on the back of his own research. He would have more luck in separating them and seeing how far he could push Hollander; he would break the man. 
“No, thank you. This is sufficient. I will take you one by one into the interview. You may wait outside the room with the child while I conduct the first interview with Mr Hollander.”
Those blue eyes were dark. Sergei took a moment to hide the satisfied smirk that wanted to curl up the corner of his lip at that look. He was getting to them. That was anger, hidden deep and not a lick of it shown on that handsome face, but it was there.
Hollander reached out and put a large hand on the blond’s forearm. Those eyes dropped from Sergei’s to focus on the smaller man. Who Sergei had noticed had yet to speak. Which was interesting. 
 
The interview rooms were nice enough. Sergei settled into the plush, high-backed chair behind the desk with the recording equipment on it. He gestured for Hollander to take the decidedly less comfortable chair on the other side. 
Hollander sat gracefully, folding his muscular frame into the seat and crossing a leg over his lap again. Long fingers were steepled and then rested on that huge, tensed thigh muscle he was resting his arm on. 
Darkened brown eyes watched him. 
Interestingly, there was nothing but calm there. A cold, calculated calm that Sergei wasn’t sure how to navigate. This did not look like a man worried about failing a particularly difficult language test. 
That thought made Sergei scowl. He would not be beaten; he deserved to make them pay for the absolute travesty he had been forced to endure by being put in the back of an American police car. He still felt like there was dirt on his person just from breathing in the air. 
Sergei leaned forward and spoke. For the first time in English. 
“Shall we get started, Mr Hollander?”
A sculpted eyebrow rose, and Shane Hollander gave him a cold, dismissive look that had him gripping the arm of the chair as subtly as he could manage. How dare this nobody, this utterly pathetic ant, dare to look at him, him? Like that. 
“Sorry, but it is Hollander-Rozanov. You never gave me the courtesy of introducing yourself.”
The voice was deep but smooth. The slight tinge of a Canadian accent was just audible. 
Sergei scowled. 
“My name is Sergei Kravtsov, and I will be your language assessor today.”
Hollander gave him a polite little nod to continue. 
“I will be assessing your level and competency in the Russian language. This interview will be recorded. Can you confirm that you agree to these terms?”
For a moment it felt like an icicle was piercing his eyes from the sheer force of the freezing cold fury that suddenly spiked in Hollander, only for it to be gone in the next second. In fact, Sergei wasn’t even sure he hadn’t imagined it. 
“Yes. I agree to the terms and to the interview being recorded for the appropriate usage only.”
For fucks sake. 
How had he known the exact wording to use that meant legally Sergei couldn’t now touch the recording, since the agreement itself was also recorded. He tightened his hands around the arms of the chair, his knuckles blanched white at the force he was using to stifle his anger. 
Instead, he channelled the anger into his only outlet. 
Quick-fire Russian. 
“Can you confirm you both understand what I am saying and can reply in the same fashion?”
Hollander leaned back in his chair and almost lazily replied. 
“Of course I can. This is a Russian Language assessment. Why would I volunteer to take an assessment that I am not required to if I wasn’t confident in my abilities?”
Sergei’s jaw dropped. 
This man sounded like he had been speaking Russian his whole life. There was no accent, no twang of it being a second language. It rolled smoothly, perfectly off Hollander’s tongue. 
It wasn’t just that, although that alone was making Sergei nearly break his chair with the force he was gripping it. No. It was the way Hollander was speaking. He sounded like Ilya. 
Fine then. If this was how Hollander wanted it. 
“As you have requested a full assessment, we will be using some classic Russian literature.”
He then proceeded to pull out a copy of The Brothers Karamazov and started to force Hollander to read and analyse the writing. 
Sergei kept Hollander in that room for nearly an hour. The man just would not give up. Hollander could read as well as he could speak. His writing was not as strong, but it was still more passable than some of the people Sergei worked with. 
He was absolutely furious. He was grinding his teeth together in a tremendous effort to keep it together. 
Hollander had the nerve to look completely unruffled. He was sitting there cool and calm. Those eyes were still locked onto him; every twitch, every time he moved, it felt like Hollander was tracking his every breath. 
There was nothing he could do. It was all recorded. Shane Hollander’s interview would probably end up in the archives as the highest-scoring ever assessment for a non native Russian. 
Sergei flicked his hand in a dismissive wave as he refused to meet Hollander’s gaze. 
“This concludes your interview, Mr Hollander. You can leave now.”
The dark-haired man stood, gave him a look that made him want to hide behind the desk and waited until he had turned off the recording before speaking again. 
“I don’t know what you were trying to pull here or what your connection to my husband is, Mr Kravtsov, but let me just make this clear. We are doing this for our son. Do not think you can get in the way of that.”
A shiver went down his spine as Hollander quietly left the room, softly closing the door behind him; even the chair he had been sitting in was neatly tucked in. 
Shane Hollander was utterly terrifying. 
 
Interviewing Ilya Rozanov did not take long. Sergei hadn’t expected it to, too; the man was a Russian native, and really this was all just to tick a box. However, Sergei was more wary this time around. After the terrifying ordeal that was Shane Hollander, Sergei had decided not to try and antagonise his fellow Russian. 
It was just a shame that no one told Ilya Rozanov that. 
The blond was massive. The chair looked like its legs might snap at any point, not helped by the extremely casual way Ilya was leaning back in it. While the interview was being recorded, the man kept his responses polite, measured and intelligent. The whole thing took 8 minutes from start to finish. 
Then it was like a switch had flipped.  
The chair was lowered. Rozanov, because this was Rozanov, not the wiry teenage Ilya he had known, stood. He towered over him, even when Sergei scrambled to get to his own feet, viscerally aware of his own vulnerability right now. 
A low, deep growl rumbled through the room. 
“I do not know what connection my brother had to you, but I hope you know now it is not worth it. You saw what I did to him; it was you who patched him up. I would put money on it.”
Rozanov stepped forward. His shoulders were massive even under the jacket as he rolled his arms and rocked back slightly so he was utterly still but perfectly balanced. The stance was familiar. Anyone raised in the circles they had been would know what someone in that stance meant. 
He himself hadn’t been put through more than basic, but there had always been rumours about the Rozanov boys, Ilya more than Alexei. From the look in those dark blue eyes, Sergei suddenly wondered how much of those had really just been rumours. 
He did not want to find out. 
Rozanov tilted his head to one side; those glacial, wolf-like eyes looked him up and down. It felt like being sized up by a predator who was looking at you like you were his next meal. 
“I know you think you have the power here. I could see it on your face when we walked into your office. You thought Shane was the weak link, didn’t you? You thought he wouldn’t be able to keep up. You underestimated my husband. That was a very fucking stupid mistake. I hope you understand, Kravtsov, that my husband just spoke better, more accurate Russian than you did. Enjoy that knowledge, while I take my gorgeous husband and wonderful son home.”
With that, the blond turned neatly on his heel and was gone. The door swung shut with more force this time, but Sergei couldn’t bring himself to move. 
He sank down into the chair. 
His knees were shaking, as were his hands. He was utterly unable to move. Sergei was pretty sure his legs wouldn’t hold him right about now. Instead, he stayed in the chair until the shivers of fear had subsided. 
There went his plans. 
There was absolutely nothing that could convince him to mess with the Hollander-Rozanovs again. In fact, he was going to file the assessments and take a very quick leave of absence. If he couldn’t be found on a tropical island somewhere, then there was no way of either man coming after him. 
Sergei rolled his shoulders, shook out his hands to make it look like he was just shaking the feeling back in, not trying to stop the tremors that were still visible. He exited the interview room. By now he should have left enough time for both men to have left. 
He was not hiding. He had just been giving them a bit of space; if it happened to take that long to shut down the recording equipment, then that was the story he was sticking to. No one could prove otherwise. 
One thing was for sure. 
Sergei was not going near anyone with Rozanov in their surname, ever again. Once burned, twice shy, or whatever the stupid English saying was. Sergei didn’t care; he just wanted to hide in his office until he booked his next flight out of dodge. 
By the next day, he would be on a plane, and the application would be someone else’s problem. 
So would the Hollander-Rozanovs 






      

  












      Chapter 66: Coach LeClaire
  



    Chapter Notes

      A requested POV by the wonderful Kemisha.

Enjoy a look into the Hollander-Rozanov household and beware the tooth-rotting fluff.
Let me know what you think.







  The request was a strange one, Jon had to admit. Not perhaps the most bizarre over the years, but still puzzling all the same. Luca Haas was one of his least problematic players, and to get a sudden, rather formal request in the form of an actual written request was unusual to say the least. 
It had been waiting in his emails when he had arrived at the rink that morning, coffee in his travel mug and his wife’s homemade bacon and tomato bagel in his hands. For his players, it was a day off, a rest day, but for management, it was a meeting day. Jon had two face-to-face meetings this morning, then he was free to head out, which was apparently lucky because he now had an extra errand to run. 
He had the files ready to print and take with him when he left a few hours later. Luca’s email had asked him to bring the folder to Ilya and Shane’s place, so that was where Jon headed. It wasn’t like it was unusual to find most or even all of his team camped out at the huge house.  
Jon had been there a few times before. Although it was usually Zane’s house as the base, because that man loved his giant grill. 
As he pulled up to the gate, he leaned out of the window to enter the code. As the coach, he had all of the codes or emergency keys in case of a welfare check, but in this instance, he was welcome in the Hollander-Rozanov household. 
Luca was waiting at the door when he pulled up, a light, sweet smile on his young face. The kid looked more like he was 16, especially right now, as he wore a hoodie that was about 3 sizes too large for his frame, with his hands tucked into the too-long sleeves.  
“Good morning, Coach. Thank you for making the extra trip.”
He was always so polite, but recently, Jon had overheard a few of the equipment runners commenting that Haas was sounding more and more like Hollander. Jon hadn’t really noticed anything, but that greeting there was very Shane.     
“Morning, Luca. It was no problem; meetings were only in the morning anyway.”
Luca stepped back and invited him inside. 
Jon took his shoes off and put on a pair of guest slippers. He knew the routine by now, but it always amazed him a little just how domesticated Ilya Rozanov had become. Not that he had been quite as bad as his media image had portrayed him, but still, Jon had watched this evolution over the years, and it was heartwarming to see the man his Captain was growing into. 
 
Said Captain, who just ruffled a huge hand through Luca’s wavy curls as the smaller blond padded into the kitchen and ducked under a massive arm to snuggle close. Jon paused, just for a second. Luca was tactile with the team, Shane more noticeably than the rest at first, but this wasn’t something he had seen them do before. It was a natural, automatic move. It was exactly the same as his own kids used to do when they were little.
Ilya just dropped his arm around Luca and pulled him in, didn’t even break from the conversation he was having with Shane to look. Like he was used to this. That somehow Luca regularly appeared and cuddled himself under Ilya’s arm as he was talking. Maybe he did, but this was Jon’s first time seeing it, and it was throwing him off a little. 
Shane turned towards him, that same polite but welcoming smile on his face that Luca had just had. Jon looked between the three of them. There must have been something of his confusion on his face because Ilya was suddenly colder, darker than a second ago. The relaxed, open look on that handsome face was gone; in its place was something very Russian and on the edge of dangerous.
Ilya had moved. 
The bigger man had used the arm around Luca to manoeuvre the younger blond behind him and towards where Shane was standing. Ilya’s bulk was always there, even among the larger-than-average players on the Bears, but right now, with his shoulders squared and arms held ready, he looked not just massive but dangerous. 
Jon took a slight step back and instantly softened his face. 
He watched as Shane soothed a hand down one bare, muscular forearm. Ilya’s stance softened instantly, those darkened eyes not leaving Jon, but they did ease, some warmth bleeding back in. The Russian flowed between them, Shane sounding almost as smooth and quick as Ilya’s did. Jon had heard them use it on the ice, but it was quick, biting phrases barked out in the heat of the game, often a warning or a signal that no one else could catch. 
This was different. This was comfortable; this was a full, fluent conversation. 
“Ilyusha, it’s okay. Coach means no harm, you know that.”
Shane pressed close, and Jon watched as Ilya visibly tilted his head to listen, while still keeping those eyes locked on him. 
“I know that look, Lyubimyy. The disbelief and the confusion can quickly lead to anger.”
Jon put the folder up to his chest like a shield. He still was not quite sure what exactly had happened, but he didn’t want to trigger anything else. Ilya seemed to be a bit strange right now. 
He turned his head when Luca leaned around the solid form that still stood in front of him and Shane to look up with wide, pleading blue eyes, and also apparently a hidden talent in Russian because when he spoke, it too was in Russian. 
“Otousan, I asked Coach for the forms, remember? So I can file my name change and update my emergency contact list to you and Kaasan, then Obaachan and Ojiichan as secondaries.”
It felt like he was being hit with multiple shards of ice at once. How had he missed this much with his skaters? When had all this happened? Luca patted Ilya’s arm and slithered his way out from behind the massive Russian to beckon Jon through to the living room, seemingly more than happy to lead him around a house that wasn’t his own. Since neither Ilya nor Shane batted an eyelid, Jon just went along with it. He was very curious about what was going on here and couldn’t wait to observe more. 
The blond rubbed the back of his neck rather sheepishly as he gestured for Jon to take a seat on the huge sectional sofa, all neatly laid with soft-looking pillows and fancy fleece blankets across the back. 
“Sorry about that, Coach. Take a seat; would you like a drink? Tea, coffee?”
He would very much like a cup of coffee and was pretty damn sure he would need it before this was all over and done with. 
“Coffee, please. Milk and two sugars.”
Luca nodded, a pleased look on his face as he bounded out of the room and back to the kitchen. 
Jon took the time to glance around. The last time he had been here, it had looked different. Now there was more, not a mess really, but lived-in clutter. Four controllers were lined up neatly on the gaming shelf, and books had appeared on the bookshelf that were definitely for a child, by the colourful covers that stood out among the rest. Pictures were up between the stunning photographs on the walls, all paintings or sketches. Jon even recognised a couple from the last social media segment that Freya had been raving about in the engagement meeting. 
Those were Luca’s artworks.
An open sketchbook lay on the coffee table; a neat set of pencils sat on top, but Jon could see the image was four people with skates on and backs to the viewer, lined up on the ice, Ilya and Shane’s numbers clearly recognisable, but the two smaller figures in between them hadn’t yet been finished. 
It was very good. Professional-looking, really, even for what looked like a pencil sketch. 
He looked up when a noise startled him slightly from the focus on the drawing. Ilya was watching him, two large, steaming mugs in his hands as those eyes honed in on where he had been looking. 
“Good, isn’t it?”
The voice was deep and low, almost a growl, but not aggressive. 
Jon gratefully took the offered mug and sat back, observing as Ilya sat in the chair opposite him. 
“Very good. Freya was over the moon when Luca let her post some of his game day sketches.”
He didn’t ask, even if he really, really wanted to. The earlier tension hadn’t entirely eased out of those massive shoulders yet, and Jon was wary.  
“He is self-conscious about his work. Thinks it’s not good enough.”
It was at that moment that Luca came bounding back in, a much smaller, dark-haired child in his arms. 
“Otousan is talking about me again, Lyovushka. You will defend your big brother, right?”
Whatever Luca said made the tiny child giggle in delight and wrap his arms around the blond’s neck. Ilya too softened even more at the sight of them. Exactly like Jon did anytime he looked at his own children.
This must be the young child that Ilya and Shane had informed them they were in the process of trying to adopt. He really was a tiny slip of a thing, and he did look an awful lot like both of them. 
In fact, now that Jon was looking, the pair of them actually could pass for siblings. Luca had the same colouring as Ilya, both of them with a more European look than Shane or the little boy. The little boy was watching Jon with familiar dark blue eyes in a face that looked like Shane’s. 
That eye colour, though. It wasn’t that blue itself was unusual; it was more that particular shade was rare, or at least Jon had seen the comments in any modelling advert or promotional photos that the Bears posted always had comments to this effect on their Captain’s eyes. Right now, however, there were two almost identical pairs looking at him.   
Jon looked away from that, assessing Shane’s gaze when Shane followed his husband into the room. 
“Sorry about that, Coach. Now, Luca, you asked Coach to bring you which of the files?”
Shane was clearly the one in charge here because the moment he had entered the room, they had all locked onto him like some sort of switch had been thrown. Jon stared as Ilya had actual heart eyes, and the little boy reached out his hands from Luca’s arms. 
Luca moved to sit on the floor in front of where his sketchbook was placed at the end of the coffee table. Without looking, Ilya leaned over and gently nudged Luca in the shoulder with a soft, fluffy-looking cushion from the corner of the sofa. The blond took it and gave the Russian a sweet little smile before promptly sitting on it and shutting his sketchbook, putting it to the side as he looked up at Shane. 
“I asked for all three, Kaasan.”
Shane gave Luca a pleased look as he carried the little boy over to the other sofa and sat down. 
Jon sipped his delicious coffee and watched the show; it was absolutely fascinating. Shane adjusted the boy in his lap, and Jon was treated to those big, blue eyes again, but there was less wariness now, like being in Shane’s arms made everything just a bit safer. Jon could imagine it; he did. 
Shane Hollander-Rozanov was not a small man; yes, he was smaller than his husband, but so were most people. If Jon were standing next to his Alternate, then he would be distinctly outclassed. 
Jon went to pass the folder to Luca, but the blond shook his head and pointed towards Shane. 
“Not me, Coach. Give it to Kaasan, please”
There was that name again. 
“Kaasan?”
He knew he was butchering the pronunciation of the word by the sniggering he got from Ilya, but Luca just smiled at him. However, it wasn’t Shane or Luca who answered. It was the little boy in Shane’s lap.
“Kaasan is here.”
Jon couldn’t understand, but he could pick up on what was apparently a name or title for Shane being used correctly this time. Luca grinned and gave the little dark-haired boy a thumbs-up. 
“Da. Kaasan is right there, Lyovushka. Don’t worry, he isn’t going anywhere. He is just going to look at something for me. Do you want to sit here and draw with me or go to Otousan?”
He could see the consideration on that cute little face and the way the eyes flickered from one to the other, but still had no clue what they were all saying. Shane gave him an apologetic look before looking down at the child in his lap. 
“Can you give us a minute, please, Coach?”
Jon nodded at once. He was in no rush here, and he understood very well that things with children were not always the quickest; after all, he had kids of his own that he adored. 
“No rush, Shane. Take your time.”
 
A large but gentle hand came up to stroke the back of the delicate little neck as he leaned down to murmur softly into that matching onyx-coloured hair. 
“I need to help your big brother with some paperwork so he can share our name, like we are doing for you, Lyovushka. You can come back and sit with me as soon as I am done.”  
Ilya leaned forward in the chair and spoke as he offered his hands out. 
“Are you going to introduce yourself first, Lyovushka? Can you remember the words?”
The little boy turned and leaned himself tightly back into Shane’s solid chest, but he did give Jon a very small, shy smile and spoke in stilted, rough English.
“Hello. My name is Levi. Nice to meet you.”
Jon almost melted. 
It was a very polite, very Shane-sounding introduction, and it was extremely cute. Far more polite than his children ever managed to be at that age. He nodded and gave the clearly very shy Levi a soft smile before replying. 
“Good to meet you, too, Levi. My name is Jon LeClaire, and I am Ilya’s and Shane’s Coach. That was very polite of you.”
Levi just burrowed back into Shane’s chest and seemed too embarrassed to look back at him again. Ilya stood, all coiled power and grace, as he reached down and carefully scooped up Levi into his own arms. Jon saw the little body melt into those strong arms just as he had done with Shane. 
“Did I get it right, Otousan?”
Ilya nuzzled gently at the silky-looking black hair and held him close before he rumbled a reply. 
“Da. You did very well, Malen’kiy. I am very proud of you.”
 
Jon could see the effort it took Shane to tear his gaze away from the two of them and focus back on him, but honestly, Jon couldn’t blame the man. Ilya was an image right now; all that massive size condensed down to a steady, gentle presence was a little bit awe-inspiring. After all, Jon had kids, two beautiful children that he loved very much, but there was something deep down inside of him, watching this self-made little family, that made him jealous. 
Finally, Shane reached for the folder and opened it, having almost physically torn his gaze away from his husband to focus on the task at hand. He quickly flicked through the pile of documents that Jon had brought, those intelligent eyes scanning the documents, but as Shane flicked to the third and longest one, he did notice a slight squint. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one because Ilya rumbled something in Russian from where he was sprawled, with Levi curled up on his chest, playing with what looked like a Rubik’s Cube. A look of sharp concentration on the intense child’s face.  
“Glasses, Lyubimyy.”
Shane rolled his eyes, but as he went to stand, Luca beat him to it and scampered out of the room. He was back in less than a minute with a pair of black-framed glasses that he carefully handed to Shane. He received a soft rub to the back of his neck in what Jon could only assume was silent thanks as he passed Ilya to sit back down. 
The glasses were put on, and the last document was read through. Then Shane looked at Luca again. 
“Do you want to explain, Lukasha? It will sound better coming from you.”
There was a moment of slight apprehension on Luca’s pale face, but he nodded and half turned on his cushion to look directly at Jon. 
Then began to speak. It was more than Jon had ever heard the young man speak. 
“My parents were not the best.”
Jon heard Ilya snort softly and give a deep growl in Russian. 
“More like Shitrents Lukasha, not parents. That’s us.”
Shane muttered something that sounded admonishing even in a language that Jon didn’t understand. 
“Ilyusha. No. We are not calling them that.”
Luca, however, laughed and gave Ilya a gleeful and appreciative look. A look which made Shane let out a defeated sigh. 
“Lukasha…”
Those suddenly big, round, wet blue eyes were turned on Shane. Jon saw him melt in real time and had to stifle a laugh behind his mug. He was not better with his children either, so he had no room to talk. 
“Sorry, Kaasan, but that was funny and accurate.”
Then he turned back to Jon and continued. 
“Sorry, Coach. Anyway, my shitrents were not the best; thanks for that one, Otousan. I was taken into the care of my grandfather before I was a teenager. He tried, but he was not a caring or gentle man. He died before I was drafted. I was alone from then on. They only appeared when they were trying to get a small amount of money my grandfather left me, but it was just enough to get me through the draft, and I refused.”
Luca took a deep breath, and suddenly Shane had moved. Jon was pretty sure his jaw was on the floor when Shane casually squatted to the floor, massive thighs straining as he scooped Luca up and carried him to the sofa, where Ilya and Levi had both sat up.
Shane sat, Luca pulled down to cuddle between the two bigger men, and the blond curled immediately into the hold, hiding his face for a moment in a broad shoulder as Shane wrapped him in his arms and held him. 
Jon was still processing. 
He knew Shane was strong. The man made no secret of it; after all, they had all seen his test scores, but Luca was not a small man. He was in relation to Ilya and Shane, but not in a normal sense. Shane had just crouched; only his thighs and core had lifted both his own weight and Luca’s from the floor to a standing position.   
However, before he could begin to sort that out in his head, Luca had unburied himself from Shane’s shoulder and continued. 
“I asked for the forms to change my emergency contact information first. Which will be Ilya and Shane in the first instance, and then Yuna and David Hollander in the second. Then my address changed to here as well.” 
Jon nodded. That was understandable, but obviously was not everything, so he waited, patient and just watching. Luca shifted closer to Shane, almost in the older man’s lap, in fact, but Shane didn’t seem to mind. 
“I also asked for the change of name forms because I am legally applying to change my name.”
At this, Jon was puzzled. 
“Changing your name? Luca, that isn’t a thing done lightly.”
A sharp, cold look flashed across Shane’s face, but it was gone as soon as Jon looked back at him. Luca just shook his head and leaned back into Ilya’s side. The Russian had moved so he could wrap a massive arm around the back of both Luca and Shane. Those eyes were back. Jon flinched back slightly at the combined aura coming from Shane and Ilya, a solid, powerful wall of muscle clearly backing up the younger man. 
“I am not a Haas. I never really have been. They don’t deserve to be attached to me when we win the cup. I am a Hollander-Rozanov.”
Jon blinked. 
Then again. 
He looked between the four of them. All tightly pressed together: Ilya, the huge, impregnable wall behind them all, Shane front and centre to defend from either side. The thing was, Jon could see it. Had been seeing it all afternoon. They had adopted Luca. Shane and Ilya were treating Luca the same as Levi, which was what he had been seeing but not seeing the entire time. 
Okay then. He could work with this. 
Legally, it was no problem, as long as these forms were signed and filed; no one, not even Crowell, could say anything. No rule said family couldn’t be on the same team; it was rare, yes, but nothing was stopping them. 
“Not a problem. Are you changing your name on the ice?”
Luca looked to Shane, then Ilya, in silent question. Both of them gave him the same look, then Shane ran a large hand through those wavy curls in obvious comfort. 
“It is up to you, Lukasha. You can stay with it on the ice or use one or both of ours.”
For a moment, Luca looked a bit torn, but then he nodded to himself and turned back to Jon, a determined look on his face. 
“Changing it. I want my name, my parents’ name, please. Hollander-Rozanov on my jersey, when we win.”
Jon wasn’t too surprised, not with all he had witnessed, but he could see both Shane and Ilya had wet eyes, which he politely looked away from as they all composed themselves. 
Signing all the forms didn’t take long. Shane sat beside Luca and guided him through the process; the blond pressed close into the older man’s side for what Jon could clearly see was comfort. 
He gathered them all up in the folder and allowed Shane to walk him to the door, Ilya still with a now-sleeping Levi on his chest and Luca leaning against his legs and talking quietly in Russian as Jon left with a wave to his Captain. He got a pleased smile and a half-real, half-mocking salute back that made him roll his eyes but grin. Ilya Rozanov would never not be a menace. 
“Thanks again for this, Coach.”
Shane was standing, shoulders back, and dark eyes shrewd on him as he stood back up from putting his shoes on.
“Not a problem, Shane. I will get this filed first thing and get Luca his new jersey ordered.”
Here, Jon paused, but he was really curious, and Shane was more likely to answer than Ilya.  
“What do Luca and Levi call you both? What do they mean?”
Shane blushed. For the first time that day, Jon saw him look his age, rather than a very mature, capable and slightly terrifying force of nature. That blush made him look in his early twenties, maybe even younger, actually, because Shane had a bit of a pretty, baby face after all. 
“Kaasan is Japanese; it means “Mother” or “Mama”. Otousan is also Japanese and means “Papa” or “Daddy”. Levi struggled with Russian for father after what happened, so he came up with his own version, and then Luca picked it up too.”
Jon could see Shane was both very proud and still a bit embarrassed, but his head was held high, and his dark brown gaze was sharp, as if daring Jon to comment. He wouldn’t dream of it, though. There was nothing wrong with it, although not all would think that, but Jon was honestly amazed at these two young men.  
He patted Shane lightly on the shoulder as he walked past to the open door, then he turned and made sure he looked straight at the young man. 
“I think that sounds pretty perfect, honestly. Well, don’t; you are both doing a fantastic job with those boys.”
A look flashed through Shane’s eyes, and he smiled gratefully. 
“Thanks, Coach.”
Jon waved over his shoulder and called back in a more normal tone. 
“Don’t be late in the morning. Early practice, and I want to see them sweat, Shane, you hear me?”
A light, pleased laugh drifted down the drive.
“Yes, Coach.”
As he got into his car and drove home, he glanced at the innocuous, plain brown folder on the front seat next to him. Inside were things that would make ripples, then waves once the information got out, and it would, no matter how hard Jon tried to keep it low-key. It would be interesting to see how Crowell and the others reacted, but Jon had to admit he was here for it.
He couldn’t wait to win the cup with three Hollander-Rozanovs on his team, and he would gleefully put two fingers up to anyone who said a word about it. Jon LeClaire was about to make hockey history for the second time in under a year. 
It was going to be fun. 






      

  












      Chapter 67: Ilya
  



    Chapter Notes

      So, I know I said that it would be Heart’s update next; however, Secret’s Ilya decided that I was not allowed to continue ‘playing favourites’ and his was MEANT to be the main fic. In his words, ‘he was here first’, and I owed him after Heart’s Ilya got chapter 6. So very late Saturday night, he decided to start a fight and wrestled control of his chapter back. Hours later, my poor, long-suffering Betas and I had the outline for this …

Please heed this warning. If you skipped chapter 38, then this is far worse. This whole chapter is basically Secret’s Ilya trying to outdo Heart’s Ilya in what has apparently become a competition (so sorry to both Shanes). This is taking the breeding kink tag to the next level; you have been warned. Have and enjoy 13k of utter and complete smut. Let me know what you think.







  Ilya looked between his two boys, with almost identical dark blue eyes staring up at him. 
Lyovushka wanted to go out. 
Had actually asked to go somewhere; he wanted to go to the aquarium. Luca had pointed out that Adrien and he could take Levi out for the day. It was Lyovushka’s idea after they had watched Finding Nemo for the third night on the run. 
Levi was a little bit obsessed with the pretty fish and had since found out about there being an aquarium pretty close by, and a big one too. Ilya hadn’t wanted to refuse, but he had also been trying to find a bit of time to spend just with Shane. Then Adrien had piped up to say he and Luca could take him, since they both wanted to go. 
Ilya felt a little bit bad that he was using his oldest son like this, but Lukasha had offered and clearly wanted to go. 
In fact, when Adrien had put it into the Bears group chat where they were going, Nick had messaged to say he would pick the boys up, as his oldest was also fascinated by the sharks and wanted to go too. 
As Ilya showed Shane the messages, he could see his husband had clocked him but wasn’t sure exactly what his plan was.  
“What are you up to, Ilyusha?”
Ilya gave Shane an innocent look that he knew his pretty Canadian was not buying for one moment, but the arrival of a very excited Lyovushka kind of derailed him for a moment. So Ilya helped them all pack a rucksack of snacks and drinks, made sure they had enough money, and packed them into Nick’s car. 
If Ilya ignored the very knowing, amused grin on his friend’s face, then that was only for him to know. 
“Don’t worry, Cap, we won’t be rushing. The shark feeding isn’t till 4:30 pm.”
The look of awe on Lyovushka’s face was enough to soften Ilya. 
“Da, let them watch the sharks, but ring us if there are any problems.”
Shane padded around to brush his hand across Levi’s braided hair and press a kiss to his head. 
“Get your brother to ring us if you want to come home, Da?”
Lyovushka nodded seriously, obviously picking up that Shane was worried, and gave him a very sincere look.   
“I promise I will, Kaasan, but I really want to see all the fish.”
Shane sighed as Ilya came to the other side and put his arm around that pretty waist. He leaned down to nuzzle those dark locks and then ran his hand through Luca’s hair, too. 
“Call us. Da?”
The blond nodded and met his eyes sagely. 
“I promise, Otousan. We will look after him.”
Shane looked at Luca, then Adrien. 
“We are trusting you.”
They both sat up a little straighter at that and looked both serious and proud, which made Ilya both melt a little and chuckle at the pair. 
This was a good thing; Lyovushka couldn’t stay inside forever, and he had actively asked for this. It was also good for him not to be glued to him and Shane all the time. He had to get used to functioning on his own soon enough. Once the adoption went through, they would have to look at schooling options, even if there would be allowances made for the language barrier at first. 
Nick saluted them with a reassuring look from the driver’s seat, and Ilya let Shane watch until the car was out of sight and the automatic gates closed behind them. 
 
Shane turned in the circle of his arms and levelled him with a look. It sent blood rushing south. Ilya growled softly and tightened his hold. Before Shane could escape, he threw his husband over his shoulder and took off into the house. 
The hiss Shane gave him just added fuel to the fire, especially as he got his hand on that plush ass to steady his muscular husband over his shoulder, and he felt Shane slap him on his own ass in response. 
“Ilyusha…”
Shane hissed in warning as Ilya dropped him onto their bed, but Ilya ignored him and prowled to the door to lock it. The distinct locking sound was loud in the silence of their room. 
“Ilyusha…”
It was more a whine than a hiss now. Heat seeping into those beautifully dark chocolate eyes. 
“Now, Lyubimyy. You are mine and mine alone for a while.”
Shane moaned softly. All pretence of resistance was quickly abandoned in favour of Ilya’s game. 
Ilya’s eyes darkened as he watched Shane submit, drop back to the pillows, and soften his stance. Those thick, glorious thighs dropped open to invite Ilya in. He wasted no time in throwing off his own clothes and then stripping Shane’s off that gloriously tanned body. 
Fuck. His husband was gorgeous. 
Ilya stopped for a moment just to look, just to devour the sight that Shane made spread across their bed. 
“You are beautiful, Lyubimyy.”
Shane blushed. He always did, no matter how much Ilya showered him in compliments; that pretty pink blush bloomed across those sharp cheekbones. 
He prowled onto the bed, trapping Shane under him and capturing that irresistible mouth with his own. Shane arched up into him, responding at once, already eager and wanting. Ilya wrapped a hand around Shane’s throat and caressed the edge of his jaw with his thumb. He used the hold to angle Shane’s head to deepen the kiss. He swiped his tongue along the seam of those plump lips until Shane opened for him with a soft moan. 
Ilya groaned in response as he dived in, licking and caressing into that mouth with his tongue. Shane nipped at his tongue and chased the kiss when Ilya tried to draw back, teeth sunk into his lip as Shane pushed up to meet him. The sting of pain went straight to Ilya’s already interested cock. 
Slowly, he trailed his mouth down Shane’s neck until he reached those beautiful tits. He licked a broad stripe across one already hardening nipple as he palmed at the other, kneading and playing with the solid weight in his hand. 
Ilya loved Shane’s chest; he was so strong, so muscular, but unlike himself, who had very little softness to his chiselled body, Shane had a fuller figure. 
Still so completely masculine, but with curves that gave Ilya so much to hold on to. Shane was the only one he had ever let go with; no one else had ever been strong enough, perfect enough. Only ever his husband.
“So perfect for me.”
Shane shuddered at the low growl Ilya gave into the sensitive nipple in his mouth. He curled his tongue around the pebbled nub and pulled it up with a strong pull of his mouth. As he let go, the result was a lovely reddened nipple, just starting to swell and plump up under his touch. 
Ilya switched to the other and sucked on that one until it too was nicely plumped up. 
Shane was writhing under him; his chest was always sensitive, and Ilya’s heavier bulk was pinning him so he couldn’t do more than try to arch up into Ilya’s mouth. 
“Look at them, Lyubimyy, all lovely and pink. Wouldn’t you look exquisite, all heavy and full?”
Shane moaned. His cock twitched, and he threw his head back into the pillows. Blush stronger than ever. 
Ilya kneaded both tits at the same time, cupping the softening mounds and circling his thumbs over the pebbled, wet nipples. He pressed them slowly, almost gently together, relishing in the low cry Shane gave. 
“See, perfect. I bet these would produce enough for me to taste too; you would let me, wouldn’t you, sweetheart? After your body had fed my baby, the baby that I put in you, you would let me taste you.”
The moan that was torn out of Shane’s throat was beautiful. Ilya ground his now rock-hard cock down into Shane’s answering hardness, unable to help himself at his own teasing. 
Instead, he leaned over and grabbed the lube from the bedside table. Shane’s pretty cock was leaking a steady amount of precome over both of them, the length of his cock already wet and glistening. 
He pushed Shane’s plush, thick thighs out of the way and settled himself into a better position. He was not wasting time here; opening the bottle, he quickly warmed the lube between his fingers and then rubbed them around the rim of Shane’s already twitching hole. 
Ilya glanced up at the heaving rise and fall of Shane’s chest and locked eyes with those almost black ones, the pupils blown so wide in desire. 
“You want this? You want me to fuck my baby into you? Fuck you until it takes?”
Shane keened, high and desperate, but was nodding before Ilya had even finished, even though they both knew Ilya wouldn’t accept just that. 
He circled his fingers and just pressed the tips of both inside at the same time, feeling how Shane’s muscles tried to draw him in at once, but he didn’t move.
“Words, sweetheart. I need your words.”
Shane mewled but forced himself to meet Ilya’s gaze; the heat behind that look made Ilya’s own cock twitch, but he waited. 
“Yes. Yes, Ilyusha. Please … I want your baby.”
That was all Ilya needed. 
He pressed his mouth to the sensitive skin of Shane’s inner thigh as he pressed his finger inside. 
He had no patience to draw this out, and Shane was already pressing back into his hand for more, so he was quicker than he normally was to open Shane up. Just enough; he wanted him to stay tight for as long as possible because Ilya had a plan. 
Shane could take him after only two fingers. It was always tight, but two was almost the limit of not enough for the girth of Ilya’s cock.
“Like this? You want one more, or can I take you like this?”
Ilya was growling out the words. 
The Russian words sounded filthy and broken even to his own ears, but Shane was nodding again, those powerful thighs trying to push Ilya up to line his cock up. 
He eased the fingers out and ran a hand over the swollen, heated length of his cock, coating it in a generous amount of lube as he hitched Shane’s legs up over his shoulders. 
He wanted to see Shane’s face this first time. 
Ilya took the base of his throbbing cock in his hand, and he gave it a tight, warning squeeze to fight down his own arousal. 
Shane was shifting, desperately trying to get Ilya to push inside him. Ilya growled and placed a hand on his chest to still him. 
“Easy, sweetheart. I will give it to you. This is only the first round; be patient.”
Shane moaned and dropped a hand into Ilya’s curls. He groaned at the feeling of Shane tugging at them as he wrapped his legs around Ilya’s waist. 
“Ilya… fuck me… please.”
Ilya thrust inside. 
Shane yowled at the stretch, the give of his walls as Ilya could feel as he kept pushing; he was relentless, his own harsh groan of pleasure at the heat, the tightness around his throbbing cock. Shane was so perfect. As Ilya bottomed out, he leaned down to kiss his husband, bringing their mouths together in a wet, messy kiss that had Shane tightening around him.  
Ilya adjusted his angle and proceeded to drive up into his husband with powerful thrusts of his coiled muscles. Shane, finally able to move, was arching up to meet him. The wet, heavy sounds of his hips meeting Shane’s ass were lewd amid the harsh panting and obscene moans that were almost constant from Shane’s mouth. 
He pulled Shane down a bit on the bed and braced his knees for more leverage as he felt Shane start to spasm around him; his moans turned into a low keening as he drew closer to his orgasm. Ilya hadn’t even touched his pretty, dripping cock. 
“You’re going to come like this, Lyubimyy? Just on my cock.”
With perfect aim, Ilya pounded into Shane’s prostate. Every thrust, every drag of his cock sent Shane higher and himself closer to the edge. 
He reached up and wrapped a hand around Shane’s throat, still his movement as he continued his own. Carefully but steadily, he tightened his hand, just so Shane could feel the strength, could feel himself being held down and fucked. 
That was enough. 
Shane’s back bowed; he moaned and tightened like a molten hot vice around Ilya’s cock as he came. Ilya ground up and down as he followed Shane over the edge, his thighs shaking with the force of his orgasm as Shane’s ass seemed to be trying to milk every drop of come out of him he could.
“Fuck…”
Ilya groaned. 
He collapsed down onto Shane as they both lay there panting, warm, strong arms encircled his shoulders as Shane clung to him, their chests heaved in sync as Ilya tried to get his breathing under control. He didnt pull out, not yet. Instead, he stayed where he was and lifted himself just enough to look into those still almost black eyes. 
Shane was watching him. The fact that he hadn’t moved or made Ilya move told him all he needed to know, but the still-heated look in those eyes was clear. He kissed him, deep and searching, not letting the heat bank as he leaned over and pulled Shane’s plug out of the drawer. 
He would let Shane catch his breath, but that was it. His husband was not escaping; they had hours, and Ilya was going to use every single one of them. 
 
As Ilya slowly pulled out, he could feel Shane trying to clamp down around him, trying to keep his come inside. It made his cock twitch, but as Ilya nestled down between those glorious thighs, he pressed his mouth to the creamy skin of his thighs. While he busied his mouth with biting and sucking nice, big bruises into the plush meat of those thighs, Ilya gathered up his come that was trickling slowly out of Shane’s hole with his fingers. 
With deliberate slowness, Ilya gathered it all back up and pushed his wet fingers back inside Shane’s stretched hole until it was all back inside. Ilya was not wasting any; he needed Shane as full as possible. Then slicked the plug with the liquid from his hand and carefully pressed it inside. It was not a massive plug, but it was not small either. After taking Ilya’s cock, Shane’s hole was stretched enough to accommodate this new size. 
This was not the plug Shane used last time. This was one Ilya had recently purchased, and it had a little surprise that Ilya was pretty sure Shane hadn’t spotted when he had first shown it to his husband. Shane was too busy blushing and making Ilya go and hide it before the boys saw anything. 
It slipped in past the puffy rim with a little pressure. Ilya watched as Shane’s muscles contracted around it a few times, then settled. For now, he let Shane rest for a moment, content to admire all the bites and hickeys he had left. 
Once Shane’s breathing had come back down to normal, Ilya traced his finger along the inside of a thigh. He kept the touch light, teasing as he bent to follow the path with his tongue. He paid close attention to the bruises he had already left, nipping and licking at the lovely purpling marks that patterned the creamy skin. 
Ilya dipped his head to mouth at the juncture of one thigh and hip. He opened his mouth and sank his teeth into the sharp jut of the bone, then soothed the bite with his tongue. Shane opened his legs further, giving Ilya the silent go-ahead for more. 
For now, he ignored the stirring cock and pressed kisses to that silky, soft patch of skin under Shane’s navel. Ilya hadn’t put enough in Shane yet to show, but he would. Instead, he lavished the skin with attention, cupping his large palm across the span of skin and pressing down gently, feeling the softness, the emptiness that was waiting to be filled. 
Shane moaned as he lowered his other hand to the plug; as one hand pressed on his belly, the other gave the plug a dirty little twist that dragged it against Shane’s sensitive walls. 
“Oh fuck …”
The cry was soft, but Ilya still heard it. Shane’s cock was twitching in response, and so was Ilya’s.  
“I will, Lyubimyy. Patience, we have only just started.”
Ilya growled into Shane’s skin as he played with the plug, twisting it, then pushing it deeper, only to pull it halfway out, then nudge it back inside. Shane whined and clenched down every time he pulled it out. 
He lowered his head between those thick thighs and lapped around the plug, soaking the quivering ring of muscle as he teased. Shane was already half hard again, and Ilya was already ahead of him as he watched Shane begin to shift his hips back against the pressure of the plug. 
Without taking his eyes off Shane, he fished around for the discarded bottle of lube. Efficiently, he slicked up his cock and then sat up. Ilya put his arms under Shane and easily lifted him into his lap. He manoeuvred them so that his back was against the headboard and Shane’s back was to his chest. Ilya pulled Shane flush against him and began to kiss up his exposed throat and jaw, opening his mouth to nip and suck at the sensitive spot under Shane’s right ear. 
Shane let out a mewl at the attention, dropping his head back and exposing more of that delicious throat to Ilya’s teeth. Each bite had Shane moaning and squirming on Ilya’s lap, his cock plumping up against that trembling belly. 
Ilya nudged his hardening cock up against the plug as Shane pressed his beautiful, round ass back into Ilya in response. He slid a hand around Shane’s throat and held him still; with the other hand, he reached between them to carefully remove the plug. He had to be quick, but the plug had kept Shane nice and soft for him. Just as he touched the edge, he leaned down to growl huskily into Shane’s ear. 
“You ready, sweetheart?”
Shane was nodding and pressing closer as Ilya carefully removed the plug and sheathed his cock inside in one smooth movement. The fresh lube and his still-warm come eased the way.  
Ilya groaned at the feeling. Shane was still tight, still clenching around him the moment he bottomed out. He used the hold around Shane’s neck to firmly guide his back into a sinful arch that pressed his ass harder onto Ilya’s cock. 
He ground into Shane in a steady, deep circle of his hips, not pulling out and not thrusting like he was before. This way, he could keep constant pressure on Shane’s prostate and keep all his come sealed inside in his position. Ilya loved Shane in his lap, loved fucking up into him, making him watch in the mirror, so his husband could see exactly why Ilya was so feral over him. 
With his other arm, he wrapped it around Shane’s waist and reached up to play with his still reddened nipples. Shane moaned as Ilya kneaded and tugged at one until he was happy with how swollen it was, then swapped to the other. 
“Look at these, Lyubimyy. Look at how big they are; my hand can barely hold them anymore.”
Shane mewled and arched into the hand as Ilya cupped his tit in his palm and squeezed. Shane’s whole body jerked as Ilya clamped down around his throat and chest to keep him tight around his cock. 
“Nyet, Lyubimyy, you can’t move. Wouldn’t want anything to leak out. You want this to take, don’t you? Don’t you want me to give you a baby?”
Both of them moaned as Shane tightened reflexively around his cock at his words. Ilya dropped his hand from Shane’s swollen tits to his stomach and cupped that softer, silky patch of skin where he pressed down as he ground his cock up as deep as he could. 
He took Shane’s hand off his thigh and slid it to where his own hand had just been, then he entwined their fingers and pressed them down as he thrust up.
“Feel that… Feel how deep inside my cock is. Going to fill you up nice and full, make sure it takes.”  
His own cock was pulsing at the image his words were conjuring, never mind the feeling of just how deep inside Shane he was. 
Shane was moaning and writhing, utterly gone from his words and the way he was trapped between the hold around his throat and his stomach.
Shane was trembling, muscles locked up tight as Ilya abused his prostate with every deep, heavy grind of his hips. He groaned as Shane’s ass was pulsing around his cock, trying to pull him even deeper as his orgasm approached.   
“Come for me, Lyubimyy.”
He growled softly into a delicate ear, pulling him back onto his cock as he felt Shane crest over the edge at his command. The tight, fluttering channel around his cock was both almost too much and not enough. 
Ilya pressed his hand to where his cock was deep inside, and was dragged into his own orgasm by Shane’s perfect ass tightening around him through his own aftershocks. 
Ilya felt it this time, with his first load of release still inside; this second orgasm was enough to feel Shane’s belly swell with the amount. 
“Fuck…”
That was enough to have his cock pulsing a bit more at the now obvious swell there.
He rolled them, careful to keep Shane on his chest and his cock inside. Shane was sated and pliant in his hold as he adjusted them, not taking his hand off that swelling. He cupped it gently; it was bigger than his palm now, the pattern of silvery stretch marks more visible in the tautness of the skin. 
Shane opened one hazy chocolate eye and twisted his head slightly to kiss Ilya. He kissed back, pressing their lips together and sucking on Shane’s full, pouty bottom lip. 
“You okay, sweetheart?”
Ilya soothed his hand across the stretched skin, the muscles strained but not full enough, not yet. Shane could take one more. 
Shane’s voice was husky and a bit raw, but Ilya nuzzled his neck and shoulder as they lay there. 
“Yes. I’m okay, Ilyusha.”
Ilya’s brain took a moment to sort out the English, but he got there. Shane tried to move, but Ilya tightened his hold and grumbled into the muscular shoulder his head was pressed into.
“Stay still.”
He reached down the bed for the plug and brought it up to where Shane could see it. 
He paused in a silent question. Waiting. Knowing that this was up to Shane, he would stop here if his husband said no. 
Of course, Shane didn’t. 
Instead, he closed his eyes as that blush bloomed across his already flushed cheeks. 
“Ilyusha…”
Ilya kissed him and carefully pulled out. He moved quickly; the plug slid inside the open, puffy hole, easily this time. Then he moved both hands to cup the soft swell of his come in Shane’s belly. He groaned at the feel, at Shane letting out a little breathy mewl of pleasure at the touch. 
Gently, he lowered Shane off his chest and onto the bed. He padded naked and uncaring down to the kitchen to get a cold bottle of water for them both. 
Ilya was not done yet. 
He let Shane doze for a bit after he had drunk the water, lying supine and devastatingly beautiful in his debouched state.
Ilya traced his fingers over each mark, each bruise as he lay beside his husband. Then he gravitated back to the swollen chest and belly. Shane’s nipples were puffy and red, and bruises had bloomed around each nub from where he had been sucking on them. 
Shane shifted onto his side, which made the swell of his stomach even more obvious. Ilya groaned and closed his eyes as he felt his cock start to react. 
Shane wasn’t actually asleep and turned to look at where Ilya was sprawled next to him, his beautiful chocolate eyes locked onto Ilya’s slowly rising cock with both desire and disbelief. 
Ilya rolled up onto his side behind Shane. He ran a hand down the length of Shane’s massive thigh, kneading and stroking at the smooth, silky skin. He pressed his lips to Shane’s swollen chest, mouthing and sucking on the nipple he could reach from this angle. Shane moaned, eyes drifting closed as Ilya worked the oversensitized, almost painful nub in his mouth.  
He released the poor, abused flesh and nipped at Shane’s flank instead, scattering a constellation of little bites down his side before he gently lifted Shane’s leg up and back over his own hips. Shane’s wonderfully flexible body bent to Ilyas’ will as he draped him over his hardening cock. 
His voice was deep, darker and heavier now, dripping with something sinful as he half-coaxed, half-bullied Shane into the position he wanted. 
“That’s it, sweetheart, spread yourself over my cock. You can take one more, can’t you?”
They both knew it wasn’t a question. 
Shane was letting Ilya manhandle him; he wanted Ilya just as much as Ilya wanted him. 
The low, needy mewl that Shane let out when Ilya pulled him back, right onto his cock was enough. Ilya carefully quested his fingers around the base of the plug; Shane’s hole was already twitching around it in anticipation. 
Ilya took it slow this time. He kept them like this, spooned on their sides and with Shane spread over his hips. He gripped the thigh over his own for leverage and slid his cock inside. There was no resistance this time, just the hot, heavy slide between all the lube and the copious amounts of his come still inside Shane. 
He kept his motions almost on the edge of gentle. He circled his hips, using the plush, heavy thigh to push up against as he wrapped Shane tightly in his arms. Ilya kept a hand on the swell of Shane’s belly, this time not letting up with the filthy, desperate things he was murmuring right into Shane’s throat. 
“Look at you.”
Ilya pressed his hand to the swell of Shane’s belly, the back of his palm brushing against the red, leaking cock that was straining up against that now visible curve.
He adjusted the angle slightly and felt his cock hit Shane’s prostate when his husband mewled and arched back into his movement. 
“There, that’s it. You want this. You’re still so desperate for my seed, even after all this.”
Shane moaned and dug his hands up and back into Ilya’s curls, pulling almost painfully on them as he writhed in response to Ilya’s words. 
“Look how round you are, look down, sweetheart. Watch as you take another load.”
Ilya knew Shane would obey; he always did. 
He lifted Shane’s thigh a bit higher as he pressed in deeper, keeping the slow, torturous pace as Shane squirmed more and more, trying to get him to go harder or faster. Ilya knew this was just on the edge of not enough, but he held Shane still and made him take it.
By the time Ilya was nearly on the edge himself, Shane was crying, big, wet tears clinging to those sooty lashes as he lay there and let Ilya use him. 
His husband was exhausted, overstimulated and on the edge of another orgasm. Ilya kissed him and finally picked up the pace enough to drive Shane into what was possibly his fourth orgasm so far.
Shane shuddered, shivered and trembled in his arms as his body gave up and went limp against Ilya, but he could still feel it as Shane’s ass spasmed around his cock. Exhausted and sated as he was, his body was still trying to milk every last drop out of Ilya. 
His own orgasm was gentler than the last but still substantial in amount, as he ground his hips deep and let out a low, rumbling groan as he could see Shane’s body struggling to accommodate the hot, thick ropes of his come. The sight of Shane’s taut, swollen belly made him growl and release a few more spurts as his cock desperately tried to fill Shane up as much as possible. 
Ilya rested his head on Shane’s chest as he fought to regain his breath. Shane’s beautiful chocolate eyes were closed, and he was lying, spent and exhausted, against Ilya’s side.  
He almost let him stay like that, but Shane would not appreciate waking up sticky and covered in his own cooled release, so he gently replaced his thoroughly spent cock with the plug, making sure it was pressed in a little deeper this time. Ilya didn’t want anything to leak out; he wanted Shane to stay like this, filled and heavy. 
Before he gave in to the urge to sleep, he set an alarm on his phone just in case and collected a soft, warm cloth to wipe his husband down with. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do while they napped for a bit. He would get them both clean properly once Shane had slept for a while. 
 
Once Ilya stirred, glad he had set an alarm after he felt himself drift off to sleep, Shane was curled up against him, still out of it, but Ilya knew the boys would be home soon, and he had to get them up and presentable. He brushed a kiss to Shane’s neck and eased his hands down those muscular flanks. He kept his hands away from the swollen belly, skin taut and stretched around his come because apparently he had no self-control. 
He got up and started the bath running, knowing the warm water would help. Then he padded back to Shane and leaned down to press tender kisses to Shane’s cheek, following the pattern of those beautiful freckles. 
“I’m sorry, Lyubimyy, but we need to get cleaned up before Lukasha and Lyovushka get home.”
Shane groaned softly and opened his eyes. Ilya could see he was still pretty out of it, so he stood and leaned down to gather his tired husband into his arms and carry him through to the bath. 
Ilya cleaned them both. 
He rubbed soothing, pain-relief creams into Shane’s red and puffy chest, around the plug he was making Shane keep in and then lastly across the swell of his come-filled belly. Ilya had to sink his teeth into Shane’s shoulder to stop himself from getting worked up again. 
Shane looked so gorgeous, covered in his marks, swollen and fertile right now, that Ilya was fighting for control. It was only the knowledge that he was keeping Shane like this, heavy and full, that made him able to let go. 
Once they were clean enough, Ilya lifted Shane out and got one of his husband’s favourite, cloud-soft towels to wrap him in and gently dry him off. He was careful around the sore parts and pressed kisses to Shane’s thighs as he got on his knees to dry Shane’s legs and feet. 
Then he brought him clothes; he made sure to choose his larger clothes, since even Shane’s baggier hoodies were unlikely to completely hide the swell of his belly, but Ilya’s largest one would. In fact, it pretty much drowned Shane’s smaller body, but it also made him look soft and cuddly. 
When Ilya wrapped his hands around Shane’s waist through the hoodie, he could feel it; he could feel Shane’s still curved belly under his hands and let out a groan. 
Shane tipped his head back and looked up at him. Chocolate eyes still glassy, with a touch of heat at Ilya’s reaction to him. There was a bit of smugness, too. Ilya could see it in the way Shane leaned back slightly and arched to push his stomach into Ilya’s hands. Taunting him. 
“This is your own fault, Ilyusha.”
The problem was that Shane was correct. This was torture, but it was a delicious torture of Ilya’s own creation. 
He growled and kissed him silently, nuzzling that soft, sweet mouth with his own. At least now, unless you knew it was there, Shane looked reasonably normal, at least for having been alone with Ilya for hours. There was nothing to be done about the hickeys, bites and bruises that littered Shane’s neck and throat, but that wasn’t unusual. 
The limp would be harder to hide, but Shane had plenty of practice, and the painkillers would kick in soon, as well as the creams and the hot bath that had soothed some of the ache in the abused muscles. 
Instead of responding, because Shane was completely right- this was a torture of his own making- he bent and scooped Shane up into his arms and carried him downstairs to the sofa. At least if he kept his husband off his feet as much as possible, then it would be less noticeable. 
Ilya had managed to get food into them both, and Shane nested comfortably as he could be on the sofa by the time Lukasha and Lyovushka came bounding in through the front door. A tired-looking Adrien followed behind them with several bags in his arms. 
Ilya sniggered at the look on the poor young man’s face; from the looks of it, Luca was very much taking after Shane in his ability to have Adrien wrapped around his little finger. 
“Otousan!”
The excited call came from where Levi was clinging like a little koala to Luca’s neck as he was carried into the room, a stuffed shark clutched tightly in his tiny hands as he beamed at the sight of them. 
Ilya stood, silently giving Shane a “stay” signal behind his back as he went over to take Levi from Luca. 
“Did you have fun then, Lyovushka?”
Levi’s eyes were bright and happy but very tired; in fact, he was leaning into Ilya’s chest as he was trying to tell him all about amazingly different coloured fish. 
“But Lukasha’s Addie was scared of the big snake.”
Ilya did a slight double-take. He looked to where Luca was sorting the bags and telling Shane the actual details, not just the very important fish information that he was getting. 
Luca looked up at that and had to smother his sudden burst of laughter as Adrien gave him a sad, puppy-dog-eyed look and sighed in resignation. Shane tilted his head at Luca in silent question. The smaller blond grinned and dodged to his Kaasan’s side to avoid the playful swipe that Adrien took at him with a horrified squeak. 
“Luca, sweetheart, no. Please don’t tell your parents that!”
Ilya smirked; oh, this was going to be good. Adrien was flushed, and his ears were bright red in complete and total embarrassment, but Luca was his too, so the little menace proceeded to loudly announce the exact thing that his boyfriend didn’t want him to. 
Ilya was so proud. 
“So we went into the tropical room, and a lady was giving a display talk about animals that lived there. Lyovushka wanted to go see the lizard, so we went to look, and then he spotted a huge Boa constrictor that the other man had out. Adrien hadn’t seen it at first and was standing right next to the guy. It kind of stuck its head over the back of his shoulder, and he screamed. Just a little.”
Shane was giving Luca such a soft, sweet smile that Ilya almost melted. He did, however, laugh at the look on poor Adrien’s face. 
“Was it terrifying, cub?”
Those grey eyes flicked up to meet his own, embarrassed but clearly still pleased at being included in their gentle teasing. 
“Damn fucking right it was. I don’t like snakes.”
Shane pulled Luca down next to him and let the tired blond curl up against his shoulder. Ilya watched as Shane shifted ever so slightly so that his arm was between Luca and the soft curve of his hidden stomach, because Luca would notice. 
Ilya hid his feral look in Lyovushka’s hair. The look Shane shot him did nothing to help the flash of heat that burned back up his spine. 
His lovely, sweet-looking husband was sitting there, their oldest curled up against him with a plug in his ass and his belly swollen from the sheer amount of Ilya’s come that he was keeping there, and yet Shane was holding steady. 
Ilya decided to up the ante a little; Luca slowly got up and stretched. His back made a slight cracking noise as he arched. Ilya pressed the little remote in his pocket as Luca moved away from Shane. 
He watched as Shane went suddenly very still. That flash of white teeth as he dug them into his still plumped bottom lip to try and not react. Ilya had made sure it was only a very light vibration setting, but it would be enough to send shivers of sensation right where Shane was still extremely sensitive from earlier. 
The vibrations would only last a few seconds, then would stop again, but they would keep going, seemingly in a random pattern, just to keep Shane on the very edge of overstimulation, but not enough that his perfect husband couldn’t still function.   
The look that Shane shot him was both lethal and desperate, all in one. Ilya had to fight for his own face to stay normal. All he wanted to do was carry Shane back to their bed and never let him leave.  
Luca didnt seem to notice anything as he turned back to speak to Shane, rolling his shoulders to try and unstiffen them.  
“Well, I am going to have a hot shower and go to bed. Lyovushka is surprisingly heavy after a few hours.”
Levi made an indignant little noise as he burrowed into Ilya’s shoulder at that. Whereas Luca just reached up and soothed his hand through Levi’s hair in silent apology, though Ilya suspected it was true after a few hours, and he doubted Levi would have let Adrien carry him just yet. 
Luca looked up at Ilya through his long, blond lashes and pouted softly as he gave Ilya the same look that Shane did. 
“Adrien can stay the night, can’t he, Otousan?”
Well fuck. When had Lukasha learned that one? From the chuckling that came from Shane, he had spotted it too. Ilya shot his husband a quick, heated look in warning, but was ignored. 
“Da. Fine, but make sure your door is closed. And I don’t want to hear anything, Lukasha…”
The bedrooms were soundproofed for a reason, after all, but he still relished the blush that bloomed over the smaller blonde’s face at his words. He caught the low grumbling in Russian as Luca pulled a confused but happy Adrien out of the room. 
“Like, I don’t know what you have been doing to poor Kaasan. I can see those fresh TEETH marks, Otousan.”
Ilya sniggered as he went to place Lyovushka down, but those little hands were reaching for Shane at once. 
Shane carefully got to his feet. Ilya saw the slight pause as the plug vibrated again, but apart from the ever-so-slight tension in Shane’s jaw, his husband held it together remarkably well. What Ilya hadn’t accounted for was the way Shane absentmindedly rubbed a large hand across the swell of his belly once he was standing. 
He froze. 
His brain short-circuited 
Shane did it again. His hoodie pulled tight for a moment at the movement, and Ilya could see the way it curved around the small but visible bump. 
His cock stirred in his pants. He had to clench his hands into fists to stop himself from pouncing on Shane right this very second. 
Instead, Shane made it worse. Shane leaned down and picked Levi up into his arms. The hoodie tightened again when Shane leaned down, and Ilya had to swallow hard to keep the groan behind his teeth. 
Shane cradled Levi into his side. From the sleepy, barely awake look on Lyovushka’s face, he hadn’t noticed anything, but Shane paused to brace his other hand under the soft curve when Levi nestled in. A soft, desperately wanting look crossed Shane’s pretty face as he pressed a kiss to Levi’s hair.  
Ilya caught Shane’s reaction, caught the way Shane pressed his hand to the swell of his stretched belly as he held Levi, who could be their biological child just from looks alone. He dug his nails so hard into his palms that they almost drew blood to keep his composure. His cock was hard and pressing against his pants, and he had done this all to himself. 
He trailed after Shane as his husband helped Levi with a quick shower and braided his hair before letting him choose his own pyjamas to crawl into bed, familiar blue eyes already mostly hidden behind tired lashes.
“Goodnight Kaasan. Goodnight Otousan. Thank you for letting Lukasha take me to see the fishes.”
Shane balanced his arms on the bed to lean down to press a kiss to Levi’s forehead and tuck him in. Ilya came up to stand just behind Shane and wrapped an arm around his waist. He too leaned down to kiss Lyovushka’s forehead and watched as their little boy practically melted into the mattress. Ilya cupped his hand under the curve as Shane leaned over. It was still bigger than his hand and warm, the softness of the hoodie doing nothing to hide Shane’s erect cock as Ilya felt it twitch under the fabric. 
They were both hard, holding on by a thread of their control to leave  Lyovushka’s room. Ilya turned the night light on and softly closed the door. Levi knew where they were if he needed them in the night now, but he didn’t seem to be one for nightmares, not yet anyway. 
 
Ilya stalked behind Shane as he herded him to their bedroom. He was done waiting. Before Shane had even turned around, Ilya was on him. He had roughly thrown his own clothes off while still shutting the door and had his hands pulling at that damnable hoodie before Shane had taken two steps. A low, half-aroused, half-confused whine came from those plump lips as Ilya manhandled his husband out of his clothes. Impatient and desperate to get his hands on that belly again. 
He dropped to his knees and pulled both Shane’s sweats and boxers down in one smooth movement. 
“Get on the bed.”
Ilya could hear the growl in his own voice, but also couldn’t do a thing about it, especially as Shane obeyed instantly. Those huge thighs flexed, and Ilya groaned aloud at the beautiful image of that perfect ass wiggling enticingly as Shane crawled into the middle of their huge bed.
“On your knees, back to me, Lyubimyy.”
Shane dropped to all fours and cast a look over his shoulder at Ilya’s cock throbbing between his legs. He took a moment to look, just to look at the image before him. Shane was braced on those thick, powerful thighs, his arms tensed and biceps flexing as he shifted his weight. 
This position meant that Ilya could see the rounded curve of his belly, gravity making Shane look fuller and heavier. Ilya swore, raw and torn from his chest at the sight. 
He climbed up behind his husband and smoothed a hand along that muscular, tanned back. He felt Shane quiver under his touch. He spread Shane’s thighs wider with one of his own as he draped his weight over Shane’s body.
Ilya wrapped one large hand around the back of Shane’s neck, firmly but steadily. He applied strength and pressure to make Shane drop his arms to the bed. 
“Lower your arms, sweetheart.”
Shane obeyed; he dropped his arms to the bed and lowered his head. The movement caused his back to drop into that sultry, supine arch that had his ass perfectly presented.  
Ilya groaned and cursed again. 
“Fuck … look at you.”
Shane let out a soft moan as Ilya tightened his hand around Shane’s throat in the silent instruction to “stay” before he trailed his hand down and around to massage and pull on the still puffy nipples for a moment, but he was too distracted by the way Shane’s swollen, curved belly was hanging like this. 
He had to pause and sink his teeth into Shane’s back for a second to control himself when he cupped his hand around the soft, taut, warm skin of Shane’s lower stomach. 
Both of them moaned at the touch. Ilya rubbed and explored for a moment, taking in the stretched skin and the way he looked bigger, fuller like this. Unmistakably pregnant, if only it were possible. 
“So beautiful. Carrying my baby like this. Your body is so strong, Lyubimyy.”
Shane dropped lower on his forearms as he tried to arch deeper, to get Ilya to do something. These touches were torturing them both, but Ilya couldn’t help himself. 
His husband let out a needy, high whine as Ilya spread his hand across as much of the swollen curve as he could, then pressed down. At the same time, he took hold of the plug and gave it a vicious little twist deeper. 
The puffy, stretched rim of Shane’s hole was wet and shimmering with the mixture of their combined come and the lube from earlier. Ilya gathered up the excess off the warmed silicone surface, heated and soft from where it had been sitting snugly inside Shane’s body for hours. He gave his heavy, rock-hard cock a few tugs to swipe the warm liquid along its length, then, with no warning, he pulled the plug out. 
The sound Shane made was a needy mix of loss and pleasure as Ilya watched his greedy, open hole, trying desperately to clamp down on nothing after being stretched and full for so long. 
He dug his hands around those plush, wide hips and forced Shane to angle his ass further up as he lined his cock up and sank into the welcoming heat. Ilya held himself still as his pelvis met Shane’s generous ass and he bottomed out. His abs and thighs were straining with the force he was using to give his husband a moment. Shane was barely holding his torso up now as he was sobbing at the stretch to his already used hole. 
“Easy, Lyubimyy, you can take this. Let me fill you again, Da?”
He was being cruel; he knew this. Shane was panting, trembling under him; his soft, sweet belly was already swollen, and now he was asking for more, but Shane would give it to him; he knew he would. 
Shane deepened his stance and pushed back against him. Ilya growled and drove deep. He snapped his hips in quick but shallow thrusts that meant he wasn’t pulling out far but was hammering back in with the full force of his core and legs. 
He wasn’t going to last. 
Ilya had spent too long already worked up and hard just by looking at the ruined image of his swollen, fertile husband to keep this up. He reached around and pressed his hand back to that heaving, soft curve as he thrust in as deeply as he could. Shane’s muscles were fluttering around him as he leaned down over Shane’s strong back and fastened his teeth around the base of Shane’s neck. 
The bite caused Shane to cry out and tighten as he shuddered into his orgasm, the feeling of which dragged Ilya’s own out of him as he heard the low, almost pained moan Shane gave as more of Ilya’s come was forced into his swollen belly. It wasn’t as much this time, but at the feeling, Shane went limp, and it was only Ilya’s hands cradling him on the length of his still weakly pulsing cock that was holding him up. 
Ilya purred into Shane’s damp skin as he held him there for a moment, making sure every last drop was safely nestled inside. 
“That’s it, Lyubimyy, so good for me. See, knew you could take.”
Shane whined and cried softly as Ilya laid him down on the bed, ever so gently pulling out and checking to make sure Shane wasn’t hurt. Tiny rivulets of his come trickled down those thick, creamy thighs; his hole was swollen, reddened and sore-looking. 
Ilya was in half a mind to end it here, but then, as if he had read that thought, Shane lifted his ass again with a soft noise of protest.
“You want the plug back in, sweetheart? Keep it all in there?”
He waited, softly stroking the sleek, silky skin of Shane’s hip as he let Shane decide. It was his husband’s choice. 
Shane’s voice was hoarse and deep as he managed to lift his head from the cradle of his crossed arms. 
“Yes… fuck Ilyusha…yes.”
Ilya groaned softly at the broken, wrecked way Shane sounded. He had done that; he had reduced this beautiful, desirable man to this sated, desperate puddle of want.  
He eased the still-warm plug back inside Shane’s hole. He gently pressed his fingers to the heated, stretched flesh of his rim as he settled it nice and snug. Shane whimpered and mewled softly at the pressure. Ilya brushed soft kisses to his back and over the already forming hand-shaped bruises on those lush hips. 
Gently, Ilya lifted himself to his feet and padded naked to the bathroom. He started the shower, letting the water heat up as he went back to very, very carefully lift Shane into his arms and get them both clean. 
The plug stayed in. 
Ilya massaged the taut, swollen curve of Shane’s belly as he cleaned them both of the mixture of sweat, lube and come. He couldn’t keep his hands away. Shane was leaning pretty much entirely on Ilya, body exhausted and sore, but his husband still managed to lean himself back into Ilya’s chest in a way that emphasised the curve and roundness. 
He buried his head into Shane’s shoulder with a snarl and tried his best to ignore his enabling husband, who, despite his teasing, couldn’t take any more right now.
“Enough now. Behave. You need to rest, Lyubimyy.”
Shane pouted at him but settled back down to allow Ilya to be able to clean them both and get them back into bed. Ilya couldn’t resist dropping a kiss to that petal-soft pout as he dried Shane off and helped him into one of Ilya’s larger sleep shirts. When he offered the sleep pants, he got a hiss, and his hand was batted softly away. Not that he was complaining; Ilya would much rather have easy access. 
Shane was barely conscious by the time Ilya had them in the quickly cleaned bed. He had learnt to put a sheet over their bed after they had started to live together. Much quicker than trying to change the bed all the time, and Shane would not sleep on a dirty sheet, not all night. 
Ilya settled them both into the covers. He eased Shane against his chest, spooned up behind him to wrap his arms securely around his husband’s sore body. Shane was curled up against him, full, heavy, and exhausted. Ilya spread his hand under the curve of Shane’s swollen belly, taking the soft weight and feeling Shane give a small, sweet sound of contentment at the touch. 
His eyes drifted closed as he nuzzled into the perfect spot between Shane’s shoulder and neck to sleep. He felt the soft purr of Shane’s voice almost as much as he heard it, the Russian flowing beautifully from that sinful mouth.
“Ya tebya lyublyu, Ilyusha.”
If he could fall any more in love with this man, he would have, right there and then. He pressed his lips in a feather-light kiss to Shane’s shoulder as he tightened his arms around him and murmured his soft reply into familiar curves of muscle. 
“Ya tebya lyublyu, Lyubimyy.”
 
In the morning, Ilya felt Shane stir, but he was still more than half asleep, so he just grumbled and cuddled his far too awake husband to his chest more securely. However, he could feel Shane was not going back to sleep; his husband was squirming softly and rubbing himself back onto Ilya’s body. 
For a moment, Ilya’s half-exhausted brain took a minute to panic and think he had hurt Shane last night, but the tiny, breathy whimper told him otherwise. Shane must have woken because he had spent the night with the plug in, and now he was awake and worked up. 
Ilya let him squirm for a bit, content to just lie there, still not really awake yet, and to see what Shane would do. The answer was that Shane had turned in his arms and pushed Ilya over onto his back, then, as Ilya cracked his eyes open, he was treated to the sight of Shane climbing into his lap and settling over his already very interested cock. 
Not just because, like this, Ilya had the perfect view of that soft, curved belly. In fact, with the way Shane was braced on his chest, it made the swell look heavier and more substantial than it actually was. 
Shane looked at him, chocolate eyes heated and knowing as he arched his back and slowly rubbed his ass onto Ilya’s rising cock. Then he leaned forward to take Ilya’s right hand in his and pressed it to the curve of his belly. 
“You like me like this, Ilyusha? Look at me. Look at how pregnant you have made me.”
Ilya groaned and thrust his hips up into that tempting ass. He had not planned on this; he was going to give Shane a break, but apparently, he had forgotten to inform his husband of that fact because this was delicious torture. That Ilya probably deserved. 
He tried to move his hand, but Shane snarled at him, and he stilled. 
“Ah, no. My turn now, Ilyusha. Lay still.”
Shane reached back and pulled the plug out. He was quick, long practice at play as he raised himself up and lined Ilya’s now hard cock up at his still stretched hole. Those huge, powerful thighs flexed with the effort of slowly lowering Shane’s muscular body down at a steady pace, but Ilya was more concerned about the slight wince Shane gave as he took him inside.
“Lyubimyy…”
Shane shushed him with a look and altered the angle to drop down fully onto Ilya’s cock. Ilya was dying to touch him, to help steady his still tired body, but Shane narrowed his eyes when he saw Ilya twitch to move. He stopped and went back to caressing the swollen belly under his hand.  
Ilya watched as Shane’s thighs were straining with the effort to ride Ilya’s thick, heavy cock, Shane was shaking with the effort and struggling to take him deep enough without help, but Ilya had been told to stay, so he did as he was told. It was all he could do to stay still, though. He could see that Shane’s chest was still swollen, his nipples red and raw from Ilya’s teeth and mouth. In fact, Shane’s chest looked bigger and softer like this too, like he was softening his body in preparation for their baby. 
He let out a deep, needy groan at that thought and tried again to reach for Shane, but was stopped and pushed back down by a strong arm. 
“Please… Shane…Lyubimyy.” 
Ilya was not above begging, but Shane was firm, so he was very willingly trapped. He fastened his gaze on the slight movement in that soft curve when Shane rose and dropped back down the length of his cock. He could see the handprint bruises he had left all over Shane’s hips, plush ass and muscular thighs, and how they flexed with every movement. 
Ilya moaned and threw his head back as he was forced to just lie there and watch Shane fuck himself slowly on his cock, the angle not deep enough nor the movement fast enough to get either of them off. But he wasn’t allowed to move or help. He had to just let Shane try to fuck himself on his cock. And wait.  
By the time Shane had started to cry in frustration and pleasure mixed, Ilya was now on payback of his own. 
“You need to beg me, Lyubimyy. I won’t help until you beg me.”
Shane hissed at him, but the tears still flowed, and Ilya could see he was getting tired. 
“Come on, Lyubimyy, say please. You can do it.”
He lifted his hands to Shane’s hips and helped to steady him, but wasn’t moving other than that. Shane was giving him that lovely kitten glare through his glistening tears, but finally gave in, in both Russian and Japanese, just to make Ilya that little bit more feral. 
“Please, Ilyusha. Please fuck me.”
Ilya finally gave in and wrapped his arms around his beautiful, fertile-looking husband and rolled them over, because Shane had done so well and begged so fucking prettily for him. 
“Ah, Lyubimyy, you have done so well to ride me when you are so lovely, pregnant and round like that. Let me do the work now.”
With the ease of practice, Ilya got Shane smoothly over onto his back and let him lie down onto the soft, supportive nest of pillows at the top of the bed, all Shane’s anyway. He pulled a couple down to slip gently under Shane’s hips and back. He could see that Shane was tired and sore, but his pretty, thick cock was still all plumped up and full, lying back against that sweeping curve of his swollen belly. 
Ilya had to drop his head to mouth at the reddened, puffy nipples to steady himself at the sight. He lapped and soothed the abused tits until Shane was whining softly at every touch but also arching up into his mouth for more. His Shane was so needy, so beautifully responsive that even now, he was still silently urging Ilya on.  
Slowly, he eased Shane’s thighs up to his chest, and adjusted the pillows to keep Shane’s hips up and his come inside. Ilya quickly ran his tongue along the edge of a thick thigh as a few thin ribbons of liquid escaped. He eased his mouth carefully around the aching, stretched rim, testing to see Shane’s reaction. All the reaction he got was Shane dropping his neck back with a low, sobbing mewl, and those hips trying to push up into his touch. 
Ilya soothed a hand along the soft skin on the inside seam of one leg and readjusted himself between Shane’s powerful thighs, and grasped the base of his cock. He glanced back up and met those half-glazed chocolate eyes gone dark again from heat and desire. The silent nod was all the permission he needed to drive back inside, his thick, heavy cock forcing its way inside Shane’s swollen, used hole. 
Shane was still tight, even if the slide was smooth and easy with the sheer amount of come and lube that was inside him now. Those strong, heated muscles still clamped down around his cock and made Ilya groan in pleasure as Shane threw his head back, and Ilya caught that look on his husband’s devastatingly pretty face, all blissed out and totally lost in the pleasure of Ilya being inside of him. 
He unwound one of Shane’s hands from around his neck and entwined their fingers to place them both on the curve of Shane’s swollen belly. So he could feel the movement of Ilya’s cock deep inside him and the softness of his stretched skin with how full he was. 
“Feel that? Feel that, baby, I put in you? You want more? You can take one more for me, sweetheart.”
Shane was crying; full-on glistening tears were coating those sooty lashes and down his pretty, freckled cheeks as Ilya rolled his hips in a deep, circling motion, driving them both closer to the edge of orgasm, but it clearly still wasn’t quite enough. Ilya watched as Shane threw his head back, arched his back and tried to pull Ilya deeper, harder, anything, as he moaned and writhed on his cock. 
Sharp nails dug into Ilya’s back. He could feel the strength in those fingers. Shane was clutching at him hard enough to probably draw blood. Ilya pressed Shane’s thighs up higher against his heaving chest and suddenly snapped his hips up into Shane’s prostate with all the considerable strength in his body.  
Finally, it was enough for Shane to crest over the edge into an almost dry orgasm. Ilya rocked his hips up again, hitting the same spot again with unerring accuracy and knowledge of Shane’s body. Shane let out a raw, broken scream as he came. His body locked down around Ilya, thighs tight around his flanks, nails dug into his back and shoulders as Shane shuddered and gasped under him. 
Ilya locked his mouth around Shane’s neck as he gave a last few powerful thrusts, his orgasm just building in his core. He mouthed and licked at where his fingerprints were marked into that delicious throat and sank his teeth in as he came, to stifle the howl in his chest. 
He had bitten so hard that the skin broke slightly under the strength of it. Ilya had bitten right under Shane’s jaw, his teeth pressed into some of the bruised skin he had left earlier. Ilya felt Shane spasm around his pulsing cock, the bite having caused Shane to let out a groan and his red, pretty, but utterly spent cock to throb weakly against his swollen belly as he came again. Ilya could see it was a weak, little pulse, and it was entirely untouched, but there, almost dry, probably edging on painful, but from the expression of pure ecstasy on his husband’s face, so good too. 
 
Shane had gone limp under Ilya’s body. He eased those quivering thighs down and around his own waist and hips to make Shane more comfortable as he dropped down on top of him. Shane mewled softly and tugged him closer, so that Ilya was completely blanketed by his bigger, heavier body but not yet pulling out. 
The soft, gentle swell of Shane’s taut belly was pressed between them. Ilya could feel it from the way they were both panting, both heaving for breath as Ilya began to gather himself under control again. His own muscles were sore, and he could only begin to think how bad Shane’s were. 
Ilya set to soothing Shane’s overwrought body gently with his hands, his mouth and his voice. 
“There you are, Lyubimyy, open those pretty brown eyes for me.”
He petted softly over Shane’s neck and belly, taking his time to caress and stroke the sore, swollen muscles with his big, warm hand. Shane relaxed into his touch and settled under his weight more as Ilya traced soothing circles into the new stretch marks their efforts had made. 
As much as he knew Shane wasn’t going to like this, they were at their limit now. Shane’s belly was stretched, his muscles spasming in a constant protest at being empty after being so full for so long. Shane needed time to recover before they could play again. 
Shane must have sensed where his thoughts had gone because those thick, strong thighs came up to let Shane wrap his legs around the backs of Ilya’s own sturdy thighs. 
Clearly, Shane didn’t want him pulling out and was making that displeasure known, even if his husband was exhausted and still lay snuggled under him. 
However, Ilya was well aware that Shane needed to be cared for now. It was his job to make sure he brought Shane out of his drop and cared for his sore, used body. 
With great reluctance, Ilya eased himself out of Shane’s clinging body as slowly as possible. Still, he felt Shane wince at the drag against his sore inner walls and his stretched, aching hole.  
The first thing was to run a bath for Shane and make it as hot as Shane could take it, but first he needed to wash the copious amounts of his come out of Shane’s body. Carefully, like Shane was made of glass, Ilya lifted his worn-out, exhausted husband into his arms and carried him into the shower first. Ilya had to get him cleaned up and all of the come-out of him before he could soak in the bath. Shane hated sitting in dirty bath water, and Ilya knew he needed to check Shane wasn’t hurt or torn in any way that would need treating.  
The moment Shane realised what Ilya was about to do, he started to cry softly and hide himself in Ilya’s chest. The broken, whimpering little sobs were heartbreaking, and Ilya had wrapped his hands around Shane’s neck and tilted his head up to look into those glassy, still-blown eyes. 
Ilya’s heart gave a twinge. Shane was still so dropped, but Ilya had no choice; this had to be done. He ran his thumbs under those delicate lashes and wiped away the glistening teardrops that dared try to conceal his husband’s freckles.  
Ilya got down on his knees and began to slowly clean Shane’s body. He started at each leg and gently massaged the sore muscles with his warm, wet, soapy hands. He dug into the tense, sore muscles with his palms and strong fingers as he worked his way up one lovely, shapely leg, then the other. Shane had gorgeous legs, and Ilya loved every inch of them. Thick with muscle but plush with curves too. Shane could crush his skull with those thighs, and Ilya would thank him for it.  
As he reached Shane’s ass and hips, he switched to the special type of gel soap with both anti-inflammatory properties and a mild painkiller. It was the prescription one that Ilya had found when he first moved to Boston. Terry had found it far too amusing and kept writing him the script for it over the years. A lot of the women he first slept with had overestimated their abilities to take a cock of his size and girth. He had never needed it for that reason with Shane, whose body was seemingly designed to take Ilya from the very first time, but it would help now. 
 
Once he had made sure Shane was thoroughly clean and nothing was damaged, he set about bringing Shane from his drop. He could feel the muscles in those thighs trembling and still see the glitter of a tear or two as Shane leaned limply against the specialised bench Ilya had put in, in case of dealing with hockey-related injuries, but it worked for this too. 
Ilya began to lavish Shane’s body with not just the water, but his tongue and mouth too. Ever so gently, he soothed the red, puffy hole with his mouth, licking and massaging the sore, stretched skin until the trembling had stopped. Only then did Ilya stand and wash the rest of Shane’s torso as carefully as he had done his lower half. Shane was covered in bite marks, hickeys and finger-shaped bruises all over him. 
Ilya could feel the open scratches across his own shoulders and back that stung when the soap got into them, and he could feel that he had his own pretty array of bites and hickeys across his neck and chest. Shane had been just as vicious as he had, if not more. 
Shane had stabilised a bit by the time Ilya carried him out of the shower and eased them both into the still, steaming hot water. It smelt of the various scented lotions and salts that Shane always added to the bath after hard games or injuries. 
He felt Shane relax back into his chest as the warmth started to work almost instantly on them both. Ilya eased him back into his lap and began to lavish every inch of skin with all of Shane’s expensive creams and lotions to help with the stretched muscles. Ilya never really understood the appeal before he met Shane, but then again, he didn’t have his husband’s perfect, soft, silky skin to look after. 
As he moved down from Shane’s neck, he began to rub softly, tenderly at the swollen nipples, all sensitive, raised and lovely dark red in colour. Slowly, Ilya massaged them in his palms, the weight slightly more than he was used to feeling. Like Shane’s tits were fuller, even if Ilya knew it was still from the bruising, from the mauling he had given them; he couldn’t help but think that the soft swelling was because Shane’s body was as if he were on the edge of producing milk. Ready and able to nourish and feed their baby. 
He eased Shane around so they were chest to chest and kissed him, unable to keep from softly pressing their mouths together over and over again. Ilya nuzzled his lips over Shane’s, caressing and coaxing his tired husband into responding; it didn’t take much.  
Ilya broke the kiss to lean down and take them into his mouth carefully, gently. He lapped at the puffy buds and swirled his tongue around the bruised surrounding until Shane’s hips shifted and he let out a breathy little mewl as his cock twitched. 
He was only half surprised, really. Shane was very sensitive normally, and right now, he was barely out of his drop. 
He dropped his hand to Shane’s stirring cock and teased a finger up the length and into the slit, where he pressed in just with the tip of his finger. 
Shane moaned quietly and nudged his hips up into Ilya’s abs. 
Ilya took hold of those ample hips and turned Shane back around in his lap, so that his back was to Ilya’s chest again. With a firm hold of the underside of each plush leg, he dragged open Shane’s thighs over his lap. 
He opened his mouth and put his teeth to the back of Shane’s neck and growled into his skin.
“You can’t take me again, can you? But you want to…”
Shane let out a low whine in the back of his throat at the growl and began to squirm.  
Ilya knew that he shouldn’t; he really, really shouldn’t let Shane tempt him like that, no matter the fact that the feeling of that lovely, round ass rubbing against his cock was stirring a response. 
Shane arched his back and pushed his ass back into Ilya’s hardening cock, Ilya could feel the head as it caught on Shane’s sore and open rim, but still, he let Shane rub himself along his length, with half the thought that Shane would settle down at the sting he would feel from the pressure.  
He knew that Shane was sore and still stretched open, teetering on the edge of a drop, but he wasn’t giving in, wasn’t stopping, and Ilya was powerless to resist the sight of Shane rubbing himself to hardness on his cock, tits swollen and red, while his belly was still a little soft and stretched. He only had so much control, and it was on thin ice right now.  
Shane wanted it, wanted it so fucking badly, and Ilya was weak. So fucking weak to his husband because he let Shane pick up the pace. The water eased the slide, warm and soothing, aided by the pain relief and the cream he had carefully rubbed in. Ilya knew that Shane was not hurting as much as he really should be or would have been had he not been used to taking Ilya so regularly now.   
He watched as Shane tried to lift himself and tried to line Ilya’s now fully hard cock up with his stretched hole, but he was tired, he was sore, and he couldn’t do it alone. Shane let out a quiet, upset mewl and tilted his head back to press beseeching kisses to Ilya’s jaw and throat. 
Ilya gave in; he wrapped his huge hands around Shane’s waist to help take his weight and guided him back down on the length of his cock. Ilya couldn’t help the growl that escaped at the feeling. Shane still felt so fucking good around him. 
Shane dropped his head back heavily onto Ilya’s shoulder and shuddered in his lap; his thighs were stretched wide, and Ilya adjusted the sore, aching body in his grip, but Shane was making breathy, little, punched-out moans into his neck. Ilya wasn’t stopping. Wasn’t pausing. He pulled Shane down onto his cock in one long, slow glide until Shane was flush in his lap again. 
He kissed the tensed, tight lines of muscle in Shane’s exposed throat; the way he had tipped his head back on his shoulder made his chest push out more, and Ilya groaned at the sight as he nudged those thighs open even wider over his own massive ones. Shane was spread obscenely open, muscular thighs trembled, and cock was twitching up against his softened belly.  
Ilya could see that Shane was half gone, half out of it. Beautiful brown eyes were dark and almost black. Shane lifted his arms, biceps tensed and bracketed Ilya’s head in a delicious wall of muscle that Ilya just had to reach over and bite at those glorious arms as Shane wrapped them around the back of his neck and sank his hands into Ilya’s curls for something to hold on to. 
He was about to need it because Ilya pressed his thumb to the edge of that reddened, sore rim. Still tight around his cock even now, but looser than it had been before, after how many times Ilya had taken him. Ilya was curious; he pressed just a little, and the softened rim gave under the pressure easily enough. Shane jerked in his lap, and his cock stuttered up against his stomach at the feeling. 
“Ilyusha?…”
It was half question and half a mewl for more. Ilya kissed Shane’s neck and shoulder soothingly as he pressed his thumb in alongside his cock. Just enough to open that swollen, puffy rim a little more.
He wasn’t moving; his hips were still, and his cock was just nestled tightly, deeply inside Shane’s heated, trembling body. 
Ilya was just holding Shane on his cock. He pulled his thumb out while he eased his other finger inside instead; the water and lotions Ilya had just used to soothe some of the pain, the rawness of Shane’s skin eased the way. The other arm was clamped around Shane’s waist to hold him tight to Ilya’s chest, as Shane jerked his hips to both get away and then, in the same motion, to press back, looking for more. 
Shane was now making a low, constant whine. High and needy, under Ilya’s touch, his sore body was taut, and Ilya could see he was on the very edge of crying again, but he hadn’t said stop, hadn’t used their safe word. His cock was still hard and throbbing between those spread thighs. 
Ilya adjusted Shane in his lap so he had more room to move and pushed a bit further; he slipped his ring finger inside instead, right along the length of his own cock. Ilya kept easing it in until Shane would be able to feel his wedding ring pressed up against the edge of his swollen rim. 
He stopped. His grip around Shane’s waist was tight, forcing him to still his quivering to concentrate on Ilya’s words for a moment. 
“You want me to stop, Lyubimyy? I can stop. Just say the word.”
Shane whined and shook his head frantically; tears soaked his lashes and glimmered at the corner of those beautiful eyes. 
Ilya pulled the finger out slowly. He ignored the frantic, pitiful cry of loss and shushed Shane with a kiss as he moved only to press it back in until the ring pushed inside as well. 
Only then did Ilya hold still for a moment, wanting Shane to feel the metal, feel the press of his finger inside him along with his cock. Ilya wanted his husband to feel his ring, the ring he placed around Ilya’s finger, as it was pushed snugly inside his body. 
Ilya began a slow, rolling grind of his cock into Shane’s prostate while keeping the finger pressed inside. He was barely moving his hips. Shane was so heavily pressed down on his cock, it was just enough to keep a constant, heavy pressure on Shane’s oversensitive and abused prostate. 
He used his other arm, wrapped around Shane’s waist, to keep Shane’s muscular body tight on his cock. His husband was trapped, at Ilya’s mercy, as Shane let out a desperate, broken cry at the feeling. 
“Ilyusha… please. I can’t” 
Ilya growled into his ear
“Come on, yes, you can, sweetheart. Come for me one last time.”
Shane obeyed him because he had to. His body was trained to obey Ilya’s commands by now, and Shane was a helpless, quivering mess in his arms. Ilya pressed his mouth into Shane’s shoulder, as the feeling of Shane spasming around both his cock and finger pulled him violently over the edge too. 
 
His poor Shane was barely conscious now, his body thoroughly spent and done after that final orgasm. Ilya kissed him gently, then finished getting them both clean. 
Ilya then gingerly lifted Shane into his arms, aware of just how sore his husband was by now and took him back to their bedroom. With care, he put Shane down in the big comfy reading chair in the corner while he quickly and efficiently changed the sheets. Shane really had trained him well. 
Once Ilya was satisfied that it was good enough for his husband, he padded silently over and picked him back up into a bridal carry. Then Ilya slid back into the fresh sheets with Shane still in his arms. Ilya was not letting go; he was pretty sure he couldn’t force his arms to let go. Neither of them was completely stable right now, and the only thing holding them both together was the fact that Ilya was curled up tight, his larger, bulkier frame wrapped right around his smaller, exhausted husband. Shane’s head was tucked under Ilya’s chin, and Ilya’s arms nestled around his waist.
One big hand was splayed across Shane’s sore belly; he used his thumb to softly stroke the stretched skin. 
He kept up the soothing motion until Shane was fast asleep. His husband was so exhausted that it didnt take long, but Ilya managed to stay awake for a bit longer. 
Ilya lay there, just looking, in utter and complete awe of his husband. He had no idea what he had done in past or even this life to deserve Shane, because he was pretty sure not even a god would be good enough for the perfect, amazing wonder that was Shane Hollander-Rozanov, but Ilya would thank any deity that was listening, every day for the rest of their lives if that was what it took to keep his Shane happy.  
As he drifted off, finally into sleep, Ilya placed an adoring, soft kiss on his husband’s already kiss-swollen mouth. He murmured into Shane’s neck, where he had nestled his head, protective as well as drinking in the familiar and safe scent of Shane’s skin. 
“Ya tebya lyublyu.” 
His voice was barely above a rumbling whisper, but Shane still stirred just enough to pull Ilya’s arm tighter over his now flat belly. Ilya tried to ignore the pang of disappointment at that, but then he heard Shane’s quiet, husky reply. 
“I love you too, Ilyusha.”
Ilya buried his head into the back of Shane’s neck to hide from the threatening feeling of his own tears. He clung tighter to Shane and let the exhaustion take him under as well. 
He would need to be well-rested enough to do all the heavy lifting for the next day or so, since Shane would be feeling this once he woke up; even Ilya was feeling it, and he was much less physically affected than Shane would be. 
As his eyes closed, Ilya snuggled even closer and pulled the duvet up just a touch higher to make sure that Shane was fully covered. Shane’s hand tightened around his arm, holding him just as close, and that was the last thing Ilya felt as he lost the fight to sleep. 
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    Chapter Notes

      First off, I apologise for the wait on this one. I have been battling a rather bad flare-up of one of my more severe medical conditions, which the treatments leave me pretty much zombified for days at a time. So that is why you have had to wait so long. Fortunately, I dodged being put back into the hospital, so we should be back on track soon. Please note that without my Betas, this chapter would not have happened, nor would it have without the heavy lifting from Kemii's special tea and the complete support from my lovely Discord channel.

It is long to make up for the wait. There is both smut in this and a nice treat for Ilya, so please enjoy. Let me know what you think.







  The locker room was loud. 
The Bears were a loud team, though, so it wasn’t that unusual. Shane had gotten used to it. Quicker than he had expected when he had first transferred, but it was a warm, welcoming type of noise rather than the aggressive, often toxic feeling that he had to learn to shut out back in Montreal.  
Shane was midway through getting changed into his gear. He had meant to put on his base layers before they had left, but Ilya had other ideas. 
They had, in fact, almost been late, and Shane was still a little cross at himself for falling for it. His husband was far too good at distracting him, even when he knew better. If it weren’t for the fact that Shane always made sure they arrived extra early, then they really would have been late.    
His brain was thoroughly occupied running through all the options and plays for the upcoming game. Their opponents’ defensive play was weak on the inside line, and their goalie was clearly trying to hide the fact that he was playing injured. Slow to react on the right shoulder. Both he and Ilya were fast enough to exploit that minuscule amount of delay. Possibly Luca, too, if he or Ilya were able to set him up. 
He was so engrossed in his analysis that he didn’t notice anything amiss until he felt the familiar, warm presence of his husband at his back. 
The whole locker room had gone utterly silent. 
It was such a drop from the noise level of before that Shane paused with his pants half pulled up and no shirt on, as he cast his eyes first around the room and then up to Ilya’s smug, extremely proud face. 
“Ilya?” 
Shane’s voice was firm and slightly exasperated. He just knew he wasn’t going to like this.  
“Ah, Lyubimyy, did you forget the fact that you didn’t put your base layer on before leaving today?”
The deep, velvety rumble of the Russian words didn’t quite manage to distract Shane from the sudden, creeping sense of horror that slunk right up his spine.
Since they had nearly been late, all Ilya’s fault, it meant that Shane hadn’t had time to put his base layers on before leaving. 
Looking over, he could see that Luca was blushing bright crimson and hiding his head, his whole face buried in his hands. It wasn’t that their oldest hadn’t seen this kind of state from them both before. Of course, he had, but after their rather enthusiastic day with no children in the house and then the night that followed, well…
The result of Ilya’s obsession with his chest, the nipples in particular, and his stomach, especially the slightly softer, lower part of his belly. It was pretty fucking obvious what they had been up to. 
“Fuck, Roz.”
That shocked exclamation had come from Bood. Shane blushed the same bright red as Luca and glared up at Ilya, who was still looking far too stupidly smug and pleased with himself. 
“Captain? What did you do?”
The half-exasperated, half-disbelieving question came from Nick this time. Their defenceman winced in sympathy as Shane lifted his arms to pull his base-layer shirt on, the movement exposing more teeth marks, bruises, and hickeys. 
Shane was at least amused that they were all directing the blame at his husband, since none of them had seen the mess he had left Ilya in yet. 
Ilya opened his mouth to answer and would have proceeded to give entirely too much information in answer to that question, but Shane immediately shot him a dark warning look to keep his mouth shut. He was satisfied with the silent snap of that beautiful jawline as Ilya bit down on whatever far too revealing thing he had been about to share. 
Wyatt stood from where he had been on his knees, adjusting a strap. Shane caught the sharp, knowing look of their goalie as the taller man shrugged his huge shoulder pads back into a more comfortable position on those wide shoulders. 
He looked away, the blush coming back full force. Of all of their teammates, Wyatt was the one most likely to work out exactly what it was that he and Ilya had been up to. Goalies noticed everything. Great goalies like Wyatt Hayes didn’t just notice; they knew things, everything in fact. 
Evan flicked his steady gaze from Shane to Ilya and back. His broad frame was relaxed, and he gave Shane a reassuring look as he met his gaze with those kind hazel eyes. Which helped Shane feel slightly less mortified, but still like he would prefer a large, deep hole to open up in the floor and swallow him right about now.   
Movement beside him caused Shane to look up to see that Victor had come over, half-dressed and still putting his shoulder pads on, while giving Shane a very concerned look. 
He leaned down to mutter in French.
“Are you alright to skate like this?” 
Shane understood he really did. Looking at him, he could see where their teammates’ minds had gone, but none of them understood, not really, but Vic was at least worried for the right reasons, since his friend did understand better than most, actually, what could be causing Shane an issue. 
He smiled at the taller man and replied in French. 
“I’m good. Thanks, though, Vic.”
Victor dropped a hand around his shoulders and gave him a quick, firm squeeze before whispering with a chuckle as he nodded towards Luca. 
“We bottoms have to stick together, yes?”
Shane looked over, too and then laughed softly.
He knew what Victor meant, and he was extremely grateful to his friend, to this team, for the open, easy acceptance he and Ilya had found here, even if he was spending way too much time blushing bright red.  
 
Luca had obviously heard them because he looked up, his concerned, all too familiar blue eyes locked with Shane’s, and he had drifted over to slink under Shane’s arm and press in close.
“Kaasan?” 
Shane soothed a hand down Luca’s hair as he was mostly dressed, but his helmet was still in his cubby, and he cupped the back of his neck softly with one large hand.
“I’m fine, Lukasha. Don’t worry. I promise Otousan didn’t hurt me.” 
Victor sceptically looked up and down the length of Shane’s bruised, bitten, and marked body. Then he switched back to English, apparently happy for everyone to understand now. 
“How?” 
Shane looked up, his face pulled into a puzzled expression at his friend. 
“How what?” 
Victor was about to open his mouth to reply when Cliff came up behind them and threw his arms around his partner’s shoulders, clinging like a giant monkey to that strong back. It was a testament to how used to this Victor was, because the tall, dark-skinned man barely stumbled at the sudden addition of his partner’s quite substantial weight. 
“How the fuck are you standing at all, Hollzy? Never mind skating?”
Shane blushed again, but this time, Ilya had come over and wrapped a muscular arm around his waist from behind and growled at Cliff over his shoulder. Shane felt the light kiss that was quickly brushed against his neck as Ilya pulled a disappointed frown at his friend. 
Victor elbowed Cliff and hissed at him in annoyed French, but Ilya beat him to it and growled out. 
“Because I’m not useless like you, sorry fucking lot of ingrates apparently are. Do none of you fuckers know what proper aftercare is?” 
Shane blushed bright pink and hid his face in Ilya’s shoulder. He pointedly refused to come back out until he heard a noise from the very corner of the room. Troy Barrett had been keeping his handsome head down so far, but unfortunately for the younger man, Ilya had heard the noise he had made.  
“Got something to say, Barrett?” 
That dark head was shaken, and Barrett turned back into his cubby. His shoulders were high around his ears, and his light blue eyes did not meet anyone else’s in the room. His voice was cold and flat, but Shane could see a splash of colour across the very tip of his pale ears. 
“Not a thing, Rozanov.”
Shane ran a hand down Ilya’s back in a soothing caress to wrap it around the opposite hip so he could draw his husband’s attention away from the rather miserable-looking form of Barrett. Of course, Ilya’s beautiful dark blue eyes flickered down to him the moment Shane had reached out, as he had known would happen. That intense, heated gaze turned all its focus onto him.  
“Ilyusha.”
Ilya cast one last look back at Barrett, then he turned to where Luca was tucked under Shane’s other arm. Then he moved to encircle both him and Luca, one arm able to wrap around both of them, and Shane felt Luca relax a little more at the contact.  
The half-confused, half-angry look that Barrett shot them had both Bood and Cliff moving in tandem to put their broad, padded frames between the newest Bear and the three of them. 
Shane really did not know what to make of Troy Barrett. 
The man was clearly out of his depth, and if even Shane could see that, then it had to have been pretty damn obvious to everyone else, but he was evidently trying to hide his unmistakable unease around them all. So far, he hadn’t said anything overtly homophobic, but Shane wasn’t sure if that was from self-preservation or just the fact that Barrett had barely said anything to anyone. 
This was the first game with Barrett on the second line; it had been a direct trade. Carmichael had already given the team the heads-up that he was looking to move at the end of the season anyway, his long-term girlfriend having just been promoted and moved to a new job in Toronto. 
Ilya had said Coach was keeping an eye on the trades just in case, and LeClaire had come through again. Shane was pleased that Carmichael had gotten what he wanted, but the result was that the Bears now had to deal with one of the biggest known homophobic assholes in the league. 
Before Barrett could say or do anything more, he half-turned to where Cliff was now eyeing him suspiciously and had just opened his mouth when the loud shout came through the door. 
“Come on! What’s taking you lot so fucking long?”
Coach LeClaire was now yelling at them to get their asses into gear and get moving. Shane watched as Barrett snapped his jaw shut with a scowl and stomped past them all to head out to the ice. 
Luca sped up to jog slightly in front of Shane, so he could keep up with Ilya as Victor walked beside him. Shane leaned over and whispered in French.
“I’ll send you the guide. Make Cliff read it.”
Victor raised an eyebrow in silent question. Shane blushed, but much softer this time, as he didn’t actually mind talking about these things with his friend anymore, not like he had back when he was first traded.  
“Ilya has a written guide, actually; it will be helpful. I will send it to you. Get Cliff to read it too. I promise it will help.” 
He got a pleased grin from Victor in thanks as they stepped out through the gate and onto the ice, the familiar blast of bitingly cold air that Shane took a deep breath of as he cast a swift glance around the arena. 
He always checked; ever since his transfer, the Bears’ supporters had been nothing but kind and welcoming, but some fans of the opposing teams had been known to bring rather offensive signs. He made a habit of looking; when they played at home, their rink team were extremely good at removing either the offending signs or the fans themselves if they refused. 
He caught nothing negative this time, but he did clock a group of self-important-looking businessmen sitting in some of the better seats on the opposing team’s side; the whole look of the congregation sent a bad feeling through his stomach, but he couldn’t put his finger on why.      
He was brought back to the ice when Victor gently cuffed their padded shoulders together. Shane knocked his helmet into Vic’s as they skated out to warm up. 
He dropped into his stretches beside Luca as the two of them mirrored each other. He was really proud of the way Luca had taken to his more difficult yoga-style routine on the ice, as well as in their gym at home. 
The rest of them had struggled and given up pretty quickly, but Luca had stuck to it and was really trying; he was improving each time they did it. The bigger, bulkier players stuck to a different routine still designed by Shane, but it was much improved, which didn’t require them to bend themselves into a pretzel shape out on the ice. 
They were playing this game against Vancouver. 
For some reason, Barrett was scanning the crowd. He caught the ever-so-slight wince when Barrett caught sight of that group who had sent Shane’s own hackles up. Shane could see he was sticking to the edge of their half of the rink, warming up alone. 
Cliff, Ilya, and Bood were all tracking his movements, moving so their Rookies, Shane and Victor, too, were all behind the moving wall of their bodies. 
This kind of separation did not bode well for the game. 
 
Shane had been right. 
Barrett was a good player. Or at least he had all the markings of one; that being said, however, he was clearly not playing at his best right now. 
Carmichael had been on the right wing of their 2nd line, which meant that was the position that Barrett had taken, with Luca as the Centre and Cliff on his left wing. 
Throughout the game, Shane could tell that Luca was uncomfortable. It was putting Shane’s hackles up in response and making his own play colder, more violent than he would normally be. Ilya, too, was more physical than a team like Vancouver usually required. 
He skated up to the broader form of his husband and murmured softly in Russian. 
“Easy, Ilyusha, he hasn’t said anything wrong yet.”
Ilya looped one muscular arm around Shane’s waist as he easily matched Shane’s movement and speed. The huge hand was warm and steady, even through the glove, his jersey and pads. 
The growled reply was right into his ear, pressed as close as they could through their helmets and sent a shiver down Shane’s spine at the restrained fury under that velvet rumble. 
“Yet. I don’t trust him.”
His husband had a point. None of them trusted Barrett, and Barrett didn’t trust them. 
It was fortunate that their team was actually pretty stable, even though they were taking a rather large risk of playing four Rookies as regulars. Changing one player wasn’t enough to cost them the game. 
However, it had affected the second line’s scoring average. Luca had gotten increasingly quiet as the game wore on, and he was already pretty silent compared to the rest of them. 
At the end of the final period, the Bears had won 2 - 1. 
Ilya and Shane had both scored a goal, and both teams were still on the ice as Ilya silently hunted one of the opposing centres, who had decided it was a good idea to tempt fate by calling Shane a fag where Ilya had heard him. Shane kept one eye on his husband’s broad back, just to make sure that if there was bloodshed, he could keep his Rookies out of it. He caught the sound of Barrett’s voice from near their bench. 
“Shut the fuck up. I am not taking orders from a Rook that has no clue what the fuck he’s doing. That missed goal was entirely your fault, and you need to wake the fuck up and do as you’re told.” 
Barrett’s voice wasn’t raised, but it was angry and cold. He was squared up to Luca, looming in that particularly violent way that was a prelude to a fight. 
Shane moved. 
His skates dug into the ice as he slid between Luca’s smaller figure and the stocky, tense form of Barrett. They were pretty much the same height and build, both shorter than most players but powerfully built inside that shorter frame; however, Shane was both much faster and currently furious. 
“Back off, Barrett.” 
Shane snarled, but kept his voice low. He did not want the other team to hear them. 
“Fuck off, Hollander. This doesn’t concern you.”
Luca was pale, and his blue eyes were sparking with both anger and annoyance, but although he was getting better and more confident with their team, he still wasn’t the best at confrontation like this.  
“I am the Alternate, and you are currently insulting my son; everything on this team is my concern. The way you were speaking to your line centre was not acceptable.”
Barrett rolled his pale, glittering eyes and made a rude hand gesture. 
“Oh, I forgot, the perfect Hollander can do no wrong. Please fucking excuse me while I bow down and express my eternal gratitude for being allowed to breathe the same freaking air as you!”
With one arm, Shane ushered Luca behind his body, over to where Ilya had turned up to watch as soon as he sensed that there was an issue. He didn’t want Luca caught in the crossfire here, but he also wanted to try to defuse the situation. If Ilya came over, then it would not only escalate; it would, in fact, become a fight.   
“Fuck off, Barrett. You aren’t in Toronto anymore, and we don’t treat our Rookies like shit here.”
The taller form of Victor skated up beside Shane, his friend silently backing him up but not yet intervening. Barrett looked between the two of them, to where Luca was now safely caged between the openly enraged figures of Ilya, Adrien and Cliff.     
Barrett let out an angry huff of air, turned in a neat circle and then skated away towards the tunnel. 
Shane caught Ilya’s concerned gaze as his husband ushered Luca and Adrien, along with the rest of them, off the ice. The cheers and shouts from the Bears’ supporters followed them back to the locker room. He ran a hand across the back of Luca’s neck to give the tense muscles a gentle squeeze of affection to check in as he went past to the showers. 
Ilya had just about been about to strip off the top half of his gear when Freya had appeared in the doorway to call him for a quick interview. Shane had caught a muscular forearm as he went past and stopped him from stripping his shirt off too as he went out the door. 
Ilya had a bad habit of not bothering to get dressed again before he went to do these, and often ended up on TV looking far too sexy. He was Shane’s, after all, and while his husband was aware of how to use his looks, he sometimes forgot what the effect of him being shirtless, sweaty, with all that pale, gleaming skin on display would look like.
 
As Shane came out of the shower, his hair dripped onto his chest, and he absentmindedly rubbed at his arms with the smaller towel in his hand. The heated, heavy gaze of his husband was burning into his back as he crossed the locker room; obviously, he had just returned from whatever press questions Freya had approved about the mysterious three-way trade. He would get Ilya to tell him exactly what had been asked later, but for now, he was feeling a tiny bit brazen and inclined to get a little silent payback for this morning’s teasing, which had been all Ilya’s fault.
That gaze was not breaking away. He could feel it like a physical weight on his damp skin, the heavy pressure of that presence that was stalking around him as Shane shifted on the balls of his feet so he stood with his back to the rest of the room. Ilya had, in fact, only just come back and was standing over at the door, the angle being so that he had a clear view of where Shane was drying himself off, standing in front of their cubbies. He slightly arched his back as he lifted his hand to rub the smaller towel through his hair again, which pushed his stomach and chest out just enough to form a slight, soft curve.   
He glanced up out of the corner of his eye, hiding under the sweep of his full lashes just to make sure that Ilya could see what he was about to do, and then he devilishly adjusted the towel around his waist to make sure that it was sitting just under his belly. The rolled top of the material was just thick enough to push the softer curve of his lower belly up the smallest amount.   
Then he bent down a little to pull on his clean underwear under the towel. He made sure the towel was low enough that it was both cupping the curve of his belly and exposing the dimples just above his ass. He could almost feel the sudden spike in Ilya’s heated gaze as it tracked his movement across the room, like a wolf watching its prey. 
He straightened and put a hand to the towel. Before he undid the fabric, he rubbed his hand in a gentle circular motion across the softened curve. Those darkened blue eyes followed every tiny movement. Shane could almost hear the growl under those deep, steadying breaths Ilya was dragging into his lungs. 
As he stood back up, he turned to the side and stretched his back and arms up over his head, and he made sure that Ilya was still watching him when he softened his posture and rolled his shoulder out from where a bruise had begun to make him a bit stiff and sore from a hit he had taken near the end of the second period. Vancouver’s defenseman had gotten more and more aggressive and extremely angry that Shane hadn’t responded to his steadily increasing offensive slurs until he had illegally taken a swipe at his back and clipped his shoulder, which had ended up with the man in the sin bin and the Bears on a power play. 
Ilya growled under his breath, but Shane had rules during a game; Shane knew that his husband was chafing against these stipulations right now. He wasn’t allowed to touch too much, but he was allowed to kiss him. There was no way Shane would stop that completely; he didn’t think he could, never mind Ilya. Shane would allow a cuddle before they left the locker room for luck, but nothing else until they finished the game. 
Since this was now after the end of said game, usually Shane would allow Ilya more leeway, but he knew that Ilya had picked up on what Shane was playing, as Shane had known he would. Ilya knew him better than anyone. It sent a lovely little thrill of heat through his veins.  
Shane sensed it as Ilya began to stalk around behind him, pacing about 2ft away like a caged, hungry tiger. He could feel those eyes locked onto his stomach, and could see the way those massive hands had curled tightly into fists to try to keep them to himself. 
Luca slunk over, completely unaware of his Otousan’s torture going on right over his pretty little blond head. Instead, he snuggled into Shane’s side and then turned around to look at Ilya. 
Carefully, Shane adjusted and let Luca lean a bit heavier into his side. He saw it as those blue eyes went wide at the tense, almost angry look that Ilya was sporting. Luca pressed himself back into his chest and leaned up to whisper, not realising that he was speaking Russian. 
“Kaasan, we won. Why is Otousan looking like that?”
Ilya glanced away. He wasn’t trying to upset Luca, and now Shane could read that look in his eyes. He could see that Ilya felt guilty, but Shane knew he was being a little cruel and had silently given his husband the command that he couldn’t touch. 
He can’t do anything. If Ilya did, then Shane wouldn’t let him touch him until they got home, and Shane was pretty sure that Ilya had sworn that wouldn’t go through that again. Last time, he had whined and begged that he couldn’t. That it would kill him. 
Shane wrapped his arm around Luca and whispered back. 
“Don’t worry, Lukasha. Your Otousan is just pouting because he knows what will happen if he breaks the rules. Again.”
Luca giggled softly and went over to his own cubby to get dressed and pressed a very quick, chaste kiss to Adrien’s lips to stop his own boyfriend’s pouting because he had gone to Shane for a cuddle first.  
Ilya glared at Adrien for a moment. 
Shane smothered his own smile; his husband’s face had subtitles right now. 
Why did the Cub get a kiss, and he wasn’t allowed? 
He had to fight down the grin that wanted to settle on his face as he shot Ilya a firm look that had him sulking over to his cubby to yank his clothes on and continue to pout, silently.  
Cliff slung an arm around his Captain’s shoulders and leaned on the Russian as Shane watched them both out of the corner of his eye. He would let Ilya pout for a bit, but he would make it up to his husband later, once the kids were in bed. Cliff, however, was not the brightest tool in the shed and seemed to have no clue that Ilya was not in the mood right now. 
Just as he was about to go and rescue their Left Wing from getting a nasty elbow to the gut at the very least, Victor had beaten him to it. His friend had expertly judged the situation and moved into Cliff’s line of sight in nothing but his boxers and with his partner’s T-shirt dangling in his hand.    
“Cliff, can I steal this? Didn’t bring a spare this morning.”
Cliff’s eyes had zeroed in on Victor pulling his t-shirt over his head, the way it hung a little too large and a little too long, the way it dropped just long enough to hide most of his boxers; honestly, it looked a little obscene with the sheer length of those dark-skinned, muscular legs all on display. 
Although he was still sulking, even Ilya had to snort at just how quickly Cliff had been brought to heel. 
Shane watched as suddenly the heavy weight of his friend was lifted off Ilya’s shoulders, and Cliff was following Victor back to their cubbies like a moth to a flame. 
Shane slipped silently up to Ilya’s side once the rest of the team was distracted and trailed his hand over the dip in the back of Ilya’s waist. He kneaded his fingers into the tense muscles as his husband finished packing his bag. 
Luca and Adrien were already lined up, bags over their shoulders, ready and waiting to go home. It had been a tense, difficult game, not because of their opponents but because of the atmosphere that the addition of Barrett to their team had brought.
 
They decided that they were going out. 
Ilya had flatly refused to take Levi. His husband did not want their youngest son anywhere near Barrett anytime soon. Shane had to agree wholeheartedly. It was past Lyovushka’s bedtime anyway, and both his Mom and Dad were home. They had crept into Levi’s room, and both wished the sleepy little boy a good night when they got home. Shane had leaned down and smoothed a hand into the slightly damp hair spread across the pillow. If he wasn’t home to do it, then Levi refused to have his hair braided by anyone else. Luca was allowed to pinch in to tidy it, but not to fully braid it; that was Shane’s privilege only.  
The whole team ended up going over to Bood’s, which hadn’t really been by choice, but Zane had given them a nudge. Had given them all one over the group chat, because now that Barrett had been traded to their team, they had all reluctantly agreed that they had to make an effort to get to know him, even if Shane was still angry at the dark-haired man for his attitude towards Luca during the game. 
However, the analytical, hockey side of Shane’s brain knew that this was the right plan for their future, but the darker, more dangerous side of him wanted to tear the man’s limbs off for talking to Lukasha like he had.
Shane knew Barrett’s stats, and the man was a very good player, even if there was a lot of speculation about what had really happened to cause Toronto to trade away two of their 1st liners. 
The trade had been a very mysterious, very last-minute, three-way trade that had ended up with Kent in Las Vegas and Troy Barrett with them in Boston. Shane had heard Ilya’s smug muttering in Russian about just how suitable that was; he had to agree. Las Vegas was well known for being a cesspit of disgusting on a level that meant Dallas Kent would fit right in. 
The whole topic had been all that everyone was speculating about at the All-Star game the week before. The trade had literally been down to the wire when Coach had informed them about it. They had traded Carmichael, so really, Barrett was going to have to step into that space on their 2nd line. If the game today was any indication, then Shane was pretty sure, ability-wise, it would work, but he couldn’t deny he was worried. 
Barrett did not have a good reputation. 
The man was nearly as homophobic and arrogant as Kent, and yet he had been traded to the gayest team in the NHL.
They literally were that. It wasn’t even funny anymore, between himself and Ilya, Cliff and Victor, as well as their baby gays; they really were the gayest team to have ever openly existed like this. 
It was right at the end of January now; they didn’t have that long left to the playoffs, and both he and Ilya were determined to make it all the way in their first year together, out and married, while also being on the same team. 
 
Shane had known he would pay for his teasing earlier in the locker room, had counted on it, actually, but not until much later that night. Ideally, when the kids were in bed, and the pair of them were locked away in their safe, soundproofed bedroom after they got back.   
However, he may have made a slight miscalculation. 
Ilya herded him into their bathroom, his large hands tight around the dip in his waist. Shane let Ilya press him up against the counter, as that sinful mouth descended on his own. He let out a low, pleased moan as he slid his hands up to cup Ilya’s face and neck, clinging to that strength and heat as Ilya deepened the kiss. 
He purred into the kiss and lifted his legs to wrap them around that trim waist as Ilya hooked his huge hands under his thighs and lifted. He felt that hot, wet mouth trace down his neck as he tilted his head back and allowed Ilya more room. 
Shane buried his hand into those soft curls and tugged when he felt the sting of teeth in the hollow of his throat. Ilya growled against his skin as he lapped at the bite and then sucked the spot into his mouth to worry at the skin and make sure he was leaving a fresh, dark bruise as visible as possible.
“Ilyusha…”  
Shane could hear the needy whine in his own voice, but it couldn’t be helped. His cock was hardening as Ilya was pressing him into the counter with his hips. Ilya slid his hands into Shane’s waistband and pulled. Shane lifted his hips and let Ilya remove both his sweats and his briefs. 
He watched, eyes heavy and heated, as Ilya stepped back just far enough to strip off his own clothes and return to lift Shane fully off the counter. Automatically, Shane tightened his arms and legs around Ilya’s broad shoulders and waist as he carried him to their bed. Ilya’s weight pinned Shane to the mattress as Ilya lowered them both to the soft surface. He melted into the kiss as Ilya wrapped a hand around his jaw and angled his head to deepen it. 
“On your stomach, Lyubimyy.” 
Ilya broke the kiss to tap Shane on his hip and guide him over onto his stomach. Shane followed the strong, heavy grip of those hands that smoothed up the line of his spine to press down on his shoulders and bend his spine into a deep, sultry arch. That large hand had paused to grip the back of his neck.
“Stay.”
The command wasn’t loud, but it resonated through Shane as he felt Ilya lean down over his back to press kisses down his shoulders and into the little dip just above his ass. Those huge hands dug into the meat of his hips and lifted his ass higher. Shane moaned as he felt the first hot, wet swipe of a tongue between his cheeks. 
“Oh fuck…”
He moaned and dropped his head into the cradle of his crossed arms; the moment caused his back to arch that little bit deeper and to press himself back into that questing tongue. His cock was hard and heavy, curled up towards his belly between his trembling thighs.
Ilya wrapped his hands around Shane’s thighs, the strong fingers kneading at the muscles as they ventured up to spread his cheeks wider. Shane let out a lewd mewl as Ilya buried his face deeper and began to ease his tongue inside him. The hot, wet stretch had Shane trying to press back for more; his brain short-circuited, and pleasure zinged up his spine. Every lick, every bite seemed to hit a sensitive spot as Ilya worked him open with his mouth. 
By the time Ilya had pulled back, Shane was a trembling, moaning mess on the bed. Tears clung to his lashes as he whimpered and begged for more, but Ilya held firm.
“You think I am going to go easy on you, Lyubimyy? After your little display? Not a chance.”
The Russian was growling into his skin. Ilya’s voice had gone dark, that deeper tone it only took on when Shane had pushed his husband past his usual limits. 
The promise of that voice sent a shiver of arousal through Shane. He cast a glance over his shoulder, knowing exactly how he looked right now as he pushed just a tiny bit more. 
“What display, Ilyusha? I wasn’t doing anything.”
A sharp sting of pain was quickly followed by a rush of heat as Ilya sank his teeth into Shane’s ass cheek, then soothed it with his tongue. Then Shane felt the still slightly cool sensation of lube as Ilya circled his soaked, twitching hole with his fingers. 
“You are going to stay like this, presenting for me while I fill you up. You aren’t going to move unless I give permission… You can do that, Lyubimyy?”
The shudder that ran through Shane had drops of pearly white pre-come leaking from his hard, aching cock. 
“Yes… Ilyusha, please…”
He was already begging, his face flushed and eyes wet with tears, but Ilya was just getting started, and Shane had known this when he had teased him in the first place. 
When one broad, strong palm eased over his hip and cradled the softer, sensitive patch of skin below his navel. The needy groan that was torn from Shane’s throat was answered by a low, soft growl from Ilya as Shane’s cock twitched at the touch. He was so sensitive there that he was arching his hips and trying to entice Ilya to hurry up just for touching him there, but his husband ignored him and continued to stroke at the already softened skin. 
Ilya pressed his hand harder against Shane’s belly. The pressure made Shane moan even as Ilya slipped two fingers into his twitching, swollen hole. 
“That’s it, sweetheart, open for me now. I will give you what you need.”
There was a slight twinge at the sudden pressure of two fingers at once, but he felt his muscles relax and open as Ilya manipulated his body with the expertise of years of skill and practice. Shane pushed back against the fingers as he felt Ilya twist and scissor them inside him. 
Shane mewled at the sudden loss as Ilya slowly dragged his fingers out, and he automatically clenched down around nothing. The empty ache made him throw a pleading look over his shoulder to the massive, looming form behind him. 
A large hand smoothed over his ass and up his back as Ilya leaned down over him and pressed their mouths together. Shane surged up in a desperate attempt to deepen the kiss. The angle wasn’t great, but Ilya had wrapped his hand around and under Shane’s jaw to hold him still. 
“Ilyusha… Please, I need you.”
He managed to gasp out the words as Ilya rubbed the heated length of his huge, hard cock over his twitching hole. As Ilya draped himself over Shane’s back, he braced his thighs to steady both his stance and to help hold them both up. He felt Ilya spread more, already warmed lube across his hole and the length of that thick cock as he pressed him down harder into the bed. 
“Like this, you can take it like this, da?”
The stretch from taking Ilya after only two fingers would be enough that, while it wouldn’t hurt, Shane would feel it tingle up his back for a day or so.
“Yes…” 
Ilya didn’t wait. As soon as Shane gave permission, he felt the thick length of his husband’s cock press inside. 
He let out a low, pleased groan as the stretch of that massive cock forced his body to open, to give in and surrender; the barely enough stretch was making the already large size feel bigger than ever. The heavy weight of Ilya surrounded him as he was both pinned by his husband’s larger frame and the hot, hard length of his cock in a steady, relentless slide. 
Shane flexed his inner walls around Ilya’s cock as he felt his husband bottom out, his hips flush to his ass as he heard the pleased sound of Ilya’s growl, and a large hand slid down from around his hip to press against that soft spot on his lower stomach. 
He moaned as Ilya cupped his belly and began to move. He braced himself on his arms as Ilya drew back his hips, only to drive up into him with enough force that he had to adjust his stance to stop himself from being pushed up the bed by the force of Ilya’s thrusts. 
He could feel his orgasm as it coiled up in his veins. The low rumble of Ilya’s voice as he praised him over and over again into the damp skin of his back and shoulders. Shane arched his back deeper as Ilya adjusted his angle and sped up to pound into his prostate with every thrust. He moaned and mewled into his crossed arms as he felt his orgasm crest over; his release coated his cock and the back of Ilya’s hand, where it was still pressed into his stomach. 
The tightening of his body caused Ilya to snarl out a growl as he thrust up hard and emptied his own release inside him, the warm, thick feeling of it coating his insides, which made his own cock twitch again in response as his legs gave out and he collapsed to the bed. He lay there, the solid, heated weight of Ilya spread out over his back. When he felt Ilya try to move off him, he gave a soft whine and tried to move to stop him, but a strong hand held him down. 
“Nyet, stay still, Lyubimyy. I am not leaving you.”
Instead, he whimpered again as Ilya carefully pulled out but kept him held down. Shane quickly worked out what Ilya was up to when he felt the slightly cool, slicked-up silicone nudge against his puffy, stretched hole. His husband had gotten one of his plugs and was gently working it into him, making sure that not a drop of his come escaped. 
Shane let himself relax into the bed; his body had quickly adjusted to the soft, smooth silicone as it warmed from the heat of his muscles. He cracked an eye open as he felt strong arms settle around him and lift. Ilya had scooped him carefully up into his arms, and he was carried through to the already running shower.  
The warm water cascaded down over his body and eased the lingering bit of soreness from the game, and then from holding that position for so long. Ilya dropped to his knees and was working one of his muscle-relaxing body washes into his thighs as Shane washed his hair. The feeling of those broad, powerful hands kneading into each of his muscles was sending sparks of fire up his spine, as were the lingering kisses and nips that followed the hands. 
As Shane tipped his head back to rinse the conditioner out of his hair, he felt those touches change in nature; what had been soothing and gentle suddenly switched to firmer, more arousing than before. Ilya’s mouth was now working its way up the inside of his thigh, where the skin was very sensitive, and Shane dropped a hand into those wet curls and tightened in reflex as Ilya sank his teeth into the soft, plush line of his inner thigh. A perfect bruise in the shape of Ilya’s teeth bloomed almost at once; the sting of pain had only increased the shiver of desire that was licking up Shane’s body again. 
His cock was making a valiant effort to rise as Ilya drew his mouth over his stomach and up to his chest as he half rose to reach. Shane let his head fall back onto the tiles with a whine as those teeth nipped at the muscle around his rapidly hardening nipples. 
He tightened his hands in Ilya’s curls and pulled him back up to his feet so he could kiss him. Shane purred into the kiss as Ilya backed him up into the glass and took control of the kiss. Those huge hands came up to cup his jaw and throat; the pressure was just enough so that Shane could feel the strength in those fingers. The danger that they could hold. It shot a flicker of desire down to his cock as Ilya nipped at his lips before trailing down his neck, pausing to suck and bite at the very sensitive spot under his right ear. 
Shane hissed as he felt Ilya’s finger brush against the plug. He widened his stance to give the Russian more space as he was carefully spun and then pressed back up against the glass. The cold surface was a slight shock to his heated skin as the soft rumble in his ear was like warm honey down in his very bones; he shivered and pressed back into the broader, heavier body that was holding him captive.
“You can take me again, right, sweetheart?”
It wasn’t really a question, even if it was framed like one. Ilya knew he could take him again; in fact, he very much wanted to take him again. Shane didn’t have to say anything, but he still dropped his head back on that massive shoulder and looked up at his husband. Those dark blue eyes were blown almost black and smouldered with the heat in them. Shane reached an arm up and back to wrap around Ilya’s neck as he arched his back to press his ass into those strong hips. 
Shane felt the plug being slid out. He whimpered at the momentary loss until he was filled in one smooth, heavy thrust of Ilya’s hips as he easily slid his now hard cock back inside. They both moaned. Shane’s eyes closed in pleasure as he stood up on his toes to slot their hips together at the perfect angle that had Ilya’s quick, grinding thrusts hitting his prostate each time. 
They wouldn’t last as long this second round, since Shane was already near the edge from having Ilya’s mouth and teeth all over him. The pace Ilya set was brutal; he was driving in hard and fast, thrusts shallow but relentless as he wound Shane tighter and tighter with expert accuracy. 
“That’s it, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya bit at the back of his neck as he reached around to press his hand to Shane’s belly again.
“Feel me?”
He switched to rolling his hips in a filthy, deep grind that had him sliding impossibly deeper at the change in their stance. Ilya shifted Shane’s hips to bend him slightly at the waist over his hand. 
“Feel this, feel me filling you up. Gonna keep it all in here till you’re lovely, soft and round for me.”
Shane mewled, and his body spasmed around the thick, heavy cock deep inside him as he came again, his vision going blurry with tears as the orgasm was wrung out of his almost oversensitive cock. He felt Ilya groan at the tightening of his body around him. Shane tried to get him even deeper. He pressed his own hand on top of Ilya’s larger one on his stomach and whimpered as he felt the slight swell that was forming under their hands. 
Ilya was still filling him. His release was hot, branding Shane’s insides like ownership. It made him whine as his cock gave a feeble but hopeful twitch, and Ilya growled when he shifted his hand to cup the slight softening curve. Shane moaned again when he felt Ilya’s cock give another throb inside, more come filling him as his husband nuzzled into the back of his neck. 
“So perfect, Lyubimyy. So fucking perfect.”
He could feel the soft little kisses that Ilya was pressing into his back, his neck and his shoulders as he carefully pulled out. Before Shane could do more than whimper at the loss, the smooth, slick glide of the plug was returned. Now, with the larger amount of come that Ilya had just put in him, his belly was just curved enough to be visible. The soft skin just stretched enough into a little tiny curve that fit perfectly in the broad palm that was now stroking it reverently. 
Shane turned and pressed himself up against Ilya’s front. He tucked himself in under the taller Russian’s chin and melted into those massive arms that came up instantly around him. Shane tenderly brushed little kisses to the underside of Ilya’s jaw as the now lukewarm water washed the remnants of the fresh sweat and came off of them both. 
Ilya guided them both out of the shower, and Shane gratefully took the warmed towel that was wrapped around him first. His legs were a little unsteady but not dangerously so. There was a very slight tightness to his belly; he could feel the swell, the warm curve under his hand as he rubbed lightly at the stretched skin. He smiled at the arms that wrapped around him as Ilya massaged some of the soothing lotion into his skin, which stopped the stretch from being painful if he kept the plug in for a while. Although by now, Shane was getting used to the feeling, he also liked it. He liked the effect that it had on his husband, too.  
 
By the time Shane had finished getting himself ready to put his clothes on to go out, his body had adjusted to the plug, and he could move as normally as he would after two enthusiastic rounds of sex with his husband. No one would think anything was out of the ordinary. Until Shane caught sight of the look on Ilya’s handsome face in the mirror behind him. 
“Ilyusha?”
Shane had a sinking feeling in his stomach. He knew he had gotten off relatively lightly for his teasing earlier, but he couldn’t quite read what Ilya was up to right now. There was a particularly hungry look that made his husband look rather dangerous on his beautiful face. 
“Before you get dressed. You will put these on.”
Ilya was using the same voice he had just used when he had commanded Shane to ‘stay’. It sent a delighted little shiver through Shane as he moved closer. He would obey; they both knew he would, but he couldn’t stop the blush that he could feel as it crept over his face. Ilya was holding a very pretty, very delicate set of pure white lace underwear. 
Now this was not the usual kind Shane wore. No. This was a matching lace set, a bra-style top, not in a supportive kind of way, but it was shaped the same. It didnt have any uncomfortable wires or anything like that; instead, it softly cupped his pecs and rubbed against his already hardening nipples with every movement he made. 
He carefully slipped the top on. Of course, Ilya had gotten it to fit his exact measurements. The damn thing looked pretty, too; the white glowed against his tanned skin tone, and it made his chest look fuller; it emphasised his muscles but still gave them a softened look. 
The panties had him pause for a moment, but as he looked up to where Ilya was sprawled at the end of their bed, eyes dark and heavy as he watched, he was getting no help from there. 
With a soft sigh, Shane bent to slide them up his legs, and the silk and lace whispered against his skin as he pulled them up. Again, they fitted perfectly. Shane had to look away from the raw need on Ilya’s face as he carefully reached in to adjust his already interested cock into the fabric. The silk was sturdier than it looked, but there was still only just enough to cover him. The lace edge hugged his hips and very gently cupped the slight curve in his belly.  
He was positive that they were both going to spend the whole evening at least half hard and trying their best not to sneak off to a quiet room somewhere. 
Shane pulled his clothes on, over the top and tried to ignore that if he lifted his arms, bent over or twisted in a certain way, there was a tiny flash of white lace panties that could be seen. 
A large, warm hand stroked over his ass and petted into the very top of the waistband of the jeans he was wearing. Shane was grateful that he didn’t usually wear too tight clothing to get-togethers like this, because the jeans he had put on were loose enough that they didn’t dig into the slight curve of his lower stomach. 
Ilya ran his hands down the shirt Shane had put on. It was his husband’s, so it was an expensive dark blue silk, but more importantly, it was too big on his smaller frame, which meant that it hid the lines and straps of the bra. 
Ilya looked fantastic in clothes that would have looked very basic on anyone else, but Shane had long since accepted that Ilya looked amazing in anything, and especially in nothing. His jeans were much tighter; those massive thighs strained against the seams, as did his beautiful ass. The t-shirt Ilya had put on was a simple light pink; it stretched around his muscles and made him look even bigger than he was. 
“Time to go, Lyubimyy.”
Shane shook his head, pressed a quick but heated kiss to those tempting lips and then followed his cruel, cruel husband out as quietly as they could so as not to wake up Levi. 
Luca and Adrien were both ready and waiting for them as they came into the kitchen. Both looked nice. Luca was wearing one of Shane’s nicer black shirts, which was a little big on him and matching dark blue jeans. Adrien had donned lighter blue jeans as well as a white tank with an open, darker shirt over the top.   
“Ready to go?”
Shane kept his voice down, but they all nodded and trooped out to his car. Since Shane was driving, Luca and Adrien climbed into the back without complaint, and Ilya swung himself into the passenger seat. 
“Don’t want to be late, now do we, Lyubimyy?”
He rolled his eyes but didn’t rise to the bait. He had his own form of revenge in mind for tonight. Two could play this game that his husband had decided to start. 
 
They weren’t late, but they weren’t the first to arrive by any means. Zane was already hard at work in front of his grill, and Wyatt was trying to get a rather uncomfortable-looking Barrett to talk to him. 
Luca gave both himself and Ilya a snuggle before he bounded off, pulling a happy-looking Adrien behind him to join whatever video game that Ethan and Reece were already yelling at in the living room.  
Shane didn’t feel like tackling Barrett yet, so instead he headed into the kitchen and found Victor helping Cassie to chop up the vegetables and plate the finger foods. They both smiled at him as the lovely Cassie promptly put him to work so she could run upstairs and get changed. 
Victor passed him a clean chopping board and a knife as they set up side by side, more than used to being the ones doing this. Cassie had trained them well by now. His friend looked as stunning as always in a dark red fitted shirt and black jeans like Ilya’s. 
“I am guessing you left Levi at home?”
Shane nodded as he flicked the chopped celery into the waiting bowl and picked up the next piece. They had slipped into French. Shane had to admit he loved being able to speak French like this again; it was even more useful when they didn’t want anyone else to know what they were talking about. It also amused both of them greatly that Cliff and Ilya got so annoyed at its usage. 
“Even if I wasn’t, Ilya was adamant we wouldn’t be bringing him.”
Victor huffed softly in understanding, and Shane gave his friend a look as Luca slipped around Shane, his arm braced around Shane’s back to help him balance, to pull a couple of cans of Diet Coke out of the fridge and steal a piece of carrot from Vic’s board as he passed. 
“If I thought I could have gotten away with it, I would have made Luca stay at home, too.”
That wasn’t a feeling Shane was particularly proud of, but he knew Victor would get what he meant, rather than how it sounded, since he had been there when Barrett had been mouthing off on the ice earlier after the game. 
“Ah, but Luca is not as young as little Levi, and he needs to learn to fight his own battles eventually, Shane.”
Of this, Shane was painfully aware, but that didn’t stop the flash of renewed anger flaring through him at the reminder of how Barrett had treated Luca earlier. He was saved from answering by Cliff wandering in and beginning to help Victor carry the completed dishes through. 
Shane was left alone in the kitchen as he spotted a dropped piece of plastic on the floor by the fridge door. He had heard the almost-silent footsteps of his husband as he approached, and Shane made sure he was standing with his ass facing the door as he bent to pick up the rubbish from off the floor. 
The low, guttural groan from the door made Shane pause to smile before he stood back up and turned with an innocent look on his face as he raised one perfect eyebrow at the needy, hungry look in those darkened blue eyes. 
“Can I help you, Ilyusha?”
Ilya’s gaze was glued to the tiny sliver of lace that was peeking over the waistband of his jeans as he bent down. 
“I know what you are doing, sweetheart.”
Shane looked up at his husband through his lashes and gave him a sweet, innocent smile as he pressed the now full bowl of chopped celery into those large hands. 
“Take these through for me, please?”
As Ilya moved to obey, he threw Shane a dark look over one broad shoulder, and Shane just threw his own look back. This was entirely his husband’s own fault; he had absolutely no sympathy for the torture he was about to put them both through. 
Alone once more in the kitchen, Shane stretched up to reach the preferred flavour of chips that Luca and Ilya both liked, and he felt it as his shirt rode up to flash both the soft curve in his belly and another peak of the lace across the top of the panties. 
From the noise, he knew Ilya had come back to look for him. Shane cast his gaze over his shoulder to look directly at Ilya as he reached up just a little higher. 
The sound Ilya let out was both aggravated and desperate as Shane moved past him, carrying his prize to give to Luca, and Ilya followed him helplessly through to the room where all the food had been set out. Shane gave in a little to press a light kiss to Ilya’s lips as he quickly slipped back out of reach before those powerful arms could trap him, and he handed Luca the proffered snack. 
Shane caught the confused looks from their team as he made sure to keep more space than normal between them. This wasn’t just for Ilya’s restraint; it was for his own, too. The silk was rubbing every time he moved, and his nipples were hard and aching under the bra. 
Ilya was shifting and staring at Shane; he could feel the hungry, predatory gaze tracking his every movement. Still, whenever he brushed a hand along Ilya’s bare arm or rubbed lightly at a massive thigh, the look he got was exactly like Ilya was going to eat him. However, whenever Shane reached out, Ilya stayed completely still and didn’t touch back. 
After they had eaten and were all spread across the various sofas around the house, Shane was watching the mixture of both concerned gazes and downright worried looks that were being thrown their way. It was Zane who broke first and voiced their obvious worry. 
“Shane, everything okay between you and Ilya? We have never seen Roz so restrained in the entire time you have been here.”
Ilya dropped his head to the back of the sofa and let out a low grumble of protest, but Shane just smiled at them. 
“Don’t worry, we are fine. Ilya is just getting to enjoy the results of his own efforts right now.”
It was obvious that only Victor had any sort of clue what Shane meant, and from the look his friend shot him, he would have to give details later, but for now, he was saying nothing. 
They all watched as Barrett sat away from them, drinking from a beer bottle and staring miserably at his darkened phone screen. 
“Anyone got anywhere with him?”
Wyatt shook his head and looked at Ilya.
“Nah, he isn’t willing to open up, not yet anyway.”
Shane did understand. Troy had been pushed before he had been forced to jump; that was how the NHL worked after all. NHL teams usually don’t say it outright in a clear, concise way when a player is no longer wanted and then is gotten rid of. It was much more of a very cold corporate use of hockey PR language. There were a few common lines that teams’ PR managers would use. 
“You’re not part of our long-term plans.”
“We’d prefer to find a solution that works for everyone.”
“If we can’t resolve this cooperatively, we may need to look at roster options.”
It was very likely that Barrett had been told at least one, if not more, of these standardised lines when the trade had been brought up. Shane looked over at the sorry, slumped form of the Winger and sighed. He turned to look at his friends, because that’s what this team was now; they were both his friends and his family. 
“I guess we need to take our time and help the best we can. We all know being traded isn’t easy, and as long as he doesn’t start spewing the filth he and Kent came out with back at Toronto, then we need to give him the benefit of the doubt. After all, we don’t know what really happened, do we? And until Barrett tells us himself, we don’t form any biases.”
They all nodded in agreement. Shane had known his word would be taken as seriously as Ilya’s was, but it still felt good, even if he really didn’t mind that his husband held the C and he only held the A. It was still a good feeling, being trusted, being wanted like this, after Montreal, after the mess the Voyageurs had caused. It was healing in its own way.
He felt it as Ilya’s restraint finally snapped; his husband had kept his hands to himself for hours now, despite the increasingly worried looks that the team had been throwing at them. 
At one point, Luca had come through to where Shane and Ilya were sitting together on one of the bigger sofas around the grill on the heated decking. The blond had taken one look at the way they were sitting and crawled between them. He had tucked himself into Shane’s side and whispered into his ear. 
“Kaasan, are you and Otousan fighting?”
Shane immediately soothed a hand in the wavy hair as he wrapped an arm around Luca and shook his head. 
“No, not at all, Lukasha. Don’t worry, we are absolutely fine.”
Luca looked between the two of them, and Shane too followed that concerned blue gaze as he met his husband’s smouldering look. No one else would be able to see it past the very blank, very practised face Ilya had drawn on to try to hide the torment that Shane was putting him through, but there wasn’t anything Ilya could hide from him. 
“Are we heading home soon then?”
Ilya nodded and rose to his feet. Shane carefully kept a hand on Luca’s back as he supported the slighter blond uncurling from his position between them. As he himself stood, he kept the action hidden behind Luca; he pressed a hand lightly to his belly and just held it there as he locked eyes with Ilya. 
The growl was deep and almost too quiet, but Shane picked up on it as Ilya stalked over to him and finally, finally wrapped his arms around his waist. A larger hand was clamped down over his own, and that hot mouth was pressed into his throat with a snarl. 
“Now. We are leaving now.”
Shane just let Ilya guide him out, making sure that both Luca and Adrien were rounded up, as he didn’t think their oldest son’s boyfriend was top on his husband’s priority list right now. 
They said their polite goodbyes, piled into the car, this time with Ilya driving as they headed home. If Ilya drove a few miles an hour over the speed limit the whole way home, Shane was prepared to overlook it just this once. He had pushed him past his limit, and Levi wasn’t in the car. Ilya had made a conservative effort not to speed too much. Shane had seen it in the strength of the grip around the wheel and the tense twitching of those massive thighs. 
Honestly, Shane was surprised when he wasn’t thrown over Ilya’s shoulder as soon as they arrived home, but he was not. Instead, he was herded. Ilya wasn’t touching; he was using his bigger, heavier bulk to force Shane silently through the house until all the doors were safely locked, the gate alarm was on, and they were finally alone in the sanctity of their bedroom. 
Shane turned when he heard the quiet click of the lock to see the heated, dark look being levelled at him. 
“No escape now. My turn.”
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  Adrien let out a quiet, pained sigh. His legs hurt; his back hurt; honestly, everything hurt. The warm, sweet snuffle into his neck from the heavy, limp form of Luca across his chest probably wasn’t helping, but he refused to move the comfortable, sleeping blond from his current position. Now, even after a hard game, Adrien hadn’t felt this drained in a long time, not since before his draft; since joining the Boston Bears, Adrien had packed on both muscle and condition. The rest of their team was made up of all large men, big and broad in build.
They had been thrown into training from the first moment they had joined, and all four of them were showing significant improvements. Shane had made a point of telling them all so; the soft, quiet praise had left all of them grinning stupidly all day when their Alternate had read out their results from the latest round of evaluations. None more so than Luca, his pretty blond boyfriend, had practically floated around all day after that. Adrien had kept catching him with a lovely, soft, pleased smile whenever Shane looked at him, not that Shane smiling or looking at Luca was rare.
In fact, recently, wherever Shane was, Luca was usually right there, tucked in next to him. Adrien thought it was so cute. Luca had told him bits and pieces about his life back before he had been taken in by his grandfather, and it was very much not good; his boyfriend had this now, had this constant, steady support, and it was doing him so much good that Adrien couldn’t do anything other than want more for Luca.
Shane and Ilya had fully integrated Luca into their family unit; in fact, Adrien was a little jealous sometimes. Luca was so welcome into their space, so clearly loved and wanted, that Adrien had felt a pang of both loss and want. He wasn’t at odds with his parents, quite the opposite in fact, but his family wasn’t tactile like the Hollander-Rozanovs were.
So Adrien, too, had felt like he couldn’t wipe the grin off his face with the praise, honestly. The huge hand that squeezed his shoulder and that proud, handsome, accepting half-smirk, half-smile that Ilya had given him as he passed him, heading to get changed. It wasn’t that he didn’t get told he was good or that he had done well at home; his parents were wonderful and had supported him throughout his hockey achievements.
However, Luca would just snuggle in. Adrien had watched him do it; the blond would wander over to either Ilya or Shane and be enfolded under a strong arm. It didn’t matter what they were doing, even if Shane was talking, doing something; nothing stopped him from opening that arm and pulling the smaller man in close.
Luca was tactile, and Adrien loved it. He loved the fact that Luca would come to him for hugs, to be wrapped up in his arms, and that he would kiss him and let himself be kissed in front of the team. Adrien had never intended to keep Luca a secret; he never wanted his lovely, sweet boyfriend to feel like he was being kept in the dark, hidden, as if Adrien was ashamed to be seen with him. He had seen the kind of damage that sort of relationship could cause to people, and he wanted no part of it. The shy, pleased delight on Luca’s pretty face when Adrien had asked him to be his boyfriend, publicly, would stay with Adrien for the rest of his life.
The sudden shift of Luca on top of him caused Adrien to let out a low groan. The blond had moved, which had caused his thick, warm thigh to press up into an already half-hard cock. He might be exhausted and aching all over, but that didn’t stop the flood of heated, liquid arousal that shot through his body as Luca wiggled more firmly on top of him.
“Sweetheart?”
Adrien’s voice was a deep rasp of both sleep and desire.
Dark, glittering blue eyes flickered open and looked down at him. The flicker of heat in them made Adrien fight through the ache to lift his arms and wrap them around Luca’s slender waist. He slipped his hands up the soft, thin tank that was covering that pale skin and stroked up and down the length of that muscular back. Luca moaned quietly as he shifted again. This time, Adrien splayed his hands around those luscious hips and lifted the blond so he was nestled perfectly over his lap.
The heavy, heated weight of Luca across his hips had his cock going from half hard to fully hard as his boyfriend leaned down to press their lips together. Adrien groaned at the sweet taste and slid his hand up into those sleep-ruffled waves to angle Luca’s head and deepen the kiss. He ran his tongue along the plump, pink bottom lip and pressed his tongue into that warm, inviting mouth as Luca opened up for him.
“What do you want?”
Adrien dragged his mouth away just enough to ask as Luca made a lovely little whine of loss at the kiss ending. He was shifting above him now, the slow, easy roll of his strong thighs rubbing their cocks together through their boxers with just enough pressure to wind them both higher.
“Want you...”
Luca was blushing. Adrien loved that sweet little flush that crept across the bridge of his nose and the crest of his cheeks. He rubbed his thumb over the warm skin and down across his swollen lip. Carefully, he wrapped Luca in his arms and flipped them over, more than grateful for the much larger bed they now spent most of their nights in after Luca had moved in full-time with Shane and Ilya.
This would not have been possible in his bed or the tiny one that had been in Luca’s old apartment. They would have broken either the bed or themselves, after all; for all that Luca was smaller, that was only in comparison to the rest of them, who were all rather massive. It did not mean that Luca was actually small if you put him next to someone; not a professional hockey player, then the blond would be huge.
As Adrien rolled them, he braced himself over Luca’s smaller frame to lean down and kiss him. The whine Luca let out was sweet and needy; the noise made Adrien groan and dive deeper into the kiss. He licked into the soft, willing mouth as Luca arched his back to press his straining cock up against Adrien’s own. Even through the thin layers of their boxers, Adrien could feel the growing dampness that told him Luca was getting more worked up.
With his heavier bulk, Adrien pinned his boyfriend down and started to trail hot, open-mouthed kisses down his neck and to the exposed line of his collarbone. He paused to nip a mark into a sensitive spot under Luca’s jawline and press his tongue to the heated, flushed skin. Adrien eased his mouth over the spot until it had already started to form a large, dark bruise. Luca was writhing, trying insistently to arch his back and get some friction on his aching cock.
Adrien shushed him softly with his mouth as he lapped teasingly at those tempting lips before he urged Luca upright enough to strip off the black tank. He tossed the sleep-warm fabric somewhere over his shoulder and lowered his mouth hungrily back down to those delicious lines of pale muscle. As he mapped his lips down the blond’s smooth, silky skin, he paused to lick and mouth at the now hardened nipples. The sweet little buds had formed lovely, dusky mounds that Adrien rolled his tongue over each sensitive little nub and sucked at them until Luca pushed his chest up into his touch.
He pulled off one side; the nipple was now red, swollen and puffy, only to switch sides and as he brought his fingers up to swirl the wetness around the sensitive skin, he repeated his actions on the other side. Once he was happy both nipples were pink, rosy and marked, he continued to move down; he pulled off the boxers as he went. The heated, already leaking cock greeted Adrien as he steadied his palms into Luca’s curved hips, his arms tensed slightly with the force of holding his boyfriend down as he ran his tongue over the wet head of Luca’s cock.
The sweet, high whine his ministrations got him made his own hard, heavy length twitch in his boxers. His own shirt and boxers were quick to follow, as neither of them had the energy to make it last. Adrien didn’t even have the energy to properly fuck the beautiful creature under him; instead, he used his tongue to lap at the leaking cock until it was nice and wet. Carefully, he lay down so his larger frame was blanketing the smaller form beneath him as he lined their hips up.
Through Adrien’s licking, and the pre-come leaking from his slit had gotten Luca more than wet enough, but Adrien still leaned over and snagged the bottle of already open lube from the drawer in the bedside table. He squeezed some onto his fingers and then hissed slightly at the sudden, cold touch as he slicked his own hard cock. Luca was watching him out of those darkened blue eyes, that pretty flush still high across his cheekbones as he gave Adrien a heated look from under those pretty blond lashes.
“Adrien?”
It was a whispered question, almost lost in the sudden loud moan that tore from Luca’s lips as Adrien lined up their slick cocks and rolled his hips in a steady grind that had them both rubbing along the length of each other. Luca threw his head back into the pillows as Adrien wrapped his hand around both of them as he continued to grind his hips into Luca’s.
He could feel Luca’s cock twitch in warning, as well as the increasingly desperate, breathless little whines that were falling from those kiss-swollen lips. Adrien increased the pace of his hand as he leaned down and fastened their mouths together. He greedily drank down every tiny noise as Luca arched up into him, the low, needy cry of his name, and the friction made even slicker, hotter, and wetter from Luca’s come as he suddenly crested over into his orgasm, setting Adrien’s off as well.
The deep, satisfied growl he let out as his own orgasm crashed through his exhausted body was echoed in Luca as his boyfriend’s arms came up to cradle him to his chest as they lay there, both panting and covered in each other’s come. Adrien felt the soft kiss that Luca brushed to his cheek as those strong arms kept him tight to the blond’s chest. Thick thighs wrapped around his own legs as Luca locked his body around his, like a giant, needy koala.
“You alright, sweetheart?”
Adrien felt Luca nod as he drew back slightly, not that the strong grip was letting him go that easily, but Adrien soothed his thumb under Luca’s tired eyes as he leaned down to tenderly brush a soft kiss to that set mouth.
“Come on, shower time.”
Luca groaned softly but allowed Adrien to get up and then lift him to his feet and guide them both to Luca’s en suite bathroom. Adrien kept his arms locked around his blond’s waist as he got them both into the shower and set about getting them cleaned up; the rapidly cooling release needed to be washed off of both of them.
He gently rubbed the sweet-smelling body wash over Luca’s smooth skin; the familiar, soft fragrance always lingered on the blond’s skin after a shower, and Adrien loved the gentle traces of almond and vanilla he got whenever he buried his nose into Luca’s skin. He had his own here by now. The first time he had spotted the particular body wash and shampoo that he preferred had silently appeared in Luca’s bathroom, he had had to swallow heavily around the sudden lump in his throat. Whichever of the adults it had been, Luca claimed it was definitely Shane; it was still a very nice gesture. It was another silent way of them telling Adrien that he was very much welcome, accepted, in fact, into their space.
Luca reached up and threaded his fingers through Adrien’s wet hair, the short, thick strands shedding the soap under those talented fingers. Adrien ducked his head slightly to make it easier for his boyfriend to rinse the last of the shampoo out of his hair.
He leaned down and pressed a wet, warm kiss to those full lips as Luca tipped his head back and wrapped his arms around Adrien’s waist to lean most of his weight into his arms.
“Tired now, sweetheart?”
The blond nodded and let out a sigh into Adrien’s chest. He smoothed a hand over the wet, flattened hair and turned the water off.
“Come on then, bedtime. We may have to send you in first tomorrow as a sacrificial offering if your dad still hasn’t forgiven us.”
That got a snort out of Luca as those lovely, but tired blue eyes looked up from where he was attempting to brush his teeth as Adrien got dried and dressed, while Adrien was making a valiant effort to ignore the enticing way the fluffy towel was slung around Luca’s plush hips and round ass.
“It’s not Kaasan you need to worry about; he’s cut his hair short before, and it grows pretty quickly. It’s Otousan; you need to be very, very worried about it.”
Adrien gulped as he recalled the extremely terrifying expression that had taken over their Captain’s face when he had discovered exactly what had happened. Then he shuddered; even the memory was enough to make his limbs shake and his heart pound. Luca gave him a quick, amused grin over his shoulder in the mirror as he stood and began to put on his nightly cream. Adrien knew that Shane had given it to him, and it made his sensitive skin a lot more bearable after sweating all day.
“That’s exactly the point, sweetheart; you’re the only safe one. You may have to go turn on your sweet little innocent baby blues and get us out of trouble.”
He slid his hand around that bare waist and pulled Luca back into his chest and grumbled into his damp neck. The delicate smell of his skin and the cream Luca had just applied teased sweetly at Adrien’s senses. Instead, he pressed his mouth to the back of one muscled shoulder and gave the slender waist a last squeeze before letting go.
Luca twisted to brush a sweet kiss across his cheek as he slipped past him to get dressed, while Adrien quickly brushed his own teeth and tidied the bathroom after them. He snagged Luca around his hips and pulled his boyfriend down onto the bed in a soft tangle of limbs. Adrien had twisted so that Luca had landed on top of him, and the cute, playful movement had gotten him one of those adorable little giggles that Luca was so self-conscious about, but Adrien loved.
As they settled, Adrien shifted Luca so he lay like a large, heated blanket over him; the soft snuffle of breath that huffed out over his neck as Luca went limp across him had Adrien relaxing too. All the previous soreness was creeping back in, and they had tomorrow morning’s training to survive yet. He groped around until he grasped the edge of the duvet and pulled it up over them both. The room wasn’t cold, but Luca liked the feeling of both being wrapped in Adrien’s arms and the blanket.
 
The cold splash of water over his face jerked him out of sleep as Adrien spluttered and shook his head to get rid of the ice-cold water that had been poured on him.
“What the fu…”
He didn’t even get a chance to finish as he opened his eyes to the absolutely terrifying sight of his Captain leaning casually against the wall, a now-empty bottle of water in his massive palm. He was rolling that bottle between his fingers, back and forth as those dark, cold eyes watched him.
“Up now, Cub.”
Adrien was scrambling to obey before he had even paused to remember if he had actually put any clothes on last night; maybe it was a good idea not to make it quite so obvious that he had been having sex with his Captain’s oldest son last night, good for his survival at any rate, because right now Ilya was glaring at him in a way that he had never experienced before.
Once he was upright and stood, shivering from the still dripping, freezing water that had been poured over him, Adrien flicked his grey eyes up to meet glacial blue. There was none of the usual warmth to be found, and it caused tiny little sparks of fear to dance along his nerves.
“Into the gym you go, Cub.”
The speed Adrien moved could have been documented for Olympic events; he had thrown on workout clothes and was jogging after the huge form of his Captain in seconds flat. The gym at the Hollanov house was stunning, better equipped than most high-end private ones and very pretty: low level, soft lighting, with a big open space for two lovely cushioned mats that both Shane and Luca used for yoga.
Adrien winced as he ran right into the broad, solid back of the taller man as Ilya stopped dead right in front of him with no warning. He cautiously tried to peer around the massive bulk of the Russian to see what had caused the sudden halt, but it was no use; he did, however, catch the rough, deep growl that tore from Ilya’s lips as he took two now very prowling steps into the space.
“Lyubimyy?”
That was a bit of Russian that Adrien could recognise, after spending so much time around Shane and Ilya, but only once Adrien stepped through the door after his Captain did he finally got to see what exactly had caused Ilya to stop in his tracks.
Adrien almost fell through the door, finally having seen what caused Ilya the need to freeze in the first place, and it was stretched out across the yoga mats on the other side of the gym. His feet were instantly not working correctly, and he was feeling rather lightheaded with no warning.
Just off to his right side, Ilya was staring, hungry, starving wolf eyes locked onto the captivating spectacle taking place at the other end of the room. Where the magnificent figures of both Shane and Luca were, who were both in the tiniest, tightest little gym shorts that could ever have existed.
As both of them stood, completely captivated by the breathtaking view. Adrien was forced to sink to the nearest surface, his legs having turned to jelly in the utterly resplendent sight that was currently gracing his eyes. The nearest surface was apparently the nearby weight bench, as all the blood in his brain rushed south. The low rumbling growl that came from his Captain was primal and dark-sounding as Adrien’s eyes remained fixed on his boyfriend. That beautiful, plush ass that had been so tightly wrapped by some dark blue shorts that were barely able to be called shorts by the description; they were, in fact, smaller than the boxers Adrien was currently wearing.
He could see every line and curve of those wonderful ass cheeks, and said ass was waving right at him, like a red flag to a bull. All of his blood had drained from his brain, which had totally blue-screened, and was now rapidly filling up his cock. He was fully hard in his pants in seconds flat.
A large hand appeared in the corner of his eye and firmly forced his face to turn away; Adrien was left looking up into the pale, glitteringly dark eyes of his Captain.
“Warm up. Eyes on me, Cub”
The touch hadn’t hurt, and Adrien wasn’t sure if the instruction was more for his sake or Ilya’s, but he obeyed. Although it nearly killed him, every slight noise, every single shift of the mats was pure, utter, unconditional torture to both Adrien and Ilya. If the increasingly strained look across that handsome face was anything to go by. The Russian’s veins stood out in stark relief, and they were both sweating far more than the workout actually required.
Adrien followed the heavy, laboured workout the best he could, but his attention was sparse at best. It seemed like Shane had chosen a particularly flexible routine this morning because every time Adrien gave in and sneaked a glance, the two of them were bent into increasingly suggestive poses.
When he next looked, Luca was bent down to the floor, his forearms flat on the mat and his spine bent in the sluttiest arch Adrien had ever seen, and that round, plump ass was almost bursting out of the minuscule shorts. He sank his teeth into his bottom lip and strained to complete the set he was battling, but the low, agonised groan still slipped out of his mouth as he finally hauled the weight bar back onto the stand above his chest. The deep, heavy rumble of Ilya’s voice washed over his dazed senses from somewhere above.
“Blyat. Why am I being punished too?”
Adrien looked up; his grey eyes were watering, and the sweat was dripping off his neck and back.
“Think we died and went to both heaven and hell.”
Ilya held out a huge hand to help pull him up before nodding in agreement as soon as Adrien was back on his feet.
**“Da.** I am not sure that those things can even be called shorts? Where did they even come from?”
Before Adrien could even try to conjure up some sort of answer, which he categorically did not have, by the way, Ilya made a strangled, cut-off whine noise that sounded very much like some sort of dying animal. In half dread, half trepidation, Adrien turned around, then promptly had to sit his ass down before he passed out.
The two were now finishing the routine by stretching out; Shane was in some sort of split where one leg was pulled up behind his head, the opposite hand wrapped around the raised ankle, and the other hand helping to balance him against the bar by the window. Shane was side-on to where Ilya and Adrien were standing, but it was Luca who caused Adrien to have to pinch his nose to stop a nosebleed.
His boyfriend was in a perfect split on the floor, but his back was to them; one leg was slightly raised on a long cylinder-shaped pillow thing that meant his ass was just raised just enough that it was perfectly possible for Adrien to slide under him and burrow his face as deep as in those gorgeous, plush cheeks as far as he could.
Adrien felt himself slide to the floor. His legs had given up, and all the blood in his body was currently residing in his rock-hard erection between his legs. Saliva was forming in his mouth as he watched; he was utterly desperate to get his mouth on every inch of skin those criminally small shorts were putting on display.
Shane lifted himself out of that ridiculously difficult-looking pose and arched over into something on all fours that had those shorts digging into both those thick thighs and round ass, and finally seemed to break Ilya out of his catatonic state of staring. If the look the dark-haired man threw over his shoulder was any indication, then Adrien was under no illusion that this whole display had been anything other than entirely planned. Adrien kept his gaze on Luca as the huge, but somehow totally silent form of Ilya moved as the Russian stalked past him and was, without warning, wrapped around the back of Shane. The bigger, broader body was completely blanketing his smaller husband, and from the deep, low snarl in Russian and the heavy thud of both large forms into the wall, it was very much time to vacate the room.
He advanced towards the now blushing figure of his boyfriend; he kept his grey eyes locked on the curve of that sweet waist, the way the tight, stretchy fabric of the shorts cupped the swell of Luca’s lovely ass, instead of the romantic, if slightly pornographic, even though they were not actually doing anything more than cuddling yet, image his Captains made.
Beautiful, glistening blue eyes gazed up at him from Luca’s pink-tinged face; those luscious, petal-soft lips were parted open in a shallow pant as Adrien drew closer. He reached out a large hand and stroked the very tips of his fingers over the flushed, heated cheek before he wrapped his whole hand around that pretty face to tilt Luca’s face up to focus on him and him alone. The utter obedience, the complete trust that Luca had in him, sent a dizzying rush of heat through his body. It wasn’t something Adrien had experienced before, and honestly, it sort of terrified him as much as it aroused him.
An exuberant thump from the other side of the gym had Adrien snapping back into motion. He enveloped Luca’s hips in his hands and, with a quick application of his core muscles, he hoisted his boyfriend up and over his shoulder. The surprised squeak that Luca let out as he was lifted, and Adrien balanced him with a palm anchored on that beautifully teasing ass, made Adrien chuckle under his breath.
“Time to go, Angel”.
 
Without pausing to see what had caused the abrupt sound of a thud behind them, Adrien carried Luca out of the gym and back upstairs to his bedroom. As they passed Levi’s door, Adrien cast a quick glance to check, but the little boy was still fast asleep in the middle of his bed. After all, it was still early, and the house had very good soundproofing. He felt Luca squirm around on his shoulder and carefully lowered the smaller blond back onto his feet, then watched as those soft, tender hands smoothed the covers up a little higher and Levi snuggled deeper into his pillows with a contented sigh at the touch.
The two of them backed silently out of the room, and Adrien made sure they were safely inside Luca’s room before he finally gave in and turned on his boyfriend. The tension and fire coiled in his veins made the movement a tad bit more brusque than he had intended, but by the suddenly excited glint in those bright blue eyes and the low moan that escaped pink lips, Luca did not mind the rougher handling at all.
“Where did you get those fucking shorts, Angel?”
Luca let out a soft snigger and reached around to encircle Adrien’s neck with strong arms and pull their bodies flush together from head to toe. Adrien let out a low groan as his rock-hard cock was pressed into Luca’s answering hardness, the heat easily able to seep through the thin layers of fabric between them.
“Victor bought them. He gave both Kaasan and me a couple of pairs, saying we would get some entertainment out of them. It was Kaasan’s idea to stop Otousan from being too harsh on you. Unfortunately for Kaasan, I think it worked a little too well.”
Undoubtedly, in that thought for a moment, Adrien eased his hands up Luca’s tank top, by the excess folds in the fabric that gave him very easy access to warm, sweet skin; the top had been pinched from either his or Shane’s wardrobe. Not that Adrien was complaining; easy access was one of the main perks of Luca in bigger clothing. Instead, he rubbed his fingers along the lines of muscle and down to the waistband of those sinful shorts. Adrien looked down and hungrily tracked the movement of his own hand as his fingers dipped into the fabric. The tight, damp material stretched obscenely around the girth of his wrist as he skimmed his hand over the hardened length of Luca’s cock that was now barely being held by the thin fabric. In which Adrien had now just discovered that Luca had them on with nothing underneath.
Adrien’s pulse quickened as he felt his cock twitch at the thought. There was a rapidly growing damp spot at the tip of Luca’s cock that Adrien gathered up and used to ease the slide of his hand down the full erection in slow, firm but steady strokes. Luca let out a needy whine and thrust his hips up into Adrien’s hand as he shuddered under the touch. He couldn’t help but pin Luca harder against the door, his heavier weight able to press their cocks together in a tantalising slide that tore heady moans of pleasure out of both of them.
In an attempt to halt the impending rush of his own orgasm and by the near-frantic flexing of Luca’s fingers in the short hair at the back of his neck, Adrien pinned Luca’s hips to the door with his free hand and stilled his movement as he panted into the blond’s neck.
“Wait, easy, Luca, that’s it.”
With a single glance, Adrien knew that Luca was right on the edge. The blond’s pale skin was flushed a fetching pink, his eyes were glazed over and dazed with arousal, and Adrien himself was struggling to get his body under control. He brushed the back of his fingers over one flushed cheek and leaned down to slot their mouths together. Luca leaned up to meet him, and Adrien got lost in the soft, sweet sensation of kissing the blond. However, it had the opposite effect of calming them both down; instead, it only drove the heat in them higher.
Although it took effort, Adrien dragged his mouth away from Luca’s to force them both to stop for just a moment.
“What do you want, sweetheart?”
Strong hands threaded into his hair as Luca pressed close, rubbing up against him like a cat seeking affection, yet the action caused Adrien to let out a low hiss at the increased friction to his still throbbing cock. They didn’t really have time for full sex right now, as much as Adrien let out a pained, desperate whimper of want just at the thought of fucking Luca again after that display in the gym.
“Shower, come with me?”
Like Adrien was ever going to say no to a request like that, he hastily threw off his own sweaty gym clothes and began to scrabble at Luca’s tank to remove it. The blond gave him a sweet, still a little shy grin as he ran his hand down the broad expanse of Adrien’s bare chest. The touch was light, almost a tease with just how worked up Adrien was right now, but he gritted his teeth and let Luca explore at his own pace.
While Luca was running his blunt nails down Adrien’s sides, the slight scratch of pain sent a shiver up his spine as Adrien hooked his thumbs into those tight, tight shorts and began to pull them off shapely legs. He couldn’t help himself as he dropped to his knees and followed the path of the shorts with his mouth. As he slid them off, he ran his tongue along the sensitive inside of each pale, muscular thigh.
A hand in his hair gave a sudden, sharp tug that had him grumbling in protest but leaving one last nip right into the line where Luca’s leg met his hips. The bite left a satisfyingly red mark instantly on the very pale patch of skin, which made Adrien hum with pleasure, both at the possessive and primal part of him that liked seeing his claim on Luca, as well as the harsher tug it got him to his hair.
Adrien hauled himself off the floor and herded Luca into the bathroom. As he quickly turned the water on to warm, he backed Luca into the counter and kissed him. The blond opened up under his tongue as he sucked that full bottom lip into his mouth and deepened the kiss. Adrien snaked his hands around that slender waist and guided them both under the now heated stream of water. In the back of his mind, he was aware they didn’t actually have that long, so he quickly calculated what would be the quickest way to get them both off before either Ilya or Shane came looking for them.
Carefully, he manoeuvred them so they were both under the warm spray of water and hooked Luca closer. The blond came to him willingly. Adrien tilted Luca’s head up and dove back in to kiss him. The water was making it wet and heated as he brought his now soap-covered hand up to wrap around both of their hard cocks. The added lubrication of the body wash helped ease the way as he positioned them both.
“Scheeeiße, Adrien.”
Luca hissed out a word that Adrien didn’t recognise, but his voice was ragged and broken as Adrien finally began to work his large hand along the wet, slick length of their cocks. Luca was smaller but not by much, whereas Adrien was both slightly longer and thicker, but he liked the contrast in their skin tones as he quickened his pace. Clever, strong fingers dug into his flanks as Luca hung onto him to stay upright. Adrien adjusted his grip to give his wrist a little flick as he reached just below the red, leaking head of Luca’s cock.
The quiet, almost constant whine that was vibrating out of Luca’s throat was only serving to drive Adrien higher and hotter. He buried his head into Luca’s neck and clamped his teeth into the tense muscle there to stifle his own howl of pleasure as Luca arched into him, and the sharp sting of strong nails sent tingling sparks down his spine and straight to his dick.
No matter how close Adrien was to the edge, he was determined that Luca would come first, so without warning, he spun the smaller man around and rasped out a low command into the strong back.
“Hands on the wall, brace yourself, Angel.”
Luca obeyed. Adrien dropped one hand back down and wrapped it around the heavy, throbbing cock as he used some of the remaining suds to run his other hand between Luca’s plush ass cheeks. Then, as Luca cried out, his voice a desperate, filthy little whimper, Adrien slotted his cock in the tight crevice and set a fast, almost frantic rhythm as Luca moaned and arched his back as he finally came. The tightening of Luca’s ass around his cock dragged Adrien over the edge into his own orgasm as he growled out a curse into the pale skin of his boyfriend’s lithe back, both of them slumped down against the tiles as the water worked to wash away the remaining mess.
Adrien eased Luca back against his chest and wrapped him in his arms as he soothed his hands across the heaving flanks. He too was breathing heavily, and there were fine tremors that shivered through his limbs as he clung to the smaller body in his arms. They were both exhausted and sated, but the water was still warm, so Adrien grabbed the washcloth to gently begin to clean the mess he had made all over his boyfriend’s lovely ass and back.
The sweet little raspy hum that Luca let out as Adrien swiped the warm, soapy cloth over his body made him lean down to kiss those swollen lips. Luca reached into the neatly organised shelves in the corner and snagged the bottle of shampoo that Adrien preferred. The blond wriggled his way around in Adrien’s arms as he stretched up on his tiptoes to massage the cardamom and bergamot-scented gel into his scalp. Adrien ducked his head and closed his eyes in bliss at the way those strong, nimble fingers ran through his hair.
“Get down on your knees for me, mein Liebling”
Now, that was hotter than Adrien had suspected Luca had meant it to be, but the soft, languid request had landed more like a command, which Adrien found himself instantly obeying. The German was new too; he liked it, he liked it a little bit too much, in fact; heat was slowly coiling up in his belly as his blood stirred. His mind knew that Luca had only meant to make it easier to reach his hair, what with their height difference, but the quiet, lilting suggestion had sent goosebumps all up his spine.
Luca’s astute gaze narrowed on him as the blond clocked his reaction to both; an affectionate smile pulled at those plush lips when Luca reached down to cup his jaw and angle his head back so he could rinse the last of the suds out of his dark hair. Adrien closed his eyes and leaned into the soothing rhythm of those fingers.
“All done, Liebling. Come on, we better get moving before Otousan comes in here looking for us.”
If anyone asked, Adrien would freely admit to it being Shane he was more afraid of, but that did not mean an angry Ilya Hollander-Rozanov was anything to laugh at. So with a put-upon sigh, he gathered his legs under him and rose. Luca stepped out of the shower, Adrien unable to resist watching the play of wet, sleek muscle as the smaller man wrapped a towel around his waist and half turned to offer him the towel in his other hand.
“Thanks, Angel.”
That blush was back, but instead of breaking the eye contact, Luca stretched up and brushed a few tender kisses on his cheek, then down to his mouth; however, when Adrien reached out to draw Luca close, his boyfriend danced nimbly out of reach and shook his head. Wet, blond strands fell across his pretty eyes as they glittered with amusement.
“Nope, hands to yourself; otherwise we are never getting ready.”
Adrien raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue; Luca had a point after all. Rather than pushing his luck, he just enjoyed the view of the smaller blond as Luca bent over to pull on slim-fitting black gym pants. He chuckled lowly as a pair of his own sweatpants smacked him in the face. He waggled his eyebrows at Luca as he plucked the offending fabric off of his face to get himself dried and dressed. They had an afternoon gym session, and since Ilya had made it his mission to kill them all off in training the last few days, Adrien was not looking forward to it.
 
A muffled sound from the door to the bedroom caused Adrien to swing around, but there was only the sleepy, half-awake form of little Levi, one tiny hand raised to rub at tired, matching blue eyes.
“Lukasha?”
By now, Adrien was more than familiar with the casual use of Russian in the Hollander-Rozanov household; he had also picked up on the loving use of pet names that were a staple in everyday life, the more time he spent with this family. It was something very new to Adrien; his family were affectionate enough, but they were very different in the way that they showed it.
For example, his family did not have pet names; they weren’t tactile in the same way that was so common between all four. Ilya and Shane were so free with both their physical affection and their emotional care. Adrien loved to watch Luca light up every single damn time that either praised him; Levi too was so vastly different to the broken, traumatised little boy he had been.
It had taken Levi a bit to warm up to him, but Adrien had stuck at it; his extended family was large, and he had prior experience with keeping small children entertained. None quite so intelligent as Levi, that was for sure, but Adrien liked to think they had made a real breakthrough at their recent aquarium trip. Translating between the languages had gotten a bit exhausting for Luca by the end of the day, but Levi’s English was improving, as were the few words of Russian that Adrien himself was beginning to pick up on. He gave the still clearly sleepy little boy a gentle smile and was pleased when he got a tentative grin in return.
“Morning, Levi. Sleep well?”
He could see the pause as Levi’s still fatigued brain took a moment to translate the English, but once he did, Adrien was treated to a pleased nod as the dark-haired little boy padded past him to get to where Luca had just reemerged from the bathroom. The warm, ever so soft smile that transformed Luca’s already pretty face had Adrien digging his teeth into the inside of his cheek to stifle the needy groan that tried to escape his mouth.
“Lyovushka, good morning, little brother, did you sleep well?”
Luca bent down and easily scooped Levi up into his arms as that dark head leaned happily onto a strong shoulder; matching blue eyes drooped slightly as Luca flashed Adrien a look that said ‘follow’, which was another order he was more than happy to obey. He could hear the soft, lyrical notes floating over from the brothers as they walked just in front of him.
“I had a dream about the sharks, Lukasha. Can we go see them again soon, please?“
As he followed the pair down to the kitchen and heard the familiar voices of both Shane and Ilya, he watched with soft, adoring eyes as Luca carefully brushed the still long strands of hair out of Levi’s face with gentle fingers and nodded in agreement to whatever the younger had just asked.
“Of course we can. How about we see if we can make it a whole team trip this time, hmm? Get Kaasan to make everyone join in, wouldn’t that be fun?”
Shane’s head swivelled to look at the three of them as they entered the large kitchen, and Levi reached out at once to be transferred to the dark-haired man’s arms. Those sharp, intelligent dark eyes flickered quickly from Adrien to Luca as he cuddled the small form close and pressed a quick kiss to the still tousled bedhead.
“What would be fun, Lyovushka?”
Tiny, fragile hands came up to make excited little motions in the air as Levi clearly started to wake up as he warmed to whatever topic he and Luca had been discussing on the way to breakfast.
“Lukasha said you could make your whole team come look at the sharks again, Kaasan. Can we, please?“
A deep, rumbling chuckle came from where Ilya was standing at the huge stove; the smell of bacon and other delicious breakfast things wafted over to them. Luca rounded the table and got a brief squeeze around his hips as he passed Shane, as well as a large, pale hand that cupped the back of his neck and gave a visibly gentle caress into that damp blond hair, when he slipped past Ilya to start helping in the kitchen.
By now, Adrien was familiar with the routine, so he too moved to start setting the table and gathering everyone’s preferred mugs for when Shane placed the steaming hot teapot on the designated mat. Shane turned that lovely, sweet, family-only smile that only ever appeared at times like this towards Adrien the second the older man managed to convince the clingy Levi to sit in his own seat so he could go and help.
“Good morning, Adrien.”
There was a hidden glint of sly enjoyment in those warm brown eyes that had Adrien gulping and quickly looking for Luca to very possibly hide behind as Shane gracefully unfolded from the chair and padded softly over to Ilya. A strong hand smoothed over the Russian’s broad back as Shane carefully took over from Luca with a quiet murmur and gentle nudge from a muscular hip.
“Go keep Adrien company, Lukasha. I think your Otousan has scared him a bit too much.”
Luca nuzzled his head under Shane’s in an automatic response as he skittered out of the way of Ilya, crowding in behind Shane and boxing the smaller man up against the counter with his thighs alone.
“It’s not Otousan that everyone is afraid of, Kaasan, but yes, I can take the fruit with me?”
Shane managed to lean around the hulking form that was attempting to playfully block him in and passed Luca the other bowl of freshly washed raspberries as the smaller blond darted out of reach. Levi was giggling at their antics, and Luca flopped down next to him as Adrien felt the strong tug on his hand that guided him down to sit with them.
Those almost identical blue eyes both looked at him as Levi leaned up to not-so-quietly whisper into Luca’s ear. The English was a bit rough, but getting better every time Adrien heard it.
“Lukasha, why does Addie look scared?”
He couldn’t help the pout that settled onto his face at the adorable little laugh that Luca tried to stifle at his expense. Levi had picked up the nickname, and it had thoroughly stuck. Luca did not help at all; in fact, he had loved it and made it worse by encouraging the little boy whenever he used the nickname.
There was a bright spark of mischief on that pretty face as Luca grinned over Adrien’s shoulder towards where Shane had just brought over the hot teapot and the bowls for the fruit. He threaded a hand through Levi’s dark hair as he took one of the plates from where Ilya was balancing three on one hand.
“Because Addie is smart and knows who it is he really should be scared of, Lyovushka.”
Adrien gave in and dropped his head to the table to hide his growing embarrassment. He really needed to learn fucking Russian; this wasn’t funny anymore. If the wide, smug smirk that his Captain flashed him as he piled perfectly cooked bacon onto his plate was any indication, he was never winning in this house.
The warm, familiar form of his boyfriend snuck under his arm and pulled him back upright with a shy laugh. Adrien smiled haplessly at the adorably pretty blush and just sighed. He was thoroughly resigned to the fact that he was completely at Luca’s mercy, and there was nowhere else he would rather be.
 
Of course, that thought only lasted until they stepped onto the ice for practice that afternoon. Gone was the affectionate air from that morning; Ilya was firmly in Captain mode and was still very much furious about the previous day’s incident. Outside of their team, no one would believe the utter and complete difference between Ilya and the Captain, but Adrien had a more unique insight than anyone else; frankly, the change was intimidating.
All three of them were a dripping, shivering mess by an hour in. On his left, Reece was splayed out across the ice where he had collapsed a moment ago; his large, burly body had yet to move since. He could faintly feel the panting, shaking form of Ethan somewhere above his head, but looking up required too much energy. The only one safe out of the four of them was Luca. Adrien wasn’t sure if he was eternally grateful that his boyfriend was spared this complete and total hell or if he was so jealous he was burning up inside. Although that might be the reason his muscles felt like they were on fire, he couldn’t really tell.
A shadow covered the pile of them. Adrien managed to crack one eye open, only to see a concerned frown painted across Bood’s face, who was leaning down over them all.
“Er, you gonna get up, Cubs?”
There was a pained groan from Reece that was echoed from somewhere to the left of his head. Adrien could barely move to shake his head in response as Bood reached down and tried to haul Reece to his feet physically.
“Fuck, Roz, what did you do to the Rookies?”
The big man called over his shoulder, and the ominous sound of a perfectly in-sync set of blades approached them. Reece sank back to the floor in a crumpled heap. Adrien could hear him muttering either a curse or a prayer under his breath; he couldn’t quite make it out through the pounding of blood in his ears. Above him, Ethan wrapped a trembling hand around his own arm as his friend tried to burrow himself, literally, under Adrien’s shoulders to hide.
“Nothing they didn’t deserve.”
Somehow, even the deep voice in English sounded meaner right now. Adrien had no idea how that was possible when Ilya had not switched languages, but it was. As the glide drew to a stop right next to them, Reece made a horrified whimpering noise that was akin to something a dying animal might make in the last throes of its death.
Just as their Captain was giving them a thoroughly unsatisfied look, Adrien’s vision was overtaken by the loveliest, bright halo of golden light; his beautiful, wonderful Angel had come to save him from the Russian hellfire that was Captain Ilya Hollander-Rozanov.
“Can you stand?”
Luca was suddenly kneeling in front of him; the tight, form-fitting gym pants he had taken to wearing recently were stretched so tightly across the width of tense thighs that Adrien let out a broken, bitten-off groan. His, however, was for entirely different reasons than Reece’s; if only he could summon the energy to move, Adrien would gladly die on the altar of nestling his head between those deliciously thick thighs.
“No, Angel, I need to be revived.”
A loud snort came from the direction where Bood was, but Adrien was not tearing his gaze away from the utter vision of perfection in front of him to look. Pale cheeks bloomed a lovely peach pink as Luca swatted him across the chest and then hissed in embarrassment.
“Shut the fuck up, and give me your hand.”
Adrien obeyed. Of course he fucking did. Luca’s lovely voice had dropped into that honeyed tone again that sent sparks up his spine. He dug deep and found the energy to lift his hand and offer it out to his boyfriend. With a powerful roll of his muscles, Luca hefted Adrien to his feet and darted in to wrap an arm around his waist to stop him from face-planting back into the ice as his legs almost buckled beneath him. Adrien leaned heavily on his smaller partner, once again grateful for the fact that Luca was more than capable of holding his weight up.
The sharp, clipped Russian that fell from the blond did cause them all to jump, though, especially as it was directed, for once, straight at Ilya.
“Otousan. What were you thinking? They can’t play like this!”
Dark, angry blue eyes locked onto Luca; the intensity had Adrien fighting the urge to step in between them, but logically he knew that angry or not, Ilya Hollander-Rozanov would never lay a hand on either of his sons.
“They can, Lukasha, and they will. Shane will take them through the stretches now. I did not push more than they could give. They needed a reminder, so I gave them one. Take them to your Kaasan now. I will deal with Barrett.”
Adrien let Luca guide him off the ice. He could see Bood almost bodily lifting Ethan and Cliff supporting Reece as they were taken through to the Yoga mats section of the Bears’ gym, where Shane was standing waiting for them. Luca quickly and efficiently unlaced his skates and brushed a kiss across his mouth as he retreated with his boots back to the locker room.
Reece quietly thanked Victor for removing his skates as the other two managed to sit up and look at their Alternate Captain. Ethan looked away with a wince. It wasn’t that Shane didn’t suit short hair; he was ridiculously good-looking no matter what style or length his hair was, but it was way shorter than any of them had ever seen him with.
Those dark eyes were levelled at them with a look that was both sympathetic and not; after all, Shane had been the real victim here, not them. No matter how it felt right now, Adrien would very much like to go back in time to this morning, please. Instead, he hauled himself into a more human-like position and tried to pay attention to the cool-down stretches that Shane was currently showing them. His deep, melodic voice washed over them and soothed some of the frazzled, raw nerves from their harrowing practice on the ice.
“Follow along with my movements. We need to cool your muscles and stretch out the overused ones so you can move later. Ethan, pay attention, please. Reece, you need to lean down further; that is not even halfway.”
Fortunately for Adrien, he had spent more than a few mornings in the Hollanov gym, so he was more than familiar with most of these manoeuvres. Yoga was not his strong point, but he was way better at it than either of his best friends. Warm, strong palms were spread across his sore back as the waft of vanilla and almond announced the return of Luca to his exhausted senses.
With Luca’s murmured guidance and Shane’s seemingly endless patience with them, by the end of the hour, the three of them could stand and walk without aid. Adrien actually was already feeling better, but he would still follow the strict instructions Shane had given them. That’s if he was allowed to go home with Luca tonight; he had no idea if Ilya was going to allow that right now.
As the three of them limped off to shower and change, the sorry, bruised and utterly limp form of Troy Barrett was being supported between the taller forms of Cliff and Victor. All three of them averted their eyes and tried not to look even more guilty, even though Adrien was firmly of the belief that Barrett deserved this way more than they did. After all, it was entirely his fault that this had happened, okay, maybe not completely, but way more than it was theirs.
 
So this mess that they were currently in had all started because Shane had told them that they had to give Troy Barrett a chance, which they had honestly all tried to do. Well, maybe not all of them. The older Bears had been trying even though Barrett was giving them absolutely nothing back, but whenever Shane had moved out of earshot during the last few practices, Barrett made a few comments that had not sat well with any of them.
Adrien hadn’t made up his mind whether he needed to go to Ilya yet or not, but Luca was unhappy keeping it from either of his parents, so Adrien had been rolling it over in his brain for a day or so when Ethan had offhandedly suggested they could grease his stick so the tape wouldn’t stick, and the idea had kind of snowballed from there.
They started small. Just little pranks every time one of them caught him saying unkind things; the issue was it wasn’t anything overt; it was just subtle little digs, the odd sentence or insult that it couldn’t even be proven to be directly about Shane.
Ethan had indeed managed to sneak into the equipment room before Troy got in and rubbed a clear layer of grease right where the Winger would try to tape it later on for practice. Reece had been forced to delay a highly suspicious Shane with questions about the planned drills for that day to give Ethan time to scurry out of sight before they were caught.
Five minutes later in the locker room, Shane had given them that look. The one that sent them all, including the older Bears, quivering into a corner like naughty toddlers, and Adrien had bolted towards the ice before his animal brain had blurted out the whole scheme in self-defence.
As he dashed away from the locker room, he narrowly avoided crashing face-first into Bood’s broad chest as he skidded around the corner at speeds a greyhound would have been proud of. The thudding sound of both his friends behind him just made him sprint all the faster; he didn’t need to outrun their Alternate, he just needed to outrun either of his best friends and let them be the sacrifice for his escape.
It was not his proudest thought, but Adrien was planning on marrying into that family eventually; he did not want to make it harder for himself than it already was. After all, Adrien was under no illusion that Luca would be letting go of his Hollander-Rozanov surname, so if he wanted them to have the same somewhere in the future, and yes, he very much did, then it would be him changing his.
The problem was that Barrett had been dropping the odd rude, sometimes slightly snide remark about Shane, but only ever when Shane or Ilya, in particular, was out of earshot. He didn’t seem to care that the four of them could hear him, but he did seem to at least have the survival instinct not to say anything where the rest of the team could hear him.
Adrien was firmly of the belief that Troy Barrett was jealous, so fucking jealous, and the man didn’t know how to process or deal with that fact. Annoyingly, he couldn’t work out exactly what Barrett was tripping on, whether it was Shane in general or Shane with Ilya that made the man so insanely green with envy, but none of them liked it. Hence, where the pranks had come from, this way they were not directly disobeying their second Captain, but they still felt like they were punishing Barrett for his unacceptable behaviour.
At first, they had all contributed a few small ideas. Reece had snuck in one evening after a late home game and swapped his skates for a pair that were one size too big, so when he had tried to use them, half asleep and groggy the next morning for practice, since they all noticed that Barrett was not at all a morning person, he had been slightly off the whole time, and Ilya had run him extra hard for it.
It was all things that could be considered an accident or coincidence, nothing that could be either proved or linked back directly to the three of them. Luca was half involved, but only when they had no choice. Adrien didn’t want his boyfriend to end up in trouble with his parents if they were caught.
They had kept up the campaign for a week or so. Adrien had switched out his secret coffee stash of sugar for salt instead, and all four of them had had to stifle their laughter in their jerseys to not get caught when Barrett spat the hot coffee out all over poor Hazy, who luckily was understanding rather than murderous, but Ilya had cast them all a very knowing smirk when the rest of the team’s backs were turned.
So Ethan’s idea to move his stall one to the left and claim that maintenance had done it was funny but hadn’t really gotten a reaction, mainly because Luca had pointed out that later on Shane had gone to gently speak to them and one young apprentice had been on the floor in fits of tears after he left, thinking that he had made the mistake and was now about to be fired because ‘The Shane Hollander’ had spotted it and called him out. They had all felt a bit bad for that one and made sure to be extra thankful to the equipment staff for the next few days, which had gotten them a pleased smile and a pat on the shoulder every time Shane had heard them.
Despite trying to keep Luca out of the line of fire, it was actually his idea that got the next good result. Luca had suggested that they switch his protein powder with Zeolith, which was basically a stone flour that looked and smelt the same as the brand of powder Barrett used but tasted absolutely gross. He had thrown up in the toilet from that one, then promptly trashed a brand new packet of powder out with a sharp swear and had been in a thoroughly shite mood the rest of the day.
The tiny stink bomb capsules in his skates and fresh clothes were all Ethan’s and had been so fucking hilarious that they had almost gotten busted by both Wyatt and Shane, but Luca had sworn that Ilya had covered for them, and that was the only reason why they had escaped. Poor Cliff had been accused in that one, since he was in the cubby next to Barrett and his feet had got some of the blame, even if Victor had been too busy cackling on the floor to defend his partner. Cliff had pouted for the next day and a half over that one, until the golden-eyed Winger had stood on his tiptoes to whisper something in the mountain of man’s ear that had him following the smaller man around all day like a magnet.
Honestly, they had tried many things, including itching powder in his underwear; that one had resulted in them all getting a lecture on genital hygiene from a very unamused Terry, and all four of them had been bright red through that and unable to look at their older teammates. Luca had kicked him back to the apartment for a night in disgrace for the images they had been made to look at. Adrien had turned up the next morning with his blond’s favourite chocolates and the expensive tea Luca liked as an apology that at least got him a kiss.
Luca had actually given them the idea and the wherewithal to do one of the most irritating ones. His boyfriend had produced some magic pens that wore off after a few hours and could write on glass, so he and Reece had snuck out and scribbled on the back window of Barrett’s car to ‘Honk three times it's my birthday ’, and then Reece had cleverly managed to convince Cliff and Victor to take him the exact same way to film snippets of it and sent it to the group chat. The rain had helpfully washed the pen off by the time Barrett had turned off, but by the thunderous scowl on the handsome man’s face the next morning, it had been very successful in annoying the fuck out of him.
Prank calls had been harder to pull off, but Ethan, the one with the most prank experience, had managed it. They had only done a few before Barrett had lost his temper and thrown the phone, which meant Luca had nixed them doing it again; the blond had given them all a look. While Ethan and Reece had cowered away and muttered something about ‘fucking scary, should not be possible to pick up non-biological traits like that, are we sure he isn’t really Shane’s kid?’
All the while, Adrien was fighting for control not to slam his smaller boyfriend up against the nearest wall and see if he could hold him up like that long enough to fuck him, just so he would give him that same look again but this time with his pale skin flushed, his eyes glassy with want. He had to look away and cough to cover his sudden need to adjust the front of his pants.
The final stroke of genius had been his idea; every time they spotted Barrett heading to the bathroom, one of them would dive in and switch out all the full rolls of paper for empty ones. They had managed to keep it up for three days straight and had driven Barrett totally nuts. By the end, Reece had spotted him carrying his own roll into the stall with him and had run back to the group, thoroughly unable to speak for his wheezing laughter for at least five minutes.
 
However, all the small stuff had either gone unnoticed or, more likely, the older players who had noticed had turned a blind eye and let them carry on. Luca swore that Ilya knew and was just keeping quiet, but that was until it all went horribly, disastrously wrong. They hadn’t been aiming for Shane; of course they hadn’t; it was just that from afar, and when you were trying to be both silent and sneaky, getting Shane and Barrett mixed up was easier than Ethan had thought.
So when he had called the signal, Ethan swore he had honestly thought it was Barrett who was coming around the corner, until it was far too late to call it off. The balloon, glue-filled bomb came down directly where it had been aimed for, on the top of silky, neatly braided, long black hair.
The silence was deafening.
They had all frozen, including Shane, as the thick, sticky substance started to drip down the back of his hair. Ethan broke first, Reece right behind him; they burst out laughing, and even Adrien had to admit it looked fucking ridiculous, but his laughter was more out of nervous fear than actual amusement, which meant it was even harder to control it. The glue was not one that could be washed out; that was the whole point.
There was a thud as Ethan fell off the bench from laughing so hard. Reece, next to Adrien, managed to send them both tumbling in a sprawl of limbs to the floor in his own fit of laughter, until all three of them were rolling around the floor laughing. Until they got hit by the ‘Shane look’. Which, for once, was a bit less intimidating with all the glue in his hair, but as they tried to stop snickering and all failed spectacularly, there was a noise in the doorway.
Ilya had come up behind Shane, his face blank and ice-cold in fury at the sight before him. All that beautiful, pretty long hair was now covered in globs of messy, dirty glue; the gaze that was turned on them was fucking terrifying. They all scurried back to form a pile as far away from the door as possible, but they were trapped, like prey under a massive wolf’s talons.
Of course, Luca promptly turned and threw all three of them under the bus as he came up behind Ilya in the doorway, having obviously realised something had gone wrong. Adrien watched his boyfriend quickly assess the damage, weigh up his options and instantly turn towards Shane, the big, blue puppy, dog eyes locked onto his softest parent.
“It wasn’t me…”
Adrien let out a noise of pure betrayal but snapped his mouth shut as soon as Ilya turned that gaze back on him. How could Luca, his own boyfriend, throw him too under the wrath of his dad without a care? Well, he knew the honest answer to that one. Luca was not stupid; he was not getting in between them and Ilya. Adrien wouldn’t ask him to.
Since Luca was very much not stupid, they both knew where the place to go for protection from Ilya was, and it was Shane. Adrien, from under the quivering forms of his best friends, watched in real time as his boyfriend absolutely abused his powers of being their Captain’s oldest child and, in utter disbelief, as Luca pressed in close to Shane and began to wrap his own spare t-shirt under the dripping glue. Adrien’s jaw dropped open as he listened to the rapid-fire Russian that was passing between them. He might not understand, but he could guess what was being said, and his utter minx of a boyfriend had absolutely no shame fucking about it.
The two turned and walked away towards the showers. Adrien was left to stare after the retreating, lovely view of Luca’s ass as he disappeared and left them all to the extremely tender mercy of their furious Captain.
Adrien attempted to open his mouth to maybe explain, but Ilya’s harsh glare cut him off before he had even started.
“Nyet. Do not say a word.”
Ilya advanced on them; their Captain was drawn up to his full, intimidating height, his shoulders squared, and the very air around him was ice cold, but his handsome face was completely blank. The tranquil rage that was building in those glacial eyes had Adrien closing his eyes and praying for a quick death, but of course, the world was not that kind.
“I know what has been going on, and I will deal with Barrett, but Cubs, this stops now, no more.”
They all nodded in unison, like some sort of remote-controlled robots. Fuck, this was terrifying. He felt Ethan dig his nails into his arm and try to subtly shift closer, but the movement only caused him to draw those eyes to him. Adrien was pretty sure the squeak Ethan let out was higher than he had ever been able to go before puberty, but he would not be bringing this situation up to ask in the future, not ever.
Their Captain’s deep voice rumbled over them as he pinned each one in turn under that stare.
“You will take your punishment gracefully, you will not complain, you will not whine, and you will not go running to your Alternate to try and get out of it.”
All three of them felt the lingering effects of that glare long after Ilya had gone. Presumably to go check on his husband, Adrien clambered to his feet and then reached an arm down to haul each of his friends upright. If the three of them clung tightly together and inched silently out of the locker room, only to almost fall over in relief as Victor seemed to magically appear like a ghost, a wonderful saviour-shaped ghost, to gather them up and give them a lift home, well, none of them was telling.
 
Much to Adrien’s surprise, Victor had dropped him off not with the others but at the Hollanovs’. Luca was hovering worriedly at the door, one of Adrien’s hoodies on over another pair of very tight yoga pants. Victor gave him a considering look but seemed to be unwilling to offer any insight as those glittering golden eyes scrutinised his exhausted form.
“Good luck, Cub.”
Well, that was fucking ominous. Still, Adrien would far prefer being here than going back to try and sleep alone in his tiny, cold bed.
“Thanks, Vic, see you tomorrow.”
Luca came to him as he slung his bag over his shoulder and started up the rest of the driveway to the front door. Concerned blue eyes traced over him, and a firm arm snaked around his waist. Adrien lifted his arm instantly to allow his smaller boyfriend room to snuggle in, easily ignoring the slight twinge of pain down his abused muscles in favour of holding Luca’s warmth close.
The house was quiet. Luca led him straight through to his room. Adrien was way too tired and sore to argue as he was gently herded into the bathroom. Luca carefully stripped off both of their clothes and helped him ease down into a freshly drawn, steaming bath. The instantaneous flood of relief as his body relaxed into the water caused Adrien to let out a soft moan.
For a while, Luca let him soak; the heat and the water were doing wonders for the aches and pains the day’s brutal training had caused. He flicked one grey eye open at the feather-light touch to his chest. Luca had sat up and now had a little bottle of fancy-looking gel in his hand.
“What’s that, Angel?”
Luca turned the bottle around to show him, but his brain was no longer working enough to make out the tiny words; it had instead focused on the much more desirable sight of his warm, wet boyfriend kneeling over him with his hands rubbing the pleasant-smelling stuff into his sore muscles.
“Some of Kaasan’s pain-relieving body wash, he said it would help.”
It certainly was helping. Although that very possibly could be the rising interest his cock was showing in the current position that they were in.
“Your dad is terrifying you, know, Angel? How can he switch like that?”
The blond didn’t look up from where he was moving down Adrien’s left arm with the gel, carefully rubbing it in with a delicate, soothing circular pattern. He did reply, though.
“Switch? What do you mean?”
Adrien sighed and let his head fall back under the tender ministrations of his lovely boyfriend for a moment before he could shake his brain into forming the words he wanted.
“Like, here he is, Ilya, your dad. He’s kind, honestly amazing and utterly dotes on Shane, Levi and you, but then how does he turn into someone so utterly petrifying once we are at the rink?”
He let out a low, needy whine when Luca sat back and stopped his petting to answer, but was shushed by a sweet kiss to his lips as Luca resettled himself. Adrien began tracing his hands up those large thighs as he let Luca talk.
“He explained it once; my Russian wasn’t as good back then, so I didn’t get it all, but Kaasan says he can ‘compartmentalise’ like really well. So he can lock parts of himself away for a while, which means it’s much easier to differentiate between home and work.”
Put like that, it was easy enough to understand, but Adrien was still a little bit in awe of his Captain. There was no way he was capable of doing what they did, but right now, his brain had gone more than a bit south at the way Luca was wriggling slightly right on top of his now very interested cock. Adrien was tired, not dead after all. He was absolutely not ignoring the stunning view that was braced heavily in his lap, dripping wet and hard.
“Luca, Angel. If you do not want me to attempt to lift you out of this bath, then you need to stop moving.”
The way his voice sounded thoroughly gave away just how much he was holding on to his sanity right now; his words had come out strained and husky.
One blond eyebrow rose as Luca stilled in his lap.
“I don’t think you can lift me right now.”
Well, that was a challenge if he had ever heard one. Mindful of the fact that they were both wet and slippery, Adrien hoisted Luca more firmly into his lap and guided those strong thighs to wrap around his waist as he clamped his arms around Luca’s back and hips to lift them both to his feet.
It was a good thing that he was both strong enough, and Luca knew exactly how to make himself easy to lift. Luca snagged a towel as Adrien carried him through to the bedroom to gently drop him onto the bed. The blond spread the towel out and then promptly pulled Adrien down onto it and hooked his leg back over his hips to straddle him again. Adrien ran his hands up damp legs to settle around those sweet hips as he tugged Luca down to kiss him. The movement caused both of their now fully hard erections to slide deliciously together.
“Fuck…”
Adrien swore at the heat that was now coiling in his belly. He wrapped a hand up into Luca’s wet, blond strands and angled his head to deepen the kiss. He flicked his tongue along the seam of Luca’s soft lips until the smaller opened his mouth with a soft whine of want.
He was just about to grope around for the bedside drawer when his arm was suddenly pinned, and Luca was pulling back. A deep, heady blush was on his face that belied the sheer look of determination in those heated blue eyes.
“No. You are sore. I have an idea. If you will let me try?”
Like Adrien was ever going to say no to anything Luca suggested, but he was hard right now; he would literally let this man do whatever the fuck he wanted to him.
“Angel, there is nothing I would refuse you, but I am begging you, please don’t make me wait.”
That fetching blush darkened, but Luca eased himself off to the side, ignoring the desperate, broken groan that Adrien let out at the loss of contact. He wasn’t gone long. Instead, Adrien’s eyes went wide as Luca slithered himself around and was suddenly nosing at the straining, leaking length of his cock with his sweet, soft mouth. Luca had laid himself out to the side of Adrien, obviously to try and avoid hurting any already abused muscles; however, Adrien had other ideas.
The only problem was that Luca was exploring, getting braver with every deep, unrestrained noise his boyfriend was drawing out of him. He dropped a hand down and threaded it into the soft hair to still the movements of that mouth for a moment.
“Hang on, sweetheart, move more towards me.”
Luca looked up at him through damp, glistening blond lashes. Adrien had to bite his own lip hard to stifle the snarl at the image, but he managed it. He hooked his other hand around the thigh closest to him and tugged Luca towards him.
“Come here, Angel, let me taste you too.”
Understanding dawned, as did both desire and clear embarrassment at his instruction, but Luca, way more flexible than anyone other than Shane, easily arched his back and wiggled his way over Adrien’s chest again, but this time his gorgeous ass was right within reach. Adrien let go of Luca’s hair to clutch at the pale thighs and pull Luca up just a little more so he could get his mouth around the leaking, swollen cock that was hanging tantalisingly just above him.
“Go on, Angel, keep going.”
Luca ducked his head back down, and Adrien moaned at the kitten licking that was now gracing the whole heated length of his cock. He forced his body to pay attention to what he was doing and slid his hand around to cup the globes of that perfect ass and apply just enough pressure that Luca automatically bent his spine, and Adrien got his lips around his boyfriend’s lovely cock.
He had to hold Luca’s hips still at the first touch, but once he settled again, Adrien began to work his way down the length. First with his tongue, then he eased the head into his mouth and relaxed his throat. He gave the hips under his hands a firm squeeze, then dragged his hands down to help hold some of Luca’s weight under the backs of his plush thighs.
Letting go had been the silent permission for Luca to move. As the blond began to suck and lick around as much of Adrien’s cock as he could, his hips moved with the motion, and Adrien hollowed his cheeks and let Luca thrust into his throat with the steady, rolling drive of his hips. Neither of them was lasting long like this; it was too much. The pleasure from Luca’s hot, sweet mouth on him, the weight and feel of his body pressed down into his chest and face, was a form of delightful torture. He could feel Luca’s cock as it leaked more copious amounts of pre come down his throat. He swallowed it all; the taste was slightly sweet, and Adrien liked it.
Luca tried to pull away when Adrien felt his thighs tremble and his cock start to twitch in warning of his oncoming orgasm, but Adrien clamped down and took him right to the root, working his throat around the pulsing length and pressing his tongue to the underside as he drank down as much as he could with Luca still in his mouth. The low, keening moan that Luca let out around his own cock was more than enough to have him thrusting his own hips up and coming.
His cock throbbed and pulsed with just a little extra come at the sight of Luca having to pull back; his darkened blue eyes were wet with tears, and he had gagged a little at the sheer volume of release from Adrien’s cock. Some of it had escaped and was glistening on Luca’s lips and chin. Adrien sat up and pulled him back up to cuddle the smaller blond against his chest. He didn’t want Luca so far away now and felt the sudden, urgent need to have him in his arms. Gently, he swiped his thumb across the swollen bottom lip and was about to suck it off himself, but Luca darted up and fastened his own mouth around the wet digit, all while not taking his eyes off Adrien.
The groan Adrien let out at the sight was both exhausted and so damn needy that he flopped back down and pulled his still blushing boyfriend down with him. They were both panting softly, and Adrien snaked his arms around Luca’s trembling form as he tried to regulate the air in his lungs. He ran his hands lightly up and down the damp back as he buried his face in the vanilla and faintly almond-scented hair.
A few caressing kisses were brushed along his chest as Luca snuggled down into his hold; the warm, sweet touches soothed Adrien back down from the flash of heat that had flickered back to life when Luca had teasingly sucked on his finger.
With a lot of effort, Adrien raised his head enough to speak, even if he was already drifting off to sleep, lulled by the warmth, the weight and the comfort of a thoroughly sated Luca on top of him.
“Doing okay, Angel?”
He felt more than heard the soft hum of agreement as Luca’s weight settled totally against him now, but Adrien needed to hear the verbal confirmation. This had been all new to his boyfriend, and he was a little worried he had pushed too far.
“Luca, sweetheart, I need you to actually answer me, please.”
There was a slight movement as Luca wiggled himself up so he could cross his arms and lean on them across Adrien’s chest. The change in position meant that they could see each other’s faces. Luca rocked forward on his arms and nuzzled Adrien softly, just like a sleepy, contented kitten. Adrien lifted his hand and slowly started to card his fingers through the messy strands of soft blond hair. He felt Luca lean into the touch and heard a low, raspy hum of pleasure that sounded suspiciously close to a purr, but it was so adorable that he kept quiet and just carried on massaging his fingers through the longer strands and into the scalp.
“Hmm, I’m okay, mein Liebling.“
Again, there was that thrill of sweetness and heat that flooded his system anytime he heard Luca use German. This time, he was with it long enough to ask what the words meant.
“What does that mean, sweetheart?”
Once again, that lovely flush spread across pale skin as Luca tried to look away, but Adrien tightened his hold on the back of his head to stall the movement.
“Ah, none of that now, Angel, tell me.”
Luca closed his eyes for a second, but then he lowered his lashes and quietly muttered into Adrien’s chest.
“The closest translation for English would be ‘my darling’.”
Fuck.
That was so fucking cute. Adrien was very slightly amused by the fact that Luca was clearly more embarrassed by the pet name he had used than by what they had just been doing. He used the hold he still had in Luca’s hair to urge the blond up so he could kiss him. Adrien nuzzled their lips together in a soft, reassuring pressure as he tightened his other arm around plush hips.
“You are adorable, Angel. Can I choose to keep that one? I like it”
The smile Luca bestowed on him was so beautifully bright and pretty that Adrien had leaned up and kissed him again. This, this was why Adrien had started calling him ‘Angel’. That smile should be illegal.
“Yes. As long as you like it, I will keep using it.”
Adrien could see the tiredness creeping in; he could feel it in his own eyes. They were both exhausted and needed to sleep, but he also knew that Luca would not like waking up to being sticky. He rolled them gently, shushed the sudden little mewl of protest as he eased himself out from under the blond to go and collect a warm, damp washcloth from the bathroom. While he was in there, he quickly tidied up the bathroom and scooped their dirty laundry up into the hamper.
As he padded back through, he gently wiped down his boyfriend with the warm cloth and helped him ease one of Adrien’s own tanks on, just in case Levi came in early wanting to cuddle.
Once Luca was settled, Adrien pulled a pair of sleep pants on and flicked the lights off. He slid back into the bed and gathered the sleepy blond to his chest so he could pull up the duvet to cover them both. Their combined body heat quickly warmed up the space as Luca settled back over his chest. Adrien pressed a kiss to Luca’s forehead and tangled their legs together as the blond let out a sigh of pure and utter contentment.
Within moments, Adrien lost the fight to sleep, the day’s exhaustion finally winning as his eyes slipped closed. The last thing he felt was Luca’s lips on his own as the blond returned the soft kiss. Automatically, his arms tightened and pulled Luca that tiny bit closer as they both drifted off to sleep.






      

  












      Chapter 70: Cliff
  








  Their usual hangout night together had been weird. Not just because Barrett had been skulking around the edges of the room all night, but because Ilya and Shane had been off. Shane had been adamant that they were not, in fact, fighting, and Cliff had spent enough time with the married couple by now that he believed their Alternate, but that didn’t explain just what the fuck the two of them had been up to.
Victor had probably had more luck with Shane than Cliff had with getting anything out of their Captain; Ilya had been in a thoroughly strange mood. When even little Luca was wiggling his way between his dads and questioning if they were okay, then something was most definitely off.
By the time Ilya had given in, or lost, which was maybe more accurate to whatever game Shane had been playing all night with his husband, the rest of them had decided to end the night as well. Barrett’s presence and attitude had pretty much sucked the life out of their usual rowdiness, and his squaring up to Luca that afternoon had left a bad taste in everyone’s mouths. The only reason they were at all prepared to give him a chance was that Shane had asked them to, and when their Alternate asked, they all listened.
Cliff helped Zane gather the empty bottles and cans while keeping one eye on Victor, who was carrying all the used dishes back to the kitchen. Once they were finished, Cliff called over to their remaining two rookie cubs, since Adrien had managed to get himself taken home with Luca again. He had no idea how Ilya and Shane were coping with Luca having Adrien around so much, but he supposed the fact that little Levi adored the cub must have been a big point in his favour.
“You two want a lift?”
Both Ethan and Reece came bounding over like over-excited puppies, the ones with massive, clumsy paws and no idea of their own size and strength. Cliff caught them both as Ethan somehow managed to trip Reece over with his now magically untied shoelace.
“Yeah, we want a lift, please!”
Reece caught himself on Cliff’s outstretched arms with a sheepish grin and bounded back upright. Cliff gave the stocky kid another glance, since Shane had switched him over to defence; both Evan and Nick had taken him under their wings. He wasn’t quite the tallest of the four, but he was now the biggest built; when Cliff had caught the young cub just now, he had been surprised to find he’d had to brace his weight slightly.
As Victor came back, now with both their jackets and the car keys in hand, Cliff clapped a massive hand down on the shoulder of each rookie to steer them out the door. The rookies were up to something; they had all noticed, but Ilya had said to leave them to it for now, because he wanted to see what the four were planning. Cliff wasn’t quite convinced, but Shane had assured them all that he would keep an eye on them. Victor had commented later that Luca would be reporting back to Shane regardless of where the other three thought the little blond’s loyalty lay; Cliff wouldn’t bet on anyone being higher than Shane as far as Luca was concerned. Still, he would leave that up to his Captains to sort out; he would just do as he was told and help clean up the mess when the inevitable shit hit the fan.
“Time to go then. Bood doesn’t need one of you two oafs breaking anything else.”
That got him an indignant howl of protest from both of his young captives that it had been Adrien, not them, who had knocked over the vase, as he propelled them out the door and towards his partner’s car. Victor had picked him up, with the intention that they would both go back to his, a thought that still sent a shiver of pleased warmth through Cliff’s spine. As did the strong, sure hand that pressed into the small of his back as Victor caught up with them, having checked in to let Zane know the four of them were off for the night.
Cliff pretty much threw the rowdy cubs out once they arrived at their shared apartment; they had been roughhousing in the back seat the whole way, which had Vic muttering under his breath in French that sounded both sexy and annoyed. He wasn’t really mad at the youngsters; he thought they were great, and usually Shane had them under much better control. But whatever Ilya had done (and Cliff knew it had to have been the Russian who had caused whatever tonight was) had triggered their odd little mating ritual thing, and it had an effect on more than just Ilya himself. Their team was built around the pair; they were no longer led by Ilya alone, and none of them wanted to be. The Bears loved Shane; their game had improved, their teamwork was off the charts, and they were all closer than ever.
 
His place was bigger than Vic’s, which is why they tended to end up there; it was also closer to both the rink and what had been Ilya’s new house, even if it had now been dubbed the ‘Hollanov’ house. When Cliff had first bought it, he had half thought it would end up too big; he was grateful for the proximity now. It had paid to be close, especially when Luca had needed them; that asshole Alexei had tried to cause problems, too. They had been there in time, and for that, Cliff was extremely grateful; also, he liked that they were close, like family should be.
Ilya had been his best friend for years; Cliff had seen how guarded, how emotionally damaged his young Captain really was when he first arrived. Closed off, shut down, and projecting the image he thought everyone wanted from him, he had been determined to enfold him into his circle. As it had turned out, all Ilya Rozanov had been missing was Shane Hollander.
Cliff was still in awe sometimes of how someone like Ilya had managed to lock down an utter babe like Shane fucking Hollander. It was a badly kept league-wide secret, after all; Shane had been voted the hottest player for multiple years running now. Everyone wanted Shane Hollander, never mind just how fucking domestic the pair were now. Cliff had to admit that it suited Ilya in a way he had never seen before. In all their years of knowing each other, Cliff had never seen his friend this happy.
He was interrupted from his wandering thoughts by a soft touch to his arm. Victor had come back through when Cliff hadn’t followed him to the bedroom like he normally would. Those beautiful, golden eyes were gazing at him in slight worry as Victor lifted a long-fingered hand to caress his bristled cheek.
“Everything alright, mon chéri?”
There was that little shiver that slithered down his spine every time Victor used that particular term of endearment. He had never been called anything, really, before; usually, his ex-girlfriends were the ones he had given the pet names to, not him being called any. Cliff tipped his head down to look at the handsome face and let his thoughts go. Victor looked tired but soft as he stood just in front of him; gently, Cliff brought his arms around that trim waist and pulled the shorter man into his embrace with a cheeky grin.
“It is now.”
Those dazzling golden eyes were rolled at him, but he wasn’t pushed away; instead, strong arms wrapped around his neck, and he was pulled down into a kiss. Cliff groaned as Victor snaked those clever fingers into the hair at the base of his skull and pulled. He followed the silent instruction as Victor led him to adjust the angle and deepen the contact.
“Come on, mon chéri, shower with me?”
Cliff had been letting himself get bolder these last few weeks. There was no doubt he was extremely attracted to Victor. But it wasn’t just that; he adored the man. His cock was half hard just from a kiss, which was more than he had managed from half the women he had been with. Still, he was very much new to this, and at first, he had let Victor make any moves to take things further than kissing, but now he was feeling more confident, more secure in the knowledge that this truly was what they both wanted. It had also helped that he had talked at length with Ilya about it all; in between the rather too much detail, Cliff now knew about his Captain’s sex life, and it had actually helped.
He followed Victor like a moth to a flame, a pretty, muscular flame with legs that went on for fucking days. Cliff swiped his tongue over his bottom lip when he watched Victor pull off his jeans, then bend to remove his socks and slide his boxers down those lush thighs. Fuck. Ilya really had been on to something; what had his friend said?
‘It is a wonder why more men do not go for lovely, doe-eyed bottom hockey players. After all, they are strong, plush curves and are built to take a good pounding. Perfect. Da?’
Cliff had done a lot of thinking about those words; they were not only true but accurate, well, at least for their team. They were becoming known as the gayest team in the league, and honestly, even their straight players were proud of it. Zane and Wyatt had decided that they were now ‘work husbands’ since they claimed they were feeling left out the other day when the three sets of couples were all paired off and practising in their own little worlds in the gym.
Evan and Nick, too, had declared themselves each other’s ‘work wives’, much to their real wives’ amusement. Coach had called them some rather creative insults when he tried to work out what they were all arguing about right before the start of the game, but as soon as he heard Nick loudly proclaim that he was a ‘much better work wife than Zane’, because all Bood could do was BBQ, while he was much more useful around the house, Coach had gone quiet and just pinched the bridge of his nose.
That had cost them all a gruelling afternoon of conditioning training that even Ilya had struggled with. Shane had fared the best out of all of them, as he had the strongest legs and what appeared to be endless stamina. Something which annoyed Cliff a little bit, as even Ilya was starting to flag by the end of the session. He leaned over to his friend and muttered into one sweaty ear.
“What the fuck are you feeding your husband, man?”
He should have seen the trap coming.
“Well …”
Fortunately, for Cliff anyway, his Captain was interrupted by the arrival of said husband as Shane dropped a large hand right across Ilya’s mouth, his perfect eyebrows lowered in a frown as those dark eyes locked onto Ilya.
“Whatever you were about to say, Ilyusha, do not.”
Cliff watched in awe as once again his Captain was reduced to a giant golden retriever puppy in his husband’s skilled hands. Until he was distracted by a hand on his shoulder and the lovely form of his partner using him as a balance beam to swing around and drop rather heavily into his lap. Cliff let out a sudden cough of air as the solid, rather sweaty body collapsed onto him. Automatically, he brought his arms up to hold Vic steady as the shorter man closed his eyes and let out an exhausted exhale, only to then promptly use his bicep as a pillow.
“You still alive, Vic?”
The only answer he got was a low hiss of protest.
Carefully, he brought his hand up to brush the soft, damp hair out of those beautiful golden eyes, which had flickered open to look up at him from where his partner was curled into his body.
“Tired.”
They were all fucking tired. Coach seemed to have been channelling some sort of demon from the depths of hell. Yet as he looked over, Reece and Ethan were both in a heap on the floor, trying to swipe at the laces on Wyatt’s trainers half-heartedly, like a pair of overtired, naughty kittens. Said naughty kittens were suddenly hoisted up by the long-suffering mama lioness, as Shane lifted them both to their feet by the backs of their gym shirts and delicately herded them towards the showers, the slumped, shuffling figures of Luca and Adrien trailing along behind him.
As Cliff watched, Ilya very smoothly reached out and caught Luca as the blond suddenly stumbled; Ilya’s huge hands instantly braced the blond’s back, as his legs obviously were not quite working anymore due to the utter exhaustion they were all experiencing like a collective hive mind. Zombies. That was a pretty accurate description of them all.
 
By the time Cliff had gotten both himself and a half-asleep Victor showered, changed and home as fast as possible to avoid being tortured any more by their Coach, they were both dead on their feet. Cliff was pretty sure that the last 24 hours would very possibly have killed off lesser men, but he was too tired to even make a joke out of it.
Victor was cursing softly under his breath in lilting French as he jerkily yanked his clothes off without any of his normal grace and crawled, actually crawled, into bed. They had been sharing for weeks now; Victor hadn’t been back to his place other than to collect some stuff in a while, but Cliff had a sneaking suspicion that it had been far more his ex’s choice than his partner was admitting to.
The sigh that Vic let out was so deep that Cliff leaned down over the warm, smooth back to press a kiss to those large shoulders.
“We survived; next time I vote we make Nick take all the punishment himself, since it was his fucking mouth that got us into this mess.”
He continued to ease his hands down the tense, overworked muscles in Victor’s back as he felt some of the coiled, heavy tension start to drain. The husky, deep moan that Victor let out at his ministrations caused a tantalising lick of heat to curl down his spine, but really they were both too exhausted to do anything. Vic rolled over onto his side and looked up at him through hazy golden eyes; one long-fingered hand reached out and patted the inviting-looking space next to him.
“Come sleep, mon chéri.”
All Vic had on was a pair of very tight, black boxers, and more than half of Cliff really wanted to try and summon the energy to do something about the stunning view, but despite his appreciation, even his cock was too tired to do more than twitch. Instead, he shucked off his own clothes and crawled in next to his partner. As soon as he was within reach, strong hands latched on and pulled him so he was wrapped around Victor like a blanket. He sleepily pressed a kiss to those full lips before the edges of fatigued darkness took over.
 
Honestly, Cliff wasn’t sure what to think. The Rookie Cubs had definitely been up to something, alright, and he was fucking sure that both Ilya and Shane had known what was going on, but he hadn’t clocked that it was them. He had honestly just thought that Barrett had fucking horrendous luck. Or had maybe broken like seven mirrors in the past year, because everything seemed to go wrong around him. Things went missing, his equipment broke; they were all little things that on their own you wouldn’t think anything of, but when Vic had started to lay them all out for him, well, those four Cubs were crafty. Cliff had to give them that.
He watched as Ilya rained down the Russian version of boot camp on the three. Somehow Luca had wiggled out of it, even though Cliff was convinced the kid was as neck-deep in it as the rest. But considering the little blond was both their Captain’s son and the boyfriend of Adrien, who Vic claimed was definitely the brains behind the three, they had apparently collectively decided to pretend Luca’s innocence.
Cliff had been rather surprised by Luca’s Russian tirade at Ilya when the younger blond skated in to discover the state of the four figures splayed out on the ice; to Cliff’s ears, Luca sounded almost as fast and fluent as Shane now. In fact, if one did not know that Luca had not grown up speaking Russian, then it would be easy to assume otherwise. Luca glowed with pleased pride whenever one of them tried to chirp him about it, so much so that Cliff, Vic, Zane and Wyatt did it at least once every day to see that smile.
As Luca helped Adrien up, Cliff swooped in and caught the wobbly form of Reece as the young defenceman almost toppled over and ended up breaking his own nose on the ice. Fuck. Ilya had done a number on them. Between him and Zane, they got the two limp Rookies into the gym. Vic brushed his hand across Cliff’s shoulders as he bent down to unlace Reece’s skates, as the poor kid’s hands were shaking so much that he couldn’t untie the knots.
Once he had decided that Shane and Luca had the three of them in hand, Cliff turned to wrap his hands around Victor’s hips as the shorter man brushed past him in the corridor, still in most of his practice gear.
“I’m heading to check and see if Roz has killed Barrett yet. Join me once you’re changed, babe?”
Victor smiled up at him; that flash of neat, white teeth and glittering golden eyes sent a now familiar flicker of warmth through his core as Vic cupped his face and leaned up to kiss him, quick and soft, before reluctantly letting go.
“Of course, go keep Ilya from eviscerating Barrett entirely, oui, mon chéri.”
Cliff sneaked one last kiss before he was pushed away, playfully but hard enough that he pouted with a chuckle when he felt the light smack on his ass that Victor gave him before his partner went loping away towards the locker room. As he rounded the corner back out onto the ice, he could hear the deep, growling cadence of Ilya’s voice; this was not his usual Captain voice. No. This was his best friend pissed in a way that Cliff had not heard from him in a long time.
“You are jealous, Barrett. ’Tis all over your face. Question is, do you want my husband, or do you want to be in my husband’s position?”
Barrett’s face was flushed a dark red with a mixture of both embarrassment and pure, unfiltered rage. The look on his face was twisted, torn, and a little bit desperate, or at least that’s what Cliff thought as he studied both men. Barrett stood, head hung low, shoulders up around his ears, and half turned away from the massive, glacial presence in front of him. Ilya was looming; his broad, muscular frame was effortlessly taking up the space. He wasn’t moving, wasn’t even within arm’s reach of Barrett, but Cliff could see the flash of fear that was there. Not that Cliff blamed him; right now, Ilya Hollander-Rozanov looked like something out of a Slavic nightmare.
Those eyes. Cliff hadn’t seen Ilya look like that since before his father’s funeral; even then, it hadn’t looked quite the same. Cliff took a step forward and put a hand on Ilya’s tense shoulder, but he knew better than to interrupt.
Somehow, Barrett gathered himself and glanced up, only to be met by the wall of impenetrable ice that Ilya had put between them.
“Fuck off … I am not jealous of either of you.”
The words were bitten off, almost spat out onto the ice. They lacked any real conviction, though; even Cliff could see there was a void of pain trying to hide. Whatever had happened to Troy Barrett for him to end up like this, it hadn’t been good. A warm, familiar hand slid around his waist as Victor slotted himself into the space on his other side.
He had to repress a shiver at the ghost of hot air that brushed against his sensitive ear and neck as Victor leaned up to whisper.
“I always wondered …”
Cliff cocked his head to one side and pressed his lips quickly to soft dark brown locks as they watched the spectacle in front of them.
“Wondered what, babe?”
Before Vic could answer, Barrett barged into Ilya’s space. His face had gone from pink to dark red, then finally pale as a ghost. Now the fear was real, splashed all over his more delicate features. Victor went to step forward, not because either of them thought Ilya would lash out, but because if Barrett swung first, then all bets would be off. However, Cliff clamped his arm around his partner’s waist and shook his head.
“Why the fuck would I be jealous of you? Motherfucking pansy-ass faggot. Bullying those younger than you makes you feel like a big man again, does it?”
Ilya moved. Just enough to shift his weight and pivot on his leg to deliver what Cliff knew from personal experience was a nasty, pile-driver of a right hook, when there was a flash of black and gold past all of them.
One moment Barrett was shoving his way into the taller Russian’s chest; the next he was flat on his back on the ice, the wind knocked out of him, a hand up to his suddenly crimson face and a furious, snarling Shane standing over him.
“Don’t.”
The word rang out through the immediate, deafening silence that had fallen like a fog around them all. Cliff felt Victor lean in subtly and reach out to wrap his arm around his partner, as if that could shield them from the force of Shane’s wrath.
For a few precious seconds, no one moved. No one dared. Until Shane reached one hand down and hoisted Barrett up by the front of his practice jersey, fist curled tight, proving once again that he was not to be underestimated. He had lifted Barrett in a single hand and brought his perfect nose right up to the now broken one.
“Those are words I do not want to hear anywhere near my husband, my sons or my team ever again, Barrett.”
Shane’s voice was a low, husky hiss that dropped even lower as Cliff spotted that hand tighten just a fraction, but it was enough to have Barrett letting out a quiet, pained whimper at the jostling motion.
“I will break a bone for every time I hear you direct an insult of that kind towards my family again. Kent is not here to protect you anymore; you are alone, Barrett. Alone and very, very vulnerable right now. Do you understand?”
From the way Barrett’s face lost all the colour under the splashes of crimson from his nose, Cliff couldn’t say what exactly Shane had said next; he and Vic were too far away, and Shane had deliberately kept it quiet. Honestly, Cliff wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Shane was fucking terrifying, and anyone who thought otherwise had suffered one too many concussions.
 
Cliff was torn. He knew he needed to go and rescue Barrett; they were stuck with him, after all, but he really did not fancy sticking his hand into the lioness’s mouth as he bared his impressive teeth. Instead, he cast his hopeful gaze over to the one person who could and would safely stick his whole body in the lioness’s mouth, teeth and all.
Ilya had finally decided to move. Cliff wrapped his other arm around Victor as he moved them slightly further away; he narrowed his eyes at his Captain as Ilya reached out with large hands to slide around Shane’s hips. He made no move to remove Shane’s hand from where he was still dangling the increasingly pale form of Barrett from one solid arm. The Russian that drifted over to them was smooth as silk; Ilya was pretty much purring the words into Shane’s ear until Cliff saw the moment that Ilya broke through. There was a sudden twitch in the hand that was wrapped in Barrett’s jersey, then, with no warning, the newest Bears player was dropped unceremoniously onto the unforgiving ice.
Vic darted out from under Cliff’s arm, both of them having caught the signal that Ilya flashed them over his shoulder to come and rescue the still, bleeding form of Troy Barrett. Cliff kept a careful eye on Shane as Ilya turned them half a step away, using the motion to pull Shane more firmly against his chest and allowing Victor enough room to basically throw Barrett over to Cliff in a careless bit of manhandling, but neither really cared. Barrett had brought this on himself, after all; he should have known his old homophobic ways were not going to fly on their team.
Cliff darted a look back at where Ilya was backing Shane up against the wall, the heat between them almost a visible helix in the very air. He let out a low snort of half amusement, half exasperation, but he didn’t have a death wish, so he would not be getting in between the married couple to tell them to stop. Instead, he hoisted Barrett up by his arm and let Victor lead them through to the medical rooms; Terry was going to have a field day with this mess. Coach, too, was going to read them the riot act, but honestly Barrett had deserved it. Cliff was half tempted to take his own swing, but by the looks of it, Shane had done an impressive job with that single hit.
The exam room was quiet; Cliff dropped Barrett down, not too gently, on the bed and then looked up to find Victor, who had gone over to the office and knocked politely. Terry opened the door with a suspicious look on his kind face; it honestly wasn’t an uncommon sight; the poor man was more than used to the shenanigans he had to put up with from this team.
“St-Simone, Marlow. What have you done this time?”
Victor moved so Terry could get a look at the miserably slumped, bleeding shape of Barrett on the exam table.
“Not us, Terry. It appears that Barrett made the very rookie mistake of using some very questionable language towards our Captain.”
There was a frown on Terry’s face as he snapped on some gloves and tilted Barrett’s head up to start cleaning the copious amount of blood. As he did, he gave Cliff a grumpy side-eye.
“Roz did this?”
Cliff shook his head with a shark-like grin that he could physically feel pulling on his mouth in his delight at the memory.
“No, Terry, this was Shane. Ilya didn’t even get the chance to move.”
Victor snorted and tried to cover the laughter by lifting one elegant hand to his mouth, but Cliff waggled his eyebrows at his partner; he had caught that snicker.
“Hell yeah. Shane moved so fucking fast.”
He had to admit he was extremely happy that Victor and Shane had bonded as well as they had, not that Cliff had been worried about anything nefarious; it was clear to anyone who spent any amount of time in the presence of Ilya and Shane that the two were so madly in love it was fairy-tale level at times. No, it was more that Victor had a lot of similarities to Shane, both of them being in the same tiny minorities in the NHL, and it had been lovely to watch the pair grow closer.
The pure, sweet pride in Victor’s voice as he praised the hit Shane had landed on Barrett made Cliff grin in a way he knew made him look like a besotted idiot. Ilya told him. Repeatedly, which Cliff thought was very much unfair, since they all knew Shane walked his husband like a dog, and Ilya enjoyed it.
Barrett made a pissed, muffled noise in what Cliff could assume was protest, but he didn’t care to find out, not since he too was still pissed at the insults the man had thrown at his best friend and Captain. Terry made a ‘shooing’ motion with his free hand, and Cliff paused as he prowled past Barrett’s pathetic visage. He leaned down, just a fraction, and dropped his voice to a low, threatening snarl.
“Just remember something, you asshole: you are the outsider here, you are not special, and right now you are walking a very thin line. Our team, our coach, will not allow the shit you and that fucking shit stain Kent pulled on the regular.”
He leaned down just a tad further as Victor came up to his side and reached out a hand; Cliff growled one last warning.
“You didn’t just insult our Captain; you insulted over half of us too. Maybe think on that for a few days. Hmm?”
With that, Cliff let Victor lead him out and left Terry to sort out the frankly awesome mess of Barrett’s face that Shane’s hit had made.
 
Neither of them was stupid enough to go near the practice rink; instead, they swung back through into the locker room to collect Shane’s groaning, whining heap of rookies. Luca, as it turned out, was already gone, and from the low, pained muttering from Adrien, Cliff gathered that he had left in rather a hurry with Ilya and Shane. Victor sniggered next to him and shot a lavish, knowing grin his way as the pair of them hauled the Rookie Cubs up and out the door. Cliff was a bit surprised that the pair had gone, but he was more surprised that they hadn’t fucked there and then on the ice, but he supposed that neither was keen on sharing.
Cliff bundled the still-complaining Cubs into Vic’s car, and they were off. As Vic drove, Cliff shot a quick text to Luca, just seeing if the Cub wanted Adrien dropped off at the apartment he still technically shared with the other two, or if Ilya had calmed down enough to allow the Rookie to spend the night where he usually would, in Luca’s bed. The response was almost instant and made Cliff chuckle under his breath; the firm, steady brush of Victor’s hand across his knee made him glance up into those questioning, bright golden eyes.
 
Luca ➡️ Drop him off here, please; Kaasan said it’s okay. He said that Otousan will have to deal with it.
 
Of course Luca had gone straight to Shane. They all knew it was Shane who had the final say, and there was nothing at all that Ilya would do to change that. Still, it made Cliff laugh as he turned to Victor and relayed the message.
“Luca says he got permission.”
Victor raised a questioning eyebrow as he paused at a red light and flicked his gaze into the back seat, where said Cub was slumped, half asleep and still shivering slightly as his exhausted muscles tried to recover.
“He went to Shane?”
Cliff hummed an affirmation and entwined his fingers with the hand that was still resting on his thigh, his larger, broader hand pale and rough next to the lovely, gleaming shade of his partner’s skin. As he admired the contrast, Cliff let his fingers stroke softly against Vic’s as they drove, more than content to just exist together for now.
Luca was waiting for them at the front door; Cliff could clearly see the kid was worried. One hand was absentmindedly plucking at the too-long sleeve of the obviously stolen hoodie he was wearing, by the size of it, anyway. As the car pulled up to a stop, Victor half-turned in the driver’s seat to eye Adrien with a considering look, but Cliff could see that his partner was not going to make this easy for the Cub, not that he blamed him. Yes, the Rookies had been coming from a place of honest, good intent, but they hadn’t gone about it correctly. Cliff squeezed the hand his own was still holding as he watched Victor’s lovely, glittering golden eyes scrutinise Adrien’s exhausted form; the Cub seemed to be waiting, half hopeful, half too tired to move, to see if Victor was going to offer any insight, but Victor just spoke, his voice a deep, soothing tone in the quiet of the idling car.
“Good luck, Cub.”
The Cub did not look at all soothed and let out an exhausted sigh as he forced his tired, aching body out of the car. He did manage to mutter a sleepy thanks over his shoulder.
“Thanks, Vic, see you tomorrow.”
Cliff waved cheekily to Adrien as they both watched Luca fuss over his taller boyfriend; it was very sweet, really. The way that Luca had absorbed so much of Shane in the relatively short time since he had been adopted was there in so much of Luca’s actions and mannerisms; they were all Shane.
The silence was peaceful as Victor turned and headed for home; in this case, home was Cliff’s. Neither had mentioned out loud the fact that Victor hadn’t wanted to go back to his place for a while now; Cliff certainly wasn’t going to push; that might make his amazingly stunning partner think he wasn’t wanted, and there was nothing further from the truth. If he wasn’t sure that it might come across as a ‘bit too much’, as he had been told by previous girlfriends, then he would have already suggested that the golden-eyed man move in officially.
Therefore, Cliff just moved to make them a light meal once they had arrived home and dumped their bags in the mud room, and Victor was instantly sprawled with an exhausted sigh across the sofa. Cliff was more than happy to let the dark-skinned man rest while he cooked; he was honestly just pleased to have someone who didn’t mind his tendency to try and spoil his partners. It wasn’t even a money thing, not really; Cliff was an ‘act of service’ kind of guy, and he liked doing things for the people he cared about.
Fortunately, Victor seemed to adore it. Encouraged it, even. As Cliff knelt beside the sofa, he smoothed a hand gently through the soft, short brown hair and let the grin stretch across his face as those radiant, if a little sleepy, golden eyes opened for him.
“Come on, babe, you need to eat. Then we can sleep.”
Eventually, Victor let out a sigh and held out a hand towards Cliff. Which, honestly, Cliff just thought was too cute. Certainly, he was more than happy to link their hands and heft the smaller man to his feet; he got a quick, sweet kiss in reward as he eased his hands around that slim waist and guided his still half-asleep partner to the table.
If they weren’t being pushed so hard, Cliff would have let Victor sleep and just carried him to bed, but they were starting to burn through calories at a pace where missing meals was not really an option anymore. Instead, he just hooked their legs together under the table and ushered the tired man through to the shower while he cleaned up as soon as they were done. That said, Cliff was tired himself; he just had a massive reserve, as Ilya had once described it, where he could last out against the feeling a lot longer than the rest of them. It had always been him and Roz, the last two awake after any nights out or long game days.
Ilya had claimed it was the Russian blood ‘that made him immune to tiredness’, or some more fancy Russian equivalent, but Cliff had always just thought it was something Ilya had been forced to train into himself; after all, Cliff had been privy to a tad more of the background hidden behind those half-smirks and guarded, cold blue eyes than most, and he was pretty damn sure from what Shane had said that Ilya was not the morning person in their household. That title was definitely Shane’s.
 
It didn’t take long to tidy up and pad through to join Victor in bed. Cliff began to strip his clothes off as he headed for the bathroom; the light was still on, and steam was wafting out through the open door. Coffee-coloured eyes locked onto the alluring sight before him. The low, hushed curse that escaped Cliff felt like it had been dragged from his throat.
“Fuck, babe.”
Victor turned to look at him over one broad, sinewy shoulder, and the smile he was graced with was so fucking pretty that Cliff couldn’t stay standing at the door. He stalked forward, suddenly much more awake than he had been a few moments earlier.
“Yes, mon chéri?“
The deep, melodic voice was smooth and rich as the French rolled off Victor’s tongue. Cliff was on him before he could stop himself. Huge, hockey-roughened hands cupped that sharp jaw as Cliff greedily crashed their mouths together. Strong, long-fingered hands sank into his hair as Victor immediately wrapped himself around Cliff and pushed back. Victor made Cliff work for it; he didn’t give in until Cliff had earned his submission.
Cliff crept a hand down to toy with the knot that was holding the offending scrap of a towel around those curved hips. With a husky-sounding groan, Cliff broke the kiss to caress the still-heated skin from the warmth in the shower. He tracked the slow, lazy path of water droplets as they trickled down that muscular back and dripped from the still-wet ends of short, dark hair.
Lazily, Cliff hooked his fingers into the cloth and pulled Victor closer until their bodies were fully flush. The moisture still dampening Victor’s skin aided the sensual glide of their chests as Cliff turned them so he could back the smaller man up to the counter and press his larger, heavier weight into the lush cradle of those strong hips.
Although Victor allowed himself to be backed up, he reached out and snagged Cliff around the shoulders to sink his long, dexterous fingers into the shorter strands of hair on the back of his neck; a sharp, painful tug made Cliff let out a hiss as the sensation went straight down his spine. He retaliated by fastening his hands around the robust, full width of delicious thighs and hoisted Victor up, so his ass was balanced on the edge of the countertop. Cliff took quick advantage of the surprised, quiet breath that escaped Victor’s full mouth at the sudden movement by wrapping those beautifully long legs around his own waist.
“Hmm. Now what, mon chéri?”
There was a spark of both delight and mischief in golden eyes as Cliff lowered his head and kissed him again; he kneaded his fingers into the ample muscle of each leg as he pressed down just that little bit more into Victor’s hips. He wasn’t sure which one of them made the needy, soft whine when Cliff got the angle just right and rolled his hips up into the solid weight of Victor’s half-hard cock. The friction from the towel barrier was both irritating and added more to the sensation; the slightly dry, rougher texture made Cliff growl lowly.
Victor skimmed a hand down Cliff’s chest, the path leaving a shiver of heat in its wake as he quickly untied the knot and let the offending towel fall away from where it had been between them.
Cliff was not small. He was well aware of this fact, which was a good thing when Ilya had first arrived, and they had all gotten a look at the frankly ridiculous size of the young Russian’s cock the first time in the showers. It would have made any insecure man weep at the sight of that monster. However, Cliff was not that man. Not even when he had discovered that it was maybe not so ‘normal’ to be admiring certain beautiful, utterly stunning, in fact, teammates that made his cock twitch more than his last few girlfriends had.
Without the towel, Cliff was now able to line their hips up as he snaked a hand around the broad, muscled expanse of Victor’s rib cage to hold him steady on the counter; the other hand was anchored on the opposite thigh to give him something to hold on to. Victor arched into the hold and captured Cliff’s mouth in a searing kiss; the smaller man dug his teeth into Cliff’s lip and tugged as he rolled his own hips up in answer to Cliff pinning him.
“That all you got?”
It was teasing, but there was a deeper, husky purr to his voice that brought out the French lilt every time. Cliff both adored it and thought it was the hottest thing he had ever heard. Rather than a verbal answer, Cliff tightened his hold and bodily lifted Victor by his grip on those thighs; he did have to smirk at the bitten-off yelp that Victor couldn’t quite stop, nor could he help the way he stumbled a step when Victor locked his legs and gave a filthy grind of his round ass right on Cliff’s cock.
“Fuck … Vic … Babe …”
Cliff dropped his head with a groan into the damp, hot neck and had to take a few steadying breaths of air to centre himself before he could continue back to the bed; he did not want to risk dropping the shorter man. Victor wrapped his arms around Cliff’s neck and hitched himself a little higher, which did help, as Cliff was not used to carrying someone of Victor’s size like this.
 
Fortunately, Cliff did manage to lower them both successfully to the bed; he trapped Victor between his larger legs as he took both wrists in one hand and lifted strong, sinewy arms above his head. Darkened gold eyes regarded him as Cliff pressed the crossed wrists to the pillows with a growled order.
“Keep your hands up there. You can do that for me, right, babe?”
Victor drew him down into another kiss, as Cliff slid his other hand over firm, warm skin, finding the lovely, pebbled nipples as evidence of Victor’s own arousal. He liked to feel it. Of the whole man. Victor was stunning, a rare combination of both hard muscle and pretty features. He was full of warmth, laughter and sweetness, but the heaviness, the strength of his hockey-hardened body, turned Cliff on in a way he was still getting used to.
He returned the favour, driving his tongue in and battling Victor into a needy, heated whine as the dark-skinned man surrendered to him. Cliff eased back and traced his mouth down that strong neck, watching each twitch in the handsome face as he paused to bite a pretty ring of teeth marks high on Victor’s throat. The colour of his skin meant that Cliff had to bite that little bit harder to make sure it left a good, satisfying mark. Victor had dropped his head back and had entwined a long-fingered hand into Cliff’s hair to pull and tug at every sharper bite that Cliff delivered.
The lovely, rolling whimpers and whines of need were a steady, low stream of noise falling from those plump lips. Cliff was determined to commit the noises he was dragging out of his beautiful partner to memory. When he finally closed his mouth around the pebbled, erect nipple, Victor groaned deeply and arched up into his mouth. He was both trying to force Cliff downwards and seeking the friction they were both desperate for on their cocks.
The pressure, the thick, hot slide of Victor arching up into him, and their slick, hard cocks dragging together through their combined pre-come. The deep, desperate noise that Cliff let out had Victor lazily wrapping his thighs around Cliff’s waist and pulling him in closer, their hips that bit tighter and making it worse.
“Just don’t.”
He rasped out when Victor gave him that smug grin.
“And here I thought I was that good, mon chéri.”
Victor rolled his hips and moaned, which caused Cliff to choke off both a husky chuckle and a groan of pleasure. The next kiss was longer, deeper, relaying everything and still not enough. It held a promise that Cliff had never given anyone before. His hands found their way back to those dusky nipples. Strong, capable and sure hands. No hesitation. No shyness. Not anymore; this was just them.
Intimate, yes. So very, very intimate.
Cliff was being pushed higher by feelings he wasn’t sure he was ready to name yet, but he could feel them, burning and boiling over in his gut every time he touched Victor. Or even looked at him, his handsome, pretty golden eyes so soft, just for him. That guard let down, lowered, open and trusting that Cliff would not turn on him, would not let him down as he had been so many times before.
But he wanted more. He wanted so much more. He was ready for more now.
Cliff wrapped his arms around the muscular frame, drawing his partner closer, needing him physically closer. The kisses grew in intensity, and Victor suddenly had him ensnared like some sort of snake, his arms tight around his shoulders and his strong, lush legs around broad hips as their positions were suddenly flipped. Now Victor was on top. Cliff was well aware of how strong Victor was, but the smooth, graceful roll he had just executed sent a very sharp flash of heat down his spine, right to his leaking cock. Victor didn’t give him time to breathe, though; he nipped at Cliff’s jaw, then his throat, trailing a path down to the collarbone. A soft exhalation answered him, almost a moan.
“Mon chéri?“
Victor paused and sat back up, resting on Cliff’s massive thighs as golden eyes bored into his own much darker ones.
Cliff lay back and regarded him, his hands wandering up and down muscular flanks as a slow understanding dawned in his brain. A lot was said in that moment, just not in any words.
“Vic, babe, are you sure?”
He whispered, the words barely more than a breath of air.
“More than sure, mon chéri.”
He wanted this man. He didn’t think there was a time he hadn’t wanted him, deep down on that primal, carnal level; he just hadn’t known what he was feeling at the time. Or hadn’t been ready to face up to what it had really meant.
The kiss started slow, then grew, and there was suddenly no more doubt or hesitancy. Cliff wanted, no, needed, Victor to know, to understand that this was what Cliff wanted. That there was no doubt in his partner’s mind. Although it wasn’t rushed, it was deep. Victor gave as good as Cliff; they entwined on the sheets, the stray droplets of water and growing sheen of sweat slicking their skin as Cliff anchored the smaller man to him, unwilling and unable to let an inch of space between them.
 
They were both panting by the time Victor wrenched his mouth away and sat back as much as Cliff’s grip would allow him. He leaned down and brushed his lips over Cliff’s and murmured.
“Okay, if you top, mon chéri?“
Cliff would have been happy either way, honestly, but since they had already had this conversation, as had he and Ilya, Cliff was well aware of Victor’s preference to bottom.
“Whatever you want, Victor.”
He reached up to stroke his hand down one beautiful, smooth cheek as Vic purred softly and leaned into the touch, a slight sheen of tears across golden eyes. The whispered words in French drifted over his senses, but he was more than distracted by the way Victor had suddenly sat up and was now leaning over to the drawer to pull out the lube and condoms that Cliff had taken to keeping there since Victor had become a more permanent fixture in his home and his bed.
That Cliff came prepared for all eventualities didn’t seem to come as a surprise, though Victor still laughed and shook his head.
“Complaints?”
Cliff asked, raising an eyebrow and palming the handful of ass he was using to keep Victor perched in his lap.
“Far from,” he replied, pulling him into another kiss.
Victor shifted, gracefully slipping off Cliff’s lap and settling up at the top of the bed. He kept eye contact with Cliff as he opened the lid and spread a generous amount of the clear liquid onto his fingers and rolled it a little to warm. Cliff couldn’t take his eyes off the sight as Vic trailed his hand down and across those gleaming abs, watched as those long fingers stroked a couple of times along the heated, heavy length of his lovely cock, until they were caressing that ring of tightly furled muscle.
Those golden eyes had gone heavy and half-lidded as Victor began to rub the warmed lube around his rim; the low, almost pained whine as he pushed just one finger inside had Cliff fisting his fingers so tightly into the sheets that the fabric was threatening to rip under the pressure.
Victor steadily began to open himself up, sitting up against the headboard with Cliff watching like a wolf being denied the juiciest steak in existence. That was until Cliff broke. Victor was teasing the tip of his second finger in as Cliff snatched up the abandoned bottle of lube and poured what was probably way too much over his fingers. He grasped one lovely, smooth ankle and pulled Victor’s legs wider, and settled himself into the newly created space with a rumbling growl at the sight his partner made under him. Those lovely, creamy thighs were spread wide over his lap.
He leaned down and pressed a hot, desperate kiss to Victor’s swollen mouth, unable to stop the moan from his own throat as Victor sucked on his tongue and teased a hand along the very sensitive length of his heavy, dripping erection. He had to reach down and clamp his hand around Victor’s; he was too close to the edge, and he now wanted to try stretching Victor himself. Ilya had explained the whole process to him, in entirely too much detail, considering that Cliff could both see and match the descriptions to times he had overheard Shane and Ilya going at it.
Cliff was meticulous in his movements. He knew Vic could take it, had seen his partner take massive hits on the ice, shake it off and then keep skating like it was nothing, but this somehow was different. Cliff was both wonderfully aroused at the sight in front of him and slightly terrified. He kept his gaze fixed on those beautiful golden eyes, almost frantic in his constant need to check in, to make sure he was doing this right.
“Still okay?”
His voice was rough, gravelly.
Victor had clamped his thighs as tight as possible around Cliff’s hips; those thick, strong legs were wrapped so securely that Cliff could feel the bruises forming. The ache just added fuel to the fire of his desire; he had discovered, once he was with Victor, that he really did like being with someone who could match him, who could give as much as he got. It wasn’t that he hadn’t enjoyed his past encounters with women; he very much did, but this was different.
“Oui, mon chéri.”
 
English had gone. Vic had been reduced to strained panting in French as Cliff leaned down to pepper kisses along the inside seam of Victor’s hip as he drew his finger out and carefully added more lube; he knew he was most likely using too much but was very much aware of what Ilya had instructed about there never being such a thing as too much lube.
When he pushed in the second finger, which took a little longer because his were bigger and thicker than Victor’s, the high, needy keen that Victor let out had Cliff quickly wrapping his hand around the base of his own cock to stave off coming too soon. Vic looked like sex incarnate to Cliff right now, laid out on his sheets, back arched as his fingers were steadily being swallowed by that perfect, round ass.
Cliff sat back so he could see the obscene way that Victor’s muscles were stretched around the width of his fingers. Slowly he pumped them in a steady, smooth rhythm; he could feel the hot, velvet walls of muscle soften and give as he worked. Victor was squirming, his neck arched and his hands dug into the sheets as he tried desperately to keep his hips still.
The third finger made Victor cry out, and Cliff stilled instantly in panic.
“Too much?”
Cliff rumbled; his voice sounded a little strained even to his own ears as he blanketed Victor’s back and mouthed against his neck.
“Non, non, it’s just been a while. Keep going, please, Cliff.”
He pushed his fingers back in, feeling the full, tight stretch of Victor’s ass around the width of all three. Victor’s golden eyes had gone dark and hazy with lust as Cliff pressed them in. He was fighting with everything he had to keep his movement steady; he would not hurt Victor just because he was unable to control himself.
Tears were streaming down Victor’s cheeks, but he was arching and pushing down to meet Cliff’s motions, and Cliff trusted his partner’s judgment.
“Is this enough?”
Strong hands wrapped around his neck and drew him down into a desperate, messy kiss as Victor reached for the condom and the lube that had been thrown casually to the side of the bed earlier.
“I am not delicate. Yes, it’s enough. Please …”
They were both panting, and Victor’s cock was steadily dripping pearly droplets of pre-come from the tip as Cliff snatched up the packet, ripped it open with his teeth, then hissed out a sound at his own touch when he rolled the condom onto his throbbing erection. Which was only made worse when Victor sat up slightly and stroked his own now slick hand down the length to coat it in lube.
“Oh fuck …”
The words were torn out of Cliff’s chest at the touch; he clamped a hand into Victor’s hip and squeezed down to try and ground himself so he wouldn’t come just from that light caress. The other hand was tight at the base of his cock to both keep himself under control and try to find the right angle. Instead, he got distracted and leaned down to kiss him, frantically melding their mouths together and lapping at the hot, wet taste. It was Victor who pulled away and grasped Cliff by his hips and back to position him, his own legs entwined around the back of Cliff’s thighs to draw him down. The head of his swollen, aching cock caught on Victor’s slick, softened rim. Victor nudged him with his heels in the small of his back, arched his hips, his lovely ass, and lined them up as Cliff felt his cock press in; the slight give around the head was molten hot and felt like Victor was trying to pull him in. The muscles spasmed and fluttered around the head as he sank ever so slowly inside.
Cliff steadied himself using the curve of Victor’s hips and steadily pushed forward. There was a moment, just a few breaths, where there was resistance, then the head pushed through, and he was sliding in. Cliff nearly howled. It was like nothing he had ever experienced before, so tight, so hot, so fucking perfect.
He was not small. Nowhere on his body was small. Cliff reached down and laced their fingers together to bring their hands up to press into the pillows on either side of Victor’s head; he used the hold to pause and pant for a moment, to regain his composure and press a kiss to Victor’s swollen lips. Otherwise he would come way too soon.
Victor moaned out a shuddering breath and tightened his legs around Cliff. Then he managed to gasp out a few low, broken words that Cliff’s sharp hearing just picked up.
“Move. Just fucking move. Mon chéri. It’s not my first time.”
It really wasn’t, but it was Cliff’s first time fully with a man, and Victor had said he hadn’t really bottomed much. Cliff trusted him. Trusted him, adored him, very possibly was in love with him.
So Cliff moved.
 
It was delicious. It was incredible. It seemed to spark something inside Victor that had him pushing back, demanding, controlling the encounter while also giving in to the powerful thrusts that Cliff started rolling his hips in. The thick, heavy slide of his cock was making him see stars every time he thrust all the way back in. There was pleasure and almost primal lust. The need to feel it. The hunger for this man. Cliff could feel the heat coiling in his core; he could feel his muscles burning under both the exertion and the heat of Victor, of Victor all around him, consuming him.
Harsh breaths could be heard, soft, lilting French encouragements as Cliff found a rhythm. The low, sobbed-out groan of need, of hunger and lust, that Cliff wasn’t sure which of them it came from, maybe both.
Mine.
Maybe he said it out loud. Maybe it was just in his head. Victor was his. He had wanted this, this man, this moment, so very badly; it launched such fierce possessiveness that it was no longer able to be hidden. Not that Cliff had been very good at hiding it, or had wanted to. Not once he had discovered that this, that Victor, was an option.
It was over too soon; Cliff didn’t last long. As he could feel the impending crash of his orgasm, he adjusted his angle; the change allowed him to slam his hips up as deep as his cock could go. Victor’s eyes rolled back, and he was suddenly so tight around his cock that Cliff was hauled off the edge in a bruising, powerful orgasm.
The sudden sensation of warm wetness that dripped down his stomach from Victor’s release as he came just added to the inferno, like a fire that had hit something so flammable it turned white for a flash of a second. It was all too much, overwhelming him in such a good way that it left him shaking on a level that wasn’t just physical. He kissed Victor hard and like a claim, staring at the man, his man, with such an intensity that it should have had him running.
He didn’t run. Of course he didn’t. Victor had been more than clear. It was Cliff who had taken too long to get a clue.
The words between them remained unspoken, but they hung there, in their cooling skin, and in the deep, heaving lungfuls of air they were both battling to draw in. Sweat mixed as Cliff let his entire weight rest on the warm, sated body under him.
Victor just looked up at him with those glittering golden eyes. The smile he was graced with was knowing and showed so much more than what was being said. Cliff reached up and cupped Victor’s smooth, clean-shaven face, holding the other man’s gaze, then drew him up. He kissed the inviting lips; their tongues lazily played with each other as they finally started to come down.
“Perfect, fucking perfect.”
Cliff mumbled against Victor’s mouth, nipping at the lower lip, teething it ever so gently.
Victor purred in agreement and wrapped his arms around Cliff’s back to keep them pressed close, before he began to stroke a soft, gentle pattern along the line of Cliff’s spine. His eyes drifted shut as the soothing sensation lulled him almost into sleep.
“Ah, don’t fall asleep yet, mon chéri. Up you get. We are getting clean first.”
It took effort, but Cliff dragged his eyes back open with a sad, tired whine.
“No, don’t want to.”
He felt as much as he heard the sweet, rasping chuckle that rumbled through the smaller body at his protest, but he did actually heave himself upright with a grimace at just how sweaty and sticky they both were; maybe Vic had a point after all.
Golden eyes laughed at him until Victor too got to his feet. Cliff’s sharp gaze caught the swiftly hidden wince as Vic stood, which had him enfolding his partner in his arms instantly and running his hands worriedly over the now cool, damp skin.
“You okay, babe? Fuck, I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”
Strong, firm hands reached up and cupped both sides of his face; the strength there forced him to stop, to calm for a moment as Victor made sure Cliff had met his steady, clear gaze before he spoke.
“Non. No. Cliff, you did not hurt me. I am sore, yes, because you are a big man, and all of you is big. I haven’t bottomed in a while, and oui, it does take a bit of getting used to. You did good, I promise, mon chéri.”
Cliff settled his hands at the soft curve of Victor’s hips and rested their foreheads together, just for a moment, as he let the reassurance wash over him. Then he leaned down the height difference and kissed his wonderful, perfect partner.
It was a slow, gentle, loving kiss. Reassuring and filled with sensual warmth. Cliff trailed his fingers over the warm skin; his palms slid over each ridge, each dip in that exquisite form, exploring, checking for any pain while they kissed and just enjoyed the nearness. Cliff figured this was why Ilya was so glued to Shane, and Adrien and Luca too. It was like a fucking addiction. A good kind of addiction, though.
There was no urgency in the kiss, not anymore, no drive to reach any point any time soon. Victor pressed back, nuzzled Cliff’s lips and stroked the cut of his jaw; the smooth pads of his fingers caught with a sensual rasp on his stubble.
 
Victor got them moving in the end. He broke the kiss and led Cliff through and into the shower; the smaller man cuddled close and let Cliff keep his arm tightly around him as they washed each other. Well, Victor did most of the work, but Cliff was too distracted by where he had nuzzled his head into Victor’s throat and closed his eyes. His heavy bulk draped over the solid back as he just followed Victor’s gentle nudges and soft manhandling.
He was mostly still dazed and a bit out of it as Victor guided them back to bed; Cliff helped on autopilot to strip off the wet sheet and remake the bed as Victor crawled in and turned over. Immediately, he reached out for Cliff and dragged him to lie back over his body. Both of them relaxed at the full contact. Cliff felt the almost silent huff of a pleased hum as he let the last bit of tension out of his body and went limp. Those skilful hands came back up and began their rhythmic, relaxing petting with Cliff nuzzling his face into Victor’s neck and closing his eyes in pure, blissed-out pleasure.
Cliff wasn’t sure if ‘sex drunk’ was a thing, but he made a note to ask his Captain in the morning. Ilya would know, because to Cliff’s utterly melted brain, Victor had ruined him. For life.
This was it now; nothing else would ever be good enough, would ever compare to this perfect creature under him. He might even have said that out loud, judging from the sweet, soft kiss Victor pressed to his cheek as he continued to stroke patterns into his skin. He did catch the whispered French as he succumbed to a deep, heavy pull of a very sated sleep.
“I think you are pretty perfect too, mon chéri. Sleep now, I have you.”
If the hold around him tightened for just a moment, a possessive, dark gleam flashing through golden eyes as Victor wrapped his legs around Cliff’s and settled them more deeply into the mattress, then Cliff was too gone to notice.
He would, however, wake to see an impressive array of bites, hickeys and crescent-shaped nail marks across his back, shoulder and neck. The rest of the team would have so much fun with this, but Cliff would not care, would, in fact, proudly show them off and most likely get into a half-playful, half-serious competition with Ilya to see whose partner left them more marked up.
For now, Cliff was sinfully happy, being used as a blanket, wrapped up and pinned exactly where Victor wanted him, and both of them sound asleep. The exhaustion from the day and then their activities had finally caught up with both men.






      

  












      Chapter 71: Ilya
  



    Chapter Notes

      So we now have a final chapter count for this story, which is both happy and sad for me. That said, there will be extras, and I will be coming back once it is done.

So enjoy what is now the longest single chapter I have ever written. There is smut, so much smut, feelings and fluff. The usual from me basically. Enjoy.







  In that very moment, Ilya was pretty fucking sure that his eyes were lying to him. What his husband was wearing had to be a fantasy, or a hallucination; it was like someone had reached into the depths of his mind and pulled out one of the hidden little thoughts he had buried there.
Ilya had imagined many a similar scenario when he had been younger, especially when they had first met, on that shitty gym floor, when Shane had been wearing those tiny, tight shorts.
However, they had not been this fucking tiny.
What his starving, hungry gaze was fixed on right now was not those fucking shorts, though. That plush, full ass was basically hanging out on every side. Ilya would bet they could be stretched enough that he would be able to just pull up the back to expose Shane’s hole and fit his cock right in.
The noise he made sounded depraved, even to his own ears, but Ilya was utterly, entirely helpless in the face of that ass. As he watched, Shane twisted, bent and contorted into ever more sexual poses; Ilya knew damn well he was being both tortured and punished, but fuck … was it ever a sweet, sweet suffering.
Shane lifted himself out of that ridiculously difficult-looking pose and arched over into one of his favourite poses to rile Ilya up. Not like it took much, after all. His Shane was bent over on all fours, his back in a sinful, stretched arch like a cat’s, those shorts digging into the backs of those thick thighs and that round, luscious ass, and that was what finally broke Ilya out of his catatonic state of staring. If the look that Shane threw over his shoulder was any indication, then Ilya was well aware that this had been his husband’s plan all along. That this whole, wonderful, torturous display had been planned just to distract Ilya from his revenge and punish them both. From the sweating, trembling mess that was the Cub, Adrien was just as beguiled, bothered and utterly turned on as he was right now.
The younger man was flushed, his face red and his chest heaving, both with exhaustion and the force of restraint that Ilya suspected Adrien was desperately holding on to. Ilya knew the moment he gave in that Adrien would too, which for a moment had him pausing with a rather furious scowl that flitted across his face at the implications of that thought.
After all, Adrien breaking would mean that he would be touching Lukasha, which was not something Ilya had really resigned himself to yet, despite knowing that he was being more than a little hypocritical; he couldn’t quite help it.
So, rather than think about that, Ilya focused back on the minx who was still bending himself into shapes that the human body should not be able to, especially with the strain it was putting on those tiny, tiny fucking shorts. Ilya gave in and moved. Silently. Deliberately, without warning, he wrapped fully around the back of Shane. His bigger, broader body blanketed his smaller, very sexy, teasing husband. Ilya lowered his head and let out a guttural growl into the warm, damp skin of that exposed neck.
“I know what you are doing, sweetheart, but did you really think this through, hmm?”
Ilya snatched that sinful waist in his hands and spun them; the impact of both their bodies thudding into the wall was loud in the now quiet room. That left the only sound that of Shane’s sharp inhales and his own deep, panting breaths. Shane was trying to kill him. He eased a finger into that thin waistband; the soft material stretched around the intrusion, only for him to touch the unmistakable, delicate edge of what Ilya recognised instantly as lace.
“You will murder me … Fuck, Shane … Lyubimyy.”
Shane reached up and latched his arms around Ilya’s neck as he ducked his head to capture that sweet, tempting mouth. He hooked a hand into the shorts and gave them a not-too-gentle tug to expose one plush hip.
The snarl Ilya let out at the thin, straining strap of lace was primal and dark. The very light pink lace was struggling to contain the width of Shane’s beautiful hips and ass, and the sight sent liquid fire down Ilya’s spine. His cock had already been rock hard, and now it ached for any minuscule attention. His husband’s attention specifically.
Ilya traced both hands down to slowly, tantalisingly ease the shorts down a bit and just out of the way. His previous plan had been derailed by the discovery of the lace, but Ilya still wanted to keep those delectable little things for later use. He would also not carry Shane through the house in just that lace. Not a fucking chance.
Shane’s hand slid up to tangle in his curls and pull as his hips arched when Ilya exposed his hard, glistening cock to the cool air in the gym. The lace was soaking wet; it was so thin that the pre-come already gathered at the pretty head of Shane’s cock had gone right through it.
Slightly rough, Ilya pressed his palm into the trapped, swollen curve. The tempting, pink lace was stretched taut across the girth of Shane’s arousal, trying valiantly to contain the majesty that was Shane’s perfect cock.
“Lyubimyy, this was very cruel of you. Look at your poor pretty cock, all trapped and desperate.”
A low, almost pained whine escaped Shane as Ilya sank to his knees and began to trace his mouth along the thin, stretched strand of lace around his hip. Ilya ran his tongue along the length, following the siren’s call down to nose at the damp, sweet lace cage that was barely holding Shane’s cock inside. He lapped at the wet fabric, parting his lips and drawing the material into his mouth to taste the salty, sweet mix of Shane’s unique flavour.
“Fuck … Ilyusha.”
Shane brought his other hand up and dug his nails into Ilya’s shoulder as the hand in his curls kept clenching and unclenching with each whimper that left those plump lips.
 
As much as Ilya was half tempted to bend Shane over the nearest bench, he also wanted to take his time. His husband needed to feel the full results of his actions here, and letting him come so soon would not be one of them. He yanked the shorts, slightly roughly, back up into a sort of place, then stood up.
Ilya braced himself; his core and leg muscles tensed as he hitched Shane up into his arms, large hands gripping tight under those plush thighs around his waist as Shane automatically locked his legs and arms around Ilya to help keep himself up. Not that Ilya couldn’t carry his husband like this; he very much could. It just meant that Ilya had to keep his hands clamped firmly on silky, bare thighs and not stray back to that lace-covered ass until he had carried Shane to their bedroom.
He lowered Shane to the bed. That excited, glittering gaze was already locked on him as the smaller man leaned back onto his arms, the roll and flex of his biceps and chest in the tight tank top clear as he moved. Ilya stepped back a moment and pushed the door shut, the faint click of the lock audible to them both as he yanked his own workout clothes off, impatient and wanting. Shane was doing this on purpose; Ilya could see that spark of rare mischief in those eyes he adored.
Ilya used one massive thigh to firmly part Shane’s legs as he came to stand in the newly made space between them.
“Take off your clothes, sweetheart. Let me see.”
Shane obeyed, tanned fingers hooked into the tank and pulled it up and over his head in one smooth, swift motion. The stretch of that plush chest and the flex of lickable abs derailed Ilya for a moment, but only a moment. He had an agenda here, and he would not be distracted.
“And those fucking shorts.”
Ilya knew if he tried, he would most likely tear the fucking things off with his teeth. He was trembling with the effort to hold still, to stand over Shane and watch him obey. Shane glanced up at him from under those thick, sooty black lashes in a seductive, questioning look. Assessing him. Reading the tension, knowing exactly what he was doing to Ilya right now and enjoying it. The minx. Ilya would make sure his beautiful but extremely crafty husband understood the consequences of his actions, but not yet.
There was something more important first.
The shorts were slowly, tantalisingly drawn down one smooth, tanned leg at a time. Shane’s finger brushed the inner thigh like the ghost of a tease as he pulled them off. Ilya sank to his knees, unable to stay upright and watch, and yet not reaching out to touch any longer. Not as he got the full view of those delicate, minuscule panties Shane was wearing, and they were fucking tiny.
His cock, now fully hard, stretched out the waistband, obscene around the full, thick head. Beads of pearly, wet pre-come had already soaked through where the lace had gathered.
He groaned. Helpless and urgent at the spellbinding sight. Shane was trying to kill him. Truly this time, his husband was actively trying to see him die from lack of oxygen to his brain.
Ilya pressed his mouth to the inner line of one thigh as he gripped behind the knee of Shane’s other leg and started kneading at the ample muscles, his fingers caressing and petting their way up as his mouth followed.
A hand wound its way into his curls. Ilya rumbled, husky and distracted, as he concentrated on leaving a trail of dark, obvious bruises up the inside of one creamy thigh. He lapped at each mark, his tongue hot and wet as he felt each tremor, each little hitch of Shane’s hips under him with every bite.
Shane’s head had dropped back; he was braced on his arms with his thighs wide to accommodate Ilya where he knelt between them. A low, keening purr was a near-constant sound as Shane’s cock throbbed in its lovely lace confines.
Ilya, however, was not in a hurry; he inched closer and continued to map out each thigh. Only when he let go of the other leg did he allow Shane to hook the powerful, heavy thigh around the back of his neck. The weight, the strength in that leg, was enough to make Ilya dig his fingers warningly into Shane’s hips.
“Steady, Lyubimyy.”
It was a rumbled warning. Ilya would allow Shane some leeway here, but not much. This was his game now. If he let Shane get both of those gorgeous, plush thighs around his head, then his own patience and restraint were done for.
The sound Shane let out when Ilya finally lowered his head and touched his lips to the swollen, soaked head of his cock was primal.
It was a high, desperate keen, wordless, and Ilya suddenly had to use a lot of strength to keep Shane’s hips still under him.
He clamped his hands around full hips and manhandled Shane back down onto the bed as he slowly let out a low huff of warm breath over the sensitive, leaking head. Shane thrashed under him, whining, but Ilya just held him down and did it again.
“Ilya … Ilyusha … please …”
There it was.
Ilya paused and looked up; Shane’s eyes were wide and unfocused, tears glistening at the edges as he tried to squirm, tried to heave Ilya’s larger, heavier bulk off him so he could get a grip and flip them. Which was why Ilya had not allowed both legs to creep around him. Shane was so fucking strong; those stunning legs were lethal, and Ilya was more than aware of this.
He would give in a little, though. Ilya tightened his hold around the top of one thigh and the opposite hip as he dragged his mouth along the length of Shane’s erection, lace and all. He licked up from root to tip, then drew back just enough to blow on the rapidly cooling saliva, which had Shane twisting and crying out in rough, desperate need. Ilya slowly opened his mouth and took just the head, and the little that peeked out above the lace, to swirl his tongue around it and lap clean the steady stream of pre-come that had trickled down.
 
Once he was content with the almost painfully tight grip that Shane had on his curls, which told him that his husband was barely holding on, Ilya lifted his mouth to snag the thin, now ruined lace in his teeth and eased the waistband down to free the straining, flushed red cock. The heavy, wet length bobbed softly against Shane’s heaving abdomen as it was freed, and Shane let out a deep moan, almost a sob, at the relief.
Not that Ilya was letting him have any. Not yet. He let go of the strip of elastic with a nuzzle to the velvet-soft, heavy balls that made Shane bite down on a choked-off scream.
Ilya slipped one finger under the band to settle it more firmly at the very base of Shane’s cock, the tight, stretched fabric sitting snug right across the base, just tight enough to put pressure where Ilya wanted it.
It was a tamer version of a cock ring, just without quite that much restriction, but Ilya knew it would work; his Shane was so sensitive, after all.
“This can stay here. Alright with that, Lyubimyy?”
Ilya was checking in, but he knew the answer. Shane’s cock was dripping again; tears clung to the edge of each long lash, and Shane’s hips fought his hold in little, desperate hitches.
Shane nodded, but Ilya shook his head and went to move off Shane. The instant he moved, the sad, upset noise that Shane made had him leaning down and slotting their mouths together in a kiss that Shane turned deep the moment he got Ilya within his arms again. Ilya let out a pleased rumble at the contact; he let Shane angle the kiss before he surged forward and dived deep to taste every inch. Shane tipped his head back and settled under him; sharp teeth nipped at Ilya’s lip as he drew back to run the pad of his thumb over the slick, warm lip. Shane chased his touch, but Ilya traced a droplet of their shared saliva and spread it over the already gleaming surface of Shane’s lush, reddened mouth.
This time Ilya moved much quicker as he snagged the lube with his free hand, even as he pushed the tip of his thumb inside the corner of Shane’s mouth and slightly forced those shiny, reddened lips to part around it.
“Easy, sweetheart, I am not leaving.”
Shane just kitten-licked his thumb and nipped at it when Ilya settled his weight back over him. Ilya cast his gaze over the beautiful, lace-clad vision under him and had to bite down on the inside of his own cheek to stifle the snarl that wanted to tear out of his throat.
“Fuck … look at you.”
That lovely blush was creeping back over Shane’s nose and the sweet curve of his cheekbones as Ilya pulled his thumb out of his husband’s mouth, despite his little whine at the loss, but it did give him an idea for how he wanted this.
Ilya snaked his hands around Shane’s waist and pulled. Shane’s glassy, tear-filled eyes flickered back open to glance up at him as he let himself be manhandled. Ilya dropped two of the long, thick pillows to the floor at the end of their bed and eased Shane down onto his knees. He draped himself across the edge and opened his thighs, his cock heavy and thick against his abdomen as he wrapped the width of his hand around the back of Shane’s neck to draw him up and into his lap.
Shane came willingly, eyes hazy and pretty lips already slightly swollen from their kisses. Ilya pulled him up high enough to kiss him again, his tongue lapping inside and coaxing Shane’s own to chase and entwine with his. Shane mewled and arched his back to press up that little bit higher and keep the contact, but Ilya tightened his grip and pushed him back down.
The protest didn’t last long as Ilya guided Shane down; he let out a low, tortured groan as Shane began to lap eagerly at the wet head of his cock. With Shane on his knees like this, Ilya groped around and found the bottle of lube; one-handed, he flicked open the lid and skilfully coated his fingers to warm the liquid for a moment.
His Shane didn’t give him time to do much, though, before he was clenching his hand around the back of Shane’s neck and pulling at the now shorter strands of silky hair to help control himself. Shane had opened his plush, full mouth and taken over half of Ilya’s length down his throat in one go.
Ilya almost bent double over his husband as Shane pulled back to the tip and then went straight back down. Ilya felt the slight resistance, the few breaths it took Shane to relax his throat around his cock, but that’s all it was, and then Shane had him all the way down. His husband’s eyes were half-lidded, his lips stretched wide and glossy with the mix of both his own saliva and Ilya’s pre-come.
With Shane’s face pressed into his hips, his throat and mouth stretched around his cock, Ilya was easily able to reach down and run his fingers over the twitching, exposed ring of muscle. He felt the purr that Shane let out, the best he could around the size of his cock, and the vibration sent a growl rolling through Ilya.
The hand around Shane’s neck tightened and pushed him that last little bit down so Shane was trapped, throat and mouth forced wide and wet around Ilya; escaped droplets of saliva trickled down the side of Shane’s face, but Ilya was too busy forcibly keeping his orgasm at bay to try and see if he could lick it off.
“Stay there, Lyubimyy, stay still, or I will stop.”
There was no way for Shane to reply verbally, and Ilya didn’t expect him to; instead, he waited until Shane had tapped three times on his thigh with his finger, where he was using Ilya’s legs to help hold himself both up and still. Three taps were the signal for ‘okay, and please continue’ when speaking was not an option. Two taps meant ease off, slow down, give me a second. And if Shane ever slapped his palm flat against him, fast and over and over, the way they tapped out on the mats when they sparred, everything stopped. Right then, no questions. They had worked it out years ago, two fighters who already knew exactly what a tap-out meant, and Shane had never once needed the last one; but Ilya checked for it anyway, every single time, the same way he checked for Lyubimyy’s breathing.
“That’s it. So good for me.”
Now he returned to coating Shane’s hole in the lube, the tip of his middle finger pressed inside as Shane arched his back deeper; the action caused him to gag slightly around Ilya’s cock and have to widen his stance to keep himself draped over Ilya’s thighs. At the movement, Ilya stilled his finger and waited. Shane knew the rules.
 
He waited. Shane settled; he felt him swallow around his cock and nuzzle a little more comfortably against Ilya’s thigh as he did so. As soon as Shane went still, Ilya pushed his finger all the way inside and began to slowly stretch Shane open. Ilya massaged the tight ring with his second finger as he eased both inside. Shane squirmed, more spit leaking onto Ilya’s thigh as Shane quivered around his cock, thoroughly trapped between the two as Ilya twisted his fingers and then opened them to put more of a stretch inside Shane’s ass.
The third finger was enough to make Shane start crying. Big, glittering tears gathered at the edges of those beautiful eyes as Ilya watched him. Lips taut and glossy, gaze hazy and cheeks tear-stained as saliva dripped down Shane’s chin where his mouth and throat were stuffed full of Ilya’s cock. He couldn’t resist petting down the taut line of muscled throat that was stretched around the length of his cock, as he pulled all three fingers out and felt the low, needy whine of loss that Shane managed around his girth.
As he trailed his hand down to hook a finger under the line of the lace panties that sat snugly under Shane’s rounded, slick ass, he let it snap back, just a little, onto the heated skin, then snaked a hand under Shane’s belly to lift him and ease his cock out of his abused throat.
Once Shane was straddling his thighs, Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane and flipped them, so that his smaller husband was face up on the edge of the bed and Ilya was looming over him. His chest was heaving slightly with the effort to hold himself steady as he growled out the command.
“Turn over.”
Shane turned. Ilya adjusted him so one of the pillows was under his hips to lift him, which meant that Shane was now bent perfectly over the edge of the bed. The lace strap was still nestled under his ass and around the base of his cock as Ilya wiped the remaining lube on himself with a hiss, not that his cock really needed it with just how wet Shane had gotten him.
Ilya draped himself over Shane’s powerful back and lined his cock up with the wet, twitching hole as he sank inside. The position meant Ilya could plant his feet and use all his strength on the next roll of his hips. Shane howled, the sound muffled in the bedcovers, as each thrust was so deep it jolted him enough for the lace to rub under his ass and tighten around the base of his cock. Just as Ilya had hoped it would.
“Ilyusha … Ilya … please.”
Ilya wrapped his hands around Shane’s hips to hitch him a little higher and ground down heavily as he wrapped the lace strap around his finger and pulled just a bit. The lace tightened around the base of Shane’s cock, and he yowled, his hips arching in the deepest, most submissive way that Ilya had ever seen as Shane shivered and sobbed into his arms.
“Take them off … please.”
He took one side in each hand as he continued to pound into Shane’s beautifully tight ass, and then twisted. The thin, already straining scraps of lace snapped under his strength as he released Shane’s cock from its lace prison.
Shane’s body went instantly taut like a bowstring, and he moaned. Ilya felt his walls clamp down all around his cock as his orgasm hit him like a ton of bricks. Ilya had to hold Shane up as all the strength went out of his body under the force of it. He wrapped his arms around his spent husband and lifted, spinning them, so Ilya was sat, and Shane was draped back against his chest, head on his shoulder and almost entirely out of it as Ilya ground up into him.
With a strong grip, Ilya held Shane to him and hooked a hand under a thigh to spread him open further over his lap; he traced his fingers along the faint red lines the straps of lace had left where he had pulled them tight and petted at the base of Shane’s wet, come-covered cock where the tight panties had been putting on pressure.
Under his caress, he held Shane tight on his cock and rolled his hips up in a deep, filthy grind right into Shane’s prostate; he could feel Shane’s cock twitch and give an attempt at rising again with the stimulation. Shane whimpered and shuddered in his arms, but his cock was definitely hardening again as Ilya slowed his movement; his own thighs were trembling, and he was panting at the effort, but Shane was more important. He was so close it was almost painful, but Ilya reached one hand up and kneaded at the plush mound of Shane’s tit; his fingers played and teased at the erect nipple as he stroked his other hand up the length of Shane’s twitching cock.
“Ilya … no … please … I can’t …”
Shane panted and cried softly, his voice raw and husky from holding Ilya’s cock in his throat, but while Shane said no, his hips were starting to rock back ever so slightly, and his cock was plumping back up under Ilya’s hand.
“You can, sweetheart. Come on, you can come for me again.”
Shane sobbed, but he reached an arm up and back to wind it around Ilya’s neck. Ilya knew Shane didn’t actually want him to stop. He hadn’t safe-worded; he might be saying no, but right now, Shane didn’t mean no.
Ilya pressed the tip of his finger into the wet, swollen slit at the tip of Shane’s cock, and Shane cried out, arching, as his cock gave a few weak, helpless pulses of pearly come. Ilya caught it on his fingers, then slowly brought them up to Shane’s mouth and brushed the warm, sticky liquid across his lips.
A hot, sweet lap of Shane’s tongue cleaning his own release off his fingers had Ilya snarling and thrusting up at a harder, faster pace. Finally chasing his own orgasm as Shane lapped his own come off Ilya’s skin.
It didn’t take much; Ilya had been on the edge for ages. He grasped desperately at Shane’s full hips and thrust as deep as he could as his own release seemed to go on and on, coating, claiming and filling Shane up, deliciously perfect.
Ilya softly pressed kisses to Shane’s neck, his shoulders and his jaw as he petted at the quivering thighs and gathered his spent husband close.
“Still with me, sweetheart?”
He kept his voice low and brushed his hand under Shane’s jaw to tilt his head so Ilya could kiss him. Gently, and just to soothe them both down, but as he went to lift Shane off his cock, strong fingers suddenly dug into his waist and back. He paused and stroked his hand up Shane’s back in silent question.
Shane whined softly and tensed; Ilya understood, of course he did. Instead of scooping Shane up, he eased him to the side and laid him on his front, his ass angled so most of Ilya’s come stayed inside. Ilya went around to the drawer where they kept the things that were for their eyes only and fished out one of Shane’s preferred plugs.
He gathered some of the cooling liquid on his own cock and quickly slicked up the rapidly warming silicone. Then he caught the little trickle of come that had escaped and slipped his finger back in to spread the puffy, red hole open and pressed the plug inside.
As the plug settled, Shane’s body finally relaxed and melted into the bed. Ilya smoothed a large hand down the muscular back as he silently got to his feet and went to wash himself off quickly and bring a warm, soapy cloth back to Shane; no point in showering yet. Ilya wasn’t done.
 
Carefully, he wiped Shane down and offered the cool glass of water he collected. The water would help soothe his throat and replace some fluids. Ilya tenderly brushed his fingers around the edge of the plug as he cleaned Shane’s damp, sweaty skin. It wasn’t too big, but it would both keep Shane open and keep his come inside. The touch got him a shiver and a needy little mewl as Shane turned so he was on his side, granting him access to clean the rest of him.
“That’s it, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”
Ilya traced kisses along those bruised, bitten thighs as he glanced up at Shane from under his curls. His husband was still panting slightly, his gaze glazed and his pupils blown almost entirely black. Only the barest ring of that lovely chocolate brown was still visible.
Shane’s desire hadn’t cooled down at all. Ilya dragged his mouth up and over Shane’s hips, pausing to nip at the jut of the bone. Shane groaned softly at the sting, but Ilya silently soothed it with a couple of swipes of his tongue before continuing to nose at Shane’s cock.
He wasn’t hard again yet, but there was definite interest there as Ilya ran his mouth down the length. He settled his hands on those thighs and parted them further, settling himself into the space and easing Shane’s soft cock into the heat of his mouth.
Ilya had been ready for the reaction; Shane’s spine arched, and he bucked his hips up, both wanting more and trying to get away from the overstimulation. Instead, Ilya held him down and patiently let his cock sit in his throat. He skimmed one hand down to play with Shane’s balls, rolling and massaging the silky, heavy weight in his palm as he swallowed a few times around the now hardening length in his mouth.
A hand threaded into his curls and began to tug in time with his touches. The sharp sting of pain when Shane’s fingers suddenly clenched each time Ilya took him deeper only sent little sparks of pleasure down his own spine.
Ilya loved it when he got Shane like this. Needy and spent but still so wanting.
He slipped his hand back down and under where Shane’s balls had drawn up slightly as his cock got harder in Ilya’s mouth, and gripped the plug with careful fingers. As he took Shane all the way down his throat, he gave the plug a dirty little twist and pressed it suddenly in deeper.
Shane yowled and thrashed under his bulk, but he couldn’t escape. Ilya played with him until he could feel Shane throbbing in his mouth, then he pulled back, both away from Shane’s cock and the plug. He relished the desperate, pleading whimper of protest his sudden stopping caused, but as he lifted himself up and kissed those still swollen lips, he pushed Shane’s thighs up and out to settle more comfortably in the space.
Without pausing, Ilya swiftly pulled the plug out and sank his now hard, aching erection back inside. It slid smoothly in. The plug had kept Shane open and wet for him.
They both moaned. Ilya had to catch himself on either side of Shane’s head as he bottomed out, the base of his hips flush to Shane’s ass, the wet, slick heat almost too much when Shane spread his legs wider to accommodate him. Ilya leaned down and kissed him, their tongues stroking and entwining as Ilya set a steady, firm, circling grind of his hips. He didn’t want to go far; he wanted to feel every inch of Shane’s body under him as he drove them both closer to the edge.
Shane arched and brought his hands up to wrap around Ilya’s back and hold on, and Ilya ground directly into his already sensitive body.
“Oh … oh fuck … Ilya …”
The cry was thready and broken as Shane clung tighter, his nails biting into the meat of Ilya’s massive shoulders, and Ilya could feel the welts forming under Shane’s strength as he growled.
“That’s it. Look at me now. Eyes on me. You can come for me again; you’re so good. Come for me, Shane.”
Shane’s eyes flickered open, and he gazed up at Ilya with freshly glittering, heated eyes. Ilya watched as Shane’s head tipped back, exposing that tantalisingly beautiful throat. Ilya thrust deeper, changing the angle to finish them both off as he fastened his teeth into that offering, and Shane’s ass began to clench and spasm around him.
Ilya groaned in the drowning pleasure as Shane’s body locked tightly around him, a hoarse cry soft and breathless in his ear as Ilya buried himself as deep as he could and emptied his release into Shane’s willing body.
A large hand snuck to that taut, silky patch of skin where the shine of those fresher stretch marks glowed faintly on the gleaming tan skin, with the ever-so-slight curve that now held the loads of Ilya’s come. He let out a broken, desperate noise as he felt that now familiar little swell under his hand. Shane’s hand stroked down his own bare arm to tangle his fingers through the back of Ilya’s, cradling his belly. Ilya rubbed his thumb back and forth along the base of the curve, as he felt Shane lower his legs to wrap around his own. The weight and strength in those massive thighs sent little flickers of heat through Ilya that caused him to drop down onto Shane’s chest and bury his head, with a groan, in that lovely chest.
He did not move his hand, though. Shane’s other hand traced a feather-light touch up his neck, cupped his jaw and sank lovingly into his sweaty curls. Blunt, strong nails scritched perfectly along his scalp, and Ilya closed his eyes and melted into Shane’s hold, even though he knew they needed to move; it was still early, thanks to Ilya’s diabolically early wake-up call for Adrien, but they needed to move. Levi would be waking soon, and they did need to eat and get sorted for practice.
That didn’t mean Ilya wanted to move, but they did have to. He took another moment to bask in his husband’s ministrations, the heavenly feel of those hands in his hair and the powerful thighs that had him held in place. If they had time, Shane had trapped him in the perfect position to flip them over; it was a favourite trick of his beautiful husband when he hadn’t had enough, and Ilya was tired. After all, tired was not dead, and it wouldn’t take much. From the momentary tightening of those legs, Shane was following the same pattern of thought, but then the tension eased, and slowly each leg was wound down from where he had been locked in place, and he could move.
Just because he could didn’t mean he wanted to, but Shane stroked his hand back down from his curls and cupped under his chin to force Ilya out from where he was nestled in between the most perfect tits in the world.
“Ilyusha, love, we need to move.”
Ilya groaned in protest and tried to burrow back in, but Shane’s grip was more than strong enough to stop him. Instead, he let out a low, disgruntled grumble and let the weight of his head fall fully into Shane’s hand.
“Don’t want to.”
He knew Shane would be sore; he was very heavy, and he hadn’t even pulled out yet, but Shane showed no sign of discomfort or wanting him off, and that wasn’t helping. Nor were those soft, warm eyes, so full of love and still ever so slightly glazed.
It was that look that had Ilya finally moving. Shane was back up, but he was still not all the way there, and Ilya needed to get them functioning.
 
Carefully, he eased his hips back and slipped his softened cock out of Shane’s abused hole. A contented little mew came from Shane as Ilya smoothly nudged the plug back inside. He would have to take it out before they left for practice, but for now, it was staying in.
He caressed the reddened, puffy rim with the tip of his finger as he made sure it was both snug and comfortable. Shane was used to having this size in by now; these, which Ilya had gotten for exactly this purpose, weren’t too large, but they were just enough to keep his husband open while locking his come safely inside.
Although the sight of Shane lying there, thighs relaxed and open, little black plug just visible between those glorious ass cheeks, was almost enough to break his resolve. If he added in the exquisite torture of Shane’s hand still lying protectively across the little curve in his lower belly, the vivid teeth marks all over creamy, tanned skin and the blissed-out expression on that desperately pretty face, then Ilya was left fighting for the scraps of his self-restraint.
A glance at the clock told him time was about to be up, though, so he padded through to start the shower and set out everything Shane would want for his morning routine once they were clean, while the water heated up. As soon as he was happy, Ilya returned to find Shane had settled on his side, the position enough to make the little curve look a touch heavier, his swollen tits, bruised and puffy still from Ilya’s mouth, pushed up between the large biceps.
It wasn’t fair. Shane wasn’t even doing this on purpose; he was half asleep. He had rolled to chase Ilya’s warmth, but it made Ilya have to bite the inside of his own lip hard enough to draw blood to keep himself from saying fuck practice and locking them both away until Shane was heavy, filled to the brim with his come, so that his belly wouldn’t be able to be hidden under his clothes.
Instead, Ilya gathered both his physical and mental control and gathered Shane up in his arms, and one warm, mesmerising brown eye slitted open to look at him, read the greedy, utterly drunk look that Ilya just knew was all over his face, and Shane nuzzled his face into Ilya’s chest with a quiet whine of frustration.
“No, Ilyusha, we can’t. Stop looking at me like that.”
Ilya just kissed him, unable to acquiesce and stop looking at his husband like that, but he did at least succeed in getting them into the shower.
With gentle hands, Ilya soothed the warm water over both of them, paying close attention to the parts of Shane that would undoubtedly be a bit sore. It was lucky that today was just practice, because Ilya winced slightly as he lowered himself to his knees and began to methodically wash the muscle-relaxant shower gel into Shane’s legs. His husband was a breathtaking masterpiece of bruises and teeth marks; his thighs were covered, all the way up to his lush hips, and there were clear lines, now red and a tiny bit bruised, from how tight the lace strap had dug in when Ilya had used it as a cock ring.
He massaged and loosened each muscle as he worked, until he got to the sweet little curve still in Shane’s lower belly. Heat lanced up his spine, and Ilya had to sit back for a moment to take a couple of deep breaths in through his mouth so he didn’t spin Shane around and fuck him again up against the shower wall. Shane would not say no. Shane would, in fact, encourage him and beg for more, but they really, really did not have the time.
However, once he had himself under control again, he went back to reverently clean every inch of that delicate mound, keeping his touch light; by the time he was done, Shane was trembling and had a hand tightly around the back of Ilya’s shoulder to both support himself and dig his nails in.
The sting of pain did little to help Ilya, though, as his cock tried to twitch, now more aware; those enchanting dark eyes did a filthy sweep of his body that really did not fucking help. But Shane was pulling him back to his feet and had suddenly crowded him into the cool tile wall. Ilya swallowed at the look in that gaze. It was heated, possessive, and it sent sparks into his blood.
“Shane … Lyubimyy …”
Dark, molten eyes locked with his own as Shane prowled forward and pressed his body into the full length of Ilya’s; Ilya gazed hungrily as Shane lifted up on the balls of his feet to align their chests and press their stomachs together. The soft glide of the smooth, wet curve of Shane’s swollen belly against his own tense, hard abdomen was both heady and cruel.
Ilya whimpered and leaned his head back as far as it would go before he hit the tiles. If he gave in and kissed Shane now, it would all be over, but apparently his sexy but very cruel husband had other ideas, because Ilya’s wrists were suddenly caught in a powerfully firm grip and his arms were promptly pinned against the cold tile as Shane leaned more heavily into him. The warm, soft curve pressed tighter into Ilya’s stomach as Shane hissed out a warning.
“Stay.”
This time he had no hope of his cock not responding. Shane knew exactly what he was doing right now, and Ilya was going to have to pray that Shane wasn’t about to do something he really shouldn’t, because Ilya’s only working brain cell had short-circuited the moment Shane had moved.
Ilya pressed his hands flat to the tiles, where Shane had put them, and eyed Shane with a touch of fear mixed into the heady arousal that flooded through his veins. Shane sank to his knees, and Ilya’s head cracked back into the tiles with a strangled groan as Shane started to nuzzle his face into Ilya’s cock and thighs.
“Ahhh … Sweetheart, you are trying to kill me, da?”
His voice was low and wrecked; he couldn’t fucking help it. Shane was stunning on his knees, as his husband proceeded to open his mouth and feed himself Ilya’s rapidly hardening cock. On autopilot, he lifted his hand off the wall and was about to wrap it around Shane’s throat and jaw, but there was a displeased hiss, and then Shane’s wonderful, perfectly hot mouth was gone. Ilya trembled and whined at the loss, but Shane just leaned back and gave his sneaking hand a pointed stare.
“I said, stay, Ilyusha.”
The sound that tore its way out of Ilya’s mouth was a cross between pathetic and desperate, but he did plant his hand back on the wall and clenched his thigh muscles to try and regain some semblance of control. It was a lie; he had none. His Shane was thoroughly in charge right now, despite outward appearances.
“Lyubimyy … please … let me touch you.”
Shane sank back down onto Ilya’s cock and took him down almost to the root. Ilya threw his head back and slammed his hands back into the wall with enough force to rattle the doors, but Shane just pressed his weight into Ilya’s thighs and began to lick. With each hot, wet swipe of that tongue, Ilya closed his eyes and moaned, helpless and so fucking turned on.
He would not last long.
 
The tongue ceased, and then Shane was relaxing, settling into Ilya’s legs more fully as he opened the back of his throat and Ilya’s cock was taken deep into that tight, wet heat. Shane moved. His husband eased back, then set a steady pace as Ilya fought to keep from thrusting his hips, knowing that Shane would stop if he did.
Not that it made much difference. Shane took him all the way down and then proceeded to take his own hand to himself. The sight and feel of Shane moaning, the way his muscles were visibly stretched around his girth, was too much for Ilya.
With a snarl, he buried his cock as deep as it would go and came down Shane’s throat. It wasn’t a lot; all of Ilya’s earlier, much heavier orgasms were safely inside Shane, marking him, claiming him, but Shane still drank it down and licked every last drop from Ilya’s oversensitive skin as he pulled back.
Ilya growled and instantly hauled Shane to his feet, spun them and slammed their mouths together in a desperate, filthy kiss. Shane arched into him and surrendered; all his previous command melted at Ilya’s touch.
“Oh, if we had time, Lyubimyy, the things I would do to you.”
Shane whimpered as Ilya pressed his hand back to his swollen belly and applied just enough pressure to have Shane squirming and writhing against him. His cock was leaking and red; Ilya reached down and behind to brush against the plug as he kept the pressure on Shane’s stomach. His fingers rolled and pushed the plug a little deeper, nudging it in further as Ilya leaned down to murmur directly into Shane’s ear.
“If we had time, I’d throw you back on that bed, force you open again on my cock and keep you there until everything I give you takes. Until you are heavy, swollen, and so fucking pregnant. Stretched and raw with my come, you will want it even when you can’t take any more. You will beg me, and I will give you more; your body will accept it, grow around it and look so pretty for me.”
Ilya was panting from his own words.
Shane’s head had dropped back, his mouth was open, and he was clutching Ilya so tightly that Ilya could feel pinpricks of blood bloom across his shoulders. However, Shane was pressing his belly into Ilya’s hand at the same time as trying to thrust back onto the plug; his cock was dripping, and as Ilya growled the last of his filthy promise into Shane’s mouth, he felt his husband tense and greedily fastened their lips together to swallow down the howl Shane let out as he came.
He wrapped his arms tightly around Shane’s body as they both stood there, panting and still dripping.
The water was still running, and steam had filled the room, but Ilya ignored it all as he gentled the kiss. He brought a hand up to slot around Shane’s jaw and massage carefully at the stretched muscles in that strong neck and hook under the sharp cut of his jaw, so Shane would meet his eyes. That beautiful, petal-pink blush was visible across freckled cheeks as embarrassed brown met simmering blue.
“There you are, sweetheart.”
Shane melted into his hold, and Ilya cuddled him close. He rubbed his head against the wet, silky locks of dark hair as he traced soothing lines along Shane’s back. There were a few quiet moments, and then Shane lifted his head from where he had tucked himself against Ilya’s chest.
“I love you, Ilyusha.”
No matter how many times he heard Shane say those words, in any of his languages, Ilya would forever thank his mama silently every time. He would never get tired of hearing it. Instead, he leaned back just enough to duck his head and kiss Shane again, their lips a velvet caress of pressure as he breathed out the words in response.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
 
Nevertheless, they were thoroughly out of time now, and Ilya manoeuvred them back under the water, and they both rushed through getting clean, dried and dressed. As Shane pulled on his underwear, briefs this time, not lace, unfortunately, Ilya ran a hand over his ass and paused just for a moment over where the little plug was still nestled.
“Leaving it in?”
Shane turned to glance at him over one broad shoulder, and Ilya had to pause to admire the way the movement rounded Shane’s glorious chest and the hidden little belly against the bigger, less tight T-shirt that was his. The flare of heat was sudden, bright and took Ilya’s breath away as Shane gave him a look.
“Yes, now come on, Lyovushka will wake any minute.”
Fuck.
Ilya didn’t know if he wanted to melt into a puddle or throw Shane over his shoulder, but he didn’t get the chance for either, as his hand was snagged and fingers were entwined with Shane’s own; then he was being tugged towards the kitchen.
He wrapped his arm around Shane’s waist as he brushed past to go make a start on breakfast; if his hand smoothed carefully over that tiny, hidden curve, then only he and Shane would ever know. Ilya soon had the bacon and sausages for him, Adrien and Lyovushka on the go, as well as the turkey bacon and vegan versions that both Shane and Luca preferred, sizzling away.
When Shane tried to help, Ilya gently nudged him to sit for a moment, since Ilya had spied the nearly imperceptible tremble in those lovely legs.
“Go sit down for a moment, Lyubimyy.”
The look Shane shot him made Ilya have to turn and kiss his stubborn, wonderful husband, but he still firmly pointed his chin to the cushioned kitchen chairs and repeated the instruction.
“Sit, Shane. We went hard this morning; you’re trembling.”
This time the playful note was gone, and Ilya had dropped his voice to that tone that told Shane in no uncertain terms that he needed to obey. To be fair, Shane did sink carefully into the chair and let out a soft sigh as he watched Ilya at the stove.
“Did you have to be so mean to Adrien this morning, Ilyusha? You know they didn’t do it on purpose, right?”
Before Ilya could respond that yes, he had to be that mean to the cub, and that he was still very much furious with all three Rookie Cubs for causing Shane to have to cut his beautifully long hair shorter, even if it hadn’t all had to be cut off, not since Luca had moved fast enough to stop it spreading.
That did not mean Ilya was going to forgive or forget easily. He loved Shane’s long hair, and even though they both knew Shane’s hair grew fast, Ilya was still thoroughly pissed off with them.
The familiar sound of Luca and Levi drifted in from the stairs.
Ilya watched as Shane’s head swivelled to look at the three of them as they entered the large kitchen. The moment that Lyovushka spotted Shane, he reached out at once to be transferred to those powerful arms. Ilya watched Shane cuddle their small son close and press a quick kiss to the still amusingly tousled bedhead, and his chest went warm with it.
“What would be fun, Lyovushka?”
Shane’s voice was melodic and smooth in Russian now, and Ilya managed to tear his gaze away long enough to turn the bacon over, as the food was nearly ready. He could still hear them as he started plating up the food and flicked the kettle on for the waiting teapot.
“Lukasha said you could make your whole team come look at the sharks again, Kaasan. Can we, please?”
A deep, rumbling chuckle rolled from Ilya’s chest at the innocent request; he remembered the first trip vividly, but he didn’t think that his version was quite the type of whole-team outing that Lukasha was thinking of.
Shane cast him a quick look to ‘behave’ as he caught Lukasha, as their older son rounded the table and got a brief squeeze around his hips as he passed Shane. Ilya himself reached out to cup the back of his neck and gave a gentle caress into that damp blond hair as he slipped past to start collecting the fruit Ilya had cut ready.
Ilya kept one eye on Shane as his husband got up with Lyovushka still snug against his chest. He listened carefully as he plated up the rest of breakfast, as Shane gently managed to convince the clingy Lyovushka to sit in his own seat so he could come and help.
He did have to stifle a snicker as Shane gave Adrien a purposefully casual look that clearly terrified the young cub, if the way his grey eyes flickered in silent panic, looking desperately for Lukasha to say anything, was any indication.
“Good morning, Adrien.”
Shane gracefully unfolded from the chair, even if Ilya was the only one to pick up the tiny, hidden wince as his husband stood and padded softly over to him. A strong hand smoothed over his back as Shane carefully took over from Luca with a murmur and gentle nudge from a muscular hip. Ilya again had to snigger at the Cub. His Shane and Lukasha were really being mean and teasing both this morning; Ilya was so proud.
“Go keep Adrien company, Lukasha. I think your Otousan has scared him a bit too much.”
Ilya had to look away for a moment when Luca nuzzled his head under Shane’s in an automatic response as he skittered out of the way, and covered up his momentary loss of composure by crowding in behind Shane and boxing him up against the counter with his thighs alone.
“It’s not Otousan that everyone is afraid of, Kaasan, but yes, I can take the fruit with me?”
Shane managed to lean around Ilya as he was attempting to playfully back his smaller husband up to the counter, even though they both knew that Ilya wouldn’t press him against anything with the plug still in, and watched as Shane passed Lukasha the other bowl of freshly washed raspberries. He reached out and playfully made a swipe to tug on the soft blond hair as their oldest darted out of reach. Lyovushka was giggling at their antics, and Luca too laughed softly as he flopped down next to his terrified boyfriend.
Even Ilya heard it as Lyovushka leaned up to not-so-quietly whisper into his older brother’s ear. His English was getting better, and it made Ilya rub at his chest as the mixture of pride and warmth flooded him. Lyovushka had come so far, and Ilya was so fucking proud to be a part of it, to be building this family, brick by brick. His family.
“Lukasha, why does Addie look scared?”
The pout on Adrien’s face made Ilya laugh as Luca grinned over Adrien’s shoulder towards where Shane was just bringing over the hot teapot and the other bowls of fruit. He threaded a hand through that still sleep-messy dark hair as he took one of the plates from Ilya, who was balancing the three with the real meat on one hand.
“Because Addie is smart and knows who it is he really should be scared of, Lyovushka.”
Adrien dropped his head to the table with a thump. Ilya flashed him a wide, rather gleeful smirk as he placed one of the two bigger plates with his perfectly cooked bacon and sausage in front of the Cub. Ilya let the smirk drop into a real, warm smile as he watched his family, and yes, that even included Adrien; if Ilya’s suspicions were correct, then it wouldn’t be that long until Adrien was very possibly approaching himself or Shane with a certain question, that was, if Ilya hadn’t read the young man wrong, and Ilya was so very rarely wrong about these things.
He watched as Shane sat a little gingerly down on the chair and even shifted once or twice from one leg to the other when Lyovushka used the large, muscular expanse of thigh to keep his balance as he leaned his hands on Shane’s leg to twist and look up at him as he answered. Obviously, the extra weight from the admittedly small child leaning on the one side was putting a bit too much pressure on both the muscles that were still sore from that morning and where the plug was secretly nestled.
Ilya raised himself half out of the chair and leaned over to squeeze the back of Shane’s neck and lean close enough to murmur in his ear.
“Still alright, sweetheart?”
Shane reached up to rub at his forearm and turned to press a kiss to the bare skin as he nodded. Ilya knew that Shane knew what he was asking, since this time they didn’t have the luxury of a free day, and Shane would have to take it out before they left. If he thought Shane would allow it, he would attempt to skip the afternoon and lock his husband back in their bedroom; alas, his Shane would never allow it.
 
They had some time before practice, and Shane settled himself on the much more comfortable sofa with Lyovushka, who had brought a book and was shyly trying to sound out the English words from where he was snuggled up to Shane’s side. Ilya brought a fresh tea in for his husband and a glass of the sweet juice that Lyovushka had taken a liking to recently. Their dark heads were pressed together as Lyovushka had tucked himself under Shane’s chin. Ilya had to stop and take the two of them in, as they looked so similar sitting together like that: the silky dark hair, high cheekbones and almost identical adorable noses.
Only then did he place the mug down and make them both laugh by half scooping them both up to wiggle his way under the pair with a dramatic sigh as he pulled Shane back into his lap, Lyovushka along with him. Ilya nuzzled into Shane’s neck and pressed a couple of soft kisses to the exposed skin as he slid a hand under the too-large T-shirt and settled it under the little curve of Shane’s belly. The warmth of his husband and son against him was settling, and Ilya couldn’t help but stroke his thumb rhythmically in a gentle pattern as he listened to the two talk.
“You cut yours, though, Kaasan.”
Ilya sat up, his hand tightening on Shane’s waist, which caused strong fingers to dig into Ilya’s thigh as Shane let out a little hiss at the pressure, which made Ilya ease up and go back to petting in a gentle, caressing apology. He used his other arm to tuck Lyovushka into the tiny amount of space between them. He ran his fingers through the long, silky strands of Lyovushka’s curly hair; the weight of it at this longer length had pulled some of the curls to lie straighter.
“Kaasan didn’t cut it because he wanted to, Lyovushka. He cut it because he had to; it got some nasty glue in it that wouldn’t wash out.”
Lyovushka twisted and cuddled his face into Ilya’s chest as he started to sniffle; his voice was very, very quiet as he muttered into Ilya’s bicep.
“But I want mine the same as Kaasan's. Please, Otousan.”
Shane reached over and ran a careful finger through the soft strands; warm, loving eyes catalogued the too-long mane and the slightly ragged ends. He let out a thoughtful hum as he traced a large hand down the small back.
“I guess it could do with being tidied up a bit, Lyovushka. If you wanted.”
However, Ilya found he actually didn’t want Levi to cut his hair, at least not short like Shane had been forced to from the aftereffects of the glue. Shane, however, could clearly read the look of carefully hidden dislike at the idea on his face, because his husband reached over and kissed him softly.
“Ilyusha, it’s okay.”
Ilya could only shake his head and tuck the little body closer. He wasn’t sure how to put his feelings into words; in either language, there was a tight, almost sad but not quite sad feeling in his chest that had taken him right back to a time when he had been older than Lyovushka, but not by much.
His mama had been gently untangling his hair with her small, delicate fingers and talking softly in the low light of the music room. His hair had been growing, like the rest of him, as he hit 11 years old, and it had gotten long; only as it had grown, Ilya had realised it looked like hers, a darker gold, but it made his curls look longer, more like the way hers did on the late evenings when she took it down.
He never knew why she always kept it up even in the house, but he did have a few softer memories of being allowed to help her brush it when he was very small.
Unfortunately, his father hadn’t agreed with Ilya letting his curls grow long.
He had been dragged into his father’s study a few days later, and a man had been in there with a full barber’s kit. By the time Ilya had been released from the hateful room, his hair was almost scalped, and he was left fighting back tears under his covers for hours, knowing that if anyone heard him, then he would be given the same number of lashes with the belt as his father told him he had made cries that were overheard.
His father had been careful back then, though, never hard enough to leave permanent scars, or at least ones that weren’t noticeable once he started going up in the leagues at hockey, anyway.
He had never grown his hair out again.
It had only been a year later that he had lost her; the way his curls, when long, looked so much like hers was too heavy a reminder, but he loved it on Shane. The silky, straight black locks didn’t have the same negative connection, but they did have the same warmth, the same remembered care when he watched Shane with Lyovushka. Of the way they both enjoyed it as being their thing, that Lyovushka would let him or Lukasha help but not braid it, that was a Kaasan privilege only. Like it had been something special only Ilya had been allowed to see with Mama.
This was probably where the instinctive, sudden rush of dislike at the idea of Lyovushka cutting his hair off came from. Ilya was enough removed from his childhood now to see it, but he couldn’t make his mouth form any words to explain this to his Shane. His beautiful, worried-looking husband was both cuddling their son and reaching for him.
Ilya extended his arm and closed the gap that Lyovushka had been settled in; he adjusted to lift the fragile little body into his lap, so he pulled Shane flush to his side. He narrowed his eyes when he caught the slight jolt that went through Shane’s body as he settled under his arm. The movement must have pulled at his sore muscles. As he watched, Shane adjusted his fortunately too-large sweatpants and then turned to enfold Lyovushka into the now joint embrace.
Those big, devastating blue eyes looked up at him, and Lyovushka twisted his tiny hands in his lap, the hem of his blue T-shirt in danger of being torn; he was gripping it that tight. Ilya sat up slightly at the sight and reached out the other arm; his whole body softened as he looked at the clear signs of worry and fear in their little boy.
“Lyovushka, what’s wrong?“
There was the glitter of tears. Ilya drew in a breath and waited; he wouldn’t force Lyovushka to come to him, but he was utterly despondent for a few precious seconds until that still, thin chest was pressed to his own.
As soon as Levi had moved, Ilya had him. He buried his face in those familiar-smelling locks of hair, Lyovushka having insisted that he use the same shampoo as Kaasan’s, which had been a bit of a task, finding a children’s version of Shane’s, but they had managed it.
“I want mine to be the same as Kaasan’s. Please, Otousan, it has to be the same.”
The high, slightly panicked tone in the whisper had both Shane and himself huddling closer, the sudden concern and worry about where this was stemming from zinging between them as Ilya tightened his hand around Shane’s waist.
Shane was quick to try and settle him, but Lyovushka was not having it; instead, he turned those huge, glassy, tear-filled eyes on Ilya, like he could sense that it was him who was struggling with this, not Shane. Not that Ilya had any defence against this image.
That big wobbly lip, the way Lyovushka was making almost silent, hidden little hiccups under his breath to try and halt the flow of the tears, which was not working, but a few large, glistening teardrops tracked down the tiny face. There was no way he could resist; the way Lyovushka was trying desperately to hide his quiet sniffling, the neat little teeth indent in his bottom lip where he had valiantly been fighting not to cry.
Then he lifted his arms, slid them around Ilya’s neck, finally giving in and fully squishing himself into his neck and shoulder, as Ilya felt him go limp in his hold. Ilya rubbed his hand along the back of that delicate little neck and down the tiny back in long, soothing strokes as he murmured into the top of that black hair.
“Alright, alright, Lyovushka, hush, little one. We can cut your hair to match Kaasan’s; I promise we can get them both the same. Easy now. Don’t cry, love.”
It felt like he was close to tears himself, at the utter devastation this had left his son in, and Ilya had no idea where it was coming from, but luckily it seemed like his amazing, wonderful Shane had some idea, because that deep, soothing voice was singing softly as strong arms manoeuvred to enfold both himself and Levi into Shane’s chest.
Ilya wasn’t exactly sure when Shane had moved, but he gratefully sank into the safe, warm arms and felt some of the tension leave Lyovushka too as soon as Shane had started the now familiar Japanese lullaby.
“Lyovushka, can you tell me why yours needs to be the same as mine?”
One red-rimmed blue eye turned out from Ilya’s neck to look towards Shane; Ilya felt the sigh as Lyovushka began to calm at the song, the contact and the gentle question.
“You might not want me anymore …”
They both froze at the tiny, whispered admission.
Not want him. How could they not want him?
It took Ilya a few seconds longer than it should have taken to catch up, but once he did, he had to force back some very nasty, unfit-for-children’s-ears language that wanted to fire at every adult his little son had been near before they found him.
Because Lyovushka was implying he had at some point been denied, or turned away, because he didn’t look the ‘correct way’ to how someone had wanted, or more depressingly, expected. Ilya honestly wasn’t sure which was worse.
Shane beat him to it.
“Lyovushka, I promise no matter what may or may not change about the way you look, we are never going to suddenly not want you. It does not matter what you or Lukasha look like; you are ours. We are making sure of it. You will both share our name; nothing you say or do will make us not love you. We promise, Lyovushka.”
Now all three of them had suspiciously glossy eyes, but Ilya managed to shake his away; this was not a cause for sadness; Lyovushka needed to know this. It would take a while for him to believe it; oh, they were both very aware of this, but he needed to hear it anyway.
Ilya gently lifted the tear-stained face so both sets of dark ocean-blue eyes met, so Lyovushka could clearly see the honesty, the sincerity in his own as he spoke.
“No one is taking you, Lyovushka. Listen to Kaasan now: you are ours, and we will fight to keep you. Your hair could be green, your skin red, and your eyes purple for all we care about that. Okay? Family comes from here.”
Ilya pressed his hand over first his own heart, then Shane’s and finally Levi’s, to make sure he knew exactly what Ilya was talking about before he continued.
“Family comes from the heart, not what we see in a mirror, Malen’kiy. I promise you that.”
A kiss was pressed to his forehead, then his lips, as Shane scooped Levi up and leaned down to kiss him.
“Now that is entirely true. Come on, Lyovushka, let’s go wash your face; no more tears now. How about we both go get our hair cut together?”
He stood and followed, unable to let either of them out of his sight after the emotional crash they had all just been through. Shane had him balanced on the counter and was ever so gently washing that small face with feather-light sweeps of a warm cloth. Ilya could see the tiredness all over Lyovushka’s face; he was still recovering, after all, and episodes like the one they had just had were still very much exhausting for him.
As Shane finished, Ilya moved and gathered Lyovushka up in his arms, needing to feel the weight, the warmth of his little body for a moment, more for his own sake, but it was gratifying to feel those tiny hands instantly come up to grasp him closer. The way the little form snuggled closer and relaxed at his touch was soothing for both of them.
“Nap time, I think.”
Levi tried to shake his head and deny that he was tired, but his eyes were already falling closed, and Shane gave them both a soft, loving smile from where he was turning down the hockey stick patterned duvet.
Ilya lowered him carefully to the bed and wrapped an arm around Shane as they both tucked him in and pressed a kiss each to his forehead. Ilya smoothed a hand over the longer strands of hair that had escaped and gotten damp under the washcloth.
It did need cutting; the ends weren’t the healthiest, and the curls too were more frizzy than they were probably meant to be, but both his hair and nails would take a while to heal from the malnutrition.
For just a moment, Ilya wrapped both his arms around Shane’s waist and pulled him back into his chest as they both watched to make sure Levi had fully drifted off. They would need to give David and Yuna the heads up that Lyovushka was a little on the fragile side today before they left, but there was something else that needed Ilya’s attention first, and that was his husband.
 
Ilya let Shane silently shut Levi’s door before he pounced on him. He locked his hands around that lovely waist and lifted. Shane automatically caged him inside those huge thighs, and Ilya felt him cross his ankles in that way he had to make himself easier to hold. Darkening brown eyes studied him from where Shane was now above him.
“Ilyusha?”
Instead of answering, Ilya carried Shane to their bedroom and carefully nudged the door shut, but he didn’t put Shane down. With a careful hand, Ilya traced his fingers over the spot he knew that inconspicuous little plug was still nestled.
“Come on, Lyubimyy, it’s time.”
Shane shook his head and pouted at him, but Ilya just carried him through to the bathroom and kissed him. He nuzzled their mouths together and caressed Shane’s lips with his own, soft and gentle, not to start anything, just to reaffirm.
He eased Shane down and broke the kiss. His hands stroked over Shane’s cheeks, and he ran his finger across that full, wet bottom lip as he leaned down and kissed him again. Carefully, Ilya dropped to his knees and pulled down Shane’s pants; he slowly lifted one foot out, then the other, brushing light kisses to the exposed legs as he did so.
A strong hand threaded into his curls as Shane slowly petted at his scalp; Ilya closed his eyes and leaned into the touch for a moment. Shane’s hands were always perfect, but he still had work to do. Ilya hooked his fingers into the briefs and pulled them down as well. As Ilya had known he would be, Shane was hard. The plug had been rubbing and putting just enough pressure to have Shane worked up, but not enough to provide any relief.
“Poor sweetheart, into the shower; I will take care of you.”
He was going to have to make this quicker than he would like, but they were already pushing it. Ilya quickly removed his own clothes and ushered Shane inside the shower. He turned the smaller, removable shower head on and let it warm as he ran his hands down Shane’s back to turn him.
“Turn around for me, sweetheart, brace your hands on the wall and stay still. I need to be quick.”
Not that he was keen on the idea of having to be quick, but they really were short on time. Ilya reached down between the still slick cheeks and spread them with one hand as he stroked his fingers around the edge of the plug. The silicone was hot; it had taken on the molten heat from Shane’s body, and as it had shifted, little droplets of come had escaped to coat the insides of those full, round globes.
Shane whined and dropped his head forward as Ilya began to slide the plug carefully out. It wasn’t large, but it was big enough that Shane’s body would feel its absence. Ilya pressed kisses to his back and shoulders as he massaged his hips and his still-stretched little belly. His come was a steady trickle down those thighs as gravity began to work.
He heard the stifled sob as he reached around to put the water on through the smaller, hand-held shower head. It tore at his heart. Shane hated this part. His husband hated the feeling of being empty, and Ilya hated that he was having to do this quickly.
To try and distract him, Ilya used his other hand to slide around those hips and run his fingers up and down the hard, hot length of Shane’s erect cock. The plug had kept him on the edge of not enough for hours, so Ilya knew he wouldn’t need much. As he gently washed his come out of Shane’s body, he steadily pumped the cock in his hand. The slight trembling running through Shane’s back and shoulders had Ilya leaning down to murmur softly in his ear.
“That’s it, Lyubimyy, you’re so good, you did so well. Come for me now, Shane.”
Shane half sobbed, half mewled as his cock throbbed and a few thin, pearly ropes of come coated Ilya’s hand as his husband went limp under his hands. Ilya secured his arm around Shane’s middle as he pulled him back into his chest and cuddled him close, the shower head forgotten as he rubbed soothing circles into Shane’s now empty belly.
Even though he kept his touch so very gentle, Shane closed his eyes and dropped his head back onto Ilya’s shoulder as a few crystalline tears slid from the ends of those sooty lashes.
It almost broke Ilya. He hated to see Shane cry like this. This was the worst kind of comedown for both of them. When they had no time, and Shane never did well with removing the plug, it left his husband feeling empty, in a way that made him quiet and sad for a while. Or at least it would be like this; usually Ilya could cuddle and kiss him until he drifted to sleep, and the emotions would settle once he was awake again, even if it was just a nap, not a night’s sleep. That was not an option right now.
Ilya bent and lifted Shane into his arms as soon as he was done. They would have to get ready and collect the boys in a minute, but Ilya had time for this at least. Very carefully, he lowered Shane to their bed and brushed his thumbs under those pretty eyes, then he cradled that sweep of a jawline and pressed their lips together in the softest of kisses.
With the tenderest of touches, Ilya massaged some of the cream that Shane liked to help ease the stretched, sore muscles of his stomach and thighs. Dark blue eyes stayed locked with brown as some of the upset softened and smoothed from Shane’s oh-so-pretty face at his attention. Once he was done, Ilya braced his arms on either side of Shane’s head and leaned over the smaller form.
“How are you holding up, Lyubimyy? Think you can skate?”
It wasn’t that Ilya doubted for one second that his husband could indeed skate; they were both well aware that over the years, Shane had been in much worse states and then had to play in a full game, not just practise, but back then Ilya hadn’t had this; he hadn’t been allowed to worry, hadn’t been able to ask.
The last of the upset faded as Shane sat up and reached for Ilya. Those muscular arms wrapped around his neck and drew him back for another kiss; this time Shane’s large palm stroked his cheek and tangled in his curls as Shane surged up to deepen it for a moment. Just long enough to get Ilya’s blood stirred, only for his husband to pull back and, with his thighs alone, lift Ilya’s heavier, broader frame off him so he could get to his feet.
“Don’t worry, Ilyusha, I am fine now. You always take care of me, hmm.”
He couldn’t help but duck his head away at the praise. While it was true that Ilya made damn sure that he always took care of his husband, he had been in love with Shane Hollander for years, years by this point. What most people did not see was just how much Shane took care of Ilya too. However, Shane wouldn’t allow that. With his underwear on and his favoured fleece-lined gym leggings already half pulled up, his pretty Canadian had stepped back into his space, and Ilya felt a firm grip on his face as he was turned to look back at Shane.
“Look at me, Ilyusha.”
Ilya obeyed.
Shane did not let go; rather than letting Ilya out of his grasp, his husband reached up and tugged on the curls at the back of Ilya’s head, not to hurt, just to make sure that Ilya was paying attention. Those clever fingers soothed the tugged strands with soft scratches as they brought their foreheads together and he spoke.
“You always take care of me; you always have. From our very first time, in fact. Please do not doubt yourself; this was my choice. I knew what I was doing. I am fine.”
Something melted in Ilya’s chest as he took in Shane’s words. The grounding hold on his hair, the way their foreheads were pressed together so closely that they were breathing for each other. Not wanting to break the moment, Ilya whispered, his voice a heavy, deep rasp with emotion.
“Ya tebya lyublyu. So fucking much, Shane.”
Their lips met as Shane nudged up into him and petted tenderly at his cheeks as he smiled, that stunningly beautiful smile that was only ever for him.
“Anata o kokoro kara aishiteru.”
The Japanese wasn’t quite the same as Shane usually used, so it caused Ilya to tilt his head to one side as he tried to work out what was different. Which in turn made Shane give him a sweet, soft laugh as his practice clothes were handed to him.
“Means I love you from the bottom of my heart.”
Ilya groaned out a pained whine at the cruelty of Shane dropping that on him, right when they had to leave, even as he quickly pulled his own clothes on and hurried after Shane’s retreating form. Ilya caught him; they both checked on Levi, but their son was still fast asleep. The emotional mini-breakdown had exhausted him, and with how well he was physically healing, the doctors had warned them that this could happen. The best thing to do was let him sleep and recover.
As Shane moved to knock on Lukasha’s door, Ilya reached down to fondle the lovely, round ass in those tormenting leggings. His hand was swatted away playfully without Shane even looking back as they both heard Lukasha call from inside.
“Yeah, Kaasan, we are ready, coming now.”
A low grumble escaped Ilya’s mouth as he and Shane headed to say goodbye to Yuna and David, then throw all four bags in the car.
“You better fucking not be Lukasha.”
A sharp elbow dug into his flank as Shane stopped dead in front of him, narrowed, pretty eyes on him as Ilya caught his balance on Shane’s hips, not that he was complaining about that.
“Leave them alone, Ilyusha. They are adults, even if we don’t have to like it. Adrien is a good one; we know this, you have tested him yourself.”
This Ilya knew, but still, he would never be happy at the thought of the Cub’s grubby hands all over his oldest son. He had been Adrien once, still was really; he knew exactly the kind of depraved thoughts the Cub was harbouring towards his precious Lukasha.
He huffed but didn’t say anything more, not admitting out loud that Shane was entirely correct; Lukasha was, after all, an adult, and was more than likely the one instigating half of their sex lives if he was even half like Shane, which of course he was. Still, Ilya would be working the three Rookie Cubs, Adrien especially, into the fucking ground today at practice, as well as in the gym tomorrow morning.
“I know. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
Shane patted his chest and nodded as they found Yuna sitting in the kitchen with coffee, her notebook and her glasses perched on her face, just like Shane.
“Morning, Mom. Levi had a little bit of a spiral, but he should be fine. He’s gone back down for a nap, but we won’t be staying late. Let him sleep for a bit, but not too long. It was over the hair.”
Yuna had half turned to smile prettily at them both; Ilya gave her a quick hug as he passed to collect the bags and get the car ready. He spotted David waving from the study where he was working, already set up in front of the computer, and Ilya grinned and waved back at his father-in-law.
The footsteps alerted him to the arrival of a damp Lukasha and Adrien as they came clattering into view. Apparently Lukasha had been in Shane’s wardrobe again, because Ilya recognised those black leggings with the purple stripe down them. He raised one blond eyebrow at Adrien as the taller young man blushed and refused to meet his gaze. That did at least make Ilya laugh at the all-too-familiar plight.
The Cub would learn. Or he wouldn’t, and Lukasha would forever lead him around, which, honestly, Ilya thought suited the pair; Adrien really was a softer, less damaged version of himself, wasn’t he?
 
Ilya had meant it when he had said he was not letting the three off for causing Shane to have to cut his beautiful hair short again. However, they took it; to give his Rookies their credit, they accepted and followed every order, even if they were pretty much dead by the end of it.
It had been a little bit of a shock when Lukasha had bitten back at him, but then again it wasn’t really. That protective, instinctual fire was all Shane’s influence. So Ilya had to fight to keep his ‘Captain’ face on when all he actually wanted to do was proudly card his fingers through those soft blond waves and tell Luca how pleased he was that he felt safe, felt comfortable enough to instinctively bite back like that.
Ilya could tell Lukasha hadn’t thought about that; he had just opened his mouth because he knew, he knew he was both safe and loved; there would be no repercussions from his tone or him snapping at Ilya.
What was a shock to everyone other than Ilya himself was the sudden, spiteful vitriol that Barrett started spewing out at him. Ilya had been deliberately pushing, digging into every little crack, every break he could find to try and get Troy to open up. He wasn’t going to stay here if the younger man didn’t stop hiding behind those massive fucking walls he had built all around himself.
Ilya understood. He could see a lot of his own old coping mechanisms in Troy Barrett, but the dark-haired man had taken it to an extreme, most likely from what Ilya was picking up from him, as a desperate attempt to both protect himself and divert attention away.
Barrett had targeted Shane first, thinking his husband was the weaker link, only to get utterly defeated by Shane’s little Rookie Cub Protection Squad. Some of those pranks had definitely been Luca’s ideas, even if his son had done the perfectly Russian thing of throwing even his boyfriend under the bus over his Kaasan’s hair; not that Ilya blamed him; he was rather pleased, actually, but other than the travesty that was their fuck-up with Shane’s hair, Ilya had been quite content to let them continue. Except it hadn’t stopped Barrett’s comments or behaviour. Hence why Ilya was now stepping in.
His methods were a lot less gentle than some pranks, but Troy had made one mistake too many, and now he was paying for it.
The words didn’t bother Ilya. He had heard things that would make many a grown man cry when he had barely been in double digits, from his own father. No. What did bother him was that it was aimed towards his family and his team; that was a line Troy Barrett did not get to cross.
Ilya moved. Just enough to shift his weight and pivot on his leg in readiness to swing his arm back and deliver a nasty, pile-driver of a right hook, when there was a flash of black and gold that was so fast, only Ilya seemed to register the arrival of his furiously beautiful husband.
One moment Barrett was shoving his way into Ilya’s chest; or at least the smaller man was trying; he did not have the core or leg strength of his Shane, despite the fact they were pretty much the same height. Next, Barrett was flat on his back on the ice, the wind clearly knocked out of him, hand clutching at the sudden flood of crimson that sprayed from his now not-so-perfect nose, and a furious, snarlingly beautiful Shane stood over him.
“Don’t.”
The word rang out through the immediate, deafening silence of the rink. Ilya was too busy trying to rein in the instant flood of heat that had ignited in his veins when he had watched Shane once again put someone down with one fucking hit to even remember the others who were still witnessing this spectacle. Why did no one understand that Shane was a fucking powerhouse, just because Ilya was physically bigger?
For a few precious seconds, no one moved. Ilya suspected it was fear for everyone else, not him. If he moved right now, it would only be to slam his incredibly sexy husband up against the nearest surface, and he was still aware enough to know that was not a good idea. Or at least he had been until he heard Shane speak. Until Shane had reached one hand down and hoisted Barrett up by the front of his practice jersey, fist curled tight as Shane proved once again that he was one of the two best athletes in the hockey world, as he lifted Barrett in a single hand and brought his adorably perfect nose right up to the now broken one.
“Those are words I do not want to hear anywhere near my husband, my sons or my team ever again, Barrett.”
Shane’s voice was a low, husky purr that dropped even lower. Ilya could see the ever-so-slight tightening of those powerful fingers, and the pressure was enough to have Barrett letting out a quiet, pained whimper at the way he was shaken in that near-unbreakable hold.
“I will break a bone for every time I hear you direct an insult of that kind towards my family again. Kent is not here to protect you anymore; you are alone, Barrett. Alone and very, very vulnerable right now. Do you understand?”
From the way Barrett’s face lost all the former red and purple hues of rage he had before, he had heard Shane loud and clear. Shane had deliberately kept his words quiet. Only Ilya was close enough to hear the very real, very dangerous promise that Shane was giving Barrett. It wasn’t a threat; Ilya knew this. Threats could be empty; threats could be negated. Shane did not break a promise; his word meant something, and right now, his stunning, magnificent husband meant every hushed, violent promise he was delivering.
Which meant it was time to bring Shane out of his protective, lioness-induced rage before Barrett was permanently maimed; they were unfortunately going to have to deal with him soon, but right now, Shane was Ilya’s priority. As he slid to a graceful stop behind Shane, he reached out with his large hands to slide them perfectly around Shane’s lush hips.
The skin-tight leggings let him feel every dip, every flex of muscle as Shane moved; his husband adjusted his balance silently to make room for Ilya’s touch, but he did not break his focus from his prey. He made no move to remove Shane’s hand from where he was still dangling the increasingly pale form of Barrett from one flexed arm.
Ilya wanted to bite that bicep. He wanted to feel all that power, all that immense strength as it was surrendered to him, as Shane willingly submitted to him, not because he had to but because he wanted to.
“Ah, Shane, my Lyubimyy, as much as I want to keep watching this, we need him to still function for now. If he crosses the line again, I promise I will break his bones myself, whichever ones you want. All you need to do is tell me which; your wish is my command. You looked so hot; I love it when you get all violent on the ice, when you lose all those sweet, polite little Canadian manners. Come on now, sweetheart, let Barrett go now, for me.”
Ilya was purring the words into Shane’s ear, his voice low and heated, until there was a sudden twitch in the hand that was wrapped in Barrett’s jersey; then, with no warning, Barrett was dropped unceremoniously onto the unforgiving ice. As soon as Shane let go, Ilya had tightened his hold on those full hips and was pulling Shane away from the bleeding, pathetic mess on the floor and into his chest, nestling that round, sweet ass against his half-hard cock. It was only the shreds of his self-control that were keeping him from doing something Shane would not like, at least not afterwards, when the embarrassment crept back in.
That did not stop him from turning Shane in his arms and backing his husband up into the side of the rink with a low growl.
“Do you know how hot that was? Hmm, do you, sweetheart? Because right now I am extremely close to bending you over right on centre ice.”
Shane’s eyes fluttered closed, and he moaned softly, which did not help Ilya’s resolve to stop this; neither did Shane winding his arms around Ilya’s waist and hauling him closer so Ilya could feel the fact that his husband was, in fact, getting hard in his pants.
For one brief moment, Ilya saw Shane actually consider it. There was that dizzyingly quick flash of heat in those gorgeous brown eyes, but then it was gone, and Shane was gripping him tight around his hips and moving them.
“Come on. Not here. Home, Ilyusha.”
If Ilya had gathered up Luca, got their bags and gear in the car faster, he wasn’t aware of it. He was, however, aware of the hand that was swirling random little patterns on his thigh as he drove, careful to keep as close to the speed limit as his cock would allow.
 
Before Ilya could throw his husband over his shoulder and carry him away, he was forced to act totally normal when Yuna greeted them and informed them both that Levi had been quiet but settled for the afternoon and had fallen asleep watching Finding Nemo with David, who had carried him to bed not 15 minutes ago.
Ilya left Shane discussing the next few days with Yuna as he padded silently to check on Lyovushka, who was indeed asleep under his covers, the plush shark he had gotten from the aquarium under one arm and the golden retriever dog that Ilya himself had gotten when they first had taken him in. Ilya brushed a gentle finger over the peacefully sleeping face and leaned down to resettle the duvet up a touch higher as he pressed a kiss to the top of the sleeping head.
He sensed Shane come up behind him; even though his husband’s light, balanced steps made no noise in the thick carpet, he leaned back into the strong, warm body as Shane wrapped his arms around his chest and snuggled into his back.
“Mom said he’s been tired all day. If it continues more than a day or so, we will have to get him checked. He is still so small.”
Ilya ran his fingers over the tanned skin of the forearms that were tight around his waist. It was true, Lyovushka was still small, but he was looking much better weight-wise. Ilya suspected that the emotional turmoil of that morning had just been too much for his system to cope with, but he did agree that they would take him if it didn’t fade after another day.
Although Ilya remembered many hazy, exhausted days when he had been barely older, after his Mama was gone, he did also understand that his body hadn’t been underweight, starved and burnt.
That would have made his ability to be the best at hockey suffer, and his father would not have risked that; it was too important to brag about, too important to use to control Ilya. It would have cost his father more than it was worth to starve him.
“Da, still small, but he’s getting better, Lyubimyy. Sleep is good; he is putting on weight steadily. We are doing okay.”
He felt Shane nuzzle into his shoulder blades and let out a worried sigh.
“Are we, though?”
Ahh, this was where this doubt was stemming from. Nyet. Ilya was not having this; Shane was not allowed to spiral into self-doubt and worry just because he had cut his hair. It hadn’t even been anyone’s fault, not really.
“Da. Yes. Lyubimyy, we are. I promise you. Lyovushka is much safer, better cared for and loved. Take it from me, sweetheart, that is worth more than anything to a child.”
Carefully, Ilya turned in Shane’s arms and wrapped his smaller husband up in his own; the best way to halt this kind of spiral was to take Shane out of his head, and Ilya knew exactly how to do that.
 
Although he didn’t get to throw Shane over his shoulder, he did manage to manhandle him into their bedroom and hook his hands under those tantalising gym pants that were barely containing massive thighs. Ilya pressed his weight into Shane’s hips, using both his own strength and the door to keep Shane up and nestled right on top of his straining cock.
“Fuck, Shane.”
Ilya felt Shane’s legs pull him closer; they both moaned at the friction as Shane rolled his hips down to rub along Ilya’s length. Now Ilya was half tempted to fuck Shane against the door, but he was also very aware that Shane was both still sore from this morning and from practice.
He forced Shane’s mouth open with his thumb as he caressed the deliciously strong muscles in his husband’s neck, following it with his tongue as Shane mewled and arched up, his socked feet crossed and tight around Ilya’s waist.
Without breaking the kiss, Ilya pulled them away from the door; he gripped the span of each thigh and carried Shane to the bed, not once parting their mouths as Shane nipped at him and sucked on his bottom lip to soothe the sting of his own creation.
Mindful of the position, Ilya dropped Shane to the bed and followed him down, still kissing him. Honestly, Ilya wanted to devour him: the way Shane had looked, how fast he had moved, the play of those impressive shoulders and biceps when his husband had swung his fist, a textbook-perfect hit. Never mind the power behind it.
In fact, as Ilya divested each of them of their clothes, he traced his mouth along each arm, where he paused to lap at a juicy-looking spot right on the meat of Shane’s bicep. Before Shane could stop him, Ilya had sunk his teeth into the muscle and was worrying the skin to make sure a perfect impression of his teeth was left in the arm that Shane had used to hold Barrett up one-handed.
“So fucking hot. Do you know what that did to me, Lyubimyy? Seeing you hold that asshole up one fucking handed.”
Shane hissed, and suddenly he was being flipped over. His back hit the bed with a thump, and his wrists were hauled up above his head as Shane settled over him. Those massive thighs braced either side of his hips as the heavy, warm weight of his husband rubbed up the length of his rock-hard cock. A low half growl, half groan was torn out of his throat as Shane reached a hand down and suddenly cool lube was spread over his throbbing length, and Ilya had to strain against the hand holding his wrists down.
He only broke free because Shane was using one hand, not two, but he didn’t try to stop him; instead, Ilya took handfuls of that plush, glorious ass and ground up so strongly that Shane had to grip onto his flanks with his legs to not be unseated.
“Ilyusha, no. Let me …”
Shane was panting now, and Ilya wasn’t much better.
Ilya tried; he really did, but Shane was irresistible, and his cock was throbbing under Shane’s delicious weight. Ilya managed to hold still a few moments longer, but not when Shane lifted himself up onto his knees, took hold of the base of Ilya’s cock and then sank down onto the length with his eyes closed and his head thrown back in utter bliss.
He had known that Shane would still be open from this morning; he had been sat with the plug in for hours after, but knowing it in the back of his head and feeling the way Shane’s body gave around him, the way it was just enough but not really, as Shane’s powerful thighs trembled under the force of control his husband was using to lower himself onto the full, thick length of Ilya’s cock.
The desperate, rough moan that Ilya let out sounded disgraceful even to his ears as he shifted up a little higher on the pillows, his gaze glued to where his cock was being swallowed by that perfect ass. The way Shane was quivering, his thigh muscles tensed and taking all of his weight. The lewd, beautiful way Shane’s entrance was taut around his girth had Ilya digging his fingers into those hips tight enough that there were definitely going to be fresh bruises by the morning.
“Shane. Lyubimyy …”
The whine was a beg; Ilya was well aware of it, as was Shane, but he was getting desperate. Shane was tiring, and he was sore, but Ilya wouldn’t take over until he was given permission. That, however, did not mean he was above begging; he was not.
As Shane finally settled his lap fully, Ilya surged up and moved his legs so they were crossed under Shane, helping to support him on his cock, as he rolled his hips up into a steady grind. With the weight of Shane across his lap, all heavy and warm, the angle of his cock was deep and pressing right up against his prostate. Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane’s back and caressed one huge thigh as he helped to lift Shane in time with his own thrusts.
“That is it, let me help, sweetheart.”
He lifted Shane a bit higher and shifted his legs to get more leverage, which enabled him to thrust harder; he was close. Shane was keening softly and panting, his eyes closed and head thrown back as Ilya now controlled both their movements. He would make Shane come first; Ilya ducked his head and took one erect nipple into his mouth, and he fastened his teeth carefully around the bud and tugged in time with a powerful roll of his hips.
Shane’s spine arched; he tightened around Ilya, and the hand in his hair gave a vicious little twist as Shane’s cock pulsed and coated both of their stomachs in hot, wet strings of come. Ilya snapped his hips up and switched sides, lavishing his attention on the other nipple as he held Shane still on his lap and fucked him through his orgasm, his own crashing through his veins as Shane locked his thighs around Ilya’s body and used his hold on his curls to tug his head back and expose the pale, mole-dotted skin of his neck. Ilya felt his cock give an extra, hopeful throb at the sudden sting of Shane leaning down and sinking his teeth into the base of Ilya’s neck.
Ilya groaned low at the pleasure still sparking through him as Shane drew back and lapped at the stinging mark. His shoulders were also throbbing slightly where Shane’s strong fingernails had dug into his muscles for both balance and as he lost himself.
As Ilya felt Shane nestle into his chest and stop making the bite darker, he snaked both arms around the sweaty, muscular back and held his husband close.
“Easy, I have you.”
Careful as he pulled out, he hushed the sad little whine of protest even as Shane winced. Ilya was not surprised that his husband was sore; today had been too much, really, but he was only human; he wasn’t exactly going to refuse when Shane had climbed on him, even if he did know he should have at least switched their positions to one less hard on Shane.
A bath was needed. Shane needed to soak and relax, at least for a bit, but Ilya could see the tiredness creeping in, so he lifted Shane, just enough to slither out and go and set the water running. By the time he was happy with the temperature, the mixture of oils, soaps and salts that Shane preferred, and had set the shower to rinse them both off first, Shane was already half asleep. Ilya ran the back of his hand down Shane’s cheek and softly caressed his jaw as he leaned down to gather the smaller man into his arms.
“Be done soon, sweetheart, then we can sleep.”
Shane made a sleepy, grumpy little snuffle and opened his eyes to kitten-glare up at Ilya.
“Not sleep yet; need to check on the boys after.”
Ilya chuckled at the adorably cute kitten glare but didn’t argue; he would, however, go and check on the boys while he let Shane soak for a few minutes.
“I will go check while you soak for a bit, then I will join you, deal, Lyubimyy?”
Ilya kept hold of Shane as he quickly rinsed them both off. Shane would still not get into a dirty bath, but he did reach up and sweetly kiss Ilya in thanks as he scooped him back up and gently deposited his now cleaner husband into the steaming hot bath.
He kissed him, letting their mouths just rest together for a few moments as Shane relaxed at the warmth and the pain relief in the water. Ilya got up from where he had been kneeling next to the bath and ran a hand through Shane’s shorter hair.
“Will go check on the boys, be right back.”
One sleepy brown eye opened and caught Ilya’s as he pulled a pair of sweats back on, just for going out of their room.
“Adrien too, you went hard on them, Ilyusha. I gave Luca some of my muscle relaxant, so that should help.”
Ilya had to smile, knowing the expression on his own face was way too sappy, but not caring as he rubbed Shane’s foot as he passed.
“Of course you did, sweetheart.”
His husband was far too soft for his own good; even if Ilya would never say that out loud, he did not want to sleep on the sofa, thank you very much. Lyovushka was still sound asleep and looked a bit less exhausted than that afternoon. Ilya tucked him in and pressed a soft kiss to his forehead when he heard the whispered murmur of “Otousan” as he smoothed his large palm gently down the arm that had escaped the covers.
With very careful movements, not wanting to wake the sleeping child, Ilya eased the arm and its accompanying plushie shark back under the covers and watched for a moment as Lyovushka settled again into a deep sleep. He got cold easily, still being thin and not having any body fat like a child should.
“Goodnight, Lyovushka; sleep well.”
Despite the fact that he was still mad at Adrien, Ilya did knock softly on the door to Lukasha’s room; there was no answer, and Ilya let out a low sigh as he cracked the door open. Even from where he was standing, he could see the combined forms tangled together in the middle of Luca’s bed. Adrien was clearly wrapped around the smaller form of Lukasha as they slept.
Shane was sitting up and waiting when he padded back into the bathroom. A hand reached out for him, and Ilya was more than happy to sink into the water behind Shane for a few minutes. His longer legs bracketed Shane in, and Ilya was pleased to have Shane in his arms again, even if he had only been gone for a few minutes. He rested his head in the juncture of Shane’s neck as he stroked his hands softly over Shane’s smooth skin.
“All okay; they are asleep, sweetheart.”
The water cooled quickly, and Ilya was soon ushering Shane out and wrapping him in one of his favoured fluffy towels. Ilya had mastered the art of getting them both settled after a long day, and it didn’t take him long. Soon he had Shane curled up against his chest with his arms around his husband as they both settled down. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s shoulder and dropped a hand to lay over that patch of skin at Shane’s lower belly, flat and smooth again now, but they both still fell asleep with Ilya’s hand snug and warm over the slightly sore muscles. Ilya would enjoy watching Shane stretch all the lingering soreness out in the morning, after all, even if maybe the shorts were put away for a few days, at least until the next game was over.
 
Coach had not been amused with the report of the incident from both Terry and Ilya about yesterday, and had proceeded to make his annoyance known in the gym. Towards all of them. Ilya had grumbled about it but still turned to his despondent and mostly sulking team; he clapped his hands together and then pointed at Cliff, Adrien, Zane, Reece and Nick.
“You lot with me, everyone else with Shane. 15 minutes, then we switch.”
Ilya kept an eye on Shane, but his husband was moving as fluidly and gracefully as always, outperforming everyone else with an ease that should be ridiculous but instead was just hot. LeClaire kept snapping out changes in pace, for them to switch activity and to target anyone going too slow for his liking; the bark in his voice made Ilya wince a little. He had rarely heard their Coach sound like this in all his years as a Boston Bear.
Only when the Bears’ GM appeared at the door and beckoned Coach over did the atmosphere lighten a little. Ilya watched as the Rookies all flopped to the floor in a pile at Shane’s feet and began to whine like needy puppies.
That was until Luca wandered over and was instantly tucked into Shane’s side, and the three whining Cubs on the floor went quiet, all with pouts on their faces. Cliff chuckled next to him on the bench as they watched Ethan and Reece heckle Adrien for the way those grey eyes never left Luca, and for the rather noticeably fresh hickey on Adrien’s neck that his gym tank was doing nothing to hide.
Ilya turned to Cliff and cast a narrow-eyed glance between his best friend and Victor, who was now standing, chatting and stretching with Shane and Lukasha. He caught the ever-so-slight hesitation when Victor went to bend into a more complex pose, and turned a smirk onto Cliff.
“Hey Cliff, something you want to share? Hmm?”
Coffee-coloured eyes glowed brightly as the bigger man looked away, a faint blush under the dark, neat stubble, but Cliff couldn’t hide the pleased, love-struck grin as he looked over to Victor, and the way Shane had also noticed and adjusted the stance. Ilya spotted the change in routine straight away; Shane had switched them to one of his own morning routines that helped ease any lingering ache from their rather vigorous activities the night before.
Not too gently, Ilya dug his elbow into Cliff’s side and nodded to where Shane was now leading an improvised yoga class and teased his friend a little.
“Shane has clocked Victor. Just so you know, he just switched them to one of his own routines for if we get too carried away on a game night.”
Cliff buried his face in his hands and made a low, embarrassed noise that had Ilya both laughing and clapping his friend on the back as he got them all moving again. Shane knew what he was doing, and Ilya trusted his husband to sort poor Victor out.
When one of the assistant coaches came trotting through and handed Shane a slip of paper with the rest of the workout instructions on it, Ilya knew that the meeting with Barrett had not gone well; no doubt he and Shane would be called in later for the next steps to be discussed, but Ilya was pretty fucking sure he had worked out what Troy Barrett’s problem was. The difficulty was going to be getting the man to let them in. Like, at all, because right now Barrett had everything locked and sealed up tight to hide from whatever hurt he was running desperately from.
By the time Shane had put them all through their paces, very possibly worse than Coach himself would have done, most of the team had escaped as soon as Ilya had called an end, all trying to get away from the terrifying figure of their Alternate Captain, but the core of their main lines stayed.
Cliff leaned down to call over to Ilya from where he was draped around Victor’s back. His own pale skin was decorated with some impressive teeth marks that made a few of them look admiringly at the handsome, golden-eyed wingers for a few moments when Cliff had pulled off his light sleeveless hoodie after Shane had told him he wasn’t going fast enough.
 
The whole thing had started because Cliff muttered to Ilya, after Shane had commented that Cliff wasn’t going fast enough, that Shane had bulked up so much recently that he was surprised Ilya would be able to carry him anymore. Since he himself now had first-hand experience of carrying a man somewhere around the same size and weight as Shane.
Ilya had laughed at him and rolled his massive shoulders and pointed at Cliff’s own huge figure.
“Nah, Cliff, you just need to up your lifting game; it’s easy if you know how to do it. Shane is perfect at being picked up, knows exactly how to hold himself.”
Cliff was giving Ilya a puzzled look even as Ilya sensed his husband approach.
“Well, Cliff, I will take that bet; let’s see if your money is where your mouth is.”
Shane had him, hook, line and sinker. Ilya almost groaned at how easy it was; his poor best friend never stood a fucking chance. Of course, as soon as the rest of them cottoned on, it had quickly turned into a competition.
They lined up on the yoga mats by the wall in their pairs. The three couples, and then Ethan made Reece partner with him, not wanting to be left out, which had sparked the ‘work wives’ to join in too. Zane and Wyatt had laughed and joined in, as had Nick and Evan; both burly defencemen looked a little concerned, but more to make sure that no one was standing too close, just in case. Ilya counted them all in, and all the ones being lifted were hooked under the thighs and hoisted up against the wall. Shane had instantly wrapped his legs in their usual position and settled, his weight nicely secure and balanced. The thing was that Shane helped in this position; it wasn’t just Ilya doing all the work, and that would be the others’ downfall.
Adrien had it the easiest, in terms of size and weight; Lukasha was the smallest of the bottoms, which was somehow the way the teams were arranged. But while Luca was the lightest, he wasn’t used to holding himself up like that. Ilya glanced around and easily clocked that most were going to be out pretty quickly.
Victor clearly had the core strength, but he was a large, tall and heavy man that Cliff wasn’t yet used to lifting; they would both get there, but they needed practice.
6 minutes in, Zane and Wyatt both fell over. It was like watching two huge trees fall but in slow motion. The pair tumbled gracelessly to the mats and lay there for a moment to try and catch their breath until they had to scramble out of the way as Ethan and Reece almost landed on their heads; the Rookies were sniggering so much that they had tears rolling down their faces.
“Oi, watch it, Cubs!”
Zane threw his water bottle at them, and they both fell over each other trying to avoid it and got smacked in the head, which made the rest of them laugh.
“Sorry! But Reece has got shit balance; it was his fault.”
Shane lifted his head from where he had laid it down on top of Ilya’s, only to eye them all and roll his lovely, deep brown eyes.
“All of you have shit balance, but that’s not your only issue.”
Then he promptly put his head back down and closed his eyes. Ilya shifted him a little higher and smirked at them all, not even breathing heavily as the remaining pairs began to topple like skittles. He pressed a kiss to Shane’s neck and felt the soft purr he got in response as Shane adjusted his prettily crossed ankles and ignored them all.
Of course Ilya could hold Shane forever like this, or at least it looked like forever next to the rest of them. So they all fell, one by one. Nick and Evan were next. The two lasted about 8 minutes, Ilya had counted, which wasn’t bad considering they were the stockiest of them all, but Cliff was starting to strain. Ilya couldn’t help but laugh at the sweat that was beading on the bigger man’s face, but since Victor was the tallest of the bottoms, and Cliff hadn’t got his balance quite right, he admitted defeat as he lowered his partner much more gracefully back to his feet than the others had.
Ilya watched as Adrien adjusted his hold and kept a good balance, but Lukasha was tiring, and here was why they would lose: even if Adrien was capable of holding Luca up, it was Luca who didn’t yet have the core strength and the balance to help keep himself there.
Luca and Adrien came second. Adrien ended up letting Luca slide down softly to his feet and admitting defeat when both of them were trembling and almost falling over; then Lukasha pouted up at his boyfriend when they lost, but it was what Shane called a distinctly German pout, both sweet and utterly disappointed in your life choices.
Throughout it all, Shane was comfortably sitting there, legs beautifully wrapped around Ilya’s waist and his ankles crossed, watching them all from under his half-closed lashes; only Ilya could feel the utter smugness that was radiating from his highly competitive husband. Something which Cliff seemed to have forgotten, that was, until Shane lifted his head and looked directly at Cliff, still not moving and with Ilya barely showing any strain at all.
“Well, you all lost because, of course, this kind of position takes more than just Ilya’s strength; it takes mine too, and you all just assumed it was all Ilya.”
Ilya snorted and gracefully lowered Shane to the ground, where Shane proceeded to collect Luca and Victor and began to show them the stretches and holds they needed to work on to improve their core strength. Ethan and Reece had drifted over too and were sitting in Shane’s little circle when Coach came striding back in, took one look, and raised an eyebrow at Ilya. Only to shake his head and walk straight back out again. Ilya would go find him later and see what he actually wanted, but for now he was more invested in watching Shane teach an impromptu masterclass on the best yoga for sex.
Much to the mortification of the others, who were all sitting with him and Cliff as they watched, apparently interested despite the embarrassed looks on their faces.
“Good with your women too, you know.”
That had gotten him a few raised eyebrows, but Ilya just shrugged; he had never hidden his time with others from Shane. They hadn’t been exclusive then, and Ilya had used sex to cope since he was 14; he was well aware it hadn’t been healthy, but Shane had fixed that, just like his perfect husband had fixed most things he touched. Wonderful, amazing and all his.
The fact that Barrett hadn’t been brought back in wasn’t a good sign, but Ilya was more than happy to deal with that problem later; for now he was left to bite his lip to stifle a whine as Shane bent himself into a beautiful, supine arch that the others tried to copy, and his husband got up to go around and help correct them. Warm, bright eyes glowed as they flicked over to Ilya, and that soft, pleased smile was more than enough to light up Ilya’s whole chest in a bonfire of warmth, his whole being heady with adoration and love. He couldn’t tear his eyes away. Nor did he ever want to.
It looked like Troy Barrett was going to be a bigger problem than Ilya had hoped. All he could do now was keep his fingers crossed that Barrett had given Coach anything, some sort of sign or indication that he was prepared to work with them here. Despite his less-than-ideal start, Ilya actually had a good feeling about what was lurking under that metal-hard shell that Barrett was hiding behind, if only he could find a way to crack through it.
Ilya would do it. He was determined. Troy Barrett was meant to be a Boston Bear; he just didn’t know it yet.
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  Troy knew he was fucking everything up. It was like he opened his mouth, and the exact opposite of what was in his head came tumbling out instead. The whole mess had been a total fucking shit show from start to finish.
He would like to say it hadn’t been his fault, but that technically wasn’t the truth, or at least not all of it; some of the mess had very much been his fault. Troy knew he had been part of the problem; he had followed, he had let Dallas Kent dictate how he lived his life for far too long. Troy had known; he was not stupid. He had known Kent was a piece of shit, but he had not known just how much of a predator he was. But Troy had not done himself any favours by associating with him for so long, and Kent had such tight control over the team that no one went against him.
Troy was not brave. Well, he was, when he was on the ice, but the moment he removed his pads and his skates, it was like all the bravery leeched out of his body and pooled under his feet, left behind on the ice. The whole situation with his ex-boyfriend Adrian de la Cruz had been proof that, even if the asshole had cheated on him, Troy had spent most of the two years they had been together terrified that they would get caught.
Hockey was not exactly the most accepting of sports.
Until it was.
Rozanov and Hollander. Never in a million years would Troy have pegged those two as gay. Neither had confirmed their sexuality, or at least he didn’t think so, but what they had done was publicly confirm their marriage.
Marriage. To each other. Like that was an option. Which now apparently it was. Troy was so fucking frazzled that he didn’t know which way was up anymore. So he had done the one thing that he had promised himself he wouldn’t; he had reverted to how Kent had taught him to act, to bully, to insult, to be a total asshole.
Which, of fucking course, had not made a good impression on any of his new teammates. The Boston fucking Bears. Of all the teams he could have been shipped off to, the one with the newly public and out queer players.
 
It was safe to say that Troy was pretty fucking miserable as he lay in bed, his face on fire with pain and his head feeling like he had the world’s worst hangover, but he couldn’t stay here. Coach LeClaire had informed him that he was required in his office at 9:30 while the rest of the team was in the gym training for the day.
Troy closed his eyes and sighed; the air escaped his lips in a long, loud exhale. He really didn’t want to move, but there was no choice in the matter; after all, he couldn’t afford this type of negative attention. He could not afford for the Bears to use the same line that Toronto had used on him.
“Toronto is under new management and does not want the toxicity within their team.”
Under new management, his ass. They just hadn’t wanted to deal with the further bad PR that Kent had cost them, and Troy had been caught up in it because he hadn’t been able to stomach what he had found out. So, maybe beating the shit out of Kent in the locker room hadn’t been his smartest move, but he just couldn’t take it anymore.
Not when he had found out the truth, the full, ugly, disgusting truth that Kent had hidden through a combination of bribery, blackmail and outright threats.
Dallas Kent had been grooming teenagers to fuck. Barely legal teenagers, trawling the puck bunny forums, the ones so obsessed with money that they would do anything. Some weren’t even legal when he had first contacted them, but that was not the worst of it. Troy had caught the cunt trying to groom a 16-year-old boy.
The kid had even agreed to meet him, had been sending Kent images that no 16-year-old should have been sending anyone. Troy had found out by accident. He had picked Kent’s phone up in the locker room after practice, thinking it was his; they were the same make and a similar model. Troy had been exhausted, pissed and still hungover from the night before, his heart still in shreds from what Adrian had pulled on him. So when he had seen the messages, seen the image thumbnail and the words that had accompanied it, he had seen red.
With the incriminating phone in his hand, Troy had turned on Kent as he came through the door, right in front of pretty much the whole team. Kent had paused, looked at the picture, then at Troy, then at the phone, and turned both ghostly white and purple with rage in the span of seconds.
Troy knew he had thrown the first punch; maybe he shouldn’t have done it with the phone still clasped in his fist, but at that point his brain hadn’t been online anymore. His rage and disgust, both at the piece of filth in front of him and at himself, had been firmly in the driver’s seat.
Both the phone and Kent’s cheekbone had fractured under the contact of Troy’s fist, but of course Kent hadn’t just stood there, even if Troy’s hit had knocked the bigger man back a few feet. The ensuing fight had resulted in injuries for both of them, but their teammates had pulled them apart before Troy could attempt to break more bones.
However, it hadn’t stopped the whole room from hearing what Troy had accused Kent of, not that it had fucking stuck, or at least not publicly. The bastard had far too many connections in high places and had gotten it all hushed up. Troy had not been that lucky. He had been collateral damage.
Which was how he had ended up shipped off to Boston without a second thought; he hadn’t even been able to protest, not really. After all, he had physically assaulted his own Captain and accused him of sexual assault and grooming in front of multiple witnesses.
Management had been less than pleased with both of them, but even though a few of the Toronto team had privately admitted to agreeing with Troy’s actions, Kent had still influenced the higher-ups to make Troy suffer as well.
 
Now it seemed Troy was managing that all on his own. He couldn’t even blame Kent for this mess; this time it had been all his own fucking fault. The worst thing of all was that Rozanov was one hundred per cent correct. Troy was so cripplingly jealous that he didn’t know where to put himself most days. They had it all. Each other, a fully supportive team, a Coach who wasn’t corrupt, and from all the things that Troy had seen, while Rozanov had no blood family left, the Hollanders seemed to treat their son-in-law exactly the same as their son. The Hollanders were in the family seats more often than not at home games, a young boy who was apparently their son with them; the kid certainly looked like the two of them.
Then there was the thoroughly confusing dynamic of the pair and the young Haas kid. Troy had never seen two people dote on a kid as much. He wasn’t even their kid. Except apparently he was. According to what Troy had picked up from the others, those willing to still try and talk to him anyway, Rozanov and Hollander had adopted the teenager.
Hollander had even told him as much. When he had made the entirely moronic decision to try and mouth off to his new Captain. Had called Rozanov some horrible slurs that he hadn’t even meant to slip out, but he had fallen back on the tried and true method that Kent had drilled into them all.
One moment he had been getting up in Rozanov’s face; the Russian was annoyingly tall up close, and Troy was not short, fuck off. The next he had been flat on his back on the ice, the heavy, seeping cold already worming its way into his practice clothes as the wind was knocked out of him. A blinding white pain across his face had his hands flying up to cover both the flash of agony and the sudden, abrupt gush of blood from his nose. Troy had tried to block the rapidly pooling crimson deluge while a furious form, a terrifying and snarling Shane Hollander, had stood over him like some sort of mythical grim reaper.
It had added insult to injury, both to his face and his pride, when Hollander had lifted him one-handed by his jersey. The shiver and pained whine that had escaped when the motion shook his injuries had distracted him; that was until Hollander had spoken. Only for Troy to freeze in abject terror at the low, hissed words Hollander had delivered. Troy had felt the blood drain from his face; he had been forced to lock his knees to prevent them from buckling under him. Even then, he had landed painfully on the ice when Hollander had let go.
Rozanov had come to his rescue, since it would appear that no one else was going to brave the icy rage that had been swirling in those dark eyes. Troy hadn’t had the wherewithal to save himself, so he had been grateful for Rozanov intervening; even if the resulting trip to the team doctor had been less than pleasant, the man had clearly already been briefed on Troy’s ‘attitude problem’ and had spent the entire time Troy was in there giving him a very disapproving look.
 
Troy had known, objectively, that he was being traded to a team that he could, in theory, come out to, if he was going to do it at all while playing in the NHL; being on the Bears was categorically the safest place. However, Troy was still torn up inside over Adrian. Not that he would ever, on pain of death, let the cheating, spineless bastard know the damage he had wreaked on Troy. The Boston Bears were not a trade down, especially as they now had both Rozanov and Hollander; it had given Troy a moment of darkly elated pleasure when it had been revealed that Kent was being sent to LV. The gutter scum of a team were welcome to the fucking bench stain that was Dallas Kent; he would be right at home.
The issue was, he had eyes, okay. Troy was well aware that both men were stupidly attractive, unfairly model-worthy good looks the pair of them; the funny thing was, pretty much the whole fucking team was good-looking, not that Troy himself was a troll. However, for a few years now, Troy had been harbouring a very slight crush on Hollander. Rozanov was stunning, fucking massive and sculpted as if someone had brought a Greek god statue to life and accidentally given it three men’s worth of fucking penis.
Rozanov didn’t know the meaning of the word shame. The man had no concept of nakedness, even by normal locker room standards; this whole crazy-ass team had started to copy him. Troy knew for a fact some of them had not acted like this before. Yet they were all comfortable, too fucking comfortable with each other. There was a line in normal locker rooms, or at least there had been in the ones Troy had been part of, yet not this one.
It hadn’t been like they had made any effort to fucking hide it. Troy had walked in on his first day to find St-Simone sitting across the massive lap of Marlow, the huge winger’s dinner-plate-sized hands snug around the smaller man’s waist as he shot rapid-fire French at Hollander. Rozanov was plastered all over the dark-haired man’s back, like he was trying to burrow under his husband’s skin and live there.
Troy had turned quickly away, jealousy burning through his veins like lava, only to be met with the cutest fucking sight he had ever seen. Two of the rookies, one who looked about 16, for fuck’s sake, were nestled in the corner with the blond’s head on the taller kid’s shoulder; the two looked like a pair of kittens that had been forcibly awoken and were trying desperately to fight off falling back to sleep. The rest of the team weren’t much better; they had all been told off by Coach when he caught them arguing over who was the better ‘work wife’ … they were married to women. Troy was half convinced that he had fallen into an alternate dimension and his body was in a coma somewhere after a hit on the ice. That was the most logical explanation for this crazy-ass team.
Everywhere he turned, they were all touching each other. Troy had spent the first few days plastered to the nearest wall, attempting not to make eye contact with anyone. Not that that had stopped him from letting his confusion, fear and misery boil over on the ice. Troy was well aware that snapping at the kid had not been smart, and in Haas’s defence, the kid was a damn good centre for a rookie; it was just that Troy was existing on caffeine, wretchedness and self-hatred right now. Although Troy knew all this, and was not as stupid as he was currently acting, it hadn’t helped in the end; it seemed the universe was thoroughly determined to shit on him from a great height.
 
Just because Troy was self-aware enough to know that he was spiralling did not mean he had any healthy sort of coping method; in fact, his only solution seemed to be getting blindingly drunk whenever he could afford to, what with their game schedules, and throwing himself at fight after fight with his new teammates, who already had more than enough reason to be wary of him. All he was doing was throwing fuel on the fire and lighting the matches, over and over again.
Coach LeClaire had wasted no time at all in requesting, read, bodily hauling his ass into the office the next morning to discuss the incident from the day before. The office was not empty when he dragged his aching body into the bright, clean space. The Bears’ GM, Patrick Webber, was standing beside LeClaire’s desk as he entered, and he all but sank down into the chair that was clearly waiting for him.
For a few tense moments, no one spoke. Then the pleasant, polite question came from Webber by the desk, his glasses fixed on Troy’s bruised and swollen face.
“Barrett, can you explain your side of yesterday’s events, please?”
Not that Troy hadn’t expected them to ask; of course they would, but honestly, he had no defence, and most likely both men knew it.
“We had a slight disagreement; it got heated. Won’t happen again.”
Troy watched as LeClaire’s eyebrows rose at his gruff answer, but it was true; at least on his end, there was no fucking way he was inciting Hollander’s wrath again. His face would recover this time, but it would not hold up to a second hit like that.
His attention shifted as Webber stepped forward and looked down at him from behind his glasses, disapproval and a touch of annoyance on his face as he crossed his arms and tapped a finger against the opposite arm.
“No, it won’t, Barrett. Look, we weren’t exactly pleased with taking you on, considering the circumstances of your move and the nature of our team, but it was actually the Captain who said to give you a chance. Just so you know.”
Troy glanced up between the two older men. He could feel the look of shock on his face, but he couldn’t quite wrestle it back in, not when holding his usual blank, uninterested expression was rather ruined by how much pain he was in and how it pulled at the bruises.
The taller man leaned forward and locked his gaze onto Troy’s. The temperature in the room seemed to drop a couple of degrees as his Coach stepped into Troy’s space and looked down at him. Troy had to tip his head back slightly to keep the eye contact. Apparently it was his turn to tear into Troy now.
“Your cap hit is 7 million dollars. Right now, I am looking at the paperwork to terminate your contract for material breach. Give me one reason I shouldn’t press send.”
Instinctively, Troy’s first response was to try to normalise his behaviour, because in Toronto, everyone did it; he hadn’t said anything that wasn’t thrown about all the time in locker rooms and on the ice. Except not here; it was not a secret that the Bears just were not like the rest of the teams.
But he couldn’t make the words come out; instead, he hung his head and broke eye contact.
However, Coach was not finished; Troy’s head snapped back up at the cold tone in LeClaire’s voice as the man’s eyes bored into his own.
“I don’t give a damn about how Toronto did things, Barrett. They missed the playoffs three years straight, and their culture is a fucking rotten corpse. You are in our house now. You are not stupid; you knew where you were being traded to.”
The man let out a low, quiet sigh and exchanged a glance with the woman from HR in the corner, where she was typing away on her tablet.
“You’re lucky it was Shane who caught you out there and not me. He gave you that impressive nose and a split lip. If it were up to HR, you’d be suspended without pay before the Zamboni finished the ice.”
Troy shivered. This was nothing like his old team; he was coming to the startling realisation that maybe, just maybe, he really had been protected by his connection to Kent. He tried a feeble protest that sounded weak and pathetic to his own ears, not just because his voice was still nasal and cracked from the swelling around his nose.
“It was a misunderstanding. The Captain was getting in my space, and I just used a word. Everyone uses …”
The glare LeClaire levelled at him could have curdled milk.
“It was hockey. Now it’s our locker room. You targeted Shane first, then when that didn’t work you strolled straight past him, your Alternate, I might add, to the guy wearing the ‘C’, who you should have at least respected as that, then you proceeded to insult your Captain, you insulted his husband, and you insulted over half my fucking team who are part of our community. Then, for shits and fucking giggles, you went and stomped all over every single person on my bench who respects them, loves them and would gladly see your bones broken. You think the boys are gonna block shots for you out there? You think anyone is dropping the gloves to protect you when you get hit? You’re a ghost on that ice right now. You are alone, Barrett.”
Troy sank lower into his seat. Shame burned heavy in his gut, roiling and hot like he was going to be sick; the bile crawled up the back of his throat as he turned away, unable to meet those furious, disappointed eyes.
 
Webber leaned back on the desk, and his eyes bored into Troy from behind those lenses. His face was set into a firm, unforgiving line.
“Here is how this goes. You are going to sign the code of conduct addendum HR is passing you. You are going to apologise to the Captain and the Alternate tomorrow morning at 08:00. And if I hear so much as a whisper of that garbage out of your mouth again, on the ice, in the hotel, or on a private text thread, I will bury your contract so deep in the minors you’ll need a map to find the AHL.”
Webber reached over and slid a single sheet of formal-looking paper across the desk to position it in front of Troy’s chair.
“Sign it. Or start packing, Troy.”
For a moment, silence blanketed the room; three sets of eyes glowered down at him as he leaned forward and took hold of the pen that lay innocently across the crisp white paper. Troy stared at the sheet, swallowed hard, and then signed his name with a tense, jerky motion. He slowly slid the pen and the document back across the desk to Webber.
Webber straightened and scooped up the paper; Troy watched as his glasses flashed in the light while he reviewed the signature and placed it on top of an innocuous folder that sat on LeClaire’s desk. With a quick, graceful flick of his wrist, Webber countersigned the document. He capped his own pen with a sharp click and stood up.
“We’re done here.”
Slowly, Troy got to his feet and risked a glance at the still stone-faced LeClaire.
“Look, Coach, about practice today …”
 
LeClaire didn’t even blink, his mouth set into a furiously tight line as he cast his gaze over Troy’s swollen face and the blooming bruises that decorated his nose and cheekbones. Every shallow breath Troy took tasted like old copper and sent a sharp, throbbing heat straight up between his eyes.
LeClaire shook his head and scowled harder at him.
“You don’t touch the ice today or tomorrow. You’re going straight to Terry. Get that nose looked at again. Once he has cleared you, then, and only then, can you get back out. For today you go home; tomorrow, however, you sit, you watch, you learn, Barrett. Your attitude will not fly here, and to move forward you must adapt.”
The HR woman stood, the sharp rustle of her folder sounding incredibly loud in the small office. She smoothed out her neat trouser suit, looking down at Troy with the cold detachment of an executioner. “I will email your agent the details of your mandatory sensitivity and workplace conduct training by 5:00 PM. Your first session is Tuesday morning. If you miss it, you are suspended without pay.”
Fuck, this was so fucking embarrassing. Troy felt like a child caught throwing a tantrum in the schoolyard. He knew this transfer was going to be hard, but for some unfathomable reason he seemed determined to make it a thousand times worse for himself at every turn.
“Understood.”
He mumbled the word, looking at the floor, unable to meet anyone’s gaze now. He just wanted to scurry home, lock the door, and lick his wounds in peace.
Webber gathered his papers into the folder and moved towards the door. As he drew level with Troy, he paused, looking over his glasses with a softer, almost pitying sigh this time.
“Look, Troy, you have a massive hole to dig yourself out of with that locker room, and nobody is handing you a shovel. Tomorrow morning at 08:00, you apologise to the leadership group. You don’t explain, you don’t justify, you just apologise. As sincerely as you possibly can, and pray that Ilya or Shane will take pity on you, because if they don’t, the rest of their team will follow. I can promise you that. Then you keep your mouth shut, try and make amends, and you work your arse off.”
Webber continued to the door and pulled it open, the low hum of the corridor filtering in. He gestured at Troy to leave, and honestly, Troy did not need telling twice.
“Go home, Troy. We’ll see if you’re worth keeping around in the morning.”
LeClaire’s voice dropped its sharp edge but remained dead serious.
Troy hesitated just for a fraction of a second, then he walked out, keeping his eyes down and his shoulders hunched to hide the Bears logo on his gear.
 
Jon LeClaire’s POV
Behind Troy, the door shut with a resounding, definitive click.
The room was silent for a moment, the air still smelling faintly of sweat and the clinical tang of the ice pack Troy had been holding. Webber let out a heavy, put-upon sigh and pulled his glasses off his face to rub his temples, the obvious signs of an impending headache.
“Let Ilya and Shane know it’s handled; we don’t want this impacting the next game if we can help it. I really thought he would do better than this, Jon.”
Jon finally let his face show his frustration now that Troy had left. He sank down into his chair, looking up at his friend.
“So did I, Patrick. It isn’t like it is a secret what type of team we are; that sort of behaviour has never been acceptable, not since I became Head Coach or since Ilya took over as Captain.”
Patrick patted Jon’s shoulder in both solidarity and comfort, heading out of the office with the paperwork gripped in his hand.
Left alone, Jon resisted the urge to let his head thump straight down onto his desk. He had known taking Barrett was going to cause issues; of course he had, but honestly, he had thought the idiot was smarter than this.
He had never been keen on accepting the trade for Barrett in the first place. In his opinion, the young man was very much the embodiment of all the toxic, old-school garbage they were trying to scrub out of hockey culture. He had been expecting something like this to happen, even if he had been keeping his fingers crossed that Barrett would show a bit more intelligence than he currently was.
What was the idiot fucking thinking, going after Shane of all people?
Jon tossed a pen onto his desk in agitation, watching it skitter across the wood. What did Barrett think was going to happen on this team? It wasn’t like they had hidden the changes; the Bears were all over the media for their progressive locker room, and they were currently the most popular and profitable they had ever been. Barrett’s old-school bullying routine was actively bad for business.
A sigh forced its way out of Jon’s chest as he reached for his phone. He unlocked it to text Ilya, already anticipating the reply. The man would be so fucking smug about all this, and Jon was well aware that Shane would still be simmering in that terrifyingly silent, ice-cold fury. It was the kind of anger that was far worse than any loud, raging profanities. Jon had seen Shane look at opponents on the ice with that exact expression, and it usually ended with someone being carried off.
Barrett was going to have his work cut out there. A rather darkly pleased grin flashed across Jon’s face at the thought. Even if Barrett managed to win Ilya over, he would have to really earn it for Shane to soften, and Jon was going to back his Alternate up to the hilt.
If Troy Barrett wanted to be a real part of this team, and Jon did mean a real part, not just a ghost or something temporary, then he was going to have to pull his head out of his arse and work for it; that was if the man survived the trial of Shane Hollander-Rozanov, anyway. Jon typed out the text, his eyes narrowing at the screen. He would be watching.
 
Troy’s POV
The journey home was not a fun one. His head hurt, and his nose throbbed in time with his heartbeat as the painkillers wore off, but he had maxed out his dose for today, so he was in for a pretty shitty night, and he knew it. That black, gaping hole in his gut was still churning and roiling with a nasty mixture of guilt, sadness and anger, even if the anger was aimed at both Adrian and more than a bit at himself. He hated himself for missing him. Adrian did not deserve his time or his longing anymore; still, that didn’t stop it from hurting.
As soon as he was home, he threw himself onto the sofa and closed his eyes. He closed them against the waves of pain, both physical and emotional. That stipulation about an apology had been a shit thing to force on him; he knew it, Coach knew it, and so obviously did the woman from HR and the GM. Troy had never had to apologise like this before; he had no fucking clue what he was doing, but he was going to try, and he was determined to work his ass off as soon as Coach let him back on the ice.
He had almost drifted off when his stomach let out a growl of protest at its emptiness; with a weary, heavy sigh, Troy heaved himself out of his comfy pit of misery and padded into his kitchen area. Upon opening the fridge, he managed to scrounge up some leftover pasta that just needed heating, since he was feeling drained and wrung out; he didn’t have the energy for anything more. He stood at the counter to eat, not even bothering with a plate; he really just wanted to sleep, but as he was finishing the last few mouthfuls, he was mindlessly scrolling on his phone, only to hit a new post from Adrian’s personal account.
There were pictures. Troy knew he shouldn’t look, but he couldn’t help it. He abandoned his last few forkfuls as he swiped through them, sappy, touristy photos that Troy would have pulled a grumpy face at but secretly loved, the deep, searing pain growing with every swipe. Until he got to the last one, which was a cheesy sunset photo, but this one had a caption, unlike the others.
 
‘So happy to be here with the love of my life @Justin Green. Seeing the beautiful Hawaiian coast has always been something I wanted to share with the one who holds my heart … ❤️’
 
It was like he had just taken a puck full force to his stomach. Hawaii. That had been their thing, the only thing, in fact, they had ever made plans about, and yet that bastard had taken Green. Even the comment was a sly dig at him. Troy threw his phone down on the countertop and turned to the cupboard where he had stashed his ever-increasing amount of alcohol, bought just to get as drunk as possible for the lowest price. He wasn’t drinking for the taste, after all; he was drinking for the act of getting drunk and forgetting, for numbing the pain and for just a small while not feeling like he was drowning and the surface was nowhere in sight.
He at least had the foresight to take the bottle to bed with him. After last time, he was not passing out on the sofa; it would cause even more pain in his neck and face than he already had. The last coherent thought that Troy had as he started throwing back glasses of the disgusting-tasting vodka was that if Adrian or his father could see him now, all he would be doing was proving them right. All that thought did was make him drink faster; the foggy, buzzed feeling was already starting to blur his thoughts, his pain, into the liquid emptiness of the bottle.
 
Troy dragged himself in early the next morning. Coach had said he needed to apologise at 8:00 am, which was earlier than most of the team would be in, but everyone knew that Rozanov and Hollander were always in earlier than everyone else. Troy had learned that if Hollander was in the building, then so was Haas; the kid was very rarely more than three feet away from the dark-haired man off the ice.
That did not mean he was really in a condition to move much right now; he felt like the world was spinning if he moved too fast, and the thought of food made him want to violently throw up. He had already emptied his stomach when he had pretty much fallen out of bed earlier; at least he had made it to his bathroom, but Troy hated throwing up, hated it with a fucking passion. It was gross, and it left him feeling weak and shaky for hours after. He knew better than this, and yet between the pain in his nose and the blow his heart had taken last night, the full bottle of Smirnoff had been too tempting to ignore. He had picked up about six of them the other day on his way home, and they tasted shite, but they worked. Troy was pretty sure he was never touching a vanilla-flavoured one again, though; it had tasted like something a rat had pissed out. Not that he had cared after half the bottle had gone.
The result was that Troy had a raging migraine and the feeling that someone was smashing his head in from behind his eyes, but he was here. He had shown up.
As Troy slunk into the locker room, he could hear the low, deep tones of Rozanov rumbling through the quiet space. It was usually much noisier in the locker room, but this early, with only a few of them, it was almost peaceful; well, that was until Haas caught sight of him lingering in the doorway. Rozanov and Hollander were sitting next to each other, their thighs pressed together, one massive arm wrapped tightly around Hollander’s waist.
Haas stood slowly from where he was sitting in his own cubby; he had been leaning over to the space next to him where LaPointe was standing, his back to the door. Hollander’s dark, dark eyes snapped to him when Haas froze. There was something in those eyes that was pretty fucking terrifying as Hollander rose, his steady, balanced stance already on the defensive as he reached out to Haas. The smaller blond instantly pressed himself into Hollander’s side while Rozanov stayed seated, eyes ever watchful.
Carefully, Troy moved into the centre of the room; those eyes tracked his movement, like some sort of lioness eyeing up its next foolish prey. He knew his face looked raw; the swelling had gone down after all the ice he put on it last night, but the bruising had already started to come out spectacularly under his eye sockets and around his nose. The urge to reach up and rub at his nose was tickling in the back of his brain, but he wouldn’t, because that would definitely hurt.
A movement in the doorway made Troy glance over his shoulder. LeClaire had appeared like a ghost while Troy had been focused on that look in Hollander’s eyes. LeClaire was now standing just inside the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest, just watching. As he noticed Troy’s gaze, LeClaire raised one eyebrow and made a ‘go on’ gesture with his hand. Well, Troy was getting no help from that quarter, then. As he tried to meet Rozanov’s gaze, Hollander moved.
The man was now standing firmly between Troy and the other three men. Hollander seemed somehow to draw himself up, expand his shoulders and plant his thick, muscular legs shoulder-width apart. There was no warmth there, not even a flicker, not that Troy had been expecting anything, but to see the pair of them with all their defences up, concrete walls slammed into place, and the flash of fear in Haas’s eyes- yeah, that did not feel good. In fact, all it did was add to the huge, yawning pit of blackness that was slowly consuming him from the inside.
Troy gave himself a mental shake, then a slap when the shake proved ineffective. It was time; he did not want to be this person anymore. He had a chance here; if there was any fucking team where it was safe to be gay, then it was this one, but first Troy needed to find his balls and take the first fucking step.
He cleared his throat, his voice slightly nasal and raspy from his swollen nose as he stumbled over where to start.
“I, uh … I wanted to address what happened after practice yesterday.”
He glanced towards Hollander; nothing, not even a twitch, but Haas had turned a little more into the larger man’s side, and one powerful arm had wrapped around the blond’s shoulders in silent support. The sight should not make something feel very raw, very scraped in Troy’s throat as he cleared it again, but it did as he tried to sound more sure of himself this time. This needed to work; if these four did not give him a chance, then there was no hope; he might as well pack his bags now.
“I am sorry. I crossed a line. I used words against you that have no place anywhere, let alone in this room, on this team. It was garbage, it was unprofessional, and it was entirely uncalled for.”
Troy took a deep, shuddering breath in as he looked at the four of them; there was nothing, not a twitch. Rozanov’s icy blue gaze drilled into him as Troy fought the urge to scuff the toe of his shoe against the floor to try and hide his embarrassment. How the fuck was he going to do this?
“I know things are done differently here than where I came from. That’s no excuse. I insulted you both, and I insulted the culture you have all built. I signed a new conduct agreement with the front office yesterday. I’m sorry, Captain, I’m sorry, Hollander, and I’m sorry to everyone else, especially you, Haas. I did not mean to sound so harsh on the ice. I’m just … I’m asking for the chance here.”
With a snap, Troy closed his mouth. It hadn’t been perfect, but Troy was not the best with words, and he could only hope that his sincerity would come through. He stood there, hands limp and open at his sides, trying to show that he was not a threat, that he was fully exposed in the middle of the room. All it would take was one of them to swing at him again, and yet none of them moved. The silence stretched for five agonising seconds, in which Troy tried to count his breathing, to keep himself from blurting out something, anything to shatter the ice-cold tension that was coiling around them all.
Rozanov finally looked up at Troy and met his gaze head-on; the deep, velvet rumble of his voice seemed to fill the whole room. His tone was flat, an arctic quality that sent a sliver of fear down Troy’s spine, and yet it was devoid of anger and heavy with disappointment.
“We heard you.”
Rozanov sent Hollander a look; it was a look that held a thousand unneeded words, because Hollander seemed to get them all and then nodded, not a word spoken between them as Rozanov then turned his eyes back on Troy.
“Your words don’t mean anything to us right now. Your work does. Keep your mouth shut, keep your head down, and do your job. Do not let us hear any of those words again. Yes?”
Hollander squeezed Haas around the shoulders and pressed a quick, light kiss to those blond waves as he turned. Troy had to swallow down the sudden lump in his throat at the sight; he wasn’t sure which type of jealousy it was, but it was definitely there. For the first time, Hollander spoke up.
“You get ONE chance, Barrett. You get no more. Not on the topic of being a homophobic ass. Especially not to me, my husband and my sons. My team does not need to hear you; I will not hold back next time. Consider this your warning.”
With that, Hollander turned away, taking Haas and LaPointe with him as he very clearly dismissed Troy. He hid a wince at that but responded as politely as he could right now, aiming it at both of them.
“Yes, Captain.”
LeClaire finally moved; he looked over at Troy, eyes still cold, and addressed him.
“Observation, Barrett, no ice today. Learn.”
Loud, raucous noise from the corridor heralded the arrival of the other early team members, and Troy slunk away to half hide, half sulk in his cubby.
 
Practice had gone well. Or at least it had for those on the ice. Troy, however, had been forced to sit and watch, since LeClaire was hovering around where he was seated; those eyes still held a touch of both anger and disappointment that made Troy look away first every time.
Watching was not helping his already bad mood. His head hurt, his face hurt, and he felt like he had been run over by a bus, but it was not his chronic hangover that was making him feel like this, not at this time. No, it was watching his team.
Rozanov had switched one of the rookies off defence and put him into Troy’s place on Haas’s wing. From what he could pick up, Holmberg had been a winger before Hollander moved him to play defence, but the kid was decent enough for what Rozanov was demonstrating and then getting them to copy. It was like watching a totally different team without him out there. Everyone was happier, less guarded; Haas was laughing, much faster and more confident, even when Holmberg couldn’t keep up with him. Troy was fast; he could have kept up. Yet the blond adjusted, dropped back to complete the drill before he was swept up to play centre for Rozanov and Hollander; the two took the kid through at their full speed, and the three of them were a fucking perfect blur past the opposite line and smashed the puck into the goal.
As Troy tracked the three with his eyes, Rozanov snagged Hollander at almost full speed and spun them into a ridiculous-looking move and then fucking lifted the smaller man into what looked like an actual, real figure-skating manoeuvre. The rest of the team alternated between laughter and wolf-whistling as Hollander landed perfectly and spun off Rozanov into a fancy bow-type move that ended with him scooping up the blond, who squeaked and yelped out loud in what Troy now knew was Russian.
“Kaasan! What the fuck? No fair, I was watching for Otousan.”
There was a deep, rumbling laugh as Rozanov skated over and plucked the blond out of Hollander’s strong arms before replying.
“Ah well, that’s where you slipped up, Lukasha; you should have been watching both of us.”
Hollander wrapped his arm around the pouting blond and pressed a quick, soft kiss to his head, where he had taken his helmet off to cool down. Rozanov called them all back to the centre and set them up again; this time, he switched them around, and they were on defence, and the other team was coming at them.
Coach was leaning against the half board in front of them as his sharp eyes tracked the plays that Hollander and Rozanov were mapping out; he was leaving them to it, far more than any of their Coaches at Toronto had done. Then again, LeClaire was weird like that; he didn’t feel the need to run roughshod over his team, but the level of trust he had in the Captain and the Alternate was something Troy just didn’t understand.
Not that the two weren’t fucking good, because they were; they had earned the ‘generational talent’ moniker, after all, but it was odd, and yet another thing that Troy was having to adjust to. His old team hadn’t been like this, even without the difference in levels of acceptance; Kent had run his team with fear, dominance and aggression. Troy had fallen in line like a good lapdog, because he had been terrified of what would happen if he didn’t. He had built his walls so fucking high that no one was ever meant to see through them, and no one had. Until he had been traded here, and those deep, dark blue eyes had stared straight through his walls and seen the pathetic, cowering, heartbroken mess that was Troy behind them.
LeClaire whistled them in, and the team gathered, playfully pushing and laughing as they were dismissed for the day, hot and sweaty from the workout but happy at the success of the exercise, and it had been a success. Rozanov had gotten each line executing the drill brilliantly by the end. However, Troy was still lost in his thoughts and startled slightly when the large, broad form of his new Captain dropped gracefully onto the bench next to him.
Now Troy was exhausted, confused and had totally given up by this point. He was in pain, he was hungover, and he wanted to sleep for a week, but he was also thrumming with a want, a need to find a way to be a part of what he had just watched. He was lonely; that was the be-all and end-all of it. His eyes flickered up to meet the darker blue, but it was the knowing glint that told Troy that Rozanov knew more than he was letting on, and that thought was spine-chilling. After all, Troy had far too many secrets, even as they weighed on him to the point he wanted to drown himself in the bottom of a bottle every night.
Rozanov broke the eye contact and leaned back in a casual, graceful sprawl that looked far more predatory than Troy suspected it was meant to be; however, Troy had seen this man fight, had been on the receiving end more than once, and he was not fooled by the relaxed posture.
“You do not hide your green well, Barrett.”
Troy cocked a confused eyebrow at that; he had no idea what that meant. It seemed that Rozanov had caught the look on his face, because he let out a put-upon sigh and muttered something in Russian before he switched back to English.
“You do not hide your jealousy well, Troy Barrett. No matter what you tell people, it is all over your face. Eyes give you away most.”
He recoiled slightly, as if the distance would protect him from those eyes, from being seen, from his walls being taken down, brick by brick, by this confusing Russian man. He had no defence, and honestly, Troy was tired of all the lies; he was exhausted, he was fed up, and he wanted someone to talk to.
 
Troy gave in. He broke. Once he opened his mouth, it all came tumbling out; the words almost tripped over each other to be spoken. It was like all it took was for the dam to break for the truth to come spilling out, as if it had been building up inside him, just waiting for an escape route. Troy started at the beginning, with how Kent had sucked him in and how scared he had been of being found out, or of becoming the target if he hadn’t fallen in line. How he had let Kent build his personality, how he had blindly followed, how he had stamped down on his own feelings until they became shadows, wisps of smoke that he could ignore if he looked away.
He told Ilya about Adrian. About how Troy had been so desperately in love with him and yet he hadn’t loved him back. About how he had felt that the other man had always been looking elsewhere, even when they were together. His eyes stung, and his nose hurt. He hung his head, unable to look at that handsome face, not wanting to see if there was pity there; he didn’t want pity, he couldn’t cope with it, not now. Troy would not cry here; he would not. His hands tightened into fists in his lap as he continued; the blunt nails dug into his palms as he fought to keep his voice steady. To hide just how close to tears he actually was.
This was the hardest bit: the way Adrian had used him, cheated, then thrown him away. His father, too, had made the situation so much fucking worse, but at least the parts about him just made Troy angry, not heartbreakingly sad.
Then came the real reason he had gotten into it with Kent. The truth was far uglier than most knew. It was disgraceful, disgusting, and Kent was a rapist piece of shit, and if Troy ever got his hands on him again, he would do a better job this time.
“He groomed them. Boys and girls, Rozanov. He made them want him, want to please him. The one I found on his phone was barely 16, and he was sending Kent suggestive messages and photos, although I didn’t see those.”
Rozanov stayed silent through it all, but his anger was clear, as was the icy fury that was rising in those eyes. Kent had better hope he never met this man in a dark alley, because, looking at his face right now, Troy was pretty sure the only parts of Kent that would be leaving would be in a body bag.
He told his Captain how that resulting fight in the locker room had caused him and Kent to both be traded, yet the blame had fallen mostly on himself, and Troy still wasn’t sure how Kent had managed that, but he didn’t have the brain space to care right now. He didn’t have much left around the black, gaping maw inside his chest. Even if it did feel a lot less dark now, Troy had to admit he felt a little lighter, just from this, from finally voicing it all aloud to someone.
The first time Rozanov spoke, it was to ask a question.
“Do you know what you are? Fully gay like Shane and Luca, bisexual like me, Adrien and Cliff, or pansexual like Victor?”
Troy could feel his pale skin flushing instantly at the question, but he answered, although it took a few moments for him to gather the words into his mouth and actually speak them, to give them voice for the first time ever.
“I am gay.”
Now the tears fell. A large hand cupped the back of his head and guided him down to one massive shoulder as he silently cried, the cold, peaceful silence of the rink like a safety blanket as Troy finally let go, even as his Captain was careful of his injuries but still showed his silent support. His presence seemed to surround them; the feeling of being shielded was a strange one to Troy but not unwelcome. For the first time since Adrian, since the whole mess, Troy allowed himself to fully feel.
“First time you say this to someone? Da?”
Troy nodded, but he couldn’t yet speak; luckily, Rozanov didn’t seem to want or need him to. Instead, he started talking, and Troy could only sit there and listen to what amounted to a fucking fairy tale as he tried to wrestle his own emotions back under control. Not very successfully, but the other man didn’t comment, just talked. His voice was a deep, rumbling vibration that was very soothing to Troy’s frazzled nerves in the quiet around them.
Rozanov told him about his father, about being bisexual but knowing he would be killed in his home, in his birth country, if it got out. About meeting Hollander at 17 years old, fucking 17, and knowing that he was in so much trouble at that first meeting, even if neither of them had been ready to admit it. The makings of their ‘situationship’, which had turned real over the years. Then Hollander being outed, Rozanov making a choice, a choice that had been so fucking risky for both of them. Of getting Shane signed to Boston, being together, finally. Now they were creating their family, one step at a time.
It was a snippet of their timeline; Troy knew this, but he was also aware that he might be one of only a handful of people to know this information, to be trusted with their beginnings. It made him feel both nervous and pleased, but he bit his lip and stifled the questions that were burning up his throat as Rozanov turned to him, his eyes softer than they had ever been towards him.
“My Shane, like you, is very gay too. I trust you will not be repeating those words?”
He was nodding before he even realised what he was agreeing to, but yes, he wasn’t going to use them again, not off the ice or on. Troy was going to do better, be better this time around.
“No, Captain, it will not happen again.”
There was movement, but before Troy could jump up and run like a startled hare, he spotted Rozanov giving a strange little hand gesture, and then he was distracted by the movement of a shadow as it slipped away.
“Good. Then we move on.”
As he stood, Rozanov half-turned and offered a huge palm out to Troy; once he would have hesitated, but not now. Troy reached out and clasped their hands as the taller man hauled him effortlessly to his feet but didn’t instantly let go.
“Then let us try this again. Welcome to the team, Troy. I am your Captain Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, and you may call me Ilya.”
Troy flexed his hand to test the strength of that grip; it was firm, but not cruel, with the familiar calluses in the same places as his own when he returned the gesture.
“Thank you, Captain. Call me Troy, please.”
 
It was a better start. Coach let him back on the ice, his face healed, and Ilya was suddenly there; he was being passed to, there was less of a stark freeze-out during practice, and the team were making an effort again. Only this time, Troy was trying. He really was. Marlow was loud, but kind. The big man seemed to take his lead from their Captain, because the first time Ilya called out to him to switch and join him and Hollander to run a difficult move, Marlow had bounded up and clapped him on the back with a bright, infectious grin.
The two defencemen, Chouinard and Dykstra, were both big men. Broad and tall as good defencemen needed to be, they had both taken their rookie proudly under their wings, but the pair were also pretty loud and boisterous. Dykstra was jovial and relatively easy-going in nature; or at least that was what Troy had seen, and both of them had forgiven him pretty quickly once he had apologised. Neither seemed the type to hold a grudge as long as Ilya had given him the okay; the rest of the team were happy to follow their Captain. It was entertaining to watch them all wrestle any type of music-playing device away from Dykstra, since it was apparently a collective team agreement that he was never allowed to pick the music anymore.
Troy had tentatively asked why the big man had sulked when, between them, Chouinard, Marlow and Holmberg had ganged up on him to remove the AUX cable on the team bus. Ilya had called over from where he was sprawled out across the big bench seat at the front, with his husband asleep on his shoulder and half his chest, while Troy could also just make out the head of blond hair using one massive thigh as a pillow on the other side.
“If Evan gets the music, then it will be fucking awful country shit, and I do not want that racket waking Shane or Luca.”
The big man grumbled good-naturedly and instead set up a card game near the back of the bus that had the three remaining rookies swarming to join in, as well as snickering Chouinard and Marlow. Even if Marlow had to get a bit creative, since he had a lapful of sleepy St-Simone, who had wrapped himself around Marlow like a giant koala bear. The others had all chuckled at the low, hissed French that came from the dark-skinned man when Marlow adjusted his hold so he could see the cards and the pull-down tray they were all squeezed in around to play.
Dykstra spied Troy watching and beckoned him over with an easy smile.
“Hey, Barrett, come join in.”
Troy let himself smile, just in the corner of his mouth, as he got up and wiggled his way in to join the ridiculous rounds of increasingly bad card games. Also, the Bears were all cheats; Troy quickly learned that if you can’t beat them, you join them, and they all got a sharp Russian word of warning when their laughter got a bit too loud from the back of the bus.
It was the first time Troy felt like he was getting somewhere, like the ice was thawing and they were all starting to accept him, just a little. Well, all except Hollander and LaPointe. Troy had avoided being alone with the Alternate Captain whenever he could. Not only was he embarrassed about his behaviour, but he also had no idea how to get the older man to stop looking at him like he was waiting for the tiniest of slips, ready to pounce like a lioness in the long grass.
Haas had at least warmed to him when he sought the kid out and made sure to not only apologise to his face again but to make it clear that Troy would support him, that he would play better, and that he really didn’t have a problem with the younger blond being his centre. It was actually true; now that Troy had realised just how fucking good the kid was, he had no issue with him playing second-line centre. No, the issue was that Hollander was insanely protective, and Troy had put his size 10s right in the shite before he had known what he was doing. Of course, now he knew better; now he knew that Luca Haas was due to formally play his first game in his new jersey, under his new name. That he had not only insulted his Captain and his Alternate, but he had also managed to insult their oldest son.
For now, though, Troy would have to shelve the issue of earning the forgiveness of his intimidating Alternate, because he had another issue that had become more apparent when he was checked just a little too roughly by Adrien LaPointe. The oldest rookie was taller than Troy and just as heavily built; the hit had hurt, and he would definitely be sporting some nasty bruises by the morning across his bicep, although Troy didn’t really care about that so much. It was more the issue of why. Rough checks happened; it hadn’t been on purpose, or at least no one else had thought so, but Troy had seen the cold, pissed look in those grey eyes when the taller rookie had skated away.
The locker room was almost empty when Troy padded back through from his shower, which had at least helped ease some of the stiffness that had been building in his shoulder and arm. As he scanned the room, most of the team had gone; all that remained were the three couples. Perfect. Troy threw his boxers and jeans on, with his T-shirt in one hand, as he approached LaPointe.
“Hey, Rook, can I talk to you for a second?”
LaPointe turned as he pulled on a hoodie, his short, dark hair all fluffed up from the damp strands rubbing against the inside of the fabric. Troy let him have his moment; he wasn’t rushing this, as that would defeat the whole object. As if his boyfriend’s momentary hesitation had summoned him, Luca appeared and slipped under the taller rookie’s arm.
Slightly suspicious blue eyes looked up at him from under pretty blond lashes, but Luca didn’t interrupt; he just snaked an arm around the other’s waist and waited.
“I just wanted to clear the air. I feel like there might be some lingering bad blood here, and I really don’t want to let that fester and continue. So can I just say that I have already apologised, and meant it, to Luca on his own?”
Grey eyes flickered down to his boyfriend, who was, to Troy’s relief, quick to nod and confirm that Troy was telling the truth, because Troy was very much aware of the heavy, burning gaze of Hollander from the other side of the room, and the huge, hulking form of Marlow, who had moved ever so slightly to block the door.
“Angel?”
Blue eyes regarded Troy for a couple of tension-filled heartbeats. Troy was sure that his attempt was going to be shot down; that was until low Russian words floated over to them.
“He is trying, Lukasha. Maybe we can give him a chance?“
 
Ilya had stepped into the room behind Hollander, water dripping down his sculpted chest as he absently scrubbed a smaller towel through his wet, flattened blond curls. Hollander was still wrapped only in a fluffy blue towel, while St-Simone stood in front of Marlow in just a tight pair of black boxers, entirely unbothered, as he had been trying to persuade the dark-haired man to cook him a steak that evening. Marlow had been laughing softly and just nodding along, clearly more than happy to go with whatever the shorter man asked of him.
Luca finally shrugged his shoulders, met Hollander’s dark, watchful eyes, and whatever he saw there must have been at least an agreement, because he then spoke.
“Sure, we can give him a chance, Otousan.”
Then he turned those suddenly wide, glittering blue eyes onto Adrien. Troy was close enough to hear the hissed curse and sigh that the kid huffed out at the admittedly adorable use of manipulation.
“Fine, and look, Barrett, we also apologise for the pranks … but you did deserve it.”
Fair. Honestly, Troy didn’t blame them. Grey eyes locked onto his own as a darker, cooler look swept over that handsome face.
“However, Barrett, if you start that shit up again, or I hear you throw those slurs around near Luca again, it won’t just be Ilya and Shane out for your blood; I will be right there with them. Just keep that in mind.”
Troy should not be slightly afraid of a kid younger than him, but for just a moment, he was. Adrien LaPointe was a tiny bit frightening like that. That was until the blond reached up and playfully tugged at his hair while he called him something in what sounded like German; Troy was not entirely sure, as there were far too many languages bandied about in the Bears locker room some days, and Troy could not always keep up. The bigger rookie practically melted like an ice cube on a hot surface, and the kid was once again an oversized golden retriever, happy to wag its tail for the slightest bit of affection from Luca.
A heavy arm was slung around his shoulders, and he was drawn away by Marlow, who now had his arm around Troy’s shoulders, causing Troy to crane his neck to catch the grin on the big man’s face.
“Apology tour complete now, Troy man. Other than Shane, but hang in there. Ilya will smooth that one for you; just work your ass off every practice, and that will soften Shane the fastest.”
It was said lightly, with a smile and something a little more open in the older man’s face, but Troy brightened at it anyway. This was progress, not fast or massive, but a little tiny bit in the right direction. Troy straightened and brushed Marlow’s heavy arm off his sore shoulder as he turned to his bag and set to getting changed. However, he only got as far as the T-shirt halfway up his arms as his brain worked its way through the recent events. For now, that was enough, or at least it would have been, had the locker room door not opened and the familiar form of Freya, the Bears’ head of PR, appeared as she chatted sweetly to the person behind her over her shoulder.
“This is the locker ro …”
She trailed off as her eyes widened behind her glasses and she threw a frown at Ilya. The Russian looked a little sheepish as he straightened from where he had been draped over his smaller husband’s back like some sort of giant leech. Not that Hollander had noticed or even moved at the added weight on his back, which was impressive considering the size of Ilya Rozanov.
Behind Freya was a man barely taller than her; Troy could just see the top of a very pretty dark ginger head as all seven of them turned to face their head of PR, who was now standing disapprovingly with her hands on her hips and her eyebrows raised.
“Well, sorry, Harris, they were meant to be done by now and at least dressed.”
She threw that mostly at Ilya and Shane, but Victor was standing still just in his boxers, with miles and miles of those glorious legs on display. Ilya flashed her a winning grin, but before he could start, Shane gave her a lovely, apologetic smile and hit his husband in the chest with his pants without even looking.
“Sorry, Freya, practice ran long; we will be out of the way in a moment. Get dressed. Now.”
As they all scrambled to obey, because you did not ignore that tone from Shane- not if you had any common sense or self-preservation- Troy raised his gaze back to the doorway as he finally pulled his T-shirt on correctly. Only to promptly swallow his tongue.
Freya had moved, so they now had an unimpeded view of the man she was apparently giving a tour. The noise Troy made was pathetic and a little bit needy, but he couldn’t help it. There was a sudden flash of visceral heat, of startlingly strong attraction, that shot through his veins as his eyes drank in the cutest man he had ever seen.
Lovely rich ginger hair, nicely styled and the perfect length, a neat, well-shaped beard framing his jaw, and beautiful sparkling green eyes that shone with both a little bit of nerves and undeniable happiness. He was lovely, he was adorable, and Troy kind of wanted to both snuggle him like a teddy bear and nuzzle his face into that hair to see if it was as soft as it looked, and yet he also wanted to pin the smaller man up against the nearest wall and kiss him senseless.
The two contrasting thoughts had his brain short-circuiting as he tried to move, and instead of something that honoured his career as a professional athlete, his feet somehow got tangled together, and he went crashing to an ungraceful heap … right in front of the very cute, if rather short, ginger man.
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  The screen in his hand had gone blank minutes ago, but Harris was still slumped in his older sister’s office chair in shock. His hand was trembling, just a little, with a mix of excitement and trepidation, while the contents of the email preview whizzed around and around in his head, over and over, until his stomach was doing nervous little flips and his heart was thudding away behind his ribs, hard enough that he could feel it all the way down in his fingertips.
Holy shit.
The email in question was, in fact, an offer for a job interview. An interview for pretty much his dream role. Harris spent his time running all the social media for his sister’s cidery, since neither of them had the flair for it that he did; or the enjoyment, if he was being honest, because Anna groaned and dragged her feet every time a scheduled post was due, and Margot would post whatever popped into her head at two in the morning and then text him in a panic.
Anna was Harris’s older sister. She, along with Margot, his other older sister, had painstakingly built and run the cidery on the Drover family orchard, out of sheer bloody-minded stubbornness and an awful lot of spreadsheets. Both were married; Harris liked both Mike, who was Anna’s husband, and Jason, who was Margot’s, which was lucky, really, because they were around so much that they were basically part of the furniture by now.
Growing up, Harris and his two sisters had lived on their apple orchard, where the main source of income was selling the particularly tasty and rather rare varieties of apple that his family grew. Their lovely little farmhouse sat in the orchard itself, on roughly 40 acres of land, pretty much all of it covered in abundant apple trees that turned white and pink with blossom every spring and filled the air with the sweet, heavy smell of fruit every autumn. Despite the acreage, Harris’s family lived in a rather old, small farmhouse, with six people sharing the bathrooms and every single room stuffed full of family antiques; there was a grandfather clock on the landing that no one had wound in a decade, and a dresser in the kitchen so crammed with mismatched china that you had to open it very, very carefully.
It was chaos. Harris adored it.
His family had always believed that the farmhouse was haunted by their great-great-uncle Elroy, who liked to act up and knock things over whenever he thought it was too quiet. When friends asked what growing up in the farmhouse was like, Harris’s answer was always the same: “cramped and cosy”. Then he would tell them he loved it, every creaky, draughty, overcrowded inch of it, and that he wouldn’t have had it any other way.
When he was younger, his grandmother had lived with them too, and she had helped raise Harris. He had loved her to bits; she had taught him all about the joys of cakes and sweets, of licking the spoon and burning his tongue on jam fresh off the stove. Before she passed away, she had managed to cement Harris’s love of confectionery for life. His parents had always been loath to let him try too much, what with his heart condition; his grandmother, however, had always snuck him little cakes and sweets to try, slipped into his hand with a wink and a finger pressed to her lips, and Harris had always felt so special, so completely loved, holding that little secret warm and sticky in his palm while she ruffled his hair and pretended she had no idea why he never had room for his vegetables.
He missed her every single day.
 
His heart.
The reason he had never been allowed to follow his real dream, which had been hockey. Little Harris had desperately wanted to play, had wanted it with the whole of his small, stubborn, faulty heart, but he hadn’t been allowed. It had been too risky. He had spent too much of his childhood inside hospitals for it ever to be a viable option.
Harris had been born with a very rare congenital heart defect called truncus arteriosus. The condition meant that he had only one artery leaving the heart instead of two, which resulted in oxygenated and deoxygenated blood being mixed together, which in turn caused breathing problems, pulmonary hypertension and an extremely high risk of heart failure. Harris had gone through multiple surgeries as both a baby and a child, all of them required for him to survive.
Over the years, since infancy, he had undergone multiple open-heart surgeries to rebuild his pulmonary arteries as he grew, since they had to be adjusted to match his growing body. As a baby, he had been given a stuffed giraffe, whom he had promptly and aptly named Mr Neck-Neck; that little giraffe had become his main source of comfort during many a too-long hospital stay. Harris had spent a not insignificant amount of his childhood in those beds, wasting away and dreaming of the ice beneath his feet and the roar of a crowd he would never hear call his name. Confined to those tediously long stays, pretty much chained to the hospital bed with wires and drips and a beeping monitor that never, ever shut up, he had grown bored.
Bored out of his tiny fucking mind.
He had channelled all that restless energy into reading instead, since that was something he was actually allowed to do. As a kid, Harris had loved reading comics, especially the ones with heroes who weren’t as flashy and popular as the bigger, better-known names; the ones with the rubbish powers and the patched-up costumes, who turned up anyway. He would get lost imagining the stories for hours, and he often used both the comics and his daydreams to pass the time when he was trapped in the hospital.
A prisoner of his own failing body and sadness.
His heart condition was the reason Harris hadn’t been allowed to play hockey as a child, despite desperately wanting to, because his parents had been far too worried about the risks. His doctors had advised that the exertion of a heavy-impact sport would damage his heart. Even now, as an adult, Harris was still deeply disappointed that he had never got to play; he had made his peace with it, mostly, but there was a small, sulky part of him that still sat up and sighed whenever he heard skates bite into fresh ice.
Unable to play, he had thrown himself headfirst into being the best, most supportive fan of hockey he could possibly be. He had been a lifelong Ottawa Centaurs fan; his childhood bedroom had been decked out in Centaurs posters, pennants and hockey cards, and even a special branded lampshade that he still couldn’t quite bring himself to throw away. The Centaurs had visited the children’s hospital when he was 12 years old, and the memory of it still made him smile to this day. The main thing that stuck out in his mind, if he was being completely honest with himself, was the massive crush he had developed on the then Captain. He had gone bright red, dropped his marker, and had to have his hockey card signed by a man who was very kindly pretending not to notice.
12-year-old Harris had wanted to fucking die. 22-year-old Harris still went a bit hot around the ears thinking about it.
He still had to see his cardiologist, Dr Melvin, regularly for routine check-ups, and he did still spend time in hospital as an adult, most recently when he’d had a mechanical aortic valve installed in his heart. Dr Melvin had promised him that this would make his life better; it would hold up to more strain, and he could push it a bit more than he had ever been able to before.
More. He could have more. Could he, though? Dr Melvin seemed to think so. He was still getting used to that.
 
Which was why he had been on this latest trip to Boston with Anna. They were working on a long-term project to get their cider into stadiums and independent bars, and since Anna had a contact in Boston, they had started there. Margot had tagged along because she had decided they would have fun without her, and that was not allowed, thank you very much. As it turned out, they had more than enough meetings to split between the three of them. It had all been promising so far, far more than Harris had expected, and it had put all three of them in good spirits; good enough that Harris had been playfully filming the three of them in a mock TV advert, just for fun. They had been right near TD Garden, though it was early in the morning and there were very few people about to watch them make complete idiots of themselves.
Which was just as well, really.
“Margot, move to the right a bit; you are blocking the light.”
He called it over to his sister as he repositioned the shot from behind the camera, one eye scrunched shut. Margot stuck her tongue out at him and laughed, but she dutifully shuffled over.
“Anna, take a step forward, please, and turn the bottle around; your fingers are hiding the label.”
It took a few goes, and one near miss with a pigeon, but finally Harris had the composition he was looking for. He grinned and stuck both thumbs up to signal to his sisters that he was done, and right at that moment a woman’s voice came from behind him. Harris yelped in surprise, an undignified little squeak that he would deny to his grave; he had been so focused on the footage that he hadn’t even heard the older woman approach.
He turned to smile at her, a little sheepish, and rubbed his hand over the back of his neck in a nervous tic he had never quite managed to shake.
“Hello, sorry, I was concentrating and didn’t hear you. We aren’t in your way, are we?”
The lady was, in fact, older, perhaps around his mom’s age or a little past it. She had long, silver-blonde hair pinned up in a neat, no-nonsense twist, and thin-framed gold glasses perched on her nose, and she was looking at him with a sort of interested, assessing sharpness that made Harris want to stand up straighter.
“No, don’t worry. I was just curious. Can I ask what you are filming content for? Your direction and ideas are very good, young man.”
Harris knew he was blushing a splotchy bright pink; damn his ginger skin, honestly, it betrayed him every single time. But she was very nice, and it wasn’t often that Harris was complimented like that by anyone he wasn’t related to.
“Erm, thank you, but we are just messing around.”
Here, Anna stepped forward with her sweet, leadership smile on her face and took over. Harris tried not to let the tiny flash of annoyance show. The woman had been talking to him, not Anna; then again, he was only tagging along and taking some pictures he could put on the cidery’s social media page later. He wasn’t actually in charge of anything. Before Anna could get going, though, the lady turned back to him and made direct eye contact.
“Actually, I was talking to you, young man.”
He swallowed, and tried very hard to hide the little thrill of pleasure that this lady hadn’t allowed Anna to take over. Harris loved his sisters, desperately loved them both, and they were all close, but they both tended to take over, to make sure he had nothing to stress about. Sometimes it was too much, the way it was always about his heart and not about him.
They didn’t mean it. Not in a mean way, anyway; sometimes they just forgot that it was him who lived with this, him who had learned to navigate his whole life while being told all along that he couldn’t do things, that it was too risky, that he had to stay safe.
Not that he was ungrateful; of course he wasn’t. His family was everything, but they were also, just occasionally, rather suffocating. Like he was still the frail little boy who had spent more time in a hospital bed than in his own, when he wasn’t anymore. He was fully grown, 22 years old, and he had had, hopefully, his final operation.
Instead of saying any of that, he stepped politely forward and smiled at her; he could feel the dimples in his cheeks even as he tried to rein it in, but he had always been someone who showed exactly how happy he was, all over his face, whether he wanted to or not.
“I was setting it up as a mock TV advert for my family’s new cidery, ma’am.”
She pushed her glasses carefully up her nose and regarded the three of them thoughtfully, her head tipped just a touch to one side, and Harris had the distinct feeling that he was being weighed up, measured and neatly filed away. His palms went a bit clammy, and he had to fight the urge to wipe them on his jeans.
“Any interest in social media, young man?”
Harris grinned at her, because, well. Yes.
“Yes, very much so. I run all the socials for the cidery.”
A rather pleased, kind smile softened the older woman’s face, and the sharpness eased into something almost grandmotherly.
“Perfect. Let me introduce myself. My name is Freya Robins, Senior Director of Communications for the Boston Bears, and I am looking for someone who might want a job.”
Something akin to hope rose up in Harris’s throat, a soft, bubbly feeling that warmed his insides, even as he hastily scrambled for his manners before his grandmother’s ghost came back to haunt him alongside great-great-uncle Elroy.
“I’m so sorry, I haven’t even introduced myself. I am Harris Drover, and these are my sisters, Anna and Margot.”
She waved his apology away with a graceful flick of her hand, then held that same small hand out to shake.
“Don’t worry about it, I interrupted, after all. Nice to meet you all. Now, Mr Drover, would you be interested in taking this discussion further?”
He took the small, neat hand in his and shook it, nodding politely and trying very hard not to seem overexcited, even though his whole body was buzzing, fizzing with nerves and glee right down to his toes. The Boston Bears. The actual, real, honest-to-god Boston Bears.
“Perfect. Here are my details; write your contact on this, please, and I will be in touch.”
The ink was printed on a very fancy, professional-looking card made from thick, creamy paper. On it were Freya’s details, her name, job title and contact numbers, as well as the familiar logo of the Boston Bears, embossed so that Harris could feel it under his thumb. When he flipped it over, he realised she had handed him two, one to write on and one to keep. He pulled a pen from his bag and quickly wrote his name, number and email address on the back of the first. On a whim, he added the name and the socials for the cidery too, since they were the best and most recent example of his work.
“Thank you, ma’am.”
He held the card back out to her and tucked his pen behind his ear, where it would almost certainly stay until he forgot it was there and went looking for it in a panic.
“I will be in touch. Have a nice day, Mr Drover.”
 
The whole thing had been a little bit surreal, and if Anna and Margot hadn’t been there, he would have half convinced himself that it had been some sort of dream. However, they had both assured him, repeatedly and with increasing volume, that it really had happened, and that he hadn’t imagined the encounter.
Which had made the email all the more of a shock. A very big part of Harris hadn’t believed that Freya was going to contact him at all. He was just him, after all. Who was going to look twice at him? Yes, he had his degree in media and communications, but Harris was used to being passed over; he was used to eyes that scanned over his ginger hair, his fuller face and his softer frame and moved straight on. He wasn’t bad-looking. He knew that. However, he was more than used to the words usually attributed to him. Cuddly. Sweet. Nice. The best friend, never the boyfriend. His least favourite to date was ‘doughy’, which had come from a particularly snide cheerleader back in high school; it had been years, and still the memory had stuck with him like gum on a shoe.
So somehow he had convinced himself that it wasn’t real, and yet there it was, sitting in his inbox. He hadn’t even managed to summon the bravery to click on the reply button, even though he knew he needed to. For once, Harris was lost for words. It wasn’t a feeling he was used to, and frankly, he didn’t like it one bit.
It was bloody unsettling, was what it was.
The interview was for the day after tomorrow, which meant he would need to stay a little longer than planned, but he was sure that both Anna and Margot would want to stay too, as soon as he found his voice long enough to tell them.
He was saved the effort when Margot came enthusiastically through the door with a coffee in one hand and two cake pops in the other, and the sort of look on her face that meant she already knew something was up.
“Well, come on, spill the details, little brother.”
Margot was always bright and bubbly; their mom claimed she was the female version of him and that they should have been twins, even if they didn’t look it, with their different colouring. Harris took the drink and the treat off her before handing her his phone, the email still open on the screen when he unlocked it again.
Dear Mr Drover,
Following our conversation this morning, I am writing to extend an offer for a meeting on Thursday afternoon at 3:30 pm, with the possibility of an interview if the initial talk goes in a positive direction.
Please bring any relevant evidence of your social media experience, as well as your documentation.
I would ask that you dress suitably for the rink, as it will include a tour and it is a practice day, so please bear that in mind when you attend.
I look forward to hearing from you.
Kind regards,
Mrs Freya Robins
Boston Bears, Senior Director of Communications
The email was short and concise. Freya certainly didn’t beat around the bush or mince her words; that was for sure. Harris found it refreshing, actually. He liked the woman already. Once Margot handed him his phone back, he placed it gently on the desk, both hands careful around it, half afraid that if he jostled it the words would rearrange themselves into a polite rejection. Then he looked over at his sister and took a sip of the wonderfully hot coffee, letting the warmth of the cup seep into his still-shaky fingers.
“Are you going to go?”
Honestly, Harris was desperate to reply that yes, he was very much going, and that he was dying to be offered the job, and that was without even knowing the full details. It wasn’t that easy, much as he wished it was. The job was here, in Boston, and Harris had never lived outside Ottawa before, since his college had been close by.
Yet he wanted it. Oh, he wanted it. Who wouldn’t? This was big; this was the chance to spread his wings a little and see what he could actually do, and the Bears were an Original Six team. It didn’t get much better than that, especially not now that they had both Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander. There was also the fact that they were rapidly becoming known as the gayest team in the league. Several of their players were now out and openly queer, starting with the pair dubbed ‘the first husbands of hockey’, Ilya and Shane.
Harris may have cried into his pillow when he watched that press conference. He may also have commented on the resulting Twitter thread that had blown up after it, more than once, with an embarrassing number of exclamation marks. Honestly? This was kind of perfect for him.
As close to playing as he would ever get.
“Yes, I think I am.”
The grin that spread across his face was mirrored in the prettier version on his sister’s. Margot gave an excited little wiggle in her seat, and they both took a bite of their fresh cake pops at the same time. Harris almost moaned at the explosion of sweetness across his tongue as the white chocolate and raspberry coated it; he loved these, and they were made all the better by the little sparks of excitement fizzing under his skin whenever he thought about the next few days.
 
Harris was both nervous and excited as he stood just outside the Bears’ practice arena that Thursday. He was early. Of course he was bloody early; he hadn’t been able to help it. After Anna had told him that there was such a thing as too many pins on his jacket, he had been far too keyed up to stay in the hotel room a second longer. A little self-consciously, he adjusted one of his pins so that it lined up nicely with the one next to it. He loved his pins, and he had actually fretted more over which ones to wear than over the clothes he was going to put on. Not that he’d had many options with him, but since they were in Boston for more formal reasons, Harris had at least packed a nice dark yellow shirt, which he had paired with some of his better-fitting jeans. Mr Neck-Neck had stayed behind on the hotel pillow, tucked in, but Harris had patted his pocket for luck all the same, which was ridiculous, and he knew it was ridiculous, and he did it anyway.
And honestly? He needed all the luck he could get today.
The door swung open, and the familiar figure of Freya stepped out with a grandmotherly smile on her face, pushing her glasses up her nose.
“Ah, you are early. Good, I like someone who can keep time.”
Harris lifted a hand and rubbed at the back of his neck; he could feel a light pink flush creeping up his cheeks as he looked at her.
“Good afternoon, ma’am.”
She flapped a hand at him, then beckoned for him to follow her and held the door open.
“None of that now; Freya is fine. Let’s start in my office, then I shall take you for the tour. Hopefully by that point those idiots will have gotten out of the way.”
Harris thought he caught her rolling her eyes as he followed her into a clean, comfy office, all soft lamps and tidy shelves and a ridiculously healthy-looking spider plant, but he couldn’t be sure who she meant by ‘idiots’, so he kept his mouth shut and did as he was told.
As soon as she had them both settled with a steaming mug of coffee each, Freya wasted no time at all in ploughing on. Harris had to stifle his laughter more than once when he realised that by ‘idiots’ she meant pretty much the entire roster of the Boston Bears. Multi-million-dollar athletes, some of the best hockey players on the planet, and she talked about them with the exasperated, fond sort of sigh that his mom saved for the dogs when they had rolled in something dead, all the while her eyes went warm and crinkled behind her glasses.
Harris was going to like working for her. He could already tell.
Freya, as it turned out, ran pretty much all the PR, all the socials and all the interviews. That included press in any form, and as Harris made notes on his phone, he had a sudden flash of memory. That awesome press conference, the one when the Bears had hard-launched the fact that they had bagged THE Shane Hollander and, oh, also, as a sort of afterthought, that he was married to their Captain.
“So it was you who organised the conference that launched the Hollander-Rozanov marriage?”
This time he definitely caught the eye roll, along with a long-suffering sigh, before she answered.
“Oh yes, and Jon thought he was funny, giving me a day’s notice for that one; you will need to watch for that. They have no concept of how much time it takes to organise these things, and if you let them, they will think you can perform miracles every time. Be firm; do not let them guilt you into it. Jon LeClaire is the worst for that; damn that man.”
Harris was frantically writing down every word, thumbs flying, and he was pretty sure he had misspelt ‘miracles’ twice.
“Is that Head Coach LeClaire?”
Freya nodded and got to her feet, smoothing down the front of her cardigan.
“Yes. He’s more bark than bite, but do not give him an inch; that man will take a mile.”
There must have been some confusion showing on his face, because the older woman immediately softened and patted his arm, the same way his grandmother used to when he’d been about to cry over a needle.
“Don’t worry, Harris, I won’t be throwing you to the sharks. If you choose to accept the position, it starts with full training, with me still here for the first few months. Now let’s give you the basic tour, then I can get the offer emailed out to you before I leave for the night.”
 
The tour was informative, and Harris thoroughly enjoyed Freya’s sassy commentary as they worked their way through the different parts of the rink. She had something to say about everything: the vending machine that ate dollar coins, the corridor that flooded every spring, the trophy cabinet that someone (she wouldn’t say who, but she looked very hard at a photo of a grinning blond Russian on the wall) had once filled with rubber ducks. By the looks of it, most people were either heading home or had already gone. Harris was greeted warmly by those who were still there, and he found himself relaxing more and more with every friendly wave and every ‘Hey, Freya’ that came with a curious, welcoming look in his direction.
No one stared. No one looked him up and down and dismissed him. It was nice. It was really, really nice.
It wasn’t that Harris was embarrassed about the way he looked, especially not his proudly displayed pins. However, he wasn’t naive. Harris had a heart condition; he had been born that way. He wasn’t a pro athlete, and he never would be. In fact, by society’s definition, he was on the heavier side of the social acceptance spectrum. And honestly? Harris liked the way he looked, most of the time anyway. His hair was a lovely, pretty colour; his beard shaped his jaw nicely; and the green of his eyes changed in the light, with a little fleck of gold in one of them that his mom swore was a kiss from a fairy, which was at least interesting.
For his condition, he was in pretty good shape; he was careful about it. He had to be. It wasn’t like he could cheat his way around his doctor, and Dr Melvin had the sort of eyebrows that could find a lie at 50 paces. However, it was also his limiter. There were things he wasn’t allowed to do, and strenuous exercise was one of the main ones. But there were a few more diverse people on the staff here, of all shapes and sizes and colours, and that pleased him. Not that he would have turned the job down because of it; it did give him a good first impression of the Bears as an organisation, though.
Hope unfurled in his chest, warm and bright, and stubborn as a weed, as he followed Freya out of the staff break room and towards the players’ areas. They were heading for the locker rooms and the rink now that practice had ended and it should all be empty. Freya half-turned her head to talk to him over her shoulder as she pushed open the double doors to the Bears’ home locker room.
“This is the locker ro …”
She trailed off, her eyes widening behind her glasses. From what Harris could see past her back, she was looking off to the left, where the massive, intimidating form of the Bears’ Captain was standing with his skin still dripping wet and a towel barely clinging to his muscular waist.
Oh. Oh, holy hell.
Freya drew herself up to her full height, which was embarrassingly barely shorter than Harris’s own 5’7”, and planted her hands on her hips with her eyebrows raised in the sort of disapproval Harris associated with headmistresses and his old piano teacher. Then she turned back to him over her shoulder, all apology.
“Well, sorry, Harris, they were meant to be done by now and at least dressed.”
Was Harris complaining? Not one little bit. He was, however, transfixed by the sheer amount of muscle on display in one room; there was a lot of it, everywhere, and most of it was damp. Since he was still behind Freya, he could only see the two sides of the room, not the owners of the deep voices coming from directly in front of the older woman.
He watched as the Captain flashed Freya a sexy little grin, all teeth and mischief. Before the big man could say a word, the very pretty man whom Harris instantly recognised as Shane Hollander gave her a lovely, apologetic smile and promptly hit his husband in the chest with what looked like a pair of pants, without even looking.
“Sorry, Freya, practice ran long; we will be out of the way in a moment. Get dressed. Now.”
His voice was smooth, deep and pleasant, but there was an undercurrent to it, a little curl of steel under all that polite Canadian velvet. Apparently, Harris wasn’t the only one to pick up on it, because the rest of them were suddenly scrabbling around to obey, huge bare shoulders bumping, someone hopping on one foot with a sock half on, towels clutched in big fists and boxers yanked up over damp thighs. He had to stifle his laughter at the sight; he had a very loud, booming laugh that his sisters swore could be heard from the other end of the orchard, and there would be no hiding it, so he bit down hard on his bottom lip and forced it back down. Which was easier to think than to do, and then much, much easier, once Freya had moved out of the way of his view of the rest of the room.
There was a noise. A small, strangled, needy little sound, cute and pathetic all at once, and it went straight through Harris and curled up warm and low in his belly before he had even turned his head to find where it had come from.
The man who had made the noise was, hands down, the most beautiful man Harris had ever laid eyes on.
Fuck me.
He looked more like a bloody pop star than a professional hockey player. Then again, now that Harris could see the rest of them, they all looked like crosses between models, actors or, frankly, porn stars, and Harris was going to have to have a very stern word with himself about that before he was allowed to work here.
Dark, straight black hair fell just a little into intense light blue eyes. From what Harris could guess, he was about the same height as Hollander, and a similar build too, now that Harris was looking, and he was most definitely looking. Naturally full, pink, pouty lips, and light stubble that was just enough to make Harris wonder what it would feel like rasped against the soft skin of his inner thighs. Fuck. A pretty face with sharp, well-defined cheekbones that Harris sort of wanted to run his tongue over, and a jawline that could cut glass. As Harris’s gaze followed the lines and curves of that sculpted face, he found unfairly full eyelashes that swept closed in a single blink, then lifted again. Those mesmerising eyes were locked on him.
Shit.
On him. Harris Drover. Of all people.
Before Harris could move, or even open his mouth, the stunning man somehow got tangled up in his own feet and went crashing to a rather ungraceful heap … right at Harris’s feet.
Smothered sniggering came from the other men. Harris managed to gather himself enough to move, but before he could offer a hand, the handsome man had scrambled back to his feet, a tiny, barely-there tint of pink across those cut cheekbones, and strode back over to his cubby without a word. Harris’s eyes, entirely without permission, tracked the flex and roll of that back and that glorious ass, and that was how he caught the name at the top of the cubby.
‘Barrett’.
A shot of disappointment went right through Harris, sharp and sour. Of course it was him. Of course it fucking was.
Troy Barrett had been all over the hockey news because of his recent trade, and the rumours weren’t good, nor were his previous actions on his old team. The man was a known homophobe and a casual racist. Harris shook his head, just slightly, and looked away. As pretty as the man was, he wasn’t going anywhere near someone like that, thank you very much. Hot was hot, but bigots were bigots, and Harris had dealt with more than enough of those for one lifetime. Especially not when he was being given a bright, welcoming grin by a handsome, golden-eyed man who was now pulling his black jeans up over miles and miles of leg.
Freya huffed at the lot of them, turned Harris gently around by the elbow and propelled them both out of the door, calling back into the Bears’ locker room in a tone of mock annoyance.
“You lot are worse than my kids. For god’s sake, all of you, put some clothes on!”
Harris finally lost the battle with his laughter. He slapped a hand over his mouth to muffle the loud bark of it, only for Freya to come alongside him, waggle her eyebrows behind her glasses with a grin, and laugh right along with him.
“It’s good to keep those boys on their toes. Watch and learn, Harris dear.”
 
Freya closed her office door, shutting out the distant low rumble of the ice-resurfacing machines as they removed the evidence of the practice the team had just finished. She gestured to the comfy chair across from her desk, where a thick booklet was waiting for him. Harris lowered himself into the padded seat, his notebook ready in his hand, and glanced up at the kind, open look on the older woman’s face. Then he took a deep breath and began to ask the questions that mattered most.
“The tour was incredible, Freya. I always wanted to play hockey when I was younger, but unfortunately circumstances made it impossible, so thank you for that experience. Getting to see all the background areas like the locker rooms, the arena from this side and the front office layout really makes it real. But before we go any further, I want to ask frankly about the team culture, specifically from a player and front office perspective regarding diversity.”
He was nervous; his palms had gone clammy around the notebook. The only reason he was even bringing it up was all the news about the Bears recently, and the pride-coloured pen holder on her desk, and the little pride pin on her coat that he had noticed the first time they met. He desperately wanted to work here. But he also wanted to be able to be himself, more than he had ever been allowed to be before, and if there was any safe space in hockey, then hopefully it was here. With this team.
Freya smiled at him. The expression was warm and welcoming, and it reached all the way up to her eyes.
“I’m glad you brought that up, Harris. We pride ourselves on being different from the traditional hockey mould, but I am more than aware of what the expected culture is. So ask away, what’s on your mind?”
Harris took another deep breath and reached up to play absently with his favourite pin, a little rainbow puck, rubbing the enamel under his thumb.
“Well, being openly gay, I’ve obviously followed the team’s reputation. The media calls the Bears the ‘gayest team in the league’. You have the first openly married husbands playing on the same roster, plus several other players in relationships with men. From the inside, is that culture as genuinely supportive as it looks from the outside?”
There was a lot riding on both Harris’s question and Freya’s answer, and Harris did admit, if only to himself, to crossing his fingers under the notebook in his lap while he waited.
“I promise you, it is 100%. And honestly? We don’t just tolerate it; it defines our strength. When our captains came out and got married, it broke the old-school, toxic hockey culture. The locker room is as open and supportive as it gets; they are a team, a family in the truest sense. The guys have each other’s backs unconditionally.”
Some of the crushing, dark fear that had wound itself tight around his chest lifted at her words. He had hoped, he had wished, through most of his teenage and adult years, for exactly this kind of environment, and now here it was, being handed to him on a silver platter along with his dream job.
“That’s amazing to hear. As the incoming social media manager, and eventually taking your seat, how does the front office handle the public side of that? I imagine the comment sections can get intense.”
Here, Freya just smirked and rubbed her hands together in what looked an awful lot like glee.
“You leave that all to me. They certainly can. And that’s exactly why I want you. Our policy is to protect our people, ferociously and without apology. We don’t hide who our players or staff are to appease internet trolls. We celebrate them. Your job won’t be to sanitise our team; it will be to authentically showcase our community. You will have total backing from ownership to block the hate and elevate the pride.”
Harris shuddered, just a little, at the look behind those glasses. Freya was lovely; that seemed very true. There was also a very scary side to her, though, a properly terrifying one, and it explained an awful lot about why massive hockey players all looked so apologetic and did exactly as they were told when she spoke.
Harris made a mental note never, ever to get on her bad side. Bloody hell.
“That takes a huge weight off my shoulders. It makes me even more excited about the relocation. Speaking of which, since I’ll be moving across the country, are there specific neighbourhoods the staff usually flock to that are both close to the arena and welcoming?”
She nodded, printed out a basic map, and plucked a red marker from the pride-coloured pot on her desk to circle a few areas that didn’t look too far away. Then she slid the printed sheet over to him, and Harris took it with a grateful smile.
“Of course. A lot of our front office staff and players live in these areas; both are vibrant and inclusive, with a fantastic community feel. I have managed to include a relocation signing bonus for you, so you’ll have plenty of flexibility to find a great spot. I can even connect you with a local realtor who works directly with the franchise.”
Harris was pretty floored, actually. All of this was so much, so fast. Was he dreaming? He honestly wasn’t sure right now. He glanced down at the piece of paper he had tucked into his notebook for safekeeping, red circles and all, and smiled.
“Freya, thank you. Hearing that directly from you makes this an easy decision. I want to review the fine print tonight, but you can count on having my response before Monday.”
Freya stood up and reached across the desk to shake his hand, her grip small and dry and surprisingly firm.
“It’s a privilege to have you, Harris. Hopefully in 6 months, these reins are yours. Take the time to look it over, and let’s make this official.”
He left the office in a bit of a daze, honestly, and walked all the way out to the street with his feet barely touching the pavement, a grin on his face that he couldn’t have wiped off if he had tried, and his heart thumping away happily against the steady tick of his valve, while his brain tried to work through everything that had been crammed into one single afternoon. Both his sisters were still out when he got back to the hotel, which he was half grateful for and half disappointed by. They had a few evening meetings in local bars that most likely hadn’t finished yet.
Harris would fill them both in over breakfast the next morning. For now, he just wanted ice cream and some time to get his head around all this. If he stopped at the little shop on his walk back to the hotel and picked up a tub of cookie dough ice cream, well, there was no one in his room anyway, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell.
A man was allowed to celebrate, wasn’t he?
 
The email was waiting in his inbox at breakfast the next morning. Harris opened it while the three of them ate together in the hotel’s little kitchenette before setting out on a long list of tasks each for the day. He couldn’t stop the grin spreading over his face as he scanned the contents. Freya certainly hadn’t beaten around the bush this time either, and the email sounded almost too good to be true.
From the sound he made, a strangled little squeak somewhere between a gasp and a hiccup, and from the look on his face, both Anna and Margot zeroed in on him instantly, with matching excited expressions and matching raised eyebrows. It was honestly unsettling how alike they could look when they wanted to gang up on him.
“Come on, little brother, share with the class. What has got you grinning like the Cheshire Cat?”
He slid the phone across the table to them both and let them read the email from Freya while he sipped his coffee and tried, and failed, to keep his joy contained.
He was failing spectacularly, as it happened.
Subject: Welcome to the Boston Bears Front Office! / Offer Contract Attached
Good morning, Harris,
I am thrilled to officially offer you the position of Social Media Manager here with the Boston Bears. Getting to know you during the interviews was a highlight for me, and I know your talent is exactly what our communications team needs.
Your official contract is attached to this email, but here is a quick summary of the path we have planned for you:

	You will step in immediately as our Social Media Manager.

	As I stated in your interview, I am retiring in 6 months, and we will spend that time working side by side.

	Upon my retirement, you will step up and take over my role as Senior Director of Communications.

	I know you mentioned that you would need to move if you accepted, so I made sure that this was something we could assist you with. We will fully assist with your move and include a signing bonus specifically to cover your relocation costs once you accept.


I am personally so excited to work closely with you over the next half-year and hand over the reins of this department to you. You are going to do incredible things for this franchise.
Please look over the attached contract, sign it, and send it back to me by next Monday. If you want to jump on a quick phone call to chat through the relocation details or any other terms, just let me know.
I truly hope you accept. I can’t wait to partner with you.
Warmly,
Freya Robins
Senior Director of Communications
Boston Bears Hockey Club
Anna passed him the phone back as they all started to get ready for the day. Even though it was early, they each had a list of things to get done, so they were getting an early start on it. His sisters were only meant to be in Boston for a few more days before they needed to head home to the orchard, the distributors and the never-ending stack of invoices.
Margot looked over her shoulder at him as she rinsed the used coffee mugs in the kitchenette sink.
“Have you looked at the contract yet, Harris? How much are they offering?”
He had, in fact, looked at the whole thing, every single clause, and he was still not convinced it was real, because Boston was offering a lot of money for the position. Even for his initial 6 months of training, the lower position was paid well, never mind the giant leap that successfully taking over from Freya would trigger. Harris was sure that none of the smaller teams would have been able to offer anything close to that amount, but the Bears were the most popular team in the league right now. Their sales and marketing were through the roof; in the big booklet of data Freya had given him, the numbers were all there in black and white, and some of them had made his eyes water.
Holy shit, indeed.
He had read through most of it the night before, when he had been far too overexcited and keyed up to sleep. He had flatly refused to jerk off in the hotel room right next door to his sisters’ room, no matter how fizzy and restless the energy under his skin felt, because some things a man just didn’t do, so he had channelled all that restlessness into the booklet instead. And into the cookie dough ice cream. Mostly the ice cream.
“A lot. Way more than I expected, even for the 6 months of training I would be starting with.”
Anna looked him over, a knowing grin creeping across her face as she pulled her coat on.
“You are going to take it, right? I mean, it would be bloody stupid not to.”
Harris looked down at his hands for a moment. He wanted to; god, he wanted to. But he was also scared shitless, in a jittery, cold-fingered way that he didn’t quite have words for. This was so much, so quickly, and he hadn’t even told their parents yet. Was he really going to do this, though? Yes.
He was going to accept.
“Yes, Anna, I very much think I am.”
 
That evening they all agreed to meet at a lovely local pub that did really good food. Harris was the first to arrive and found them a pretty booth near the large window that looked out onto a nicely kept back garden. He watched a squirrel dash up the small tree in the corner with a mouthful of whatever it had scavenged, heading back to its den, fat and smug and very pleased with its stupid fluffy self, until he heard the familiar loud voice of Margot as she and Anna made their way over to him with excited grins on their faces.
Anna slid into the booth and smiled at him. The way Margot tucked the bag in her hand just a little out of his sight made Harris more than a bit suspicious; however, he was also, by now, absolutely starving, and his curiosity could wait until after the food had been ordered.
Once they were all sorted, with drinks on the table and food on the way, Anna turned to him, and from the pensive look on her face, Harris knew they were going to talk now. Really talk. He let out a small sigh, but he shifted his legs so that his ankles were comfortably crossed under the table, and settled in while she began.
She kept her voice low but earnest, and when Harris saw the sadness on both of their pretty faces, he leaned forward and took one of each of their hands in his.
“We aren’t going to be living down the street, Harris. We still have to run the main facility in Ottawa. But we are going to be on the flight rotation constantly to manage the distributors here.”
At this, Margot grinned mischievously at them both and leaned right over the table, nearly putting her elbow in the salt.
“Which means you are our official Boston scout. You find the apartment with the spare bedroom, and we keep you stocked with home-cooked updates and cidery inventory. You’re doing this on your own, but you are definitely not stranded.”
There was a wetness behind his eyes that he refused to let fall, so he turned to look out of the window instead. Through the glass, over the garden wall and the roofs beyond it, he could see the TD Garden towers. The realisation was there, bubbling just beneath the surface: holy shit, he would be living alone in this massive city. It swooped right through his stomach and left his fingers cold and tingling. Not all bad nerves; there was definitely a good mix in there. Still, the knowledge that his sisters would be regularly blasting into town to wreak havoc on him, tease him about having crushes on the stunning hockey players he was working with, bring him updates from home and, of course, check on him, made it all feel a little more manageable.
Not stranded. He could do this, couldn’t he? Yes. He could.
 
The phone call with his parents was a little less easy. Not that they weren’t supportive, because they were; they always had been; they were just much, much more worried. Anna had demanded he ring them while they sat in the peaceful corner of the pub, each eating a dessert. Harris had ordered a lovely chocolate fudge cake that came with a scoop of vanilla ice cream, gooey and rich and perfect. He was licking the last bit of icing off his spoon when Anna pushed his phone under his nose and gave him a very pointed look.
Harris straightened in his seat. The corner they were nestled in was the quietest part of the pub, and he held his phone tightly, his knuckles going white around it. Anna and Margot watched him closely from across the table, and both offered him reassuring nods as the line rang through to the little farmhouse phone. His mother’s voice filled the speaker, quickly followed by his father’s as they both crowded around the landline, and Harris took a steady breath, conscious of the rhythmic tick of the valve inside his chest. This was going to be harder than telling his sisters, but he had to do it. After all, he couldn’t stay in the nest forever, right?
He went first, before he could lose his nerve.
“Hey, Mom, hey, Dad. I’m sitting here with Anna and Margot. I just wanted to give you an update … so, Freya offered me the job. I’m going to be the next social media manager, and she’s going to be training me to take over her position as Senior Director of Communications in 6 months.”
His mother gasped, then instantly cried out with joy, so loudly that the speaker crackled and the couple in the next booth glanced over.
“Oh, Harris! Sweetheart! Senior Director? I knew they would love you. I am so, so proud of you!”
Once again, he was fighting tears. His dad’s deeper, soothing voice broke over the speaker before Harris could embarrass himself completely, and it distracted him; it was thick with emotion, rougher than usual, the way it had been at Anna’s wedding.
“That is incredible, son. An NHL front office. You’ve earned every bit of this. Your sisters aren’t letting you pay for dinner tonight, I hope?”
That made him laugh, and Anna and Margot let out indignant noises from the other side of the table in sibling protest.
“No, Dad, they aren’t, don’t worry.”
He sniggered at the betrayed look they both shot him and grinned silently back. They couldn’t even argue, not while he was on the phone, which meant he had won. Ha.
“I promise that they aren’t, Dad. But listen … it does mean moving here. I’d be living in the West End, right by the arena. The team has offered to pay for my full relocation and has given me a signing bonus, specifically for the move.”
This was where he knew they would struggle.
He braced himself.
When his mother next spoke, the joy had broken up into a breathless, maternal panic, exactly as Harris had suspected it might.
“Moving? To Boston? Oh, Harris … on your own? Without anyone there if something happens?”
They were only worried. He knew that; of course he did. The words still sent a tiny sliver of anxiety through him, and for a second he was that fragile child again, tucked up in a hospital bed with Mr Neck-Neck under his chin and his mom’s hand stroking his hair while the monitor beeped and beeped.
Harris heard the sigh down the line, and then heard his dad’s tone shift into the familiar, guarded rhythm of a heart parent.
“Harris, you know we want the world for you. But Boston is an eight-hour drive away. You’ve spent your entire life within 15 minutes of the clinic in Ottawa. If your pulmonary arteries spike, or if there’s an issue with the anticoagulants …”
Here it was. The same lines he had heard all his life. Not that Harris took his condition lightly, never, not once in his whole life; but sometimes, just sometimes, it was all so restricting, so bloody stifling, that he wanted to scream and cry at the same time. However, he swallowed it down and adjusted the phone so that he could be sure they could both hear him clearly.
“Dad, Mom, please listen to me. I knew you’d worry about my heart. I’ve been thinking about it the entire time since. But remember what the surgical team said after the last operation? The reconstruction on my pulmonary arteries is stable. My anatomy is fully grown.”
There was a muffled sniffle from the other end, and then his mom’s voice, all shaky.
“I know, honey, but three open-heart surgeries … seeing you in those paediatric ICU beds … it doesn’t just leave our minds because you got a job offer.”
Guilt, hot and heavy, curdled in Harris’s stomach until he could barely swallow around it. Both his sisters reached over and linked their fingers around his free hand, holding on tight.
“I know it doesn’t. I don’t forget it either. Every time I breathe, I remember. But that’s exactly why I have to take this. Look at the mechanical aortic valve I just had put in. It was designed to handle more strain, so I could live a normal life. It’s meant to be the final fix. No more surgeries. This heart is built to last now, and I want to actually use it to live my dream.”
Or at least as close as he could get to it. There was silence on the line while they both processed his words, long enough that Harris checked the screen to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. Then his dad spoke again, gently and calmly, into the speaker.
“You’re right about the valve, Harris. The doctors did say you were cleared for full independence. But we need a plan. Boston has some of the best hospitals in the world, but you can’t just pick a doctor out of a phone book.”
Like he was going to stick a pin in a phone book or something, for god’s sake. Who even had a phone book anymore? Harris nearly rolled his eyes, but resisted through sheer force of will, because his dad would somehow hear it.
He always did.
“I already asked Freya about it, Dad. The Bears have an automatic pipeline to the top cardiologists at Massachusetts General Hospital. The team medical staff will transfer my files from Ottawa before I even pack a box. And remember, Anna and Margot are going to be flying in every few weeks for the cidery. I won’t be stranded.”
He had thought this through. He had; he had thought about almost nothing else since the email. Harris wanted this. Damn it, he wanted this so much. His mom had stopped being able to hide her soft little sniffles by now, but she gave a shaky, more supportive laugh at his answer.
“You promise you’ll keep your INR blood tester on your kitchen counter where you can see it? And you’ll wear your medical alert bracelet even if it doesn’t match your fancy front-office suits?”
Suits? That made him laugh for real this time, even as tears pricked his eyes again at the familiar fussing. He glanced down at his yellow shirt and his pins and thought about the look on Freya’s face if he turned up in a three-piece.
“I promise, Mom. Front and centre on the counter. And I’ll wear the bracelet every single day; somehow I don’t think matching it to any suits will be a problem.”
Both Anna and Margot laughed and squeezed his hand, their eyes a bit wet in the low, romantic lighting of the pub. Their dad’s voice came through last, steady and pleased, and he gave Harris the words he needed to hear.
“Then you sign that contract, Harris. We spent your whole childhood fighting to make sure you had a future. Go claim it.”
Now the tears did fall, just a few, from his eyes and from those of both his wonderful sisters, who were still holding his hand, still here, still supporting him as they always had. He paused to make sure his voice wouldn’t crack, then almost whispered the last sentence into the phone.
“Thanks, Dad. I love you guys so much. I’ll call you tomorrow with the lease details.”
 
He didn’t actually remember the little bag until he found it waiting for him on the Monday morning, the day he was due to have a first trial day with Freya before he had to fly home and start packing up his entire life. The look of sheer mischief on Margot’s face in the pub came flooding back the second he unpacked it and found a lovely, brand-new, official Boston Bears jersey-inspired shirt, with the number 17 on the front pocket over a little rainbow, and again in a bigger font across the back.
The note in the little bag read:
Good luck, little brother.
We will see you at home tomorrow; you got this!
Love, Anna + Margot x ❤️ x
Harris refused to cry before his very first day. Crying made his skin go blotchy, given his colouring, and he was trying to make a good impression, thank you very much.
He didn’t need to look like a tomato in his first ever staff photo. He did, however, carefully put the shirt on and smooth it neatly into place, and he walked through the staff entrance with a big, bright smile on his face and his heart ticking away happily in his chest.
He was met at the door by Freya’s young assistant, who was bright and eager and practically bouncing on the spot in his excitement as he held his hand out to Harris.
“Good morning! My name is Jason Noble, but please call me Jason. Freya sent me to bring you to this morning’s first meeting.”
The kid was a delight. He couldn’t have been more than 19, all gangly limbs and enthusiasm, with a lanyard so stuffed with keycards that it clacked when he moved. Harris shook his hand with matching enthusiasm and gave him a grin, which only made the younger man grin wider in response. Harris liked him already.
How could he not?
“Ah, thank you, Jason. Harris Drover, but just call me Harris.”
He made a little ‘lead on’ gesture and waited for the younger man to set off before he spoke again; he didn’t want to be late on his very first official day, and he had no idea where anything was.
“Lead on, then, Jason. Any tips or insights I should know for this meeting?”
At the request, Jason’s hazel eyes brightened, and he looked so proud to be asked that Harris’s heart gave a soppy little squeeze. Then he launched into a lengthy summary of everything Freya had planned for the day, complete with hand gestures, and he was still going when they rounded the corner, and Harris spotted Freya waiting for them.
 
She greeted them both and gave Harris the once-over with an approving glint in her glasses. He was dressed pretty similarly to Jason, actually, which made him feel a little better about the new shirt Margot had insisted he wear, and had videoed him in that morning to prove that he’d done it before he left.
“Good morning, Harris. All okay?”
He nodded, a bit too fast, and Freya clapped her hands together and put her hand on the door.
“Let’s get started, then. I have assembled a few of the easier and yet most complicated players first for you to meet, but don’t worry, Shane has a good grip on them all. Thank god for bringing that man here, is all I can say.”
Before either he or Jason could get a word in, Freya had pushed open the heavy doors to the players’ lounge, and Harris took his first step into a space that felt revolutionary. The traditional, stoic, often hostile atmosphere of an NHL players’ lounge was nowhere to be found. Instead, the room was loud, warm and unapologetically alive; there was music playing from someone’s phone, someone was arguing about cereal, and the whole place was full of big bodies sprawled over sofas and leaning on counters, nudging each other and laughing, completely at home in their own skin.
He barely heard Freya introduce him to them as the new social media manager. Instead, he had to consciously remind himself to breathe. Inside his chest, his mechanical valve ticked steadily away, but his heart rate spiked for an entirely different reason. Right now, he, Harris Drover, the biggest hockey fan ever to have lived, was standing in front of the most historic roster in modern sports history.
Freya chuckled beside him, clearly noticing him trying to take it all in, and patted his arm.
“Don’t let them intimidate you, Harris.”
She leaned in towards him, her voice dropping into a stage whisper that was very definitely meant to carry to every corner of the room.
“They’re loud, but they’re harmless.”
A big, deep laugh rolled across the room, and the Captain threw an arm around Shane’s hips and hauled the smaller man in against his side, grinning wickedly.
“Nyet. We are not harmless, Freya. We are terrifying.”
He looked at Harris with genuine warmth as he teased her, though, and the terrifying effect was rather ruined by the way he was trying to rest his chin on top of his husband’s head while his husband tried, with limited success, to drink his coffee.
As a gay man who had grown up loving hockey while being very, very careful about his identity, Harris felt a little like a kid in a candy store, looking at the assembled group. He just about managed to keep his professional composure on the outside. On the inside, he might have been fangirling over the line-up. Just a bit. Quite a lot, actually.
Okay, a whole damn lot.
The power couple; the flagship of leadership in current hockey. Captain Ilya Hollander-Rozanov and Alternate Captain Shane Hollander-Rozanov were the first of the group to come over to them. Harris was pretty sure he was blushing, but here they were, the league’s first openly married husbands. Not only the first to be out, but out and together on the same team.
The very men who had broken the hockey glass ceiling were standing side by side in their matching Bears gear, and Harris had to subtly pinch himself on the wrist to make sure it wasn’t a dream. It felt like a dream; it felt surreal, honestly. It was the Captain who reached out first. Ilya Hollander-Rozanov gave Harris an almost bone-crushing handshake, his handsome face split into a welcoming half-smirk that made the man even more handsome, if that was even possible, which it apparently was. He was massive, too. Harris was well aware he was short, but he felt even shorter than usual with this Russian behemoth towering over him, all broad chest and big warm hands and messy blond curls, close enough that Harris had to tip his head right back to meet those dark blue eyes.
Shane Hollander-Rozanov welcomed him with a warm, easy smile and a much more polite handshake. He was shorter than his husband, but he still had a good few inches on Harris, and fuck, was Shane Hollander-Rozanov built. Thick thighs, broad shoulders, a chest that strained the front of his practice shirt. The dark-haired man was so damn pretty too, with that constellation of freckles, those meltingly brown eyes, and a mouth that looked like it had been built for being kissed.
Harris blushed. He could feel his skin go that familiar splotchy pink when his eyes found the scattering of what looked like fresh teeth marks peeking out over Shane’s collar; then Ilya turned to grin down at his smaller husband, and there was an even darker bruise high up on the side of the Russian’s throat. Oh.
Okay. Good for them, honestly.
“Nice to meet you, Harris.”
The Russian accent was heavy, which surprised Harris, though it shouldn’t have; he had heard the man speak before, in interviews and post-game clips, more times than he would ever admit to. Still, Ilya’s voice in person was sin. Dark, deep gravel wrapped in velvet. It was the voice romance authors always tried to give the villainous love interest, the one no audiobook narrator could ever get quite right. His thoughts were interrupted by Shane before they could wander anywhere he would have to explain.
“Welcome to the team, Harris. Use our first names, please; it will get far too confusing otherwise.”
Shane’s voice was smoother, warm and easy, the kind of voice that made Harris want to curl up on the nearest sofa and just listen to him talk. Jesus, was there nothing imperfect about these men? Harris shook himself internally and gave his brain a very stern talking-to. He was here to work, and to make a good impression on his new team, not to daydream about whether he could record their voices for audiobooks, because they would honestly make a fortune. Shane wasn’t finished, though.
“Freya has shown us some of your work, from your family’s cidery back in Ottawa. You’re going to make us look incredible online.”
Harris had to look away from that blindingly pretty smile Shane was pointing at him. That thing could be weaponised; it was so lethally pretty that it should come with a licence.
Hell, it should come with a warning label.
“Thanks, Shane. It’s … an honour to be here.”
He managed to get the words out somehow, and looked around the room as he did, meeting the eyes of the players who had so rapidly become global icons for the LGBTQ+ community. The lingering anxiety about his move from Ottawa, his possible new apartment and his medical transition to Mass General faded into the background, all at once, and his shoulders came down from around his ears for the first time all morning.
For the first time ever, Harris looked, really looked, at a hockey team and knew he had more than a job here; he had a community, and it seemed ready to back him up from the very start.
“Thank you, it’s amazing to meet you all. I am looking forward to getting started.”
However, before he could recover from the onslaught of the Hollander-Rozanovs, Freya steered him with a hand on his elbow to look at the right side of the room.
 
On the couch nearby, sitting so close that their thighs were pressed together from hip to foot, were front-line wingers Victor St-Simone and Cliff Marlow. Harris watched as Victor leaned back against Cliff, who was comfortably the tallest winger on the team. The casual, open affection between two powerhouse veteran players in a professional NHL rink blew Harris’s mind; he had to resist the urge to get his phone out, not to post it, never that, but just to keep it.
They were a handsome couple. Victor had stunning dark skin and striking golden eyes, and Cliff, massively tall and broad, was pretty much a brick wall; but his coffee-coloured eyes were light with mirth, and his face was handsome, relaxed and open. One massive arm was draped around the trim waist of his partner, and Cliff adjusted them both and grinned brightly up at Harris, giving him a mock salute with his free hand.
“Hey, nice to meet you, man. Does this mean we can finally get some decent shit up now? Since Freya doesn’t trust us.”
Cliff yelped when Freya swatted him on the knee with her folder at exactly the same moment as Victor smacked him in the chest and muttered something that Harris wasn’t close enough to hear. Whatever it was, it made the bigger man laugh and squeeze Victor closer to his side, a delighted grin on his handsome face.
“Cliff, it is you and Ilya that I do not trust; everyone else is fine.”
Harris didn’t think he had ever seen two massive, muscular men pout so effectively before, but the two aforementioned perpetrators were managing it beautifully. Ilya’s full, plump bottom lip stuck out and only emphasised his chiselled jaw and cheekbones. Cliff, meanwhile, had turned on the biggest, saddest brown puppy-dog eyes Harris had ever seen on a grown man, all wobbly lip and wounded innocence, and he was aiming them at both Freya and Victor right now. Harris’s chest went warm and fizzy just watching him.
It wasn’t working. Harris thought it was bloody hilarious, though.
Freya shook her head at the massive man and turned back to Harris, gesturing towards the last pair in the room.
Standing by the coffee station were the Bears’ newest rookies: Luca Haas, or it might be Hollander-Rozanov by now; Harris wasn’t sure if that had been announced yet, but Freya had given him the heads-up in his information pack. Next to the smaller blond was his boyfriend and fellow rookie, Adrien LaPointe. Harris felt his eyes sting, just a little. They were only a little younger than him, and yet here they were, in the NHL, openly together, safe, and supported by both their team and each other.
Seeing the younger generation of players able to enter the league, and come out, and be proud and in a relationship with a teammate, did more than anything to show Harris exactly how much the Boston Bears had changed the game. This team hadn’t only torn up the script; they had thrown it away altogether, and Harris’s throat went tight and thick at the thought of all the little kids out there, sat in hospital beds and bedrooms full of posters, watching them do it.
Both young men waved at him. Harris waved back, and then watched as Luca suddenly looked down at the phone vibrating in his hand. Harris cocked his head to one side as the young blond darted over to where Shane and Ilya were leaning against the counter; Luca tucked himself automatically under Shane’s arm, like he had done it a thousand times before, and held up his phone, talking in rapid-fire Russian. Or at least Harris was pretty sure that it was fluent Russian flying back and forth between Shane and Luca, because it certainly wasn’t French, and he had taken two years of that in high school and could just about order a croissant.
As he watched, Ilya leaned down around Shane’s shoulder to look too, and joined in the discussion, his deep voice rumbling under the other two. Adrien turned back to Harris and Freya and gave a little shrug as he picked up two freshly steaming mugs to follow the blond.
“Yeah, we have lost them now. Levi wants to learn to skate, and Luca keeps trying to outdo Ilya for the cutest baby skates. They have been arguing for days; the best thing to do is leave them to it. Shane will have the final say anyway.”
Victor immediately hopped up and strode over to be nosy too, which made Luca press himself tightly in between Ilya and Shane to make space, and all the big Russian did was wrap his huge arms around both his husband and the smaller blond at once, pulling them in snug against his chest and dropping a kiss on top of each head. Harris couldn’t tear his eyes away.
Baby skates. They were arguing about baby skates. Could they be any cuter? Freya, however, was firm, and she was soon herding both him and Jason out of the room and on to the next task on her list; it was a rather long list, too, from the glimpse Harris had caught of it.
 
The heavy double doors of the players’ lounge swung shut behind them, and the vibrant energy of the room faded into quiet as Freya led the two of them down the carpeted hallway of the media suite. The first thing the three of them did was make a fresh coffee; Freya clearly ran on the stuff, and Harris was beginning to suspect he would too. Once they each had a mug, and the excitement of the lounge had settled a little, Freya turned to them both.
“I have got an urgent meeting now, since some old story about Barrett from his Toronto days has decided to crawl back out from under its rock already. So I will leave you, Harris, in Jason’s capable hands. Jason, help get Harris’s new laptop and account set up. If I am not back before lunch, you can start to take him through all the calendar and events programs we use.”
Freya smiled at both of them and then headed off to her urgent management meeting, muttering under her breath something about ‘another damn one’ as she went.
Which left Jason to show Harris down to the tech suite to get his new laptop set up. The older man in charge down there had clearly been waiting for them, with the new equipment all lined up and ready on his desk, and he handed the shiny new computer over with an easy smile; Harris thanked him profusely. Then he and Jason sat down at their two desks back in the office, and the instant comfort Harris had felt with Jason that morning made it easy to dive straight into the real, behind-the-scenes dynamics of the building.
Jason kicked a rolling chair over towards Harris’s new desk, then dropped into his own and spun it around to face him.
“So.”
He looked at Harris with a sort of comfortable, conspiratorial air, like they had known each other for years rather than about three hours.
“You survived the welcoming committee. I told you they were great.”
Harris clipped his new security badge to the little pocket on his nice new shirt, right over the rainbow, and sat down, a genuine smile breaking across his face.
“They really are.”
The instant, friendly connection he had felt with Jason from the moment they met at the front doors had made the whole whirlwind morning feel a lot steadier underfoot. He leaned back in his chair and let out a breath that turned into a slightly giddy laugh.
“Honestly, seeing Ilya and Shane together like that, and Victor and Cliff … it’s kind of wild to see it in person. It feels historic just standing in the room.”
Jason leaned back too, and laced his fingers behind his head. Harris’s new laptop was busy updating itself, the little wheel spinning and spinning, so the two of them had a few minutes to talk.
“It is historic.”
He nodded towards the open doorway and the lounge somewhere down the corridor beyond it, with real pride on his young face.
“The core group in there is a family. They genuinely have each other’s backs.”
His smile faded a little, though, and his posture shifted. He glanced towards the open hallway before he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.
“But since we’re going to be working side by side, I need to give you the real lay of the land. You picked a very … interesting week to start here.”
Harris paused, his hands still resting on his new laptop case.
“What do you mean? Is something going on?”
Jason raised an eyebrow and lowered his voice, just a little.
“You noticed Barrett wasn’t in the lounge just now, right?”
Harris had. He very much had, actually, and he had been more than a little annoyed with himself for looking.
“Yeah, I did. I figured he was with the rest of the team.”
Jason’s mouth twisted, and he let his head drop back.
“I wish.”
He sighed, shaking his head at the ceiling, before he looked back at Harris.
“He’s been a dark cloud over this entire place since the trade went through a couple of weeks ago. He’s withdrawn, incredibly grumpy, and refuses to do any team bonding. When the media staff asks him for a simple 10-second pre-game clip, he acts like it’s a damn prison sentence. But it’s what’s happening when the cameras are off that’s the real problem.”
Harris leaned in, a familiar tightness forming in his chest. In the lull of the office, the faint, internal awareness of the metallic click-click-click of his mechanical heart valve felt a little more pronounced.
“What kind of problem?”
Jason got up and closed the door of the main office before he answered, and he checked the handle twice, which made Harris’s stomach give a nervous little lurch and his fingers tighten around his mug.
This wasn’t going to be good news.
“There are some very loud, very specific rumours circulating through the front office right now. Word from the ice level is that Barrett had been dropping low-key homophobic slurs under his breath during practice, back when he first landed here, before the whole big apology tour.”
Harris froze.
He actually froze, coffee halfway to his mouth, and his stomach dropped straight through the floor.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
“Are you serious? On this team?”
Jason grimaced right along with him, and sank back down into his chair.
“On this exact team.”
His voice was grim as he went on, his young face suddenly a lot older.
“Apparently, he’s targeting Shane and the rookies, Luca and Adrien. He thinks he’s being clever, using these old-school hockey locker room ‘chirps’ that he probably got away with at his old club. He doesn’t seem to realise he’s playing with fire here.”
Harris’s mind was already racing through the PR implications, every possible headline and hashtag lining up in his head, one after another, each one worse than the last, until his palms were sweating.
“That’s professional suicide.”
He kept his voice down to a whisper, like the walls might be listening, and set his mug on the desk before he spilt it.
“Ilya is the captain. Shane is the alternate, and Luca is their son. If Barrett is throwing slurs at the captain’s kid and his boyfriend, the locker room must be a tinderbox.”
The younger man nodded in agreement.
“It certainly is. Freya and ownership are already monitoring it closely behind closed doors.”
Jason pointed a finger at Harris’s desk, at the shiny laptop and the little stack of Bears notebooks waiting beside it.
“That’s why I wanted to give you the heads-up on day one. As our new social media manager, you’re in a really precarious spot. If Barrett snaps on camera, or if one of those slurs leaks to the public during a live microphone mix, it’s going to be a shit show to clean up.”
Harris let out a breath and took the warning in. It sat heavy on his shoulders, next to the new job and the new city and the new everything.
Welcome to the Bears, Harris.
“Right. So keep your distance, but keep my eyes wide open when the cameras are rolling.”
Jason’s voice gentled, and the tension in the room broke as he offered Harris a supportive smile and bumped his rolling chair against Harris’s with his foot.
“Exactly. We protect our guys at all costs here. If Barrett doesn’t get his attitude in check fast, his time in a Boston jersey is going to be incredibly short. But don’t worry, you and I are going to handle it together.”
Harris was rather disappointed, honestly. He was more than aware of Troy Barrett’s reputation; of course he was; it had been all over every hockey site he followed. Still, he had half hoped that the trade to Boston, to this team of all teams, would improve the man. Was that really so much to ask? Sadly, from what Jason was telling him, it seemed that wasn’t the case.
What a bloody waste.
Harris made a deal with himself, there and then, to keep his distance from Barrett, even if a tiny, traitorous part of him was still going to look. After all, he could look, right? Looking wouldn’t hurt anyone. And from what he had seen of him, sprawled on the locker room floor at Harris’s feet and blushing like a schoolboy, Troy Barrett was about the hottest fucking man Harris had ever laid eyes on, and that was really saying something, considering the room he had just been in.
Looking was allowed.
Probably.






      

  












      Chapter 74: The Burden of Proof
  



    Chapter Notes

      So, I may never manage three chapters in one week ever again ... please do not get used to it! This chapter is in a slightly different format than I usually do, so please keep an open mind.
Warning: for a lot of legal jargon, threats and unkind words, including a few slurs. I am not a lawyer; I have taken creative liberties here, so bear that in mind.
As ever, enjoy and let me know what you think.







  Yuna’s POV
The kitchen was peaceful, save for the low hum of the large fridge freezer and the occasional clink of a coffee cup against the granite. Through the open-plan doorway came the muffled sounds of a cheerful fish film, Finding Nemo, if Yuna wasn’t mistaken, which was the current and very much undisputed favourite of Levi’s. She suspected that David had put it on deliberately to keep the 7-year-old distracted, and she loved her husband all the more for it. Levi had met Sam Winchester a few times now, and he was getting better with each visit, but Yuna had no intention of upsetting him; not today, and not if she could help it. The week had been a bit up and down, what with the hair incident and then Levi announcing, out of nowhere and with the deadly seriousness only a small child could manage, that he wanted to learn to skate.
David was in the living room with him. The two of them were alternating between building a 3D puzzle of a clownfish that Luca had found for him and watching the cute little film that her grandson was so obsessed with; now and then Yuna could hear David’s low, patient murmur and then Levi’s small voice answering. He was doing better today, at least. That was something. She and Sam were set up at the kitchen island, and as Yuna settled onto the comfy, cushioned bar stool, her posture upright and ready for business, she pulled both her laptop and her trusted notebook towards her, the leather ring binder with the sakura on the cover and her name in kanji, and turned her full attention to the tall, broad figure of their lawyer.
Sam had been almost gleeful when she had approached him and asked if his tweet, the one about wanting to help them take on Montreal and possibly the Commissioner himself, had been real. Samuel Winchester had called her back not an hour later and thrown his all behind them, and Sam, Yuna had discovered, was a very, very good lawyer. Terrifyingly good, in fact. He only took on certain cases, and most of them were ones that helped people who had been dealt a bad hand, rather than ones that paid well. Yuna had liked him immediately for that. She had liked him even more once she had seen him work.
When she had updated him on how the situation had changed with the addition of both Levi and Luca, Sam had instantly offered to come to her. He had flown in from Montreal early that morning, his usual suit swapped for more casual clothes and his heavy, cumbersome bag swapped for a single sleek, encrypted tablet and a smaller briefcase that held all the printed documents and hard-copy evidence he thought they might need. Yuna, with Shane and Ilya’s permission, had told him everything; he knew exactly why he had needed to come to Boston. With the Bears locked into their intense training schedules and Levi only just accepting the idea of staying in his own home with his grandparents, Yuna hadn’t relished having to leave the house, let alone the state, but Sam had offered the instant she had explained. Bless the man.
Levi was better. Much better, in comparison to the shut-down, terrified little boy her boys had taken in, and Yuna and David had been more than happy to step up and handle the childcare as soon as Levi had accepted them. They were determined to shelter the traumatised child in a safe little bubble while the legal storm raged on outside it. Yuna wouldn’t allow anyone to take her grandson away. She would bury them all in the ground before she let that happen, and she would do it with a smile, thank you very much.
Her family deserved to be happy. Didn’t they deserve a little peace, after everything?
“How is he doing?”
Sam nodded toward the living room as he asked, his voice pitched low so it wouldn’t carry, and began opening his briefcase and laying the paper files out in neat, orderly piles. Yuna approved of the piles. She approved of anyone who organised things properly.
“Better today. He hasn’t had a great week; there was a bit of a tremor over Shane having to cut his hair short, but we got it settled.”
Yuna glanced over to where Sam was looking and sighed, the breath leaving her slowly. She could hear how she sounded, half grandmother ready to go to war and half woman who hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in a fortnight, and she didn’t particularly care.
“But he is still wary of being away from them too long, or of disappointing Shane or Ilya, in case they might not want him anymore. It is going to be a long healing process, I fear. Levi cannot have his life dragged through a messy trial while the boys are trying to prove that they can provide a stable, peaceful home for their son. We need a clean kill, Sam.”
Her eyes flashed behind her glasses with both the Hollander stubbornness, which she had married into, and her own dogged determination, which she had been born with and which had come out the stronger of the two in her son. Yuna hadn’t yet met a problem she couldn’t solve. Was she about to start now? Absolutely not.
The younger man gave her a smooth, confident look as he opened the tablet and settled further forward over the island.
“We’re going to get it.”
Sam’s expression hardened, the easy friendliness falling away into something firm and professional and absolutely certain. Yuna had seen that look on Shane’s face before a face-off. She liked it on Sam’s too.
“I didn’t come here to tell you how we’re going to fight them in court, Yuna. I came to show you how we are going to force Montreal and Commissioner Crowell to surrender before a single gavel drops.”
He turned the tablet toward her. On the screen was a draft of a global settlement agreement, and the terms were ruthless. Utterly, beautifully ruthless. Yuna was impressed, and she wasn’t a woman who was impressed easily.
“Crowell and the Voyageurs think they are holding a winning hand because Shane’s trade is technically over and done with. They think we’re just fishing for a payout. But they don’t know what we recorded, or what we kept back from the time before the trade, and from Crowell’s office.”
Sam tapped the screen and brought up a detailed map that unfolded into a brilliantly executed timeline: dates, names, times, every single piece colour-coded and cross-referenced, enough to make Shane weep with joy. Yuna made a mental note to send a copy to her son. Then she made a second mental note not to, because Shane would only start making his own version, and the boy needed to sleep.
“First, Montreal. Their lawyers are already trying to hide behind the ‘hockey decision’ defence. Next, they’ll claim they traded their star centre for asset management. But Farrah and I subpoenaed the Voyageurs’ internal server logs from the week Shane’s texts were hacked from Rose Landry’s phone. We found a deleted email thread between the General Manager, the Head Coach and the team owner. The GM and the Coach explicitly wrote, ‘We need to dump him before his pansy-ass lifestyle ruins our marketability.’ It is direct, undeniable evidence of a human rights violation under the Quebec Charter. It obliterates their defence before we even get to the rest.”
Yuna looked at the quote. She read it once, then a second time, and a cold, protective rage rose up in her, so big and so sudden that her hands shook with it and she had to press her palms flat to the cool granite to keep them still. How dare they? How fucking dare they? Her son. Her beautiful, brilliant, kind boy, who had given that team everything he had and then some. Logically, she had known they had pushed him out because of this; Shane himself had told her they would, sitting at his cold, bare apartment table in Montreal with his hands wrapped around a mug of tea he hadn’t drunk. That had been back when she and David had rushed to his side, only to find that Shane hadn’t been alone at all and was, in fact, more supported than he had ever been. By Ilya Rozanov, of all the people on God’s green earth. Of course, now she wouldn’t have it any other way, but back then, she had taken rather longer than she liked to admit to come to terms with the situation.
Seeing it written down was different, though. Seeing it in black and white, in a grown man’s own words, was something else entirely.
Bastards. The whole bloody lot of them.
“And what about Crowell? He’s the one who threatened Ilya’s captaincy in Boston and said he would deport him back to Russia to try and force Shane back into the closet.”
A slow, grim smile crossed Sam’s face. It wasn’t a nice smile. Yuna found she liked it very much.
“That is our nuclear option. Crowell thought he was safe because his threats to Shane and Ilya were made in his office and were verbal. What he doesn’t know that we know is that 48 hours after Shane was traded to Boston, Crowell called the Bears’ owner directly. He tried to strong-arm Boston into stripping Ilya of his captaincy, using vague threats about league penalties.”
Yuna’s knuckles had gone white; she was gripping her notebook so hard the leather squeaked. The audacity of the man. The sheer, bloody audacity. Yuna would tear him apart with her bare hands if she ever got the chance, and she wouldn’t need the lawyers to hold her coat. Crowell was the very worst example of a kuzu na kiseichuu. The literal translation was a trash parasite, a scumbag leech, and in her home culture that was about as insulting as one could possibly get; her own grandmother would have fainted to hear it come out of Yuna’s mouth. Yuna would have said it to Crowell’s face anyway.
Sam tapped an audio file on the tablet.
“Massachusetts law allows one-party consent for recording phone calls if there’s an extortionate element, and the Bears’ owner had a security protocol that records all executive lines. Because the Bears backed Shane and Ilya fully at that press conference, their owner was more than happy to hand the audio file directly to me yesterday, as soon as I contacted them.”
That first phone call was all vague threats and growled annoyance from Crowell, a bully trying very hard not to sound like one and failing miserably, but Yuna was more than aware that Sam was building up to something. At least the Bears’ owner, Charlie Johnson, sounded much more in control. He wasn’t giving the bastard an inch. Yuna inwardly applauded the man for his backbone and for his obvious, total support of her boys, and she made a third mental note, this one in ink, to send him something very nice indeed when this was all over.
Yuna wasn’t really surprised, though. Ilya had been adamant from the start that both his Coach and his management would support them, and he had been right. Right from the moment Shane had stepped off that plane onto Boston soil, he had been folded into the Bears’ protective embrace as he had always belonged there, and maybe, Yuna thought, he always had.
 
Those long, clever fingers tapped away on the tablet again, and then Sam looked back up at her.
“This is what I really wanted you to hear.”
Sam pressed play.
Crowell’s unmistakable, gravelly voice filled the kitchen. Yuna glanced into the living room on instinct, every nerve she had straining towards the boy on the rug, but Levi and David were both thoroughly entranced by the puzzle and paying no attention to the grown-ups at all. Meanwhile, that voice, that horrible, oily voice, explicitly threatened to ruin Ilya Rozanov’s career if Shane didn’t ‘drop the dramatics’ and fall in line.
Yuna took a sharp breath. Her hands curled into fists on the granite.
“Shane got the Commissioner on tape committing civil extortion.”
She had known Shane had recorded the whole thing in Crowell’s office; of course she had; her son didn’t walk into a room like that without a plan, a backup plan and a spreadsheet. But Shane had sent it straight to Sam at that point, and Yuna had just assumed this was it. Hearing that voice now made her want to throw something.
“I have the head of the National Hockey League conspiring to destroy a married gay couple to protect a bigoted front office in Montreal.”
Sam corrected her flatly, without a shred of emotion in his voice, which somehow made it worse. Then he went on.
“If this goes to trial, this audio file becomes public record. The league’s corporate sponsors will flee within an hour. The Board of Governors will fire Crowell by nightfall to save their own shares, and the Montreal Voyageurs will face franchise-ending sanctions.”
He slid the tablet closer to her and pointed to the final page of the document.
“I am meeting with Montreal’s lead counsel and Crowell’s personal attorneys at 4 pm in two days, at a private firm downtown. I am not negotiating. I am going to play this audio file, lay out the deleted emails, and give them a 24-hour ultimatum to sign this.”
Yuna pushed her glasses more firmly up her nose and let her eyes scan the text, taking in every line and every stipulation that Sam had laid out. She read it the way she read a brand contract, looking for the trapdoors, and there were none. As she read, Sam sat back slightly and sipped his coffee, his handsome face wearing a darkly pleased expression as he watched her take it all in. When she reached the heart of it, she read the terms out loud, half to herself, just to hear how they sounded.
“Full admission of liability. A joint public apology drafted by us, explicitly apologising to Shane and Ilya. A full financial payout of the remaining value of Shane’s Montreal contract as a punitive penalty. And Crowell resigns immediately.”
Yuna wanted to jump up and cheer. She wanted to dance around the kitchen like one of the rookies after a goal. If those bastards signed this, if Sam actually pulled this off, then none of them would ever need to set foot in a courtroom.
It would all be over. Could it really be that simple?
Sam raised an eyebrow and tapped his finger twice on the screen, adding the rest when she finally looked up from it.
“He will be citing ‘health or personal reasons’, though the hockey world will know exactly why he vanished.”
He let that sit for a second, and Yuna let herself enjoy it. Then he went on, just as calm as before.
“If they sign, Shane gets total vindication, the truth is out, and it’s over. If they refuse, the lawsuit is filed in Quebec Superior Court at 9 am the next morning, and I leak the audio file to every major news network in North America.”
From the living room, the sound of Levi giggling at something David had said drifted through the air, light and sweet and so very small. The contrast between the innocence in that room and the corporate warfare laid out across her clean kitchen island was stark enough to make Yuna’s chest ache.
She looked up from the screen. She could feel her own expression settle into something steady and unbreakable, the face she used on lawyers and brand managers and once, memorably, on a customs officer at Narita. She would win. Sam would win. The hockey world needed to understand exactly what they had done to her son, and Crowell was the one who was going to pay for it.
“Sign it, Sam. Force them to their knees. My son and Ilya have earned their peace, and that little boy deserves his family.”
Sam sat back, gathered the files and tucked them neatly into the briefcase, his eyes never leaving hers.
“They don’t have an inch left to fight, Yuna. By Wednesday morning, this war is over.”
 
They took a break after that. Yuna needed a breather, if she was honest, and Levi had come through to shyly ask for a drink. He caught sight of Sam at the kitchen island and froze in the doorway for a few seconds, his little hand gripping the frame, those big blue eyes going wide. Yuna held her breath. Then, as he scanned the tall man’s face, he seemed to recognise him, and he flashed a very tentative but terribly sweet smile. He accepted the glass of juice Yuna poured for him with both hands and scampered back to David in the living room, giving Sam a little wave as he passed. Sam waved back, very seriously, and Yuna decided she liked him even more.
David followed Levi in a minute later for a coffee and to let her know they were heading outside to check on the progress of the pond. Yuna pressed a light kiss to his cheek, and he squeezed her hip in support, warm and familiar, and smiled at Sam on his way back out. Levi was already bouncing by the back door, practically vibrating with impatience, and David’s low laughter drifted back to them both, followed by a small, shy giggle from Levi.
The sun lit up the kitchen of their large family home, pouring in through the big windows and warming the space where Yuna sat with her hands wrapped tightly around a fresh mug of coffee. Through the glass, she could see David out on the lawn, patiently helping little Levi look into the pond. Ilya was thinking about getting it set up properly for some fish if Levi’s obsession continued much longer, and Yuna smiled at the thought. That big blond was such a softie for both of their boys, and for Shane. Not that most people would believe it, not of the great, loud Ilya Rozanov, Captain of the Boston Bears. The 7-year-old’s laughter was quiet and hesitant as he carefully tried to peer into the water, and David sat next to him on the grass with one large hand on his back to keep him steady. It was a sound they all cherished, that laugh, after the darkness that boy had been rescued from.
Sam closed his tablet gently and let his eyes follow hers out to the garden. The legal strategy against Montreal and Crowell was locked in, but Yuna, for once, wasn’t thinking about hockey anymore. She was thinking about the fragile, adorable little boy outside, and the way his small shoulders still crept up around his ears whenever someone raised their voice.
“How is the adoption process actually moving, Yuna?”
Sam had come to stand beside her at the window to watch, and his voice was gentler now. A lovely smile lit up his face as he watched David point at something in the water.
“Farrah mentioned the paperwork was piling up, but I wanted to know where Shane and Ilya stand with the social worker. Jahseh Bennett, was it?”
Yuna sighed, her shoulders dropping as she looked out at her grandson.
“The home inspection is complete; Jahseh and child services are more than supportive. They passed the Russian language testing too, even if Ilya was furious about that for a reason he wouldn’t say. They’re building a routine, showing him what unconditional love looks like. But Social Services are not making it easy, since the woman, Karen Hazel, was involved in that incident with Ilya’s brother and Levi’s biological father. The three of them were arrested, and we were told just to wait, that they would be dealt with, but the court is incredibly strict, Sam. The state evaluates everything: financial stability, emotional readiness and, above all, the peace and privacy of the home environment.”
She turned to look at Sam then, and she could feel the worry finally breaking through, cracking the hard shell she wore for everyone else. She let it. Sam had earned that much.
“That’s my real fear. If this case leaks, if Crowell forces us into a nasty, protracted public trial, will it negatively affect the adoption? Can the state look at a media circus surrounding a massive sports scandal and decide that Shane and Ilya’s life is too unstable for a traumatised child?”
Sam leaned forward, his expression entirely serious but reassuring all the same.
“If we have to go to court? Yes, it introduces risk. Family court judges dislike media circuses. Crowell’s high-priced lawyers would certainly try to smear Shane and Ilya’s character in the press to create leverage. They would paint their lives as chaotic and unsafe for a recovering child, just to get us to drop the lawsuit.”
Yuna’s hand tightened on her mug until the heat bit into her palm. The timing of it all was so bloody poor that she wanted to scream; it was a shit show of a month, but it was hardly Levi’s fault, and neither Shane nor Ilya would even consider the idea of waiting. Not that she would ever dream of suggesting it. Jahseh had said himself that there was no other option for Levi, not with his language barrier, and not with the way he had imprinted almost instantly on Shane first, and then on Ilya. Even on Luca; those two were very much brothers already. Admittedly, the age gap was a little odd, but for them it worked. Luca adored Levi, and Levi adored his Lukasha right back.
“I won’t let them use Levi as a weapon.”
Her voice was iron. There was no way on this earth that Yuna was allowing anyone to drag her grandson into this. There was also the very real question of what exactly Ilya and Shane would do if anyone tried, and Yuna didn’t fancy burying bodies, not when they were all so close to this being sorted. She would, of course. She would just rather not. It was so hard on the manicure.
“They won’t get the chance.”
Sam shook his head as he spoke, firm and certain, and reached past her to wake the tablet again.
“That is exactly why our ‘settlement-only’ strategy is about more than winning the hockey dispute; it’s a protective shield for this family. By forcing Montreal and Crowell into an immediate, private surrender with zero trial, we make sure there is no public mudslinging. The adoption remains entirely separate, quiet and protected.”
He tapped the document that was still up on his screen.
“In fact, the financial payout we are demanding from Montreal will be structured to go straight into a secured trust for Levi. We are going to make the very team that bullied his future parent secure his financial future. When the family court judge looks at Shane and Ilya, they won’t see a scandal. They will see two stable, incredibly successful men who lawfully cleared their names and possess the resources to protect this boy for the rest of his life.”
Outside, David lifted Levi onto his hip, and the little boy finally let out a bright, unburdened giggle as David pointed towards the trees at the bottom of the huge garden. From where she sat, Yuna couldn’t see what they had spotted- a bird, maybe, or one of the squirrels Ilya swore were plotting against him- but it was making them both happy, and Levi was bonding with David more and more each day. She took a deep breath and felt the tension finally leave her jaw.
“Then let’s make sure Crowell signs that paperwork, Sam.”
Her voice was steady again, and she was glad of it. She turned back to the window, to her husband and her grandson in the sun.
“Bring our boys their peace.”
 
Of course, it couldn’t all be that easy. When was anything ever easy for this family?
A renewed surge of interest on social media had been caused by the Bears’ new little video, which dropped the very next day. Yuna had been warned about it, at least. Shane had filled her in when the boys got home the night before: the new social media guy was very good, apparently, and had put together an awesome little video that Freya had given the green light to post first thing in the morning. Shane had sounded almost shy about it, which meant he was pleased, and Ilya had sounded insufferably smug about it, which meant he was in it.
The harmless, joyful, if rather short, video that Harris had uploaded to the Bears’ social accounts was an instant viral hit. It was captioned “Blindside Blueprint”, and from what Yuna had seen when she and David watched it together over breakfast, it was a lovely, light-hearted bit of fun filmed at the end of practice drills.
Shane and Ilya, acting on something Ilya had proudly announced to the camera as ‘pure husband-telepathy’, flew down the ice, passing the puck back and forth at blinding speed without a single glance at one another. Not one. The rest of the Bears played defence and hilariously failed, every single time, to break the cycle; at one point Cliff just gave up and lay down on the ice like a starfish, and Yuna had snorted her coffee laughing.
The video then cut smoothly to a shot of the locker room scoreboard: Hollander/Rozanov: 14, Everyone Else: 0. It ended on a sweet, if a little chaotic, note that had made them both laugh all over again, as Ilya skated over to press a victory kiss to Shane’s lips while Cliff dramatically threw his giant hands over Luca’s eyes in mock scandal, before turning around to demand a kiss from his own partner, leaving Victor laughing but obliging in the background. It was pure, unfiltered team chemistry. It was a family, out on the ice, playing.
Yuna had blinked the tears from her eyes as she put her phone down. Shane had never had that kind of team behind him before. Never. And the Montreal Voyageurs certainly hadn’t had any sort of light-heartedness about them, not even back when Shane had first been drafted, all big eyes and nerves and that terrible haircut.
What Yuna didn’t know yet, and would find out within the hour, was that an unpleasant corner of the Montreal Voyageurs’ locker room was about to rear its ugly head once again.
She was sitting in Shane’s office, the study the two of them currently shared, which was colour-coded to within an inch of its life, typing away at an email reply about a possible new joint brand deal that was looking rather promising. She had taken, without telling a soul, to hunting for better deals for both Luca and Adrien too, since the poor kids hardly had any, and this one was interested in all four of them together. Yuna was in the middle of driving a very hard bargain on the final payment when her phone rang.
She reached over and answered as soon as she saw that the caller ID was Farrah.
“Yuna, have you seen the video the Bears posted earlier today?”
Yuna put the phone on speaker, set it down by her keyboard and pulled up the webpage as she answered.
“Yes, Shane said it was dropping this morning. It was rather sweet, really. Why?”
She was instantly suspicious of the tone Farrah had just used, and more than a little worried. Farrah didn’t use that tone for good news. What else could possibly go wrong now?
“Farrah, what is wrong?”
The younger woman sighed on the other end of the line, and Yuna could hear her nails tapping quickly across her own keyboard, a rapid, angry little rattle that set Yuna’s teeth on edge and her pulse picking up before she even knew why.
“I have been monitoring everything that has anything remotely tagged towards Shane or Ilya since this whole mess started, and you know Shane barely took his socials back after, so this flagged pretty quickly on my alerts.”
That was no surprise. Yuna was well aware that Shane had told Farrah to keep control of his socials after the fallout of the Rose Landry incident, and he had never really asked for them back; he had never wanted to look. But as Yuna scrolled through the numerous comments under the video, she began to see what Farrah had found.
“I would put a lot of money on those few being members of the Voyageurs. Look at those usernames, Yuna. I mean, some of them are so bad they are almost funny. If this were a laughing matter.”
It wasn’t a laughing matter. Not even slightly. But Farrah did have a point; the usernames were ridiculous, and for one short second Yuna almost smiled. Then she kept scrolling, and the bit of amusement died very quickly on her tongue.
“Farrah …”
The low curse from the other end of the line meant the younger woman was seeing it too, just as Yuna was. Live, right in front of her eyes, increasingly homophobic and cruel comments were being posted under those same usernames, one after another after another. The four accounts obviously belonged to JJ Boiziau, Gilbert Comeau, Gagnon and Patrice Drapeau. Yuna would have bet the house on it. She would have bet Shane’s house on it, and she was fairly sure Shane would have let her.
not.A.voyageur@jjjjjjb was clearly Boiziau; the bloody moron hadn’t even tried to be subtle, or if he had, then he had no idea what the word meant.
TheBetterCaptain@Comeeeoo was Comeau. Yuna could see exactly where he had thought he was being clever, but it just looked ridiculous, and more than a little bit desperate. Shane had been a better Captain asleep than Comeau would ever be awake.
cupx3mtr@Gaggnong looked like a two-year-old had written it, or the man had been hit on the head so many times he had forgotten how to spell his own name.
Pssyinspctr@DPmtr was the worst one, and Yuna would put money on it being Drapeau. The man was disgusting, and he had been the most devout in his hatred towards Shane after the leak.
The comments were full of bitter resentment. It was obvious to anyone with eyes that his old team couldn’t stand the sight of Shane thriving; their jealousy had curdled into malice, and this video, Shane laughing on the ice with a team that loved him, had apparently been too much for them to stay silent about.
“I see it, Yuna, I see it. I am taking timed and dated screenshots as we speak. I will sort this; they will not ruin this for Shane or Ilya.”
Yuna could hear how busy Farrah was, the clicking never stopping, so she said goodbye. The younger woman promised to keep her updated, and then the call ended.
Yuna couldn’t seem to pull her eyes away from the screen. The comments just kept on coming; vile, stupid, relentless. Grown men, professional athletes, sitting in a practice facility typing filth about her son like spotty little shits in a school toilet. At least most of the other comments were hitting back, the Bears’ fans piling in by the hundred to defend him, furious and loyal and utterly wonderful, and Yuna’s chest went warm and tight at every single one of them, and the Bears’ official account had publicly shot the four accounts down, reported every one of them and blocked them. Good. Serve the little bastards right. There was nothing more she could do about it right now, so Yuna threw herself back into the negotiations for this deal. If she achieved nothing else today, she would succeed in this. She would wring every last cent out of that brand for her boys, and she would enjoy doing it.
 
That evening, their bedroom was peaceful, lit only by the warm amber glow of the bedside lamps. The awful noise of the day had finally stopped, the phones put away and the laptops shut, and in its place was a deep, thick calm, the sort that settled over a house once everyone in it was finally where they were meant to be. Yuna was exhausted, but her mind was still buzzing with everything that had happened.
David was sitting propped up against the headboard, his Russian for beginners book resting open and unread in his lap, while Yuna stood by the dresser, brushing out her hair. She brushed carefully, 100 strokes the way her mother had taught her, as the exhaustion of the past 48 hours finally caught up with her.
“Levi was fast asleep.”
David watched her in the mirror with soft eyes.
“He didn’t wake up once when Ilya carried him up to bed. He just cuddled into Ilya’s chest the whole way.”
Yuna turned around and let out a long, shuddering breath that felt years old, rather than the mere hours it had actually been. She put the brush down, walked over to the bed and slid in beneath the covers, leaning her head against David’s chest as his arm wound around her shoulders and pulled her close. After all these years, he still fit.
“I can’t even tell you the relief I feel, David.”
She barely got the words out above a whisper. Her eyes were fixed on the shadows shifting across the ceiling.
“To hear Sam say those words, to know that Montreal and Crowell will have to bow their heads to the entire world and admit what they did to our boy. Some of the worst of it will finally be over soon.”
David pressed a gentle kiss to the top of her head.
“Sam is doing a magnificent job. And so are you, love; you haven’t let them breathe for a second.”
She huffed out a noise that might have been nearer a sob than a sigh, and David, bless his soul, didn’t comment on it. He just held her a little tighter. That was David all over.
“We can’t afford to. I will not allow them to take anything more from our boys, David. I can’t.”
Yuna sighed into David’s sleep shirt and breathed in the familiar, comforting smell of the same washing powder they had used for years, letting it drift around her as she settled her cheek more comfortably against his chest.
“But now … now, hopefully, we can finally breathe. Shane and Ilya can focus on the Cup run without that dark cloud hanging over their heads. And more importantly, we can all concentrate on Levi. He’s safe. He’s going to be a Hollander-Rozanov officially, and no one can use this to touch that adoption.”
She fell silent for a little while after that, listening to the peaceful hum of the house around them. Upstairs, all the boys, her boys, not just her son but the rest of her family too, were settled down for the night. Safe, and hopefully all feeling a little lighter for the news from Sam. All that remained now was to keep everything crossed that the meeting went the way she and Sam had planned. Yuna had crossed her fingers, her toes and, for good measure, her ankles.
“David?”
Yuna shifted slightly to look up at him. He hummed in response, stroking down her hair in a slow, soothing caress that was helping to unwind some of the tension still lingering in her bones.
“I think it’s time we started looking for a nice house of our own. Somewhere as close to here as we can possibly find. What do you think?”
David smiled, a gentle, understanding look in his eyes. She had expected nothing less. Nothing she said had ever really surprised that man.
“You think maybe this house is getting a bit crowded?”
That wasn’t quite it. Not really. The house was huge, ridiculously so; you could have lost a hockey team in it, and on more than one occasion they very nearly had. It was more the feeling behind it.
“Not in terms of physical space, but maybe an emotional one. And if Ilya succeeds in getting a dog like he keeps begging for, we both know that Shane won’t hold out that long, not if the boys join in.”
Yuna felt a small, fond smile touch her lips as she thought about Ilya, that great big man who worshipped the ground Shane walked on and the very air he breathed. It was entirely mutual, of course, sickeningly so, but Yuna was well aware that the second Levi and Luca joined in and started asking for a dog, her son would fold like a cheap deck of cards.
“It’s clear we’re going to be staying in Boston for good now. This city is their home, which means it’s our home too. But Shane and Ilya’s family is growing, and we can still support them from close by, especially with Luca here now too. They need their own space to raise Levi, to let Luca spread his wings and to build their life as husbands and parents without us always hovering in the next room.”
She reached up and tangled her fingers with David’s across his chest. The book had long since been forgotten; it had slid off his lap at some point and was lying face down on the duvet, which would have horrified him on any other night.
“I want to be close enough to drive over in 5 minutes when they need us to look after Levi, or when the boys want to see us. But I want them to have their own front door. They’ve fought so hard for their right to be together, for their marriage, David. I think it’s time we gave them the room to enjoy it.”
David squeezed her hand tightly. When she looked up, his eyes were bright and soft and very full, the way they had been on their wedding day and the day Shane was born, the way they always were when he looked at her after she had gone to war for one of their children. She knew that look. She had been standing between her children and the rest of the world for every single year of Shane’s life, and he had always looked at her like that when she did.
“Tomorrow morning.”
David agreed in a low voice, and she could hear the smile in it.
“We’ll ask Shane; he will have a list, you know he will. He can choose us an approved real estate agent. Somewhere with a big backyard for Levi, and for the dog, when they all get Shane to cave, to play in when they all visit.”
Yuna reached up and kissed him, soft and tender, and then she closed her eyes. Finally, her busy mind drifted into a peaceful, victorious sleep. For the first time in what felt like a very long time, the future looked bright.
 
Sam’s POV
Sam was sitting in his hotel room, jacket off, sleeves rolled to the elbow, and a room-service burger going cold at his elbow, when the data from Farrah hit his inbox. He read it once. Then he read it again, slower, and felt a cold, victorious smile spread across his face.
Got you.
Montreal’s lawyers had spent the last few weeks trying to argue that the homophobia Shane had experienced was an isolated incident in the past, or the fault of a few bad apples who had since been managed. Managed. Christ. Sam had nearly laughed in their faces the first time they had used that word. This new digital attack proved that the toxic, abusive culture inside the Voyageurs organisation was still fully active and thriving, and that it was targeting two active players on another team, both of them in leadership positions, the Captain and the Alternate. Sloppy. Stupid. Arrogant as hell.
Honestly? It was the best present anyone had given Sam in months.
He immediately added the screenshots and the IP verification report to the master legal file, cross-referenced and timestamped, the way Yuna Hollander would have done it if she had been sitting across from him with her notebook. When he walked into that boardroom at 4 pm to face Crowell’s people and Montreal’s ownership, he would be holding them accountable for the past, sure. But he would also be catching their current roster red-handed, in real time, in an ongoing campaign of cyber-bullying and a live human rights violation.
Sam closed the laptop, picked up the cold burger and ate it anyway. He had earned it.
 
The mahogany conference table at the downtown Boston law firm was flanked by six high-priced corporate defence attorneys, all of them representing the Montreal Voyageurs and Commissioner Roger Crowell himself. They sat with their spines ramrod straight and their pens poised, expecting a standard, drawn-out settlement negotiation: three hours of posturing, a lot of coffee and a counter-offer by Friday.
Sam had no intention of giving them one.
He strolled in alone, dropped three heavy leather binders onto the polished mahogany with a thud that made the nearest associate flinch, and flipped open his tablet without a word. He kept his shoulders square and steady and let the silence stretch. Sam had been the tallest man in most rooms for most of his life, and he had learned a long time ago how to use it; a good suit, cut to fit his frame properly, did half the work for him, and the slow, deliberate way he moved did the rest. Big men who moved quickly looked angry. Big men who moved slowly looked like they had already won.
“Good afternoon. Let’s skip the preamble.”
His voice cut straight through the tense silence of the boardroom. He didn’t sit down. Instead, he stood at the head of the table and leaned forward slightly, both palms planted on the wood.
“My client, Shane Hollander-Rozanov, is not negotiating. We are dictating terms. And if you think you have a leg to stand on, I suggest you all take a look at the screen.”
Montreal’s lead counsel, an intimidating senior partner by the name of Vance, scoffed loudly. Rudely, in fact. Sam had expected nothing less from a man who wore cufflinks that expensive to an afternoon meeting.
“Mr Winchester, please. This is a hockey trade dispute. If you think a Quebec court is going to overturn an official league transaction based on hurt feelings …”
Sam interrupted him smoothly, taking care not to raise his voice at all. He had never needed to raise his voice in a room like this; the quieter he got, the faster they folded.
“It’s not a trade dispute, Vance. It’s an institutional human rights violation, civil extortion and a systemic conspiracy.”
He let each word land flat and heavy, like the binders, and then he tapped the tablet and threw a document up onto the room’s main wall monitor.
“Let’s start with Exhibit A. This is a decrypted email thread from your client’s internal server, dated the morning after Rose Landry’s phone was hacked. Your General Manager explicitly ordered the coaching staff to bench Shane, cut his media and strip his captaincy. His exact words were: ‘Dump him before his pansy-ass lifestyle ruins our marketability.’”
Vance’s smug expression vanished on the spot. Beside him, two junior associates began frantically shuffling through their own notes, their faces going pale and their eyes darting anywhere but the screen. Sam watched them do it and felt absolutely nothing resembling pity. These were the people who had signed off on that email; they could damn well sit there and read it.
“That’s a direct violation of Section 10 of the Quebec Charter.”
Sam continued, his tone icy and precise, and walked them through it one step at a time, slowly and clearly, so that no one in the room could pretend afterwards that they hadn’t understood.
“You benched a franchise player, destroyed his asset value and forced a trade based strictly on his sexual orientation. That is textbook constructive dismissal. But we aren’t stopping at Montreal.”
He pulled up a second file, and an audio waveform filled the wall, jagged and green.
“Exhibit B. Commissioner Roger Crowell thought he was being clever keeping his threats to Shane verbal. What he forgot is that 48 hours after the trade, he called the Boston Bears’ ownership line. He tried to strong-arm them into stripping Ilya Hollander-Rozanov of his captaincy to punish Shane. He explicitly threatened league sanctions if Boston didn’t force Shane and Ilya back into line.”
Sam pressed play. Crowell’s gravelly, aggressive voice filled the pristine boardroom, laying out in loving, bigoted detail exactly how he would ruin Ilya’s career and have him deported back to Russia. Sam had heard it a dozen times now. It still made his jaw tighten.
“Massachusetts law allows one-party consent for recording under these specific extortionate circumstances.”
He spoke right over the top of the audio, taking his sweet time, and let Crowell keep ranting away underneath him, tinny and ugly and utterly damning.
“The Bears’ ownership, Charlie Johnson, handed this over to me. That is civil extortion, tortious interference and a federal conspiracy charge waiting to happen. Never mind the threat to deport an openly bisexual man who is married to another man back to a country where such things are illegal at best and a death sentence at worst. You can tell your client the Commissioner that he is lucky Mr Hollander-Rozanov declined to pursue that angle. He would not have liked the result.”
Vance swallowed hard and leaned back in his chair, putting a few more inches between himself and the screen. It didn’t help him.
“Mr Winchester … if this goes to trial, the discovery process will take years. The damage to your client’s privacy …”
Sam held up a hand, and fought, valiantly and not entirely successfully, to keep the very unprofessional glee off his face. Gabe was going to love this part.
“Oh, it’s not going to trial.”
He did let the grim, victorious smile spread across his mouth then. He figured he’d damn well earned that too.
“Because yesterday, your current roster decided to hand me the final nail in your coffin. Harris Drover, the Bears’ new social media manager, posted a little after-practice video yesterday morning. A harmless, positive team-bonding clip. Your players couldn’t handle seeing Shane happy. They created multiple fake burner accounts to flood the feed with vile, homophobic abuse.”
Sam tapped the tablet one last time and brought up a massive technical data sheet, rows and rows of numbers marching down the wall.
“They thought they were anonymous. But we captured the data. Look at the IP address logs, Vance. Every single one of those hate-filled burner accounts was created and operated using the private player Wi-Fi network inside the Montreal Voyageurs’ practice facility. Your current players are cyber-bullying my client right now, on your clock, using your infrastructure.”
The boardroom went dead silent. You could have heard a pin drop on the carpet. The Montreal legal team stared at the IP addresses, and Sam watched the realisation dawn on them, face by face, that their entire defence had just evaporated in front of their eyes. A civil fault in the past, they could have spun. A bit of old-school locker room culture, a few regrettable emails, a firing or two, a donation to a charity; they had walked in with that speech already written. An ongoing hate campaign being run live, in the present, out of their own building, was a different animal altogether, and every one of them knew it.
Sam slammed his binder shut. The sharp crack of it rang around the silent room, and three of the six men flinched.
“Here is the ultimatum.”
His voice was deep and immovable, a command rather than an offer, and he slid a single heavy sheet of paper across the table.
“You have exactly 24 hours. Montreal ownership and the league will sign this global settlement. You will issue a full, public admission of guilt and a written apology drafted by my office. You will pay out the remaining financial value of Shane Hollander-Rozanov’s original Montreal contract into a secured trust fund. And Roger Crowell will resign as Commissioner, effective immediately.”
Vance looked down at the paper, then back up. His hands were visibly shaking now, and Sam met his eyes with a cool, calm stare and waited.
“And if we need more time to consult the Board of Governors?”
Sam wouldn’t give them an inch. These men didn’t deserve one, and they wouldn’t have given Shane Hollander one either; they hadn’t.
“If this isn’t signed by 4 pm tomorrow, I file the lawsuit in Quebec Superior Court.”
He stated it as a fact, his voice glacial and unwavering, and started walking calmly toward the boardroom door.
“And the second the clerk stamps the file, I am sending the deleted emails, the Commissioner’s extortion tape and the player IP tracking logs directly to every major sports and news network in North America. Your corporate sponsors will leave you by dinner time.”
Sam paused at the door and looked back at the thoroughly defeated legal team. Six expensive suits, and not one of them could look at him.
“Tick-tock, gentlemen. Protect what’s left of your franchise while you still can.”
He let the door click shut gently behind him. The panicked silence he left settling over that room made Sam grin all the way to the elevator; the sound of their misery and despair was music to his ears. He was already dialling his husband’s number before the doors had closed. Gabriel would want to hear all about this. Every single gory detail.
He couldn’t wait to go home.
 
Crowell’s POV
The mahogany doors of the Commissioner’s private office were practically slammed back against the wall as Vance stormed in, with none of the polite knocking Roger Crowell expected and was owed. Behind him, the three senior partners from the league’s defence firm trailed in, grey-faced and silent, not one of them willing to meet his eyes.
Roger didn’t look up from his desk. Not immediately. He was better than all of them, and he would give Vance his attention when he was good and fucking ready. In one large hand, he was swirling a glass of very expensive scotch, the good stuff he kept for nights he planned to enjoy, and his eyes were fixed on the muted television across the room, which was broadcasting a sports highlight reel.
“Well?”
He barked it, and he could hear the habitual arrogance dripping from his own gravelly voice. He liked the sound of it. Men had built careers on doing what that voice told them.
“Did Winchester blink? Tell me we buried that arrogant bastard.”
Vance didn’t sit down. He stopped a few feet from the desk, and his face was a pale, strained mask that Roger didn’t like the look of. Not one bit.
“Roger. It’s over. You need to sign the resignation papers. Right now.”
Roger froze. He set his glass down on the blotter with a heavy, deliberate thud, and he felt his eyes narrow into furious, disbelieving slits.
“What did you just say to me?”
He hissed the words through his teeth, his fingers tightening on the glass until the knuckles went white.
“Winchester didn’t come to negotiate.”
Vance stuttered it out, his voice cracking slightly under the pressure. Pathetic. The man billed $800 an hour, and he was stuttering.
“He came with an execution order. He has the internal servers from Montreal. He has the deleted emails from the GM and the Head Coach explicitly stating they traded Shane Hollander because of his sexual orientation. He has them dead to rights on a systemic human rights violation under the Quebec Charter.”
Roger let out a cruel, harsh, mocking laugh and leaned back in his leather chair until it groaned.
“So what? Montreal takes the hit! We fine the franchise, we sacrifice the GM and Theriault, we put out a PR statement about ‘evolving locker room cultures’, and we move on. I’ve buried worse than this, Vance. I am the Commissioner of this league. I protect the shield.”
The fury didn’t abate, though, not for a second, even as his mind raced ahead to the solution. He could blame it all on Theriault. That cantankerous old bastard should have come to him at the very start, and then none of this would have happened; Roger would have handled it properly, behind closed doors, the way things were supposed to be handled. Theriault had always been a fucking idiot. Now he could be a useful one.
“You don’t understand, Roge.”
Vance stepped closer and dropped his voice to a whisper, close enough that Roger could smell the sweat on him under the cologne.
“He has you.”
No one in the room so much as breathed. Roger fixed the man with the glare that had made lesser men cower for 30 years, and waited for him to wilt.
“What are you talking about?”
He sneered it, though something small and cold flickered in his gut as he did, a tiny worm of unease that he crushed flat almost before he had noticed it.
“I never put a single threat to Hollander in writing. I’m not an idiot.”
No, he wasn’t. Roger had made damn fucking sure he had never left a single thing that could possibly incriminate him on paper; not one word, not one email, not one text. Nothing that could ever be used against him. He was the master of this game, after all. He had been playing it since Vance was in diapers.
“You called the Boston Bears’ owner 48 hours after the trade.”
Vance could barely meet his eyes. His hands were visibly shaking as he pulled a transcript from his briefcase and laid it on the desk very carefully, his fingertips barely touching the paper.
“You threatened league sanctions if they didn’t strip Ilya Rozanov of his captaincy. You explicitly told him to put a leash on Hollander.”
Vance swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing.
“The Bears’ owner recorded the call. Massachusetts is a one-party consent state for recording extortionate phone calls. Winchester has the audio file. I listened to it myself. It is textbook civil extortion and federal conspiracy.”
Roger could feel his face changing, the familiar, comfortable arrogance curdling into a dark, purple rage that pounded in his temples. He slammed both palms down on the desk and shot to his feet so violently that his chair rolled back and crashed into the credenza behind him.
“That son of a bitch!”
He roared it, so loud that the glass fixtures in the room rattled.
“That bastard Johnson gave it to him? I made that franchise! I protected them! I will strip that team of their draft picks! I will suspend Rozanov for life! I will ruin …”
Everyone else in the room had gone silent, but Roger was too lost in his anger to care. His vision had gone red at the edges, a crimson fury, as he tried to come up with something horrific enough to do to the utter faggots. To Rozanov, that arrogant Russian thug. To Hollander and his smug little face. To Johnson. They would pay for this. Every last one of them would pay.
“You won’t do anything, Roger!”
Vance yelled it, having finally found his voice, finally snapping. Roger snarled at him, but he did shut his mouth for a moment, if only to hear what kind of fool would speak to him like that.
“If this hits the Quebec Superior Court tomorrow morning, Winchester leaks that audio file to ESPN, CNN and every major corporate sponsor the NHL has. By tomorrow night, the Board of Governors will fire you anyway to save their own stock value. If the sponsors walk, the league collapses. The owners will destroy you themselves to keep that tape quiet.”
Roger stared at Vance, his chest heaving, his breathing ragged and loud in his own ears. For the first time in his 30-year career, the unchecked power he had always swung around so easily felt useless in his hands, and his fingers curled and uncurled on the desk with nothing to hold onto. He looked at the other three lawyers in the room. They all averted their eyes, every one of them, studying the carpet and the bookshelves and their own expensive shoes. What the fuck was he paying them for? There was no backup coming from that quarter. There was no backup coming from anywhere.
“There’s more.”
Vance added it in a low voice, almost gently, and Roger heard the final, crushing blow coming before it landed.
“Yesterday, some idiots on Montreal’s current roster used the facility’s private Wi-Fi to flood a Bears practice video with homophobic slurs from burner accounts. Winchester’s digital team caught the IP addresses. It proves the abuse is ongoing. It destroys any defence of the ‘past culture’ being fixed. They have a knife to our throats, Roger.”
Roger’s legs gave out under him, and he collapsed back into his chair, his whole body going slack and heavy and cold. The terrifying tyrant of professional hockey, the man who had made and broken more careers than he could count, felt suddenly small, trapped behind a desk that no longer protected him. That big, beautiful desk. He had picked the wood himself.
His fingers twitched against the mahogany, and he couldn’t make them stop.
“The terms?”
The question was hollow, stripped of every drop of its venom. He barely recognised his own voice.
“A full, public admission of liability from Montreal.”
Vance read from the sheet, flat and careful, not looking up.
“A joint, unredacted public apology to Shane and Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, drafted entirely by Winchester’s office. A multi-million-dollar punitive payout from the Voyageurs into a secured trust fund. And your immediate resignation, effective at 4 pm tomorrow, citing ‘personal health reasons’.”
Roger stared at the sleek silver pen sitting on his desk. He thought of Shane Hollander. The sissy, worthless half-breed kid he had thought he could bully back into his box; the star centre he had been so sure he could break. Instead, Hollander had stood his ground, and he had been backed by a family that wouldn’t flinch, a powerhouse lawyer and a husband who refused to let him fight alone. The whole fucking circus of them. How the fuck had it come to this?
With a trembling, enraged hand, Roger snatched up the pen. He scribbled his signature across the resignation line so hard that the nib tore through the edge of the paper.
Fuck them. Fuck every last one of them.
Then he threw the pen across the room. It shattered against the wall and took several fragile glass trophies with it, and they crashed to the floor in a glittering spray of shards. No one moved to pick them up.
“Get out …”
The words left him in a whisper. He was staring blankly at the muted television screen, where the Boston Bears were, of fucking course, celebrating a goal.
“Get out of my office.”
He heard Vance pick up the document, heard the rustle as the man nodded to his associates, and then their footsteps going, and the door closing, and then there was nothing. No one but the now-former Commissioner, alone in the dark, with the glass glittering on the carpet and the Bears still celebrating on the screen.
 
Rose’s POV
The modern, minimalist office of Rose Landry’s public relations manager was silent, except for the frantic clicking of her publicist’s acrylic nails on a keyboard. No one had spoken in minutes, and the bottle of champagne someone had opened that morning, back when everyone in the room had still been celebrating, sat warm and forgotten on the windowsill.
Rose sat on the white leather sofa with her bare legs crossed, fidgeting with the hem of her dress, while her phone buzzed relentlessly beside her with congratulations about the box office numbers for her new film. Number one. Again. She wasn’t looking at the phone. Instead, she was staring at a heavy, cream-coloured envelope lying open on the glass coffee table. Inside it was a formal, terrifying legal letter bearing the Winchester Legal Group letterhead.
The heading at the top read: NOTICE OF PENDING LITIGATION AND DOCUMENT PRESERVATION.
“He can’t do this.”
Her voice was a broken whisper. She could hear her own perfect, practised accent slipping, sliding back into the flatter vowels she had been born with, as her polished Hollywood poise began to crumble around her.
“I was the victim. My phone was hacked. Shane knows that. We are friends.”
Her publicist looked up sharply from her screen; the sudden stop in the clacking of her nails was jarring in the silence that followed.
“Shane isn’t the one who sent this, Rose. Samuel Winchester did.”
The answer came from her manager instead, who was pacing a track into the plush carpet by the window. Her face was pale under her make-up.
“And Winchester doesn’t care about friendship. He cares about liability.”
Rose picked up the letter again. She held it by the very edges, her fingers trembling so badly the paper rattled, and let her eyes scan the sharp, clinical paragraphs Winchester had drafted.
No one would have mistaken that letter for an invitation to talk. Every line of it was a declaration of war, a second war, opened up on a brand-new front.
Sam Winchester wasn’t going after the hacker. He was going after Rose’s own inner circle. The document stated, in black and white, that Winchester’s office had launched a formal investigation into Rose, her legal team and her public relations firm for intentional complicity and unjust enrichment.
As she read further, her stomach dropped. The first time through, she hadn’t really taken in all the implications; her system had still been in too much shock. Now she did. Winchester had mapped out their entire timeline with terrifying precision. He knew exactly what they had done.
What she had let them do.
When their private texts had first leaked, the deeply personal messages in which Shane had confided in her, safely, he had thought, about his feelings and about how he was coming to terms with the fact that he was gay, Rose’s team hadn’t panicked. They had calculated. They had worked out very quickly that, because the public saw Rose as the “jilted, heartbroken actress”, the media sympathy was generating millions of dollars’ worth of free publicity for her upcoming indie drama. The news had gone viral instantly; the internet had latched onto it and refused to let go, and her people had stood back and let it run.
Instead of issuing an immediate, aggressive cease-and-desist to the tabloids to protect Shane’s privacy, her PR team had instructed their internet tech firms, without any fuss at all, to let the algorithm run wild. They had actively encouraged the spread of the leaked texts, feeding the media firestorm to keep her name trending globally for as long as they could ride the wave.
They had capitalised on the whole massive blow-up, indifferent to the homophobic nightmare it unleashed on Shane in Montreal, just because it was driving record-breaking ticket sales for her movie.
“They have our internal chats, Rose.”
Janet, her publicist, had stopped typing again, and her voice was shaking.
“Winchester filed a preliminary metadata subpoena in a California court this morning. He has a paper trail showing our team tracking the movie’s box office numbers alongside the trending hashtags of Hollander’s leak. We explicitly wrote that we shouldn’t shut down the leak because ‘bad press for the hockey player is great press for the premiere’.”
Rose let the letter slide out of her fingers and back onto the table.
“I told them to protect him.”
She barely got the words out; tears of panic were welling up in her eyes, hot and stinging, threatening her mascara.
“I told my manager to help him.”
Rose felt sick. She had tried; she really had. Hadn’t she? But apparently it hadn’t been enough. Not for Winchester.
“But you didn’t stop us when the movie hit number one, did you?”
Her manager’s counter was sharp, defensive, and, Rose could tell, absolutely terrified.
“You signed off on the press tour. You let us use the ‘heartbreak’ angle.”
Shame, hot and burning behind her eyes, made Rose look away. Yes. She had, hadn’t she? That angle had sent her own popularity through the roof as well as the new movie’s. Rose had known exactly what she was doing. In the back of her mind, she had told herself that she had tried, that she had done enough, and then she had signed off on all of it anyway.
The final paragraph of Winchester’s letter delivered the killing blow. Since her team had intentionally weaponised the leak for commercial gain, Winchester was now preparing to sue them for tortious interference, civil fraud and the commercial misappropriation of Shane’s private data. The multi-million-dollar boost they had padded the profits of her new film with was about to be flushed straight down the drain.
Rose had thought that Shane still saw her as a friend, at least. He had trusted her with his deepest secret. And she had allowed that secret to be made into an arrow and fired straight back at him. So was it really any wonder that Samuel Winchester, Yuna Hollander and the rest of Shane’s people were out to prove to the entire world that anyone who used Shane Hollander as a stepping stone, whether out of hatred or out of corporate greed, was going to be systematically destroyed?
It wasn’t any wonder at all.
 
Shane’s POV
The massive television screen in the living room hummed as the sports presenter shuffled his papers, his expression unusually grim for an afternoon broadcast. Shane’s dad was perched on the edge of his armchair, and his mom stood behind him with her hands resting firmly on his shoulders; both of them were staring at the screen, transfixed. On the rug by the coffee table, Luca was showing Levi how to put together the harder version of the first 3D puzzle he had found, the two of them huddled close together, his boys, blond head and black head almost touching. Adrien was sitting on Luca’s other side with one long leg stretched out behind him, there to brace Lukasha whenever the blond leaned back without looking, which he did often, because Luca trusted that leg completely.
Shane looked down at where his fingers were laced through Ilya’s, at the contrast of Ilya’s pale beauty against his own warmer tan, the moles scattered across the back of that big hand. He leaned more heavily back into his husband’s broad chest as they watched. The ticker at the bottom of the network feed flashed and updated in bright red letters: BREAKING NEWS.
Shane’s stomach turned over. He had known what Sam was planning, every step of it; he had seen the terms and the deadline, and he had a copy of the timeline in a folder in his study. Knowing was one thing. Seeing it on the fucking news was something else entirely.
“We interrupt our regular programming to bring you a seismic development from the National Hockey League office. In an unprecedented joint statement just released by the Montreal Voyageurs ownership and the NHL Board of Governors, the league has issued a comprehensive, unredacted public apology to Boston Bears Alternate Captain Shane Hollander-Rozanov and Captain Ilya Hollander-Rozanov.”
The presenter’s voice carried right through the silent house. Then the screen cut to a graphic of the official Montreal Voyageurs letterhead next to a photo of Shane himself, one that had obviously been taken during his final days in Canada. He looked so tired in it. He looked so fucking young. He barely recognised the man in that picture, the dark circles and the stiff shoulders and the eyes that didn’t look at anything.
“The statement, which contains no non-disclosure agreements, is a staggering admission of institutional wrongdoing. ‘The Montreal Voyageurs organisation fully and unreservedly accepts total liability for the systemic discrimination, workplace harassment and homophobic hostility directed at our former Captain, Shane Hollander, by team management and personnel following the private data leak last season.’”
The man was reading directly from the feed now, and Shane felt Ilya’s grip tighten around his hand. Ilya’s other arm snaked around his hips and pulled him fully into his lap, and Shane let himself be pulled, let himself be held by all that solid, steady strength while the whole ugly story was laid out for the entire world to see.
Luca shifted to press his head against Shane’s knee now that he was closer, and Adrien slid in without a word to take over helping Levi, who wasn’t paying the slightest bit of attention to the television anyway. Not that Lyovushka would have been interested in anything that wasn’t fish-shaped at the moment; the fast English didn’t hold his little son’s attention for long, either. Shane was glad of it. He didn’t want that word, homophobic, anywhere near his baby.
“The release goes on to state: ‘We acknowledge that the decision to bench, isolate and ultimately trade Mr Hollander was motivated strictly by prejudice regarding his sexual orientation, and not by any performance-based metric. Furthermore, the organisation admits to a profound failure in providing a safe, respectful working environment for our athletes. We offer our deepest apologies to Shane Hollander-Rozanov, his husband Ilya Hollander-Rozanov and their family for the immense psychological and professional distress caused by our actions.’”
The presenter had leaned forward to read it, and when the broadcast cut back to the full studio, he looked visibly stunned by the severity of what he had just read out. Could Shane blame him? Not really. Shane was fairly sure his own face looked exactly the same.
“In tandem with this historic admission, the league has announced that Montreal has been levied a record-breaking financial penalty. The entirety of this multi-million-dollar payout will be directed into a secured private trust, details of which will not be shared. Additionally, the league confirms that multiple current members of the Voyageurs roster have been suspended following a swift internal digital investigation into ongoing, targeted cyber-bullying against the couple.”
Shane’s free hand had gone tight in Ilya’s T-shirt. Suspended. JJ. Comeau. Gagnon. Drapeau. Men he had sat beside on the bus for years, men he had bled beside on the ice for years. He waited to feel sorry about it.
He didn’t. Not even a little bit, and he was too damn tired to pretend otherwise.
“But the shockwaves do not stop in Montreal.”
The co-presenter broke in with that, shuffling a fresh set of wires, and the camera swung to her.
“Just minutes ago, the NHL League Office confirmed that long-time Commissioner Roger Crowell has resigned from his position, effective immediately. While the official statement cites ‘sudden personal health reasons’, league sources confirm that Crowell’s immediate departure is directly tied to the evidence compiled by the Hollander-Rozanov legal team, which allegedly included documentation of personal interference and extortionate threats made by Crowell against the players.”
The screen split into a montage of their coming-out press conference, their team lined up behind them in a wall of black and gold. Shane still thought they had looked like mafia bodyguards, the whole lot of them with their arms folded and Cliff glowering over everyone’s heads, but the memory did at least make him smile, set as it was against the grim, empty offices of the league headquarters.
“Legal analysts are already calling this the most total corporate surrender in the history of professional sports. By accepting full culpability without a trial, Montreal and the league office have effectively dismantled their own leadership to avoid a catastrophic day in court. For Shane and Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, it is a total, undeniable vindication.”
The presenter wrapped up the segment with that, and the room went silent around the noise of the television.
Shane let out a long, shuddering breath. Months. He had been waiting months for this. Maybe longer. Maybe since the morning he had woken up to his whole life splashed across the internet. He pressed closer to Ilya and tipped his head back to slot their mouths together in a quick but heated kiss, not caring in the slightest that his parents were right there. His husband’s huge hands cradled his hips as the kiss was returned, and when he pulled back, he could see the burning, almost vindictive light in Ilya’s eyes as their gazes met. Oh, fuck, that was a look. Somewhere out there, Roger Crowell was very lucky that Ilya Rozanov had a husband to hold on to.
“We won, my love. You won, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s voice was a deep rumble of pleasure and pride, and Shane leaned down and rested their foreheads together. One large hand ran soothingly up and down his spine as he just breathed in the familiar, perfect scent of Ilya, sandalwood and alpine spice and home, and let the reality of it sink in.
They had won.
When he had managed to gather himself enough to pull away a bit, Shane dropped a hand to card his fingers through the soft, wavy strands of Luca’s hair, the affection practically dripping from his fingertips as he smiled down at the blond.
“Lukasha, Lyovushka, come here, please.”
The second he spoke, both of them were scrambling up onto the sofa to join him and Ilya, Levi abandoning the half-built puzzle without a backward glance. Shane nudged his bigger husband gently to open up one arm for their oldest to snuggle into, and reached down to scoop Lyovushka up into his arms. The little boy nuzzled under his chin with a questioning sigh, but he was more than happy to be suddenly snuggled, his whole small body going soft and heavy against Shane’s chest the way it only did when he felt safe.
“Kaasan? Are you okay?”
Levi’s voice was very small as his delicate hands twisted into Shane’s T-shirt, and he settled in closer.
Shane felt the feather-light kiss Ilya dropped into his hair, and he wrapped his arms tightly around the tiny body curled up on his chest.
“Da, Lyovushka. We are all okay. I promise.”
He looked up at his mother. Her face was a mask of quiet, victorious pride, wet-eyed and absolutely unbowed, and she gave him one sharp little nod over his dad’s head that said everything. Those bastards who had tried to break him, to break them, had been forced to tell the entire world the truth.
This part of the war was over. Now they could focus on securing Lyovushka’s adoption and Lukasha’s legal name change. It was at least a positive start. More than a start, really.
Shane was satisfied.
 
Shane was still cuddled up in Ilya’s lap. The living room had gone completely peaceful now; a gentle calm had settled around them all once the news broadcast had ended and someone, probably his dad, had switched off the television. Levi was fast asleep, curled up in Shane’s arms; the little boy had drifted off not long ago, one fist still knotted in Shane’s T-shirt.
Down on the rug, Shane spotted his phone as it began to vibrate against the floorboards, the screen lighting up with a name he hadn’t seen in months.
Rose Landry.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
Ilya lifted his head from where he had been sleepily leaning back against the cushions, eyes closed and perfectly content to be used as Shane and Lyovushka’s pillow, and glanced over. Shane saw his jaw tighten the moment he spied the caller ID. There was a dull ache in Shane’s chest, an old bruise being pressed, but he kept his face steady and pressed a reassuring kiss to Ilya’s mouth. Luca picked up the buzzing phone and passed it up to him, leaning in to whisper in Shane’s ear.
“Shall I take Lyovushka to bed, Kaasan?”
Shane nodded gratefully up at him and eased his arms carefully out of the way so the smaller blond could lift his little brother without waking him. Ilya took one hand from around Shane’s waist to cup the back of Luca’s neck for a second in thanks, and Luca carried Levi off down the hall, with Adrien unfolding himself from the floor to follow him. His parents had already said their goodnights at the end of the news programme. Shane slid his thumb across the screen to answer, put the phone to his ear, and waited until it was just him and Ilya left in the room. Only then did he speak.
“Rose.”
His voice was flat, stripped of all the warmth he suspected she would be waiting for. He didn’t have any left to give her.
“Shane! Oh, Shane, thank goodness you answered.”
Rose’s voice came down the line breathless and thick with tears. Shane had heard Rose cry on cue in three different films. Which kind of tears were these? He honestly had no idea anymore.
“You have to please talk to your lawyer. You have to stop Winchester right now. He just sent a formal notice to my team. They are trying to sue me, Shane! They’re investigating my publicist, my manager … they want to take the profits from my movie!”
Shane sighed. Of course. Of course she fucking had. He had been half expecting this. Sam had told them he was sending the letter, and honestly, Shane had half considered letting the whole thing go; he was so tired of it all. But Ilya had pushed. His husband hadn’t been keen on letting Rose off, or whoever he suspected had actually leaked the texts, and Shane had eventually agreed when Sam had told them it was an open-and-shut case, that he already had all the evidence he needed. He leaned his head back against Ilya’s broad, sturdy shoulder and closed his eyes. Ilya’s powerful arms came up and slid around his waist to pull him tighter against his chest, and those big, strong hands began to trace slow, calming patterns into his thighs.
“I know, Rose. Sam doesn’t do anything without our approval.”
There was a sharp gasp on the other end of the line.
“Your approval? Shane, we are friends. I was hacked! I am the victim here too! How can you let your legal team attack me when I was the one whose privacy was violated?”
Her voice was climbing higher and higher, shrill enough that Shane had to hold the phone slightly away from his ear for a moment. He felt Ilya growl beneath him at her words, a low, dangerous rumble right through his back, and Shane stroked his free hand through those beautiful blond curls and found a steady rhythm, for both their sakes, before he trusted himself to reply.
“Your privacy was violated, yes. But your team didn’t try to stop it.”
He kept his voice perfectly calm, the polite, bland, very Canadian calm that had always driven his old coaches up the wall. It only seemed to panic her more.
“Sam pulled the data. Your PR firm actively tracked my name trending alongside your movie’s ticket sales. You let the algorithm run wild. You let the media call me all sorts because it kept your name in the Hollywood trade papers. You used my coming out, the worst moment of my life, as a marketing strategy.”
His voice shook on that last sentence, just a little, and Ilya leaned forward and wrapped himself fully around him. Shane dug his fingers into the back of his husband’s neck and swallowed hard, burying all the remembered fear and hurt and devastation of that time back down where it belonged. How it had felt to wake up to it splashed across every screen in the world. How it had felt to be all alone with it.
Except he hadn’t been, had he? Ilya had chartered a plane from the other side of the world to get to him.
“That wasn’t me, that was my management!”
Rose cried it out, and then her tone shifted from desperate pleading to something sharper and colder. Before Shane could cut in, she let out a bitter, defensive laugh.
“And honestly, Shane? Are you blaming me? If we’re being truly honest, you are the one who sent those texts in the first place! If you hadn’t put all of that in writing, if you hadn’t confided all those deeply personal things over an unsecured line while knowing who I am and how much media attention I get, none of this would have happened! You handed the ammunition to whoever hacked me!”
Shane closed his eyes. The pain that lanced through him at her words was so sharp that he curled into Ilya’s neck without even meaning to, like a kicked animal. Like a fucking child. He hated it. He hated that she could still do that to him.
“Blyat. I will tear her apart. Lyubimyy, Shane, do not listen. She is not speaking the truth.”
Ilya snarled it in Russian, low and vicious, right against his ear, and lifted a hand to wrap firmly around the back of his neck and squeeze, with just enough pressure that Shane followed the hold up to meet that burning, iridescent blue gaze.
That subtle, toxic shift in her voice was the final confirmation Shane needed. She wasn’t sorry for what her team had done. She was just furious that she had been caught, and she was perfectly willing to gaslight him and blame him for his own closeted trauma, just to save her own skin.
Well. Fine, then. Fuck her.
Under him, Ilya held the eye contact, solid and warm and unmoving at his back, his heart thudding steady against Shane’s spine, just like it always had. Shane opened his eyes fully and looked straight at his husband; the hand around his neck tightened, and so did the massive band of muscle around his waist, and Shane took a deep, steadying breath. He didn’t feel one ounce of regret for what he was about to do. Not one single drop.
“Thank you for showing me who you really are, Rose.”
Shane’s voice had dropped to an icy, flat whisper, his accent rolling heavier the way it only ever did when he was furious.
“I sent those texts to a person I thought was one of my best friends. That is what you promised, after all. A person I trusted with my secret, my career, my everything, when I thought I had nowhere else to turn. I didn’t send them to a brand. I didn’t send them to a marketing campaign.”
Her next words came shaky and small down the line, and they told him everything.
“Shane, please, I didn’t mean it like that …”
But Shane didn’t give a shit anymore. This time, he didn’t let her finish; this time, he was truly done. He wasn’t the same person she had been with back then. Now he was Shane Hollander-Rozanov, Alternate Captain of the Boston Bears, a proud husband and a parent. He was no longer that terrified, broken shell of a man she had tried so hard to coax out of hiding.
“Our friendship died the second you decided my pain was worth a number-one spot at the box office.”
He cut her off with it, clean and cold, and heard her breath catch. Ilya’s thumb stroked once along the side of his neck, proud as anything, and Shane finished it.
“Do not call this number again. Talk to my lawyer, Rose.”
He ended the call. Then Ilya’s larger hand came up and covered his own, and together they clicked through to her contact, and Shane pressed his thumb to that big red button that confirmed Rose Landry’s number was now blocked.
Done.
 
Rose’s POV
The call was denied.
It cut off her second attempt at redialling Shane’s number, and then her third, with a sharp digital click, cold and final, that made her flinch. The static of the dead line rang in her ear as she slowly lowered the phone.
Rose stood frozen in the centre of her pristine office, the phone pressed so hard into her palm that the edges dug in, until the screen went black. Her breathing was quick and shallow; it kept catching in her throat as she tried to calm the panic rising in her chest. She pressed a hand to her breastbone and stared at her own blurred reflection in the darkened glass of the window, and for the first time in her whole career, the glamorous, untouchable image she had spent years cultivating looked entirely hollow. Her face looked more fake now than it had when she had been covered head to toe in that truly hideous blue body paint.
“Rose?”
Her manager, Chloe, called her name from the doorway, her voice tight with anxiety.
“What did he say? Is he going to call Winchester off?”
Rose didn’t answer. She couldn’t, not yet. Slowly, her hand dropped from her chest to her side. It didn’t hit her all at once. Instead, it seeped in, sluggish, and settled into her chest, cold and suffocating, pressing down on her ribs until she could barely draw breath.
‘Our friendship died the second you decided my pain was worth a number-one spot.’
“He blocked me.”
It was more a whimper than a whisper. Her own voice sounded foreign to her ears.
“What?”
Chloe stepped further into the room, her high heels clicking loudly against the hardwood.
“He can’t block you. You’re Rose Landry. You two have history! Call him back on a burner line, or call his mother …”
Rose felt the fury rise up and claw at her insides, hot and sour, until her hands were shaking at her sides. Call his mother. Christ. As if Yuna Hollander would ever take her call again; the woman would sooner swallow glass. As if Yuna Hollander wasn’t, in all probability, the reason that letter existed.
“He blocked me, Chloe!”
Rose screamed it, whirling around to face the other woman, and she felt the polished Hollywood facade fracture right down to the bone. She turned back to the window as her eyes began to burn, that ever-present heat flooding her face, and the tears finally spilt down over her lashes. She didn’t bother to stop them.
There was no one left in this room to perform for.
“And he’s right! He’s entirely right!”
She collapsed onto the white leather sofa and buried her face in her hands, and sobbed until her shoulders shook and her whole body curled in on itself. The anger she had tried to use as a shield, that desperate, ugly impulse to blame Shane for sending the texts in the first place, had evaporated, leaving behind nothing but raw, nauseating guilt. It sat thick and sour at the back of her throat, choking her from the inside out, starting somewhere right in the middle of her heart.
She had sat in this exact room months ago and listened to her PR team map out the strategy. They had called it “spin”. They had told her that the public’s sympathy for the “heartbroken ex-girlfriend” was a gift from God for her indie film’s release. And she had fucking sat there, nodding along, enjoying the soaring box office numbers and the glowing reviews while she tuned out the sound of Shane’s life being systematically dismantled across the internet. Rose had known, even then, that coming out wasn’t the same for him as it was for someone in her profession. Yes, it could hurt you in Hollywood; it could cost you roles, but it wasn’t career-ending, not the way it could be in professional hockey. She had known that; she had always known that. Yet she had shoved it down and pretended it was all fine, even when she knew full well that it wouldn’t be.
But the PR campaign was only the surface of it. The deepest, most toxic rot at the heart of her misery was the secret that had sat heavy and sick in her stomach for the best part of a year.
A secret she had protected far better than she had ever protected Shane’s. Which made it all so much worse. Letting her team exploit the hack was bad enough, unforgivable, probably; but Rose had gone one step further than that. She had protected the hacker.
 
Rose reached into her purse and pulled out her private tablet, the one no one else in her life knew the code to, and opened a heavily encrypted archive folder. Inside was a single email chain. It was from Miles, whom she had become friends with when they co-starred in X-Squad together.
When she and Shane had briefly been together, she had told Shane that Miles was extremely jealous of her dating him; she had told him flat out that Miles was “low-key in love” with him. She had brought Miles up deliberately, as a way of asking Shane if he was gay without actually asking, and she had told him to follow Miles on Instagram. Shane hadn’t reacted the way she had expected him to, though, not even when she had outright offered to give Miles his number. No. Shane had turned her down, politely and firmly, the way Shane did everything. Miles hadn’t been happy with her about it, and he had been even less happy with Shane for turning him down, because Miles swore blind that Shane had been checking him out that night in the club.
She had known Miles hadn’t taken that incident well. He had a little bit of an unhinged streak that could rear its head now and then, usually after a few drinks. So when he had sent her a gloating, untraceable message, complete with screenshots of her own iCloud backup, explicitly admitting that he had leaked Shane’s texts, partly to punish Shane for breaking up with her and partly to ruin him for leading Miles on, well, she hadn’t actually believed him. Not at first. Honestly, she had assumed he was drunk, or high as a kite, or possibly both. It wouldn’t have been the first time.
When she had discovered that it wasn’t, in fact, a joke, and that he really had done it, her legal team had panicked. They had told her that if the public ever found out the leak had come from inside her own toxic inner circle, from her friend, a man she had brought into her own life, then the narrative would change overnight. She wouldn’t be the sympathetic victim anymore. She would be the reckless actress whose messy personal life had ruined an Olympic medal-winning hockey star’s career; a man who had captained Team Canada on the biggest stage there was, years before any of this.
So she had buried it.
She had turned the whole vicious internet on Shane and sat back and watched it all work in her favour. She had let Montreal call Shane a liar. She had let Commissioner Crowell bully him. She had let the whole world believe that Shane was the careless one, all to protect her own pristine reputation and her precious box office numbers. And for what?
“We have to give them Miles.”
She let the words go in a whisper, into the air, and looked up at her manager with hollow, exhausted eyes.
Chloe let out a horrified gasp. Her face went chalk white.
“Are you insane? If Winchester finds out we’ve known it was Miles all along and withheld evidence while Hollander was being dragged through the mud, the conspiracy and complicity charges will double! It will ruin you. It will ruin everything, Rose, not just you!”
She was wild-eyed and breathing fast, one hand clutching at the back of the armchair so hard that her knuckles had gone white.
“I am already ruined!”
Rose half shouted it back at her, crying now, her voice breaking with misery and despair. She looked down again at the Winchester legal notice lying on the table. Sam Winchester wanted far more than a settlement; he wanted total destruction, and he would get it too. Rose knew his name. Most famous people did, after all. Winchester wasn’t a name you ever wanted to see on the other side of a case, because the man never fucking lost. Her last hope was gone. Now that Shane had blocked her, there was no mercy left anywhere to plead for.
She had traded the only person who had truly known her, the one person who had looked at her and seen a person instead of an image, the only friend who had ever trusted her with his deepest vulnerability, for a weekend box office record. Sitting alone in the silent luxury of her office, with the warm, flat champagne still sitting on the windowsill and her phone still buzzing its congratulations on the cushion beside her, Rose Landry finally understood that she had lost more than her friend. She was going to lose everything. And this time there was nothing to spin, no perfectly pretty way to let someone else take the fall for it.
This was all on her, and on her alone.
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  The regular season was over, and the first round was behind them, but the media storm still hadn’t died down. Not even days later, not even a little bit. Luca had kept a closer eye on his family than usual, the way he had learned to watch the adults in a room long before he had ever learned how to skate backwards, but he hadn’t spotted anything that seemed to bother Kaasan, at least not where anyone other than Otousan could see. Luca was pretty sure that was both good and bad; it meant Shane was either hiding it or genuinely unaffected, and he would put money on it not being the second. Real money. His whole signing bonus, probably.
His thoughts went around and around as he moved through the motions of gearing up, his hands doing the job on their own while his brain chased its own tail. He crouched and flipped the tape over his right shin guard, pulling it taut until it snapped, then smoothed the end down with his thumb. When he glanced up, Adrien was pulling his jersey on over his pads, all that broad, ridiculous shoulder disappearing under the black and gold, and their eyes met across the bench. Those storm-cloud grey eyes softened and warmed the second they landed on him, and Luca blushed, because of course he did. Months of this, and the man could still turn him pink from the other side of a locker room without even trying.
It really wasn’t fair, was it?
The locker room was already humming with the tension that came before every game these days, a low buzz that sat under the usual chirping and the clatter of sticks. They were getting closer. The finals for this part of the run were near, and Otousan was determined to bring them home a Cup; he had told the whole team so, in his flat, cheerful, terrifying way, with a big grin and a slap on the nearest shoulder pad. Could they do it? Luca had no doubt. There were still a few little blips to work on, of course, now that Troy had finally gotten his head out of his ass, but they were blips, not holes. Blips could be fixed.
The bench was hard and cold under him and his heart was already beating faster than it should have been, but the noise in Luca’s own head was louder than usual. He kept looking across the room to the Captain’s cubby, where Kaasan and Otousan were adjusting their gear side by side, shoulder to shoulder, the way they always did. Kaasan wore his usual game face, calm and polite and utterly unreadable to anyone who didn’t know him, but Luca did know him. He could see a tighter line around those pretty lips, a little pinch beside them that told him something wasn’t right.
So he went.
He brushed a hand along Adrien’s hip as he slipped past his boyfriend, a quick touch that earned him a hum, and went over to his parents. Ilya spotted him first, because Ilya always spotted him first; those familiar dark blue eyes lightened, and one massive arm opened up for him the moment he was in reach, like there had never been any question of where Luca was going to end up. The low rumble of Otousan’s Russian settled some of his jitters before Luca had even registered the words.
“Lukasha, you alright?”
It was a gentle question, a check-in and nothing more, but Luca melted into the hold for a second and felt Ilya take his weight without so much as a shift of his feet. He could have gone limp right there, all of him, gear and skates and all, and Otousan would have held him up; he knew that, the way he knew which edge he was on.
“Da, Otousan, I am good.”
He tipped his head back and looked up into that handsome face, all golden curls and game-day focus, before he dared ask the next question, the one he had actually come over for.
“Is Kaasan okay?”
A worried look crossed Ilya’s face. It was there and gone again, so fast that no one but Luca or Shane would have caught it, but Luca did catch it, which meant he was right. This whole mess was bothering Kaasan more than he was letting on.
Fuck.
“Hmm. No, but he will be. I promise you that, Lukasha. Now why don’t you go distract him for a moment while I sort the rest of this rabble out?”
Luca was more than happy to follow that order. Ilya squeezed the back of his neck, one firm, warm press of those huge fingers, as he slipped out of the half-hold and turned to the smaller, tenser figure of Shane on the bench beside him.
“Kaasan?”
He kept his voice low, just for the two of them. Shane’s ears were always tuned for that title, though; he had once heard Levi whisper it from the other side of the house over the dishwasher, so those dark chocolate eyes flicked over at once. The arms that opened for him were a relief, solid and sure. Luca sank into the firm embrace, and Shane tucked him under his chin and stroked a hand through his hair, careful of the gear between them.
“Ahh, your Otousan is cheating now, is he?”
For a second Luca didn’t follow. Then it clicked: Shane meant that Ilya had sent in the big guns because he knew Shane couldn’t resist either of his boys, and he sniggered into the hug, muffled against Kaasan’s shoulder pads.
“Maybe, Kaasan, but Lyovushka isn’t here, so it is probably not quite so effective with just me.”
Shane made a dismissive little sound, the same one he made when someone tried to tell him he had eaten enough vegetables, and Luca felt a kiss pressed to his hair. The arms around him tightened for a moment, tight and quick, before they let go.
“Never think that, Lukasha; you are always enough, even on your own. Now go finish getting ready. I want to see what you can do tonight. Okay?”
Luca grinned and nodded, and the determination climbed higher in his blood until he could practically feel it fizzing in his fingertips. He played hockey for himself, and because he was damn fucking good at it, thank you very much; but he also wanted to keep playing for this. For a hand on the back of his neck. For a kiss in his hair. This was what he had been missing through all those long, lonely hours of practice as a kid, out on cold outdoor rinks with no one watching and no one waiting for him at home. He understood now why it made such a difference. Why the older guys skated harder when their kids were in the stands.
He had people in the stands now. He had people on the bench, too.
 
The hockey world had exploded over the last 48 hours. No one could turn on a TV, open a social media app or walk past a newsstand without seeing their faces, the same handful of photos of Shane and Ilya recycled across every channel and every feed. The public humiliation of the Montreal Voyageurs and the sudden, suspicious resignation of Commissioner Crowell was all anyone could talk about. Most people didn’t seem to believe his stated “personal reasons” for a second, and that made Luca grin a darkly satisfied little grin every single time he saw it scroll past. Good. Let them speculate. Let them put the pieces together on their own; it wasn’t exactly a hard puzzle. Crowell didn’t deserve anyone’s sympathy, the bastard, and he certainly wasn’t getting any of Luca’s.
He had spent the last two days feeling a strange mixture of savage pride and nagging worry, the two of them sitting side by side in his chest and elbowing each other for room. He had watched the media trucks line up outside the facility, their satellite dishes all pointed at the sky, and his stomach had twisted a little tighter every single time. He had seen the paparazzi sneaking around the rink, trying to get pictures of his parents as they walked in from the car. Since he and Adrien always arrived with them, even first thing in the morning, it was much harder for the photographers to get a clean shot of just Shane and Ilya, and Victor and Cliff had taken to arriving at exactly the same time too, four big bodies and one smaller one forming a moving wall from the car park to the door. If you ignored the huge man’s grumbling about how it was way too fucking early for this shit, it was a sweet gesture. Cliff and Victor’s relationship had never been a secret, not inside the team, but it had been more private, and all this attention had blown that wide open too. Not that either man seemed to give a single fuck. Victor had just put on his good sunglasses and held Cliff’s hand.
It was a bright, hard spotlight, and Luca knew how much his family valued their privacy, especially now that they were trying to focus on the Cup and on Levi, who they were keeping out of all of it as much as they possibly could. His little brother deserved a quiet, safe place to heal, and the chance to just be a little boy, to be himself, without the media picking over every awful thing that had ever happened to him just to get a few more clicks.
Looking at his parents now, though, Luca could see a change in the way Kaasan carried himself. The load Shane had been dragging around ever since the trade from Montreal, that invisible pack on his shoulders that Luca had only really noticed now that it was gone, was just … gone. When he looked up at his team at the end of a long practice or a hard-won game, there wasn’t that flicker of stress behind his eyes anymore, that quick, automatic check of who was watching him and what they would say. His parents stood taller now, shoulders back and heads up, Ilya’s hand never far from the small of Shane’s back, and every time Luca saw it, his chest went warm and tight with pride. The attention was a circus, yes, but they weren’t bothered by it. They had each other. They had him and Levi. And they had a team that would skate through a brick wall before they let a reporter get too close to either of them.
Luca let out a breath and turned back to his own cubby as the coming games settled across his shoulders, heavier than his pads. The second round was no fucking joke, not with Montreal on the other side of it. The practices had been gruelling, and every shift was going to be a battle.
“Hey. You want the wide tape or the narrow one today, Cub?”
Luca blinked, startled out of his thoughts, and looked up to find Troy Barrett standing in front of him, holding out two rolls of rainbow friction tape, one in each big hand, and looking almost nervous about it.
If someone had told Luca even a week ago that Troy Barrett would be his regular right winger, let alone that Troy would be actively, visibly trying to be nice to him, Luca would have assumed they’d taken a slap shot to the head without a helmet. Troy’s arrival in Boston had been rocky, to say the least. Rocky was putting it very, very nicely. His attitude had made Luca want to give the man a swift check into the boards and, accidentally on purpose, catch him in the balls a few times in those first practices; he hadn’t, but it had been a very near thing, and only the knowledge that Kaasan would be disappointed in him had kept his stick down.
But things had changed. After Kaasan had rearranged his pretty face for him, and after what Cliff had dubbed “the apology tour”, Troy had come to Luca on his own and said sorry again, and not just for his words but for his actions on the ice too: the lazy back-checking, the passes he had sat on out of spite. It had been brief, awkward and surprisingly sincere. Troy had admitted he’d been an idiot, that he hadn’t understood how much Shane and Ilya meant to the team, and that he wanted to earn his place on the roster, not just fill a spot on the ice and collect his cheque.
Luca had accepted it. What else was he going to do? To Troy’s credit, the man was putting in the work.
“The wide one, please.”
Luca smiled as he took the roll and turned it over in his fingers, the little rainbow stripes catching the light.
“Thanks, Troy.”
A tiny spot of colour showed high on those cut cheekbones, which only made Luca smile more. Troy really was trying, even if he was awful at it; his shoulders were hunched up around his ears, and his eyes kept darting to Luca’s face, braced for him to snap.
“No problem.”
Troy nodded and lingered for a moment, shifting his weight from one skate to the other; his pale blue eyes flicked towards where Shane was now wrapped in Ilya’s arms at the far cubby, and Luca followed his gaze. He could make out some of the Russian Otousan was murmuring into Kaasan’s ear from here, and it made him blush right to his collar, because that wasn’t a conversation anyone’s son needed to overhear, before Troy looked back down at him and cleared his throat.
“Lines are going to be bloody fast today against this lot. Let’s make sure we lock down that cross-ice cycle on the power play. I’ll make sure I’m clearing the lane for you.”
Luca nodded. Kaasan had told him exactly the same thing that morning over breakfast, and it seemed Troy had picked up on it too, which was new. Troy listening. Troy actually listening. Who knew?
“Sounds like a plan. Just keep your stick on the ice.”
A faint, genuine smile touched Luca’s lips, and he let it stay there.
It was weird, he thought, as Troy walked back to his own cubby with the narrow roll. Having Troy on his wing was starting to feel good. The chemistry was building, the trust was being earned brick by brick, and the locker room felt more together than it ever had, all the loose pieces finally clicking into place. With both his parents cleared, his and Levi’s adoptions so close he could almost taste them, and the team locked in, the pressure of the Conference Final felt more like fuel than a burden. He, Luca Hollander-Rozanov, was going to win a Cup in his rookie year, on the same team as his Kaasan, his Otousan and his boyfriend.
How fucking lucky was that.
 
The whistle blasted, the sound ringing off the high, curved rafters and bouncing back down at them.
“Let’s go! Line two, you’re up! Full speed, match tempo! Let’s keep this lead.”
Coach LeClaire’s voice rang out from the bench, sharp and carrying, and the three of them were moving before he had finished the sentence.
They were ahead by two goals already, both scored by Ilya and Shane, because of course they were, as Luca hopped the boards and his skates bit into the fresh sheet. It was early in the game, and he was determined to keep the lead his Captains had handed them. To his left, Cliff slid into the left-wing slot, adjusting his cage with a quick tap of his gloved hand, big and solid and grinning. To his right, Troy skated out low and powerful and focused, his eyes already on the far blue line.
When Troy was first put on his wing, skating with Troy and Cliff had felt like wearing ankle weights. Luca’s natural game was speed, the kind of explosive burst they all joked he had inherited from Kaasan, and it was true, too. Shane was the only one on the team faster than him. Even Ilya could be outstripped by the two of them when they really hit their stride, and they both took a deeply petty enjoyment in proving it at practice. Kaasan liked to tell Otousan it was because of all the junk food he kept sneaking and because he was so much bigger than the pair of them. It wasn’t true, and Shane was only teasing, since both his parents were fucking built; but Ilya was taller and broader, a mountain of a man, and although he was impressively fast for his size, he and Shane were just a touch faster.
But early on, Luca had found himself constantly hitting the brakes. Checking his shoulder. Shaving milliseconds off his bursts so Troy wasn’t left a whole zone behind. He and Cliff had a system; even if the bigger man couldn’t always keep up with him in a straight line, he was still where Luca needed him to be, every time, like he could smell the play coming. Troy hadn’t been. Verdammt, it had been frustrating, stifling hockey, the kind that made Luca go home and lie face down on his bed and growl into the pillow while Adrien rubbed his back.
Not today.
The puck dropped. Luca won the face-off cleanly and snapped it back to the blue line, and the opposing defence shifted to cover him. Cliff immediately took off down the left wall. There was no hesitation, no waiting to see what Luca would do first. Cliff just went.
So Luca turned on the jets.
For the first time in what felt like months, he didn’t calculate. He didn’t hold back. He dug his edges into the ice, the same way Kaasan did, low and deep and sure, and drove forward, his stride lengthening into a flat-out sprint until the cold air burned in his lungs and the boards blurred at the edge of his vision.
He didn’t have to look to know where his line was. The weeks of struggle and stilted passes were gone; they were moving in sync, all three of them, without a single word needed between them.
As Luca crossed the blue line, a defenceman stepped up to pinch him against the boards, a big lump of a man with his elbows already out. Without breaking stride, Luca made a blind, behind-the-back touch pass. A month ago, that puck would have slid into empty ice, and he would have heard about it from the bench. Today, Troy was exactly where he was supposed to be. He caught the puck on his tape in stride and used his wider frame to shield it from the back checker, his heavy legs pumping to match the pace Luca had set.
“Luca, backdoor!”
Cliff’s voice was low and urgent, cutting through the scrape of steel on ice.
Troy didn’t try to be the hero; he didn’t force a bad shot just to see his own name on the board. He fired a hard, crisp pass across the royal road instead, threading the needle through the collapsing defence like he had been doing it with Luca for years.
Luca didn’t even have to slow down to receive it. The puck met his stick perfectly, flat and clean. With a fraction of a second before the goalie could slide across the crease, he went top shelf, and the puck hit the back of the net with a satisfying ping off the crossbar on its way in.
Their bench erupted. They yelled and slammed their sticks against the boards, a thunder of wood on plastic, and through all that noise Luca still caught Ilya’s deep growl of Russian, because he would know that voice anywhere.
“That’s it! Fucking get it, Lukasha.”
Luca skated out of the zone with his chest heaving, a huge grin breaking across his face so wide it hurt under his cage. He looked over at Troy, who was skating back towards him with a gloved hand already out for a high-five.
“Holy hell, Cub.”
Troy was panting, his chest rising and falling hard as they bumped gloves, and he shook his head like he still didn’t quite believe what he had just seen.
“I knew you were fast, but I didn’t know you were that fucking fast. Don’t you bloody dare slow down for us again. We’ll catch up.”
Cliff skated up beside them, chuckling as he leaned his considerable weight over Troy’s shoulder; their line was already switching out, and the big man didn’t seem to care.
“Well, yeah, Troy, the Cub can stop babysitting us now that your head is out of your ass. If we have to skate until our fucking lungs turn inside out to keep up with you, Luca, we will. That’s how we win the Cup.”
Luca looked at his linemates, one big and one stubborn, and both of them grinning at him, and the last knots of worry untied themselves in his stomach. The weights were off. He was free to play his game, his real game, with a line that was finally ready to run with him. Montreal was waiting for them, the rest of that series still to win, and the Boston Bears were lethal. Luca was a Hollander-Rozanov. No one would ever be able to say he couldn’t stand with his parents now.
Not on the ice. Not anywhere.
 
Shane’s POV
Over on the bench, Shane leaned against the solid shoulder of his husband and watched the play unfold. Ilya’s arm was draped around his back, hidden from the cameras by their teammates and the boards, but neither of them particularly cared anymore who saw. Shane would always stick to their PDA rules out on the ice; he had written half of them himself, but they were both a bit tense and wired after the last few days, so they were pretending, by mutual and unspoken agreement, that this was no more contact than Shane usually allowed. It very much was more. He very much didn’t give a damn.
The moment Luca hit his stride, the force of his acceleration left a visible wake in the ice, a blur of black and gold tearing down the wing so fast that Shane’s heart leapt right up into his throat. Shane let out a low, breathy laugh, his eyes following his son as Luca went top shelf, clean and perfect, exactly the way Shane had shown him a hundred times on the backyard rink. Beside him, Ilya shifted closer. He hooked his thick, gloved arm down from Shane’s shoulders and around his waist instead, pulling him in as tight as their bulky shoulder pads and gear would allow, which wasn’t nearly tight enough for either of them.
“Look at him.”
Shane didn’t take his eyes off the ice, the Russian flowing easily between them as he rested his hip against Ilya’s. His gaze didn’t leave Luca for a second as the kid high-fived Cliff and Troy, bright and grinning, all that pale gold hair stuck to his forehead under the helmet.
“He’s finally stopped checking over his shoulder. He’s not waiting for them anymore.”
It was true. Shane had spoken to Luca more than once about his worry that the blond was holding back, especially since they had put Barrett on his line; Luca had nodded and promised and then gone straight back out and done it again, because he was kind, and kind players dragged their feet for their friends. Shane had been ready to have a much less polite conversation with Barrett about it, the bloody idiot. Now, apparently, he wouldn’t need to. Was Shane a tiny bit disappointed? Maybe a tiny bit.
“He plays like his Kaasan.”
Ilya’s deep voice vibrated through Shane’s chest, right through the padding, and Shane felt it all the way down in his belly. Ilya squeezed his waist, firm and possessive, for once indifferent to the coaches and the cameras around the glass, and Shane let him. He let him, and he leaned into it.
“Fast. Beautiful. He spent too long trying to be safe on that line, making sure the others didn’t look bad. Now? He is flying.”
Shane turned his head and looked up at his husband. The lines of tension that had marked Ilya’s face through the worst of the last few days were gone, the furrow between his brows, the tight set of that jaw; in their place was a relaxed, heavy-lidded warmth that Shane hadn’t seen on the bench in far too long. With the league office shaken up and new management coming, the Voyageurs forced to their knees and little Levi safe at home with Shane’s dad, they finally had room to just take this moment, this one perfect moment, and be proud of their Lukasha.
“Barrett is actually keeping his promise.”
Shane noted it in the same low murmur, watching the dark-haired right winger skate hard back to the blue line, pushing his pace to stay in Luca’s orbit, his face red under the cage.
“He’s not dragging his feet. He’s dragging his lungs out to match him.”
His husband hummed into the back of Shane’s neck, right where the jersey met skin; even through all their gear, the heat of it sent a little shiver down his spine that had absolutely no business happening on a bench in the middle of a playoff game.
“Because Troy wants a ring.”
Ilya’s answer was simple, matter-of-fact, his thumb rubbing back and forth against the side of Shane’s hockey pants where no one could see.
“And he has realised that the fastest way to get one is to let our boy run wild. We did good, Lyubimyy.”
Warmth and pride swelled in Shane’s chest at the words until it was almost too big for his ribs. Yes. They had done well, for both of their boys, and they would keep doing so; Shane had a spreadsheet that proved it.
“Da. We did.”
His voice was barely more than a breath, and he let his head drop against Ilya’s shoulder for a brief, stolen second.
Across the ice, Luca looked over at the bench and caught them watching him. He gave them a quick, cocky salute with his stick, pure Ilya, before he skated over to switch with the third line.
Shane looked back up into those ocean-blue eyes, and they shared a look built over years of stolen moments in hotel rooms and a love that had never given way, not once, not even when it had been a secret that could have ended them both. Their family was whole. Their names were clear. And their boy was unstoppable. Shane moved closer to Ilya as the smaller figure of Lukasha dropped down on the bench beside him, breathless and glowing. His heavy gloved hand wrapped around the back of the blond’s neck, gentle and sure, and he smiled when Lukasha melted straight into his side, warm and sweaty and grinning, his whole weight tipping into Shane.
 
Luca’s POV
The front door had barely clicked shut behind them before Luca’s playoff adrenaline spilt out into the hallway and all over everyone in it. Obaachan had something rich simmering away on the stove, and Luca’s stomach growled the second he stepped through the door, but the warmth in the kitchen had nothing to do with the oven and everything to do with the people in it.
Luca was practically vibrating as he leaned back against the counter, waving his hands about as he re-enacted the whole game for David, who had been at home with Levi and had only caught the highlights on his phone.
“I’m telling you, Ojiichan, I didn’t even have to check my shoulder.”
His eyes were bright, with a cocky little spark in them that he could feel and couldn’t seem to put away; it was very possible he had caught it off Ilya on the drive home.
“I just dropped the puck behind my back, trusted that Troy would be there, and turned on the jets. It felt like the weights had been lifted off my skates.”
David listened happily, nodding in all the right places and asking all the right questions, while Yuna and Kaasan finished dinner side by side at the stove, Shane stirring and Yuna tasting and both of them pretending they weren’t listening to every word. Luca could feel the energy still sparking under his skin. He hadn’t realised how much he’d been holding back until it had all clicked into place like it had today, and now he couldn’t stop moving. His hands. His feet. His mouth. All of it.
Adrien sat at the kitchen island with his chin propped in his hands, and his boyfriend wasn’t even pretending to look at anything else in the room. He had the exact same smitten look that Otousan always had when he watched Kaasan, a soft, goofy smile tugging at the corners of that full mouth, his eyes following every single wave of Luca’s hands. Every time Luca took a breath and looked at those grey eyes, Adrien just nodded, like a big, gorgeous, besotted golden retriever. Luca blushed at the intensity of it; there was something about being looked at like that, like he was the most interesting thing in the whole state of Massachusetts, that he still hadn’t got used to. He paused anyway, on his way to start helping, to lean down and press a sweet kiss to that pretty mouth as he passed.
Adrien chased it. Of course he did.
As Luca went to get the cutlery and drinks, he looked over at Kaasan, who had finished at the stove and was now leaning back against Otousan’s chest by the fridge, Ilya’s arms looped snug around his waist and his chin resting on top of Shane’s head. The look on Shane’s face was soft and peaceful, an open, easy happiness that Luca had only ever seen on him at home. Seeing Luca this free was everything they had fought for; Luca could see it right there on both their faces, and that thought made tears prick hot at the back of his eyes, so he detoured for a quick snuggle on his way past. Shane held him close and murmured in German, low enough that only Luca heard it.
“Proud of you, Lukasha.”
If Luca clung a little tighter than he needed to, to those strong, safe arms, Kaasan certainly wasn’t letting go either. Otousan’s large hand petted his hair and then cupped the back of his neck as Ilya squeezed them both around the waist, the three of them a tangle in the middle of the kitchen. Then an indignant yelp came from the living room. Levi had spotted them cuddling without him and abandoned Finding Nemo entirely, and he came padding over in his fish socks to hold his little arms out to Luca, staring up at him with wide, pleading blue eyes.
“Lukasha, up please.”
Luca wasn’t going to refuse that. No one on the planet could refuse that pout; Luca had seen it work on Cliff, on Coach LeClaire and once, memorably, on a nurse with a needle. He leaned down, scooped Levi up and settled him on his hip before he stepped back into the warm circle of both their parents’ arms.
“Always, Lyovushka, always.”
He pressed a kiss to those silky black strands and felt the little body go boneless against his chest, one tiny hand gripping his hoodie tight to make sure Luca couldn’t put him down. Not that he would.
 
After dinner, David and Yuna stood near the kitchen table, both of them looking pleased and excited, though for very different reasons than Luca’s buzzing. This was bigger. He could tell from the way Obaachan kept touching the edge of the table, from the way Ojiichan kept looking at her, and it made his heart skip with excitement and a touch of nerves. Luca followed Kaasan over. Levi had been transferred into Ilya’s arms by then, and Adrien came up behind Luca and slid his arms around his waist, hooking his chin over Luca’s shoulder so he could see. Spread out across the table were three official, crisp legal documents bearing the state seal of Massachusetts.
“These were delivered today. Certain ones have a very special form that we need Kaasan and Otousan to sign.”
Yuna’s eyes were bright, and her voice was thick as she looked over at little Levi, who was cuddled against Ilya’s chest and watching his grandparents’ faces with far more interest than fear now. That alone was a bloody miracle, honestly.
David picked up a sleek silver pen from the table without a word and handed it to Shane.
The room went silent and expectant as Shane slid the last page of the legal adoption packet towards himself. These weren’t the papers for Levi. These were the adult adoption forms, the official, permanent legal declaration that would make Luca their oldest son, 18 and nearly 19 and theirs, fixing in law the bond they had been building from the moment Shane picked him out at selection camp.
Luca stopped breathing.
Shane looked up at him, his chocolate eyes wet. Then, with a perfectly steady hand, he signed his name on the first line marked Parent.
He slid the pen and the paper to Ilya. As Luca watched, Shane’s fingers brushed Ilya’s as he handed them over, a tiny touch that told Luca everything. Then Kaasan reached out to take Lyovushka, so that Otousan had both his hands free to write. Ilya didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even pause. He signed his name beside his husband’s on the second line marked Parent, in that beautiful looping cursive of his, closing the circle.
It was done.
Luca was officially, legally theirs, just as he had always been in their hearts. He blinked hard against the tears, but there was no stopping them now, and they spilt over his lashes before he could do a thing about it.
“Ah, Lukasha, there’s no need for tears. Easy now, love; we have you.”
Ilya’s deep, soothing voice settled Luca’s overwhelmed feelings, wrapping around them like one of the weighted blankets in the living room. They were good feelings. They were the best feelings. But they were still too much for the moment, too big to fit in his chest all at once.
Levi was overwhelmed too, by the emotion in the room and the flurry of unfamiliar paperwork and all the grown-ups crying. He let out a tiny, tired whimper against Kaasan’s chest and rubbed his eyes with small fists as the long day finally caught up with him.
Luca was already stepping forward. With practised, gentle ease, he slid his arms under his little brother and lifted Levi against his own chest, and Shane let him go. Levi buried his small face in the crook of Luca’s neck, his hands clutching at the soft fabric of Luca’s hoodie.
Luca began to sway slowly, rocking the little boy the way he had learned to in the hospital, back and forth, back and forth. He pressed his cheek against Levi’s hair and whispered to him in low Russian, their shared language wrapping his brother up in safety the way it had wrapped Luca up, once.
“Hush, little Lyovushka, shush now.”
His voice was low and steady, and he felt Levi’s breathing slow to match it, the little ribs rising and falling against his own.
“Everything is good. You are home. It will be your turn now, I promise.”
Luca met Adrien’s gaze over the top of that dark head. His taller boyfriend had sat back down on the bar stool to give them room, and his heart was right there on his face, open and aching, as he watched the gentle, protective hold Luca had on Lyovushka.
Shane and Ilya stood close together, Ilya’s arm around Shane’s waist, and when Luca glanced at them, both of them were watching their boys, and he couldn’t read anything on either face but gratitude. Bone-deep, wet-eyed gratitude. Their family was about to be bound by law as well as by love.
Luca, with Levi curled against his chest, moved closer to the table as Kaasan opened the second formal-looking package. Otousan pressed close behind him, and Luca watched both their eyes fill as they looked down at the finalised adoption and name-change forms; he pushed his face into Lyovushka’s hair to hide the tears that were really falling now. His little brother might not understand, not really, not yet; but Luca did, and he was crying in relief and joy for both of them.
The name Levi Ilyich Hollander-Rozanov was printed in bold, elegant script across the top of the page. On the line underneath was the Cyrillic, Леви Ильич Холландер-Розанов. Luca heard the long strokes of the pen more than he saw them both sign, since his face was still pressed into that soft hair, but it was official now. Levi was legally, permanently theirs. The nightmare he had been rescued from was behind him, replaced by their family name. Their shared family name. They were both Hollander-Rozanovs, the two of them, exactly as they were meant to be.
“What does it say?”
Levi’s whisper was tiny, and he blinked his big blue eyes up at Luca, so like Ilya’s, so like Luca’s own. He had no idea he was now a legal heir to a hockey dynasty, and Luca hoped he wouldn’t have to know for years. Instead, he grinned tiredly and rubbed his face against Luca’s chest, his eyelids already drooping.
“Does it say I can skate fast like you now?”
Luca let out a watery laugh that shook them both.
“Better than that.”
Kaasan came up and wrapped an arm around them both, his own chocolate eyes wet and glittering, and stroked Levi’s hair and cheek with a sure hand.
“It says your name is Levi Ilyich Hollander-Rozanov now. It means you’re stuck with me forever, little brother. No matter what.”
Luca explained it as gently as he could, and Levi let out a high, joyous giggle that went straight to Luca’s heart. He didn’t follow the legal words, but he understood the ones that meant he was staying, and he understood the word for brother; he wrapped his small arms around Luca’s neck and hugged him tight enough to hurt. Over Luca’s shoulder, Otousan was watching them, and his heart was showing in his eyes; Luca could see it, plain as anything, his love for all of them doubling in a single second, when there hadn’t been any room left for it to grow in the first place.
Luca noticed Obaachan wipe a stray tear from her cheek as she leaned into Ojiichan’s side. He felt savagely pleased, all the way down to his toes, that both the team that had hurt Shane so badly and that twisted bastard Crowell had fallen, that the bigots had been dragged out into the light, and that inside these walls their family was becoming whole.
 
The living room was cosy and dim as they all spread out over the huge sectionals. It was past Levi’s bedtime, really, but Kaasan had allowed it, mainly because they were all still keyed up from the evening and no one wanted to be the first to leave. Levi was curled up between Kaasan and Otousan, snuggled in with his plush shark tucked under his chin and its fin in his fingers.
Luca sat next to Adrien, his high-energy buzz finally settling into a warm, relaxed contentment. The heat of his boyfriend’s arm around him was doing most of the work, honestly, along with the soothing rumble of Ilya’s voice beside him. Luca was half leaning into Adrien, with one leg draped over Otousan’s massive thigh, because he could, because no one in this house was ever going to tell him he couldn’t.
As the happy chatter died down, David cleared his throat and set his puzzle book down with a small, polite cough. Luca glanced up from where his eyes had slipped closed and saw Ojiichan exchange a warm look with Obaachan before he turned to the rest of the room.
“So, we have been doing some thinking.”
David began it casually, an easy smile on his face, the same smile Shane wore when he was about to suggest something completely reasonable that would turn out to involve a binder.
“Especially after the wonderful news today.”
Kaasan looked up from where he had been braiding Lyovushka’s hair ready for bed, his brow furrowing a little, fingers stilling in the black strands.
“Thinking about what, Dad?”
They were all paying attention now, keeping their voices down so as not to wake Levi, who was fast asleep with his mouth open against Ilya’s arm.
“About the fact that this house is wonderful, and Ilya, son, we really do appreciate you letting us stay here, but it’s getting a bit crowded.”
Yuna picked it up smoothly from her corner of the sofa, tucking her pen behind her ear and setting down the notebook she had been writing in, the leather one with the sakura on the cover.
“And now that everything with Montreal and Crowell is settled, and all our beautiful boys are legally right where they belong …”
She paused and looked fondly at Luca. He smiled back at her, shy and pink, at the woman who had taken him in as easily as she had taken in little Levi, without a single question; and then she looked down at Levi.
“David and I have decided it’s time we started looking for a nice house of our own.”
The room went silent for a heartbeat. Shane and Ilya exchanged a quick, startled glance over Levi’s head.
“As in here, or going back to Ottawa, Mom?”
Kaasan had sat up, and his voice was suddenly tight. Luca sat up too, a mirror image of Shane without meaning to be. He had only just gotten his family. A small, selfish twist inside him wanted them all to stay exactly where they were, just for a while, just until he got used to it. Just until he stopped being scared, the whole fucking thing would disappear.
“Oh, here, Shane, of course here.”
Ojiichan laughed gently and waved a hand to calm his son, the way he might wave down a linesman.
“We made that choice when we agreed to come. And more than that, we love being right here with all of you. We aren’t going back to Canada, Shane.”
The tension eased out of the room as fast as it had come in. Kaasan sat back, and Luca followed. Adrien’s arms came around his waist and pulled him more firmly back into that broad chest, and a kiss landed on the back of his neck, right on the sensitive skin under his hairline, which made Luca tilt his head to one side, ever so slightly, without thinking about it. Oh. He snapped his attention back to Obaachan and hauled his thoughts under control by the scruff. That could wait. Luca was patient.
Mostly.
“We’re looking for a place as close to this neighbourhood as we can possibly find.”
Yuna’s tone was warm, her hands folded on her notebook.
“Ideally somewhere about a 5- to 15-minute drive away. We were going to ask you, Shane, if you have approved real estate agents in the area, or if you could find one that meets your approval.”
Otousan chuckled, low and wicked, and Luca caught the Russian he murmured into the back of Shane’s neck, even if no one else in the room did.
“Mr Real Estate.”
 
Kaasan leaned forward and rested his arms on top of Ilya’s, which lay around his waist and hips, while still supporting the sleeping Levi between them; his dark chocolate eyes softened as he looked across at his parents, and Luca could practically hear the gears start turning.
“A house nearby?”
Luca knew that look. Kaasan was pleased, and he was already planning, his mind spinning with dozens of ideas and probably the start of a colour-coded list. Possibly two.
“Exactly.”
David nodded, settling back into the cushions.
“Somewhere with a big backyard, maybe not this big.”
Yuna gestured out of the dark windows at the huge sprawl of land behind the house, the hedges and the trees and the newly dug pond, and they all laughed until the sound made Lyovushka snuffle and wriggle closer into Shane’s side, and they all had to hush each other.
“Somewhere that has enough space for everyone to come over but also gives you a little bit of breathing room.”
Yuna looked directly at Shane and Ilya, and her voice gentled even further.
“You two are husbands, and now you are officially fathers to two beautiful boys. You’ve fought like lions for your freedom and your privacy. You deserve your own front door, your own routine, and the space to build your life together without us hovering in the next room.”
Luca cocked his head as he listened. It was true, what Obaachan was saying, and he knew it. Even he had felt it sometimes, the house too full at breakfast and Kaasan pulled in five directions at once; though he liked the idea that they would still be close. Very close. A five-minute drive close.
“We’ll always be here when you need us, and of course we will still be here for Levi when you are all playing. Nothing there will change.”
Yuna reached across the coffee table to pat Shane’s hand as she added it, her fingers lingering over his.
“But it’s time you boys had your own castle. You have earned it.”
Luca, with a spark of Otousan’s mischief that he absolutely blamed on Ilya’s genes even though they didn’t share any, let out a low whistle and broke the mood with a grin.
“Does this mean I get my own wing in the new place, Obaachan? Because Adrien and I are going to need a lot of space. I might decamp.”
Kaasan laughed, a startled little huff, and shook his head, and Otousan sent him a slow, filthy wink. Luca had expected that, had known the blush would climb straight up his cheeks the second he opened his mouth, but it was worth it for the lighter mood.
“You get a guest bedroom, and you’ll like it.”
Yuna shot it back instantly, though her eyes were crinkling with laughter behind her glasses.
Adrien hid his face in Luca’s shoulder with a groan, his ears burning red at the mention of sharing a wing, and Ilya chuckled even more deeply from under Shane and Levi, the sound rolling through the whole sofa. Luca leaned back into Adrien and ran a hand soothingly along his boyfriend’s forearm, to see if he had stopped blushing enough to lift his head from the back of Luca’s neck; but from the grumble he got, Adrien wasn’t looking anyone in the eye for a while yet. Poor bastard. 6-foot-2 hockey player, and he could be felled by one line from a grandmother.
A small snuffle from Lyovushka made Kaasan finally call bedtime, and everyone followed his order, because everyone always did. Before Luca had done more than stand up, Shane pulled him close and pressed a kiss to his hair.
“You alright, Lukasha?”
He was. He was exhausted, but so happy that it was beyond words in any of his three languages, and Kaasan understood that without being told; Luca could see it, because the same feelings were showing in those deep brown eyes. A strong hand rubbed the back of his neck and up into his hair as he burrowed into that broad chest and breathed in sea salt and coconut.
No words were needed. Shane’s arms were joined by Ilya’s larger, thicker ones, and Luca found himself in the middle of both his Kaasan and Otousan, held from both sides, held all the way around. This was all he had ever wanted, and no one could take it away from him now; there was paperwork. When he lifted his head, he felt a gentle touch at his chin, and as he followed the pressure up, matching blue eyes met his own, and Ilya smiled down at him. A shine covered those eyes as Otousan lowered his head and rested their foreheads together.
“Ours now.”
Luca swallowed against the tears that were threatening again and wrapped his arms around both his parents, holding on for one more second before he forced himself to let go. They were all tired, and Lyovushka needed to sleep in his own bed.
“Yours, Otousan. Love you both.”
He turned away as the heat flooded his cheeks. He meant every word of it, but it was still a bit embarrassing to say out loud in front of everyone; the look on both their faces made it worth it, though. Shane kissed him on the forehead, and his whisper was barely there against Luca’s skin, warm and low and only for him.
“We love you too, Lukasha.”
All three of them had too-bright eyes by then. Luca let Adrien lead him upstairs to his room, his bigger hand gentle around Luca’s as he was tugged into his familiar, comfortable bedroom.
 
The door clicked shut behind them and shut out the rest of the house, not that there was much noise to shut out. Everyone had followed Kaasan’s instructions to head to bed. It had been a long day: the hard-won game, then the emotional drain of the papers arriving and Kaasan and Otousan signing them right there on the kitchen table. It had been a lot. It had been everything.
Luca let out a long, low sigh and collapsed backwards onto the neatly made bed; his long legs dangled over the edge as he stared up at the ceiling, his chest rising and falling steadily. He draped an arm over his eyes as the tiredness crept up on him now that he had stopped moving. The adrenaline was fading, and what was left behind was a warm, glowing love: for his parents, for Levi, for his new and official grandparents, and for the patient man standing a few feet away.
Adrien was watching him with a little smile when Luca lifted his arm and looked up. Those grey eyes softened even further, and that full mouth was devastating with that little curl at the corner of it. The man was so fucking gorgeous that sometimes Luca still wanted to pinch himself to make sure that someone who looked like Adrien LaPointe really wanted him. Him. Most of his life, Luca had heard very unflattering words used to describe himself: small, feminine, sissy, pussy, and the one that always made him flinch, gay, spat like it was the worst thing a person could be. Yet here he was. And who was laughing now? He was safe; his team was safe; his home was safe. Here, with Adrien, was safe.
Luca’s eyes followed that solid, muscular form as Adrien walked over with slow, deliberate steps and sat on the edge of the mattress by Luca’s hip, the bed dipping under his weight.
Luca shifted without a word and rested his head in Adrien’s lap. He closed his eyes as Adrien’s fingers found their way into his messy blond hair and stroked through the strands in the slow rhythm that always made his whole body go loose and heavy and warm.
“You were amazing today, you know.”
Adrien’s whisper was velvety in the dim room, barely louder than the hum of the house around them.
“Earlier, with Levi. And today on the ice. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile that much during a game since Barrett was traded in.”
Luca opened one eye and looked up at Adrien, all upside-down jaw and dark lashes from this angle.
“I told you, it felt like the weights were finally off. For the first time since he got put on my wing, I don’t feel like I’m babysitting my own line. And knowing that Kaasan and Otousan don’t have to carry that Montreal mess anymore … it’s like all of us can finally breathe a little freer.”
Luca turned slightly and nuzzled his cheek into that powerful thigh as Adrien’s hand traced down his neck and over the top of his spine. The warmth of his skin seeped through Luca’s thin T-shirt as those fingers dipped just under the loose collar, lazy and in no rush at all.
“They’re legally your parents now, too.”
Adrien’s thumb traced the line of Luca’s jaw as he reminded him of it, his voice warm with something that sounded a lot like awe.
“Officially. On paper.”
Luca reached up and caught Adrien’s free hand, holding it against his own chest.
“They’ve always been my parents, ever since Kaasan spotted me at the selection. At least, that’s what Otousan says.”
His voice dipped into a smaller, more vulnerable place, and he pressed a kiss to Adrien’s knuckles, one after the other.
“But seeing them sign that line … and seeing Levi hold his new name document like it was a trophy … it made it real. We’re a real family. No loopholes. No bigots in the league office who can touch us.”
Adrien leaned down and pressed his forehead against Luca’s, upside down and a bit ridiculous, his eyes full of the same devotion Luca had caught on his face a few times that evening.
“I’m so proud of you, Angel. And I’m so happy your grandparents are staying in Boston. Even if it means Shane is going to vet every single real estate listing within a two-mile radius of us.”
Luca let out a low, breathy chuckle and cradled the back of Adrien’s neck, pulling him down a little further until their lips brushed. The kiss was sweet and lazy, with none of the frantic energy of their usual stolen kisses in the locker room; it was a promise, slow and warm, and Luca felt it right down in his chest, Adrien’s big hand steady on his neck and holding him there.
“A five-minute drive away would be pretty perfect.”
Luca breathed the words against Adrien’s lips, his eyes crinkling with mischief.
“It means Ojiichan would be close enough to help me build that goal set-up for Levi, and help us plead for the puppy Otousan wants so badly, but far enough away that they won’t catch us when we’re hiding from Kaasan.”
Those grey eyes sparked with heat at that. Adrien’s free hand slid under the hem of his oversized T-shirt and began to stroke across his collarbones and up the column of his throat, slow and warm and deliberate.
Luca’s cheeks flushed a pretty, instant pink, and he ducked his head into the crook of Adrien’s neck to hide it, while Adrien laughed low in his throat and wrapped his arms around his waist; and then, just like that, Luca was lifted.
 
He was set down on the bathroom counter, the marble cold through his sweatpants, as Adrien leaned past him to turn on the shower. Luca watched the play of heavy muscle across his boyfriend’s broad back as he reached for the dial, the long dip of his spine and the ridiculous shoulders, and he didn’t even try to pretend he wasn’t staring. When Adrien turned back to him, the heat was already there in those grey eyes, dark and steady. Large, strong hands slid around his hips. Luca parted his thighs at once to make room, and the bigger body stepped in and pressed against him, warm through the thin cotton.
Their clothes didn’t survive long after that. A T-shirt went one way. Sweatpants went another. Luca was fairly sure one of his socks ended up in the sink, and he couldn’t bring himself to care even a little bit.
Luca moaned as Adrien cupped his face in both hands and kissed him, the pressure hot and firm as his mouth was coaxed open and the kiss deepened, Adrien’s tongue sliding in deep and sure. He reached up and slid his arms around those sturdy shoulders, and Adrien trailed his hands down to the backs of his thighs and hoisted him up off the counter in one easy surge, those big arms flexing under Luca’s fingers, and Luca’s stomach swooped as he locked his legs tight around Adrien’s waist. The new angle made their hardening cocks rub together, and they both groaned into each other’s mouths as Adrien stepped under the warm spray with Luca wrapped around him.
His back met the cool tile, and the shock of it against his hot skin sent a shiver up his spine. Luca arched, his head tipping back against the wall, and a hiss escaped him as Adrien lowered his mouth to the line of his throat and sucked. The weight and heat of Adrien’s thick cock pressed up against him, heavy and hard between their bellies, and it made Luca writhe and shift his hips to settle that length right where he wanted it, dragging along his own.
“Adrien … Scheeeiße.”
The slip into German drew a low, husky growl out of Adrien, and then teeth scraped across Luca’s nipple, and he gasped out a moan at the sting. He slid one hand up into the short, wet hair at the back of Adrien’s neck and pulled. Hard.
“Impatient, Angel?”
Adrien groaned the words against his lips as he left the now red, throbbing nipple and slotted their mouths together in a wet, deep kiss. Luca sucked on Adrien’s tongue and then sank his teeth into that plush bottom lip, because he could, because Adrien made the best noise when he did; there was a raging fire under his skin. Was he impatient? Fuck, yes. For once, he didn’t want soft. He didn’t want slow and careful and sweet. He ground down on the thick, hot erection under his own, rolling his hips against it, chasing the slick drag of skin on skin under the water. He wanted Adrien inside him. They hadn’t had time recently, not with the playoffs and the press and the papers, and Luca was desperate. Aching with it.
“Fuck … yes, please, Adrien. I need you …”
Adrien slammed the water off with the flat of his hand and carried Luca straight back to the bedroom, still wrapped around him. He only set him down for the few seconds it took to throw their towels across the covers, since they were both still dripping all over the floor; Luca couldn’t bring himself to care about that either. 
Instead, Luca slid his hands up the wet, warm skin of those broad shoulders and nudged the taller man down until he sat on the edge of the bed. A tiny spark of an idea had been flickering at the edge of his mind all week, and it flared brighter now. But was he brave enough? This was a line he hadn’t crossed before, even though he knew Kaasan had, and so had Vic. Both of them had been honest with him about it when he had finally worked up the nerve to ask, even if he and Kaasan had been the exact same shade of bright pink by the time they finished the conversation. Vic had just laughed and told him to buy something pretty.
But Luca was nervous. What if Adrien didn’t like it? What if he laughed? Then again, Adrien had liked the shorts. Adrien had liked the shorts a lot, and Luca had liked his reaction very much indeed.
Those smouldering grey eyes were watching him. Adrien had stayed exactly where Luca had put him, just as Luca had known he would; he hadn’t so much as reached out. Maybe Luca could do this a bit differently tonight. After all, Adrien had liked his accidental command the last time; he had wanted it again, in fact. He had asked.
 
Luca stepped between Adrien’s muscular thighs. With a brush of his fingertips along the tanned skin of his knees, he eased them further apart, and he hummed, pleased, when Adrien followed the movement at once. There was a curious look on his face now, curious and hungry. Large, strong hands slid down his flanks and came to rest at his hips, sure fingers kneading the muscle just above the curve of his ass, and Luca lost his train of thought completely. He melted into the hold, his eyes falling shut, and nearly let Adrien pull him straight down onto his lap.
“Nein.”
Adrien’s hands froze. Luca opened his eyes and met a heated, patient look as Adrien leaned back slightly to see him properly.
“Angel?”
Luca took a few deep, shaky breaths. He lifted his hands to Adrien’s face and stroked his fingers across his boyfriend’s jaw, the faint scratch of evening stubble, down to the top of his neck where his pulse was racing.
“I need you to do something for me, please, mein Liebling?”
The smile he got was sweet, adoring and heated all at once, the whole of Adrien in one look.
“Anything you want, Angel.”
For a moment, Luca considered just sinking into Adrien’s lap and letting his boyfriend take over. And wouldn’t that be easy? His cock was so hard it ached, flushed and bobbing between them; his skin was on fire, and he wanted this so badly. But the other thought was still simmering at the back of his mind, and just thinking about it made his cock twitch and sent a fresh shiver up his spine.
“I need you to stay. Do not move until I say so.”
One dark brow lifted, but Adrien relaxed his back and leaned fully back on his hands. The way his weight was braced made all the muscles in his arms stand out, his biceps straining, his chest on display, and Luca had to bite his lip to hold back a whine. Unfair. So verdammt unfair.
“Tell me in German, Angel, and then I will.”
Oh, fuck. Luca closed his eyes for a second and moaned at the words, low and helpless; he couldn’t help it. Then, when he could trust his voice again, he almost whispered the next word.
“Bleib means stay.”
Heat flared in Adrien’s eyes, dark and bright at once. Luca straightened up from where he had been leaning over him, slowly, gracefully, and kept their gazes locked as he repeated the command, his voice still low but firmer this time.
“Bleib, Adrien.”
The thick, heavy length of Adrien’s cock twitched against his belly at the command, a bead of pre-come welling at the flushed tip, and Luca couldn’t help leaning down to press their mouths together. Adrien opened under him at once. His hot, wet tongue bullied Luca’s into submission, deep and filthy and claiming, but other than that he didn’t move. Not his hands. Not his hips. Nothing.
Adrien stayed. He always stayed.
With a wrench, Luca pulled back and padded across the room to his wardrobe, his bare feet silent on the carpet. He carefully pulled open one of the little drawers at the bottom, the one he kept his old sketchbooks in, and with a trembling hand took out a delicately wrapped package from underneath them.
He glanced back over his shoulder; his perfect boyfriend hadn’t moved an inch, just as he’d been told. The desire in his face hadn’t dimmed at all; if anything, from the way Adrien was tracking him across the room, every muscle in him was coiled tight, his chest heaving, all of him waiting for permission.
That desire, and that trust, were enough to give Luca the push he needed. Carefully, he opened the tissue paper and lifted out the pale gold and black scrap of lace. It looked even smaller in his long fingers than it had in the shop. The colours sat nicely against his pale skin, though. Black and gold, Bear's colours, because apparently he had no shame left at all, and the whisper of the lace against his fingertips sent a tingle of heat right up his arm. He kept his back to Adrien as he unfolded the ridiculously tiny panties and bent to step into them, and he heard the breath leave Adrien behind him in a rush. Quickly, he slid the lace up his legs. The same sparks of heat followed the feel of the fabric against his skin, up his calves and over his thighs, until it sat snug around his hips and hugged the curve of his ass. They looked tiny. The front just about covered his erection, but the length of him made an embarrassingly large bulge in the stretched fabric, the tip of his cock straining at the scalloped edge, already darkening the lace with a damp spot.
 
Luca could feel the heat climbing his cheeks as he took out the second item. As he half-turned, so that his back and the lace were clearly visible, there was a low, pained noise from the bed, and Luca flicked his eyes over and gasped at the raw, desperate look on that handsome face. Those darkened grey eyes were fixed on him, unblinking. Adrien’s hands were curled into fists in the duvet, his arms trembling with the effort, but he still hadn’t moved from where Luca had told him to stay.
Adrien’s reaction, so clearly and so painfully positive, gave Luca another spark of courage. He had half debated leaving it at the panties, but when he’d tried the set on, the only time he had, alone in the bathroom with the door locked, he’d actually liked it. He had liked the whole thing. So, bolstered by his boyfriend’s hungry eyes and by the trembling restraint it was taking him to stay still, Luca slipped on the thin, pretty lace bra. He didn’t take his eyes off Adrien as he reached behind himself to do up the clasp, then settled the dainty straps across his shoulders one at a time. The whisper of lace against his chest made him shiver as it settled into place, and his nipples tightened under it at once.
There were no wires and no padding, so the lace just caressed and hugged his chest. Luca wasn’t as cut as the bigger men on their team; he was built more like Kaasan, but leaner, longer. Since he’d started following the training plan Shane had made for him, he’d been steadily building muscle, but it seemed he had gained a layer of softness along with it around his hips, his chest and his ass. Or at least he looked softer there now. The way the lace hugged his curves emphasised a fullness that Adrien, all hard planes and ridges, just didn’t have, and the gold edge of each cup sat just under the pink peak of his nipple, pushing it up and showing it off.
He sort of wanted to look in the mirror; he couldn’t take his gaze off Adrien long enough to do it. He was blushing; he knew it, and he knew it would show on his pale skin even in the low, warm light of the room; it was probably all the way down his chest by now. Embarrassed, he wrapped his arms around his chest and middle as Adrien’s eyes raked over every inch of him.
“Angel … fuck …”
The broken, husky whisper was torn right out of Adrien’s throat. Luca looked up at him through his lashes, and that seemed to make it so much worse, because Adrien closed his eyes and groaned, low and pained, his throat working. His cock twitched hard against his abs, and his hips shifted on the bed, but he still didn’t move.
“Angel, come here … please …”
Luca took a step forward, then stopped, just out of reach. He watched Adrien’s biceps tense, every tendon standing out in his forearms. His hands were dug so tightly into the duvet that Luca could actually hear the fabric start to tear under the strength of the dark-haired man’s grip.
Holy shit.
Even when Luca finally stepped back in and stood between those powerful, trembling thighs, Adrien only looked up at him with blown, dark eyes, his bottom lip clamped between his teeth and his cock red and dripping against his abs, a slick little puddle of pre-come gathering in the dip of his navel.
“Can I?”
Barely a breath, and it went straight through Luca. He felt a rush of heat and power at having Adrien under him like this, at being the one dressed in the pretty lace while Adrien was the one falling to pieces because Luca had told him to stay. He slid into Adrien’s lap at last, his knees on either side of those thick thighs, and the way the panties tightened against the straining length of his cock made him moan and drop his head to Adrien’s shoulder.
His voice was barely above a whisper, but he got the words out, and in German.
“Take me apart … I need you …”
Adrien groaned at the words and pressed his mouth to Luca’s, and the kiss was desperate and hot and messy. Strong hands finally let go of the torn cover and wrapped around his waist, hauling him in as close as he could get to Adrien’s body, until there was nothing between them but lace and sweat.
“Whatever you say, Angel.”
Luca mewled as those huge hands palmed his ass through the lace, squeezing and spreading, kneading the plush curves until the fabric pulled tight between his cheeks. His hips were lifted and pressed down onto Adrien’s rock-hard cock, and the drag of that wet, slick length against the lace made them both groan out loud. Luca wound his arms around Adrien’s neck as that hot, wet mouth trailed down his throat and over his collarbone and across his shoulder to lap at the strap that sat so prettily against his pale skin.
“Adrien …”
The gasp left Luca’s lips as he tipped his head back and arched his hips up, chasing the friction of Adrien’s cock against his own, only for large, warm hands to tighten around his hips and hold him still. Then there were teeth in his shoulder. Adrien had sunk his teeth in around the strap and was holding Luca down on his lap by them.
 
A whimper escaped Luca as he tried to move anyway, and those fingers dug in harder, deep enough that he knew there would be bruises tomorrow, ten neat little ovals. The sparks of pleasure from those little pinpricks of pain made his cock twitch and leak a few drops of pre-come into his panties as Adrien manhandled him into stillness. Unfair. So fucking good.
“My turn now, Angel, patience … I have you.”
Adrien ran his tongue along the strap, down along the scalloped edge of the cup, to lap at his nipple through the lace. The damp fabric made the nipple harden at the very first touch. Luca arched his back to push his chest up into Adrien’s mouth, a high, sweet whine leaving him when the lick became more.
He threaded his fingers into the back of Adrien’s hair, the silky, damp strands tangling between his fingers, and tugged hard when Adrien’s mouth closed around his nipple and sucked, pulling the sensitive bud and the lace into that hot mouth together. The heat, the wetness and the rough rub of the lace against his hardened nipple were almost too much. Almost. He wanted more of too much.
Luca keened and wrapped his thighs around Adrien’s waist as the hands at his hips lifted him, just enough, so that the large, heavy cock pressed up against his lace-covered ass, right between his cheeks. He trembled and mewled as Adrien thrust his hips up, and the drag of that thick length against the lace, against his hole through the lace, made Luca shiver all over again.
“Please … Adrien … please.”
One hand slid under the lace at the back and stroked teasingly over his twitching, clenching hole, a dry, maddening brush of fingertips. Luca dropped his head to Adrien’s shoulder with a needy yowl. He wanted so fucking much. It had been too long, and he was burning with need from the inside out, his whole body throbbing with it.
Adrien wrapped his arms around him, then lifted and turned him to lie on the bed in one smooth, effortless movement that made Luca’s stomach swoop, his larger body a heavy, warm weight above as he was pressed down into the mattress. Adrien rolled his hips down and dragged his cock along the wet, clinging lace that trapped Luca’s own. The friction, that extra layer of damp lace and the feeling of being pinned beneath all that muscle made Luca close his eyes and cry out as his hips bucked up into him.
He squirmed and whined in protest as Adrien’s heavier bulk settled over him, pinning him flat. One large hand skimmed up his arms, gathered his wrists together and lifted them above his head, holding them there easily in one big fist. The movement arched his back and pushed his chest together, the lace straining a little around the swell of his tits, and Adrien growled at the sight and buried his face in them. His teeth nipped and sucked and marked a path from one nipple to the other as he ground his hips down, deep and filthy.
Then the thumb of the hand pinning his wrists moved, just a fraction, and drew a slow little question mark on the soft skin on the inside of Luca’s wrist.
Luca’s heart did something ridiculous.
It was theirs, that question mark. It had been Luca’s idea, months ago, after a panic attack had stolen every word he had right in the middle of making out on the sofa, and he had ended up shaking and silent with no way to say stop. He always had a pencil in his hand anyway, so why not his skin. Adrien drew the question; Luca drew the answer. A heart meant yes, more, keep going. An X meant stop, right now, no matter what, and Adrien had sworn on his mother’s life that he would never argue with an X, not ever. Luca had never needed one. Adrien still asked, every time, even now, even pinned and grinding and half out of his mind; and that, more than anything, was why Luca would never need one.
Luca curled his trapped fingers, found the back of Adrien’s big hand with one fingertip, and drew him a heart. Then, because he was feeling greedy, he drew him another one.
Adrien laughed, low and wrecked, into the lace.
Luca wrapped his legs around Adrien’s waist and clung on. The powerful roll of those hips had him close to coming already, too close, his cock pulsing in the soaked lace, and from the way his boyfriend was trembling above him, Adrien was close too. Luca wrenched one hand free of Adrien’s grip, dug it into the back of Adrien’s neck and hauled him off his chest; it took real effort, but he was determined this wouldn’t end too soon. Not tonight.
“No. Enough, Adrien.”
Adrien stopped at once. His weight was braced above Luca on one forearm, and his heated, blown gaze searched Luca’s face for any sign of a problem. Then, with a reverence that made Luca’s throat ache, the lace panties were eased slowly down off one leg, then the other; the whisper of the fabric sliding over his skin sent a shiver down his spine, and his cock sprang free, flushed dark and wet at the tip. Adrien’s muscular chest was heaving as he panted, but he held himself still as Luca reached over to the bedside table and scrabbled around in the drawer for the lube with his left hand.
“Too close, Adrien. I want …”
Luca couldn’t finish. Adrien hushed him with a deep kiss and took the lube out of his hand. Luca watched those strong, deft fingers flip open the cap and warm the slick between them, rubbing it slowly until it shone. Then Adrien lowered his head and kissed him again. Luca opened his mouth with a gasp when the first slick, warm finger traced around his rim.
 
Hot kisses trailed down his chest and along the line of the bra. He had expected Adrien to take it off. Instead, his boyfriend groaned into the wet lace, rough and hungry, and sucked on his already puffy nipple, pulling the sensitive bud up and rolling it in that hot, velvet mouth, sending sparks of pleasure crackling through him as he pressed his first finger into the knuckle and then, after a few slow strokes, eased in a second alongside it. The stretch was right on the edge of too tight, but it felt delicious, a sweet, familiar burn. Luca arched up, chasing the pressure on his nipples and pushing his hips down onto the fingers inside him at the same time, caught between the two and wanting both.
He whined when Adrien pulled back and lifted his head. The lace was contoured to his skin, damp and clinging to his red, abused nipples, and Adrien paused to pour more lube over his fingers and then straight onto Luca’s skin, right over his hole. The sudden cool slickness made Luca cry out and tighten his thighs around Adrien’s hips; he was held down across his hips and chest by one heavy arm as that dark, blown gaze fixed on him. Adrien was panting. His cock was red at the head and rock hard, swinging heavy between his thighs, and it made Luca lick his lips without meaning to, part them and mewl in want.
Adrien groaned and held him down tighter.
“Fuck, Angel, you need to stop for a second.”
Luca tossed his head on the pillow and tried to use the strength in his core and his thighs to urge Adrien on, to pull him closer, to make him move, but his boyfriend was bigger and stronger, and they both knew it. The full weight and force of Adrien bore down on him. Instead of clearing his head, it only drove him higher and more desperate, because it made their size difference so much more obvious; Luca was strong, Luca was an athlete, Luca could bench more than most of the rookies, and he still couldn’t shift him an inch. He panted and whined until his chin was gripped in one strong hand and he was made to go still and meet those dark, heated eyes.
“Luca, Angel. Look at me.”
He blinked a few times, trying to clear the haze of want from his brain, but the strength in that hand and the brush of a strong thumb back and forth over his bottom lip weren’t helping at all.
“I need you to focus for a second, Angel. Come on, show me those pretty, pretty eyes.”
Luca forced his gaze up to meet Adrien’s properly, and he was rewarded with a kiss so tender it made his chest hurt.
“That’s it, Angel, well done. Do you want me to fuck you like this?”
He was nodding, or trying to, before Adrien had even finished asking, but his head was held still in that big hand.
“I need you to say it, Angel.”
Later, he would be embarrassed about the high, needy whine he let out. Right now, though, Luca’s whole body was on fire, and he would do anything to get Adrien’s cock inside him, so he really didn’t care.
“Fuck. Adrien … yes.”
The hand released his chin, and Adrien leaned down to crash their mouths together as a third finger was pressed inside him. Luca felt the slight burn and the pressure as those thick fingers pushed as deep as they could go, stretching his rim wide around them, and then he was arching and moaning loudly as Adrien began to thrust them slowly, in and out, in a rhythm that was driving him out of his mind. It was like Adrien was doing it on purpose, so that it would never quite be enough; he kept curling them just short of Luca’s prostate, brushing it once and then skirting it, again and again. The stretch was intense. Every twist and thrust of those fingers sent sparks up his spine and straight to his leaking cock, which was smearing pre-come across his own belly in a sticky, glistening line. But he could feel that it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough.
 
Luca mewled and reached up to pull and tug at the longer strands of that dark hair on top. His blunt but strong nails dug into the back of Adrien’s neck and his shoulders as Luca finally broke. He sobbed and begged as he writhed on those fingers, trying to fuck himself down onto them, trying to get them where he so desperately needed them.
“Adrien … please …”
It was half sobbed, half cried, as Luca threw his head back hard into the pillows and arched his back as far as it would go with the way he was pinned. He cried out when those fingers were suddenly taken away, leaving his hole clenching on nothing, but he was hushed when Adrien eased one of his legs up and over his broad shoulder and caressed the pale, soft skin of his inner thigh with his mouth. Then teeth sank into the spot in the inner crease of his hip, right where his thigh met his groin, and Luca was fighting not to come right there and then. He wrapped a hand around the base of his own cock and squeezed, heaving in ragged breaths.
His hand was pulled off and lifted up, strong fingers lacing through his own, as he sobbed with pleasure and almost painful relief at the feel of the blunt, hot head of Adrien’s cock nudging against his stretched, wet hole. With one leg thrown over Adrien’s shoulder and the other pushed wide to take that broad, solid body, Adrien pressed relentlessly inside. Slow. So slow. Luca felt every thick inch of it, the head popping past his rim and the long, heavy shaft dragging in after it, filling him up until he couldn’t think about anything else. He moaned and dug his free hand into Adrien’s flank when he felt the final inch slide home and those strong hips settle flush against his ass; he refused to wait any longer.
Just as he was about to try flipping Adrien over to take what he wanted himself, a sharp, keening whine tore from his throat. Adrien had snapped his hips forward, suddenly, powerful and deep. Only the grip of their joined hands and the weight of Adrien pinning him down stopped the force of it from slamming Luca into the headboard.
Instead, Luca saw stars. Adrien set a pace that had him clenching down hard around the thick cock pounding into him, long, punishing strokes that pulled almost all the way out and then drove back in to the hilt, and Luca’s nails almost broke the skin of his back as he clung on. His own cock was leaking a steady stream of pre-come onto his stomach, bouncing with every thrust, and his breath had turned to a desperate, panting moan. Then Adrien shifted his hips, just slightly, and Luca screamed when the next powerful thrust hit his prostate dead on. And the next. And the next. Luca’s thighs trembled, and he sobbed Adrien’s name as his body spasmed around him and the sweat ran down his skin.
The air was so hot, and the heavy, slick glide of their bodies was too much, all of it, and Adrien tightened his hold, and Luca felt his orgasm build low and hot in his belly, tighter and tighter, his toes curling. Just as it grew too much to bear, he leaned up and sank his teeth into the straining muscle of Adrien’s shoulder as his whole body locked up and his cock throbbed with his release, untouched, spilling hot and thick across both his stomach and Adrien’s, up onto the lace.
Adrien held him down through it and drove in faster, his hips heavy and strong, while Luca shuddered and mewled through the tingling, oversensitive pulses as he was fucked straight through his orgasm. Every thrust dragged over his prostate until he was whimpering, too much and not stopping and not wanting it to. Luca moaned and licked tenderly, apologetically, at the rather angry-looking bite mark he had left as Adrien chased his own end. Then Adrien groaned his name, low and broken, and buried himself to the hilt one last time, and Luca felt the hot pulse of his come deep inside as Adrien emptied himself and collapsed on top of his chest.
They were both panting. Luca could feel the warm, slick mess pressed between them every time either of them breathed out, his own come smeared over both their stomachs and Adrien’s still seeping out of him around the softening cock, but the firm weight of Adrien on top of him was soothing. He didn’t want him to move.
Not yet. Not for a long time.
 
The deep, husky rumble of Adrien’s voice washed over him: nonsense words and his name and “so good, Angel, so good”, as a large hand gently eased the wet, clinging straps off his shoulders. Luca didn’t open his eyes. He whimpered at the loss of the fabric, a small, wordless complaint, and then at the brush of lips down each arm as Adrien carefully reached under him, undid the clasp and drew the damp bra away. Luca settled back and let him. His chest felt a little odd without it, bare and strange, and he wasn’t sure what that meant; he filed it away to think about later, when his brain worked again. He was tired and sated and boneless, and now he just wanted to sleep.
He cracked his eyes open when he felt Adrien’s weight leave him, the cool air rushing in where all that heat had been. A thin little whimper slipped out before he could stop it, but Adrien was already stepping up to the side of the bed; he rubbed the back of his hand across Luca’s cheek and leaned down to brush a feather-light kiss to his lips.
“It’s alright, Angel. I’ll be right back.”
Luca kept his half-lidded eyes on that muscular back, and the bright red crescent of teeth on the shoulder, as his boyfriend ducked into the bathroom. He came out a few moments later with a warm, wet cloth that smelled like his soap, cardamom and bergamot, the same as his skin. Luca closed his eyes again and hummed, a raspy, contented purr, as Adrien ran the warm cloth over his skin, his belly and his chest and carefully, so carefully, between his thighs, and then eased the dirty towels out from under him one at a time without making him move more than he had to.
“Thank you, mein Liebling.”
This time he caught the pleased flush across those sculpted cheekbones, since Adrien was still leaning over him. Luca slipped an arm around Adrien’s neck and guided him down to kiss him again, lazy and sweet.
“You like that?”
His voice was barely there in the stillness of the room, but Adrien still heard him, because that delightful blush grew a little darker. Luca threaded a hand into the hair at the back of Adrien’s head, lifted his own head off the pillow and slotted their mouths together in a sweet, sleepy nuzzle, even as Adrien nodded against him in silent, embarrassed agreement.
So that was a yes. Good to fucking know. Very good to know.
Adrien drew back and trailed his hand along Luca’s thigh as he padded back into the bathroom with the cloth and the towels. The lights went off. Then big, muscular arms slid under him, and Luca was lifted. Adrien braced one thick thigh on the bed as he balanced Luca against his chest, pulled the duvet down one-handed and slid them both under it. Luca nestled into his warm side and let Adrien wrap him up so they were pressed flush together, skin to skin, all the way down; he let out a low sigh of contentment when he felt the gentle touch of lips on his forehead.
“You okay, Angel?”
Luca tucked his head under Adrien’s chin and wound his arm around that trim waist, wriggling his leg between his boyfriend’s so he could warm his colder feet against one muscular calf. Adrien hissed at the cold and didn’t move away. He never moved away.
“Yeah, Liebling, I promise I’m okay.”
It was the truth. He was a little sore, a deep, pleasant ache that he could feel every time he shifted, and his skin still tingled slightly, missing the soft scratch of the lace; but mostly he was tired, and his eyes were slowly closing on their own. He felt Adrien settle in behind him, rolling them so they were spooned together, and the arms around him tightened. Luca shifted his hips, just slightly, until his ass was pressed back snug against the cradle of Adrien’s hips.
One large hand tightened on his hip, and Adrien growled low in his ear.
“If you carry on like that, Angel, we’re going again.”
For a moment Luca actually considered it; his traitor of a cock certainly did. But he was tired, and his body was warm, lax and comfortable, and he wasn’t sure his thighs would hold him through another round tonight, so instead he turned his head, nuzzled into Adrien’s throat and murmured the first thing that came into his head.
“You can wake me like that if you want.”
Apparently, being well fucked, tired and almost asleep made Luca forget to be embarrassed, because he blushed the second he realised what he had just told him. But there was a pleased hum from behind him, his hip was squeezed, and kisses traced along the back of his neck and across his shoulders, warm and lingering. The steady pad of Adrien’s thumb rubbed small circles into his belly, just below his navel.
“If you’re hard and pressed up against me in the morning, you mean, Angel?”
Luca squeaked in embarrassment, an undignified little sound that he would deny making until the day he died, but he nodded. Adrien wasn’t going to accept that, though. The hand on his hip traced the lines of his body upward, over his ribs and his chest and his throat, until his head was tilted back and he could see Adrien’s handsome face above him in the dark.
“Yes or no, Angel? It’s up to you.”
The warmth that spread through him was part embarrassment and part love. Adrien wouldn’t do it unless Luca gave permission out loud; he knew that, and he loved that, and he was also still so fucking shy about it. Sometimes it felt ridiculous, after everything they had done together, but Luca hadn’t been able to break the habit. And did he want it? God, yes. He wanted it desperately. Just the thought of waking up with Adrien’s cock already deep inside him, the stretch, that feeling of being almost too full before he had even opened his eyes, sent a shiver of want racing up his spine.
“Yes … please …”
He was rewarded with another kiss, and Adrien pulled his hips back more snugly against his own with a pleased, rumbling growl.
“Mark your words, Angel. Now sleep.”
Luca obeyed, but only because he was tired, warm and comfortable. Or at least that was what he told himself as he drifted off, safe and loved and wrapped up tight.
 
He was dreaming.
Or at least he was pretty sure he was. The heat and the pressure on his hips felt so real, though, that Luca couldn’t be certain either way. Soft kisses fluttered down his back, one per knob of his spine, as a huge, hot palm slid down the outside of his thigh and kneaded the muscle there. His leg was lifted and petted and set down again, bent at the knee and drawn forward, opening him up. In his sleepy, pleasure-drunk haze, Luca just arched his back and let himself be moved, loose and pliant and warm all over. The other hand was wrapped under and around his chest, its large, broad palm spread over his tender nipple, and the hard little bud caught against it with every deep breath and sent sparks fizzing through his veins.
In his dream, his ass was already slick and wet with lube. There were fingers first, two of them, slipping in easily and turning inside him, coaxing him open while he slept, and then they were gone; he felt the blunt, heavy head of Adrien’s cock nudge against his rim and push its way inside. His body, already soft and open from the night before, gave to the steady, relentless pressure as the thick, hot length sank deep, and deeper, and deeper still. Luca moaned and pushed his hips back to meet it. The full, stretched feeling left his mind floaty and pleasure-drunk as he was held there on Adrien’s cock, stuffed full and trembling. His body was lax and yielding, and Adrien seemed content to stay seated as deep as he could go, not thrusting, not moving at all, just letting Luca’s body melt around him inch by inch.
Luca mewled as the palm over his chest began to rub little circles, first one nipple and then the other, the skin still sensitive from the lace and Adrien’s teeth, each one rolled and played with and pinched until it throbbed. Every little tug, every catch of the hardened buds, had Luca pressing his hips back harder into Adrien’s solid body, grinding himself down on the cock inside him. Faintly, he could hear a familiar, deep, rumbling purr right in his ear, as his body drowned in too many sensations all at once.
“Come on, Angel, time to wake up now.”
The voice was husky and deep, right at the back of his neck. The arm around his hips suddenly tightened, and Adrien shifted his hips up in a filthy, rolling grind. He barely pulled out at all, but the drag of every hot inch along his walls lit up every single nerve in Luca’s body at once, hot and bright and sudden.
Luca’s eyes snapped open.
The room was still grey with the very first of the morning, the curtains glowing at their edges, and somewhere outside a bird was making an absolute racket in the hedge. The duvet had been shoved down around their knees at some point in the night. Luca could see his own hand fisted in the pillow, his knuckles white, and Adrien’s forearm across his chest, tanned against his pale skin and dusted with dark hair, holding him right where he was wanted. It took his sleep-stupid brain a good few seconds to put it all together, the dream and the heat and the weight at his back, and to understand that none of it had been a dream at all. Adrien had kept his word. Of course he had; Adrien always kept his word. And honestly? Luca wasn’t complaining.
Adrien did it again, deep and deliberate, and Luca was moaning helplessly into the pillow as Adrien’s cock pressed hot and velvet straight into his prostate and held there, rubbing. The steady pressure had his own cock red and leaking pearly drops of pre-come onto his stomach and the sheets, twitching with every roll of those hips.
He couldn’t make his mouth work. Apparently, though, his needy, desperate whine was more than enough to tell Adrien that he was awake, because teeth nipped at his shoulder and then at the base of his neck, and he moaned at the sharp little sting.
“Awake now, Angel?”
Luca nodded into the pillow, frantic, his cheeks burning, because apparently even now, even like this, some stubborn part of him was still shy about how badly he wanted it. Adrien laughed against his neck, low and fond, and kissed the place he had bitten.
Luca hooked his leg back around Adrien’s and gasped at the slight change in angle as Adrien’s cock slid in a little deeper, impossibly deeper, nudging somewhere that made his toes curl. He moaned as Adrien adjusted his grip and began to thrust properly, long and steady, the wet sound of it loud in the quiet morning. Luca panted and fisted his hands in the sheets as Adrien used all of his strength to both thrust up into him and hold him trapped on his cock, one arm banded across his chest and the other locked around his hips. Every movement made his sensitive, slightly sore, still puffy nipples catch against Adrien’s forearm, and it sent sparks of pleasure and pain straight down to his cock that drove him closer and closer to the edge.
He couldn’t marshal his brain into forming words. He couldn’t marshal his brain into anything. So instead he reached his arm up and back and sank his nails into the back of Adrien’s neck, needing to hold on to something solid while his mind floated, full to the brim with the pleasure building faster with every powerful roll of Adrien’s hips.
Adrien groaned into his skin when his fingers flexed, and his nails bit deeper. Luca’s back arched hard off Adrien’s chest, and his muscles clenched down hard around the thick, pulsing length inside him, and they came together. The hot spurts of come filling him up made Luca keen, high and breathless, and his own cock gave a valiant throb, untouched again, and a few more pearly drops of come trickled out at the feeling, all he had left after last night. Adrien was claiming him inside and out, and Luca felt it right down to his bones, one more mark to go with the marks across his chest and hips and the bruises he could already feel across the back of his neck.
“Fuck … so good, Angel.”
Luca went limp in Adrien’s arms as all of him relaxed at once, and he lay there warm, fuzzy and blissed out; his brain still hadn’t come online. He really wanted to cuddle close and drift back to sleep just like this, with Adrien still inside him, his body claimed and full and dripping, even as the heat of their want banked down to embers. His cheeks heated at the praise, but he still smiled, sleepy and sated, into the pillow. Somewhere down the hall, a door opened and closed; Luca couldn’t have cared less.
“Good morning to you too.”
A kiss grazed his jaw as Adrien languidly traced patterns down the leg that was still hooked around his own.
“The best morning, Angel, but we’d better move. Can you stand?”
That was a very good question. Luca wasn’t actually sure of the answer, but before he could gather his limbs together and find out, Adrien eased out of him, gentle as anything, slid his arms under Luca’s back and knees and lifted him carefully off the bed. Luca nuzzled his face into Adrien’s neck and sighed as he was carried through and set down on the edge of the bath while Adrien flicked on the shower and tested the water with his hand.
He was very, very well looked after. He decided he could live with that.
 
As it turned out, Luca could move after that early morning round, but only just, and not with any grace. He used Kaasan’s muscle-relaxing body wash in the shower and the special pain relief cream after it, and then he had to ask Kaasan, in a very small voice and very carefully, not looking at him, to run him through one of his after-sex recovery routines. He studiously ignored the fact that Kaasan was doing the whole routine right along with him, instead of instructing from the side while he did his own. The implication that his parents had also had a vigorous night wasn’t going to enter his brain, thank you very much. It could knock all it liked. The door was shut.
From the knowing looks Kaasan kept sending him, though, Luca knew the conversation was coming anyway. He was grateful, at least, that Shane had waited until it was just the two of them, tucked away on the mats looking out over the brand new pond that little Levi adored. Both Adrien and Otousan had already finished their workouts. Otousan had gone to get his little brother up, and Adrien had offered to check all their bags before they needed to head to the rink, which was so typically Adrien that Luca had nearly kissed him for it in front of everyone.
The heat from the glass was the first thing that steadied him, sun-warm against his calves as he stretched his legs out over the plush mat and folded forward over them.
Outside, the garden stretched away in manicured, rolling lines of green, the edge of the privacy hedges and the trees just visible to one side, all of it spread out beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows of the home gym. It was beautiful. Luca kept his eyes fixed firmly on the newly dug edge of the pond instead.
Otousan had been talking about that pond for weeks, ever since it became clear that Lyovushka wasn’t going to let go of his fascination with fish any time soon. He had started obsessing over filtration specifications with Ojiichan, who had taken great enjoyment in egging Ilya on, sending him links at midnight and printing out diagrams. The pair of them were planning the exact breed of real Japanese koi they were going to import the second the season wrapped up; there had been a debate at dinner about pond depth and herons that had lasted 40 minutes. Focusing on hypothetical fish was safe. It kept Luca’s mind busy. It kept him from listening to the rhythm of Kaasan’s breathing right next to him, patient and waiting.
The mat was soft and familiar under him, the morning sun warm on his skin, and this was usually one of his favourite places to be. It meant routine, and it meant safety; it meant mornings in this house.
But right now, in the quiet, the sheer size of the room made Luca feel very small. The mirrors on the opposite wall reflected everything back at him: every line of tension in his shoulders, every careful adjustment he made to avoid aggravating the deep ache in his thighs, and the easy way Kaasan mirrored exactly the same recovery sequence beside him, wincing in exactly the same places.
Oh, Scheiße.
A shadow flickered over the grass outside as a bird broke from the treeline, and Luca’s pulse gave a heavy thud against his ribs. The bright sunlight poured in through the glass and picked out every single one of his tells, and there was nowhere at all to hide them. Kaasan hadn’t spoken yet, but the easy, patient grace of his movements was a countdown; he was waiting for Luca to settle. Waiting for the right moment, the way he waited for a defenceman to commit before he went around him.
He didn’t press. The small shift in his weight on the mat told Luca everything anyway.
When Luca finally glanced over, he caught his own embarrassment mirrored straight back at him. It was a running joke in the family and on the team that, despite the lack of any shared blood, Luca and Kaasan blushed in exactly the same pattern: a petal-pink flush that bloomed high across the cheekbones and dusted the bridge of the nose, spreading down the throat if it got bad enough. Otousan liked to point it out, far too often and far too gleefully, every single time they blushed at the same time.
It was uncanny, really. Luca was adopted, and the thought, even now, sent a warm bloom across his heart. He was legally and officially a Hollander-Rozanov. He had none of Shane’s biological markers, and yet their instinctive reactions and their personalities lined up like they had been cut from the same cloth. If anything, Luca looked far more like Ilya. They shared the same pale skin, the same dark blue eyes and the same blond hair, though Luca’s fell in soft, loose waves rather than Ilya’s tight, thick golden curls. Strangers assumed. And why would Luca correct them?
Seeing that familiar pink on Kaasan’s cheeks gave him a strange, comforting little rush of being on the same side, the two of them sore and pink and in this together. It was a silent admission that neither of them was entirely immune to the morning’s lingering awkwardness.
Kaasan let out a little huffed chuckle and adjusted his posture so his shoulder lightly brushed Luca’s.
“You are stubborn, Lukasha. Just like your Otousan when he wants to hide something. But your skin always tells the truth.”
His expression softened, and the playful edge melted into something more protective. He shifted on the mat and turned his whole body towards Luca, ignoring his own still-stiff muscles; Luca saw the wince he didn’t let reach his face.
“I am serious, Lukasha.”
Kaasan’s voice dropped into the low, careful register he kept for the most important moments, the one Luca had only heard a handful of times, and Luca’s stomach flipped.
“I need to know you are truly alright. Not just fit enough for the rink, although that matters, but physically okay. Adrien is a good man, and despite your Otousan’s recent treatment of the Cub, we accept him and like him, but he is a lot bigger than you, and he is strong. I need to know he is respecting your boundaries. Always.”
Luca’s breath hitched, and the pink on his cheeks deepened to a vivid, scalding red; he kept his eyes on his own hands, his fingers curling into the fabric of his athletic shorts. Having his parent address his sex life this directly was fucking mortifying, the kind of mortifying that made him want to crawl under the mat and live there; but under the embarrassment there was a rush of something else, warm and steadying. Safety. Someone was checking. Someone cared enough to check.
“He is.”
His throat was tight, but his answer was steady.
“Adrien would never … he always checks. He’s careful with me, Kaasan. Really.”
Kaasan reached out and squeezed Luca’s shoulder, his hand warm and sure.
“Good. Because you can always come to me, no matter how much you think you might die of embarrassment. Look at me, Lukasha.”
Luca forced his eyes up to meet Kaasan’s warm, perceptive chocolate gaze. It was very hard. He did it anyway.
“You know that I, more than anyone, understand the position you are in.”
Kaasan’s voice was gentle, a small, knowing smile touching his lips, acknowledging something they rarely ever spoke about out loud. Luca could feel his ears catch fire.
“We both know it is more demanding on our bodies. It takes trust, and it takes a toll if you aren’t careful. There is no shame in needing recovery, and there is no shame in telling me when it is too much. I am always your safe place to land. Understood?”
The tension Luca had been holding in his shoulders finally snapped, and he sagged into the plush yoga mat beneath him, boneless. A shaky breath escaped him, and a small, relieved smile touched his still slightly bruised mouth. The warmth of Kaasan’s love, and his total lack of judgment, smoothed over the raw edges of Luca’s embarrassment until they didn’t sting anymore.
Before Shane, before this protective, ridiculous, wonderful family had claimed him, Luca had never known anything like this. He had never had this kind of open affection. He had never had someone notice his small physical tells, the stiff walk and the careful sitting, and then make a safe space where no topic was off limits and no vulnerability counted as weakness. To be understood so well, without having to explain, fight for it or defend himself first, still felt like a miracle. Every single time.
“Understood.”
Luca’s voice was thick. He leaned into the weight of Kaasan’s hand on his shoulder and let himself just be a son who was cherished.
“Thank you, Kaasan.”
Kaasan smiled, that soft pink still dusting his cheekbones, and hooked a solid, muscular arm around Luca’s shoulders. With a gentle but firm tug, he pulled Luca tight against his side and wrapped him in that familiar, protective warmth.
Luca didn’t hesitate for a second. The last of his restraint dissolved, and he melted into the affection and tucked himself against Kaasan’s side, where he belonged. He buried his face a little in the damp crook of Kaasan’s neck, breathing in the comforting scent of sea salt and coconut, and let his parent’s heavy arm hold him down to the floor. It was a physical language he had learned to crave, this constant, easy touch; it reminded him every day that he was safe, wanted and home.
“Come on.”
Kaasan pressed a fond kiss into Luca’s wavy blond hair before he loosened his grip, just enough for them both to breathe.
“Let’s finish these last transitions before your Otousan comes back in here with Lyovushka, or we will never get out of the door to the rink.”
That might have been true for other people. Kaasan would never let them be late, not in a million years; he would sooner carry them all to the car himself. It was still early, anyway, and Luca had been conditioned by living here long enough to be up far earlier than he had ever been used to before.
 
The glass sliding door glided open with a smooth hiss, and Adrien stepped into the gym with a duffel bag slung over one broad shoulder. His gym trainers lived down here, and unlike the rest of them, he hadn’t found another pair he liked, so Luca could only assume he’d come to put them in his bag. Luca watched him out of the corner of his eye, and his heart gave its small, familiar flutter. Adrien paused just past the weight bench, and his grey eyes swept the room. Luca watched him take in the lingering pink on Luca’s cheeks, and then the protective line of Shane’s arm still half draped over Luca’s shoulders.
Adrien didn’t hesitate. He dropped his bag with a muted thud on the polished wood and crossed the floor, his gaze fixed on Luca the whole way. A rush of warmth settled in Luca’s chest as he came closer. His boyfriend didn’t so much as blink at the fact that Shane was sitting right there; none of that seemed to matter to Adrien right now. Luca could see the worry in the set of that chiselled jaw; his only concern was checking how Luca was holding up after their night and their morning.
Adrien sank onto his knees beside the plush mat and reached out, his large hands warm and steady as they slid around Luca’s waist and came to rest over the curve of his hips. The touch was sweet and made no demands; the strong fingers pressed gently into his muscles, checking for stiffness the way Terry would. It was a silent question, and Luca understood it perfectly. Are you okay? Did I do too much?
Luca kept his eyes on Adrien’s, and a small, grateful smile eased the last of the tightness from his face. The steady pressure of those hands on his hips took the residual aches from earlier and turned them into comfort instead. It was impossible to stay embarrassed when Adrien looked at him like this, with that steady, unblinking devotion that ignored the rest of the room entirely.
“I’m okay.”
Luca kept his voice down so the reassurance was meant only for the broad-shouldered man kneeling in front of him. He let his own hand drop over Adrien’s wrist, his fingers finding the strong, steady pulse beneath the skin.
“Kaasan helped me stretch. I’m fine for practice.”
Glancing up slightly, Luca caught Shane watching them. Kaasan’s arm had slowly withdrawn from his shoulder as Adrien came closer, but his gaze had stayed on the two of them. Those deep chocolate eyes were warm and full of affection, but they were also assessing; Luca knew that look from the bench. Kaasan was following every small movement, and Luca would have bet his skates he was judging how Adrien handled him, his son, weighing the care in those large hands against the vulnerability Luca was showing. There was a satisfied cast to it; apparently, that was the look of a parent deciding that the young man who held his son’s heart deserved the trust he had been given.
Adrien’s thumb stroked a slow, reassuring line against his hip bone before he finally let his hands slide away. He didn’t go far. He stayed close enough that his body heat radiated against Luca’s side, a warm wall between Luca and the rest of the world.
 
Luca caught the tiny nod Shane gave them. That was all it was, one little dip of his chin, and it loosened something in Luca’s chest he hadn’t known was tight; it was a verdict, and it had come down in Adrien’s favour. His Kaasan’s chocolate eyes held a rare, open vulnerability as he looked between the two of them, and the strict boundary he always kept around Luca and Lyovushka shifted, just enough, to let Adrien all the way in.
“He is a keeper, Lukasha.”
Shane’s voice was a low, teasing rumble that sent a fresh rush of pink to Luca’s cheekbones. Then he pushed himself up from his mat, his strong, muscular limbs moving slowly and carefully, which Luca knew better than to comment on today. Or ever. His narrowed eyes settled on Luca’s boyfriend.
“Take care of him, Adrien. Or you will answer to me before we even hit the ice.”
There was a colder note in that deep voice now, a warning edge that hadn’t been there a moment before. Polite. Perfectly polite. Luca had seen grown men twice Shane’s size go pale at less.
“Always, Shane.”
Adrien answered instantly. His voice was slightly husky with what Luca could tell was a touch of nerves, but his eyes were sincere and steady on Shane’s.
Before Shane could add another thinly veiled threat, Luca leaned forward to catch Adrien’s attention. He squeezed Adrien’s thick wrist and rested his forehead briefly against the bigger man’s shoulder, blocking out the huge mirrors and the sunlit garden for a second. Thank you, he told him, in the press of his skin against Adrien’s chest; a private moment of gratitude for the safety Adrien gave him every single day. Adrien answered by tilting his head down and brushing his lips across the crown of Luca’s hair in a quick, hidden kiss.
Then the glass sliding door rattled on its track and cut through their shared warmth as it was yanked open with a sharp snap by someone clearly too short to reach the handle properly.
“Lukasha!”
Levi’s high-pitched morning energy bounced off the glass walls before the 7-year-old had even cleared the threshold. Despite his age, he still looked no bigger than a 5-year-old, his small, slight frame a lingering, heartbreaking reminder of the abuse and neglect he had suffered before Ilya and Shane rescued him. But right now, there was no shadow of the past in his voice at all as he called out to Luca across the room.
He was tucked under Otousan’s massive arm like a sack of potatoes, his little legs kicking in mid-air as Ilya carried him through the gym.
Otousan looked as massive and imposing as ever, with those huge, rippling shoulders on display in his black tank, and his dark ocean-blue eyes, almost identical to Luca’s own, swept over the mats and took in the pink on his family’s faces with a slow, knowing glint of amusement. Of course. Of fucking course he noticed.
“He refused to put on his slippers until he saw his big brother.”
Ilya’s deep voice cut through the room as he explained it, and he set Levi down on the polished floor.
The little boy bolted straight across the floor, aiming directly for Luca’s lap. Luca laughed, the sound bright and unburdened, and braced his sore muscles to catch his little brother. Levi felt so light, almost fragile, in his arms, and Luca wrapped himself around the boy with a love so big it hurt. He pulled Levi into a tight cuddle, and Adrien, without needing to be asked, put an arm behind Luca’s back, bracing his waist to help take the pressure off his aching hips.
Luca buried his face in Levi’s soft hair and looked over the boy’s small shoulder at the warm, protective gaze of both his parents and the steady presence of his boyfriend at his back. For a boy who had once known nothing but isolation, the crowded, affectionate chaos of this gym was everything he had ever dreamed of. Everything.
 
“I got the one with the big red bridge.”
Lyovushka’s small voice was muffled against Luca’s shoulder as he snuggled down into his lap. He was moving his tiny fingers over Luca’s forearm as he talked, tracing shapes, mapping out his thoughts aloud the way he did when he was excited and trying very hard to be calm about it.
“Ojiichan said we can do it on the table when we get back. The pieces are small, Lukasha, but I can do it. He said he would help me with the sky part.”
Luca’s heart swelled until he thought it might actually crack a rib; he kept still, bracing his core so the ache in his hips didn’t make him shift and disturb the little boy. With slow, rhythmic movements, he ran his fingers through Lyovushka’s long, silky black hair and gently worked out the night’s tangles as he listened. It was a soothing ritual for them both; he had done it most mornings for months now, and Levi had stopped flinching at the first touch a good while ago now. Whatever the 7-year-old had survived, moments like this, when he was just a little boy planning a puzzle with his grandfather, felt precious beyond words.
“And Otousan said I can stay the whole time today.”
Lyovushka went on, looking up with his dark blue eyes bright with a rare, giddy excitement. He clutched at Luca’s shirt, his grip tight but without much strength behind it.
“I get to watch from the benches with Ojiichan. I’ll be very quiet, I promise.”
The delight in that little voice at something so simple, so small, tugged hard at Luca’s already tender heart.
“I know you will.”
Luca pressed a kiss to the crown of his brother’s head, breathing in the clean, sweet pear of the shampoo in the clownfish bottle, which Levi had decided was the only acceptable shampoo in the house.
“You don’t have to be perfectly quiet. We love hearing you cheer.”
Lyovushka shifted and tucked his chin over Luca’s collarbone, his voice dropping into an eager, hopeful whisper, his little fingers twisting in Luca’s shirt while he worked up the courage to ask for something that, to him, was clearly massive.
“Will you show me the pretty twirling after? When the big men stop skating fast? Kaasan said if there is time, you can show me the spins. The ones where you look like you’re flying.”
Luca smiled, soft and adoring, and his fingers kept moving gently through those silky black waves. He knew exactly what his little brother meant. Shane was the one with the secret but legendary figure skating skill, that rare mix of power and artistry that made people stop and stare when he let it out; Luca had been learning bits and pieces from him all season, trying to weave those smooth, beautiful edges into his own skating; he wasn’t anywhere near Kaasan’s level. To Levi, though, he might as well have been flying.
“Of course I will.”
Luca tightened his hold, just enough to let Lyovushka know he was safe and cherished.
“As soon as the practice whistles blow and the team clears the ice, I’ll show you. Kaasan might even show us both how it’s really done.”
Luca glanced up and let his eyes travel across the room. All four of them shared the same ice now, the same team, and for Luca and Adrien the same gruelling first season with the Bears. Shane, their Alternate Captain and first-line centre, a force who struck fear into opposing players at the mere sight of him lining up for a face-off. Luca’s gaze settled on his parents.
Ilya stood tall and imposing, the Captain of their team and the centre of their family, his massive frame at ease in a way he never was in front of strangers. He was the only one big and strong enough to lift Shane’s muscular build easily, and he did it often, for no reason at all, just because he could. He held them all together, at home and on the ice. His arms were wrapped around Kaasan now that Lyovushka had abandoned him, and Shane was nestled back against Otousan’s broad chest, his softened chocolate eyes warm and fixed on Luca and Levi.
Beside Luca, Adrien’s solid arm stayed braced behind his lower back, holding them both steady on the plush mat and taking the weight while Luca held his little brother. Knowing they were all heading to the rink together, as one team under his Kaasan and Otousan’s leadership, made the lingering aches feel worth it. He might regret that thought later, mind you, depending on how hard today’s practice turned out to be; he would probably regret it a fucking lot.
 
Adrien’s warm palm kept moving up and down the length of Luca’s spine, the pressure and heat seeping through his shirt and working away at the deep soreness in his muscles. It kept Luca steady as he held the slight, fragile weight of Lyovushka in his lap. He felt wrapped up in safety, tucked between his boyfriend’s easy warmth and his family’s love, and for once there was nothing in him that was waiting for it to end.
Then the soothing rhythm of Adrien’s hand suddenly hitched.
“I can’t wait until I get to officially share your name too.”
Adrien breathed it out. His voice was so low that it was almost a rough whisper, meant only for the small space between the two of them, but the raw sincerity in it made the air in the gym freeze.
“I just … I look at you with him, Angel, and I can’t believe how lucky I am. I can’t believe how perfect you are.”
Luca’s fingers stopped dead in Lyovushka’s silky black hair, which wasn’t braided for the day yet. His breath caught in his throat, and his eyes went wide as what Adrien had just told him landed.
The accidental confession hung in the air and stripped away every one of Luca’s defences in one go. Adrien had just given away his entire plan in a single, unplanned heartbeat. He actually wanted to marry him. Marry him. And more than that, Adrien clearly understood that Luca would never give up the surname that had finally given him a real home, not for anyone, and he was happy to give up his own and take Luca’s instead. To become a Hollander-Rozanov. To tie himself to Luca’s world and his parents’ legacy, all the way, no half measures.
Shock jolted right through Luca’s chest, followed straight away by a joy so big and so bright that it blurred his vision with wetness. His heart hammered against his ribs, wild and uneven, trying its very best to leap right out of his chest and get to Adrien first. He had gone from a broken, isolated child who thought he would never belong anywhere to a young man whose devoted partner was casually, wholeheartedly planning a lifetime of taking his name.
How the fuck was this his life?
Luca’s cheeks flushed with a pink that had nothing to do with embarrassment this time; it was pure feeling, rising straight up from his chest. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t speak. He just sat there on the plush mat, clutching Levi to his chest and staring straight ahead, as tears of happiness threatened to spill over his lashes.
 
Behind Luca’s back, the soothing motion of Adrien’s palm had gone from a hitch to a full stop. Luca felt the freeze lock through Adrien’s whole broad frame, his muscles turning to stone the second his brain obviously caught up with his mouth. The quiet in the gym turned loud. Adrien’s grey eyes widened as he realised what he had just dropped into the room, and that everyone present had heard every word of it.
Well. Everyone except Lyovushka. The little boy was entirely unaffected, resting his head against Luca’s chest, his fingers still tracing random patterns on Luca’s sleeve. He wasn’t paying any attention at all; from the little hums he was making, Luca guessed his head was full of his day with Ojiichan and the big red bridge, and his growing English couldn’t have followed the quick, emotional words anyway.
But the rest of them? His parents? They had caught every single syllable. Luca didn’t have to look to know it. He could feel it.
Luca forced his frozen limbs to move and turned his upper body on the yoga mat so he could look straight at his boyfriend. He kept one protective arm clamped around Lyovushka’s slight waist to hold his little brother steady as he shifted.
When Luca’s eyes found Adrien’s face, his heart gave a hard squeeze. The broad-shouldered man looked caught out, a rare panic flickering across his face now that he had accidentally laid himself bare in front of his Captain and his Alternate Captain. In front of Luca’s parents. But under the embarrassment, Luca could read everything else on that handsome face too.
It was all there in the open: the raw hope, the complete absence of regret, and a love so steady that Luca’s chest ached with it. Adrien wasn’t taking it back. He was terrified, his chest heaving with shallow little breaths, but he was looking back at Luca with a certainty that proved every word was true.
 
For once, Luca didn’t care that his parents were standing less than three feet away, watching with that sharp, all-seeing attention of theirs. He didn’t care about the stiffness in his legs, or the sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows and exposing every raw, unfiltered feeling on his face. Right now, the only thing that mattered was the panicked freeze that had locked up Adrien’s massive, trembling frame.
Driven by a desperate need for contact, to make sure Adrien knew Luca was still here and hadn’t been scared off, Luca shifted his weight on the yoga mat and was grateful for the cushioning under his sore ass. He kept his left arm around Lyovushka’s slight waist to keep him safe in his lap. Then he stretched his right arm straight out towards his boyfriend, his fingers curved, his open palm asking Adrien to close the small gap between them.
“Come here, Liebling.”
The words were barely a breath, meant only to cut through the panic rolling off Adrien’s skin without alerting the little boy against his chest.
The second Adrien leaned in, his broad shoulders dropping as the tension gave way, Luca hooked his free hand around the back of Adrien’s strong neck; he pulled him down until there was no space left between them. Luca pressed his cheek hard against the warm, solid spot where Adrien’s neck met his shoulder and breathed in the familiar scent of cardamom and bergamot, warm from his skin, even in a shirt that had been through Kaasan’s washing machine far more often than his own these days.
He needed this touch. He needed to feel the heavy thud of Adrien’s heart against his own ribs, to soak in the trembling heat of his boyfriend’s embrace and convince himself that this future, this terrifying, beautiful promise of a shared lifetime, was real. Luca squeezed his eyes shut, his fingers curling tight into the fabric of Adrien’s shirt. With every steady press of his body against Adrien’s, he poured his own joy, his own safety and his wordless reassurance into the bigger man, easing the embarrassment away until there was nothing left in that sunny gym but the plain fact that Luca was still here. He wasn’t leaving. He was never leaving.
 
Shane crossed the polished wood floor with that low, athletic stride of his, moving through the room with the easy, quiet grace that always made opposing wingers nervous. He came straight over to them, smooth and calm, and leaned down over Luca and Levi. Without a word, his powerful arms slid under Lyovushka’s small frame and lifted the 7-year-old, who had dozed off against Luca’s chest at some point in all this, out of Luca’s lap with an easy, practised care that didn’t wake him. Levi only snuffled and sank happily into Kaasan’s arms.
As Shane straightened, balancing the weight of his youngest son against his chest, those deep chocolate eyes locked onto Luca. He didn’t speak, but the look he gave was gently encouraging, full of an approval that settled the future Adrien had just accidentally blurted out into something real, something that was allowed. It was a silent welcome into their space, with the kind of warmth only his Kaasan could give.
With a slight flick of his eyes, Shane turned and steered Otousan out of the room. Luca knew that was Shane deliberately clearing the space, to give the two of them a moment of privacy to breathe.
Otousan didn’t resist the push, his massive frame turning towards the exit under Shane’s guidance, all that bulk going wherever his husband pointed it. But as they cleared the sliding door, his deep voice called back over his shoulder. The tone was slightly apologetic, since he knew how big a moment he was interrupting, but it was firm.
“We do not have long, Lukasha.”
Ilya’s caution carried the authority of both his Otousan and their Captain, and it pulled Luca back to the reality of the morning with a bump.
“The schedule is tight today. We need to leave for the rink soon.”
The fact that Otousan had switched to English for the last sentence told Luca he was serious; otherwise, he wouldn’t have bothered. Ilya only switched when he needed every single word to land.
“I know, Otousan, we will be right up.”
Ilya nodded, and his matching dark blue eyes held Luca’s for a moment longer; it was Otousan’s own silent question, whether this was alright, whether Luca was alright. The smile Luca sent back was enough for Ilya’s massive shoulders to relax, and he left, sliding the door shut behind him with a soft click.
 
With Lyovushka in Shane’s arms and both his parents gone, the gym fell silent again. The empty space on Luca’s lap finally let him move, and the instinct to close the last of the distance between them drove him.
He didn’t care about the stiffness in his thighs as he shifted and slid fully into Adrien’s lap. Even with the difference in their builds, Adrien’s broader, more muscular frame surrounding his own, the position let Luca curl right around him and hold on. He pulled the bigger man tight against his chest, tucking Adrien’s face and head into the crook of his throat and letting his wavy blond hair fall forward to block out the rest of the world.
With slow, steady strokes, Luca rubbed his palm over the broad expanse of Adrien’s back and soothed the tremor out of those tense, powerful shoulders.
“I want that too.”
Luca’s lips were against the crown of Adrien’s head, his voice thick with the emotion tearing through him. It took real effort to remember to speak English; so many of his emotional words came out in Russian these days, and the rest in German.
“I want that, Adrien, Liebling, I want forever with you.”
As he held him, a small, aching crack opened up in Luca’s chest. Even now, wrapped up in all this safety, a part of his mind still reeled in disbelief. Adrien was so kind and so beautiful; the man could pass for a model or an actor, for fuck’s sake, all jaw and shoulders and those ridiculous eyelashes. He was strong and stunning and had a steady, open devotion that could have drawn anyone in the world to him. He could have chosen anyone. Yet out of the entire world, he had looked at a broken, hyper-vigilant, anxious mess of a man who still looked 16 half the time, with a complicated past and a sketchbook full of other people’s faces, and chosen him. Wholeheartedly. How was that even real?
Slowly, the frantic thud of Adrien’s pulse under Luca’s palm began to steady, and the panic melted out of his frame. Adrien’s massive arms locked around Luca’s waist and held him tight against his chest, so tight Luca could barely breathe and didn’t want to. He didn’t speak. His large, powerful hands began to slide down instead, his palms trailing tenderly over the plush muscle of Luca’s sore hips and thighs. The heat of those palms worked on the deep aches their early morning had left behind, a silent, comforting apology, while he listened to Luca talk.
They couldn’t stay in the safety of the gym forever, though. Ilya’s warning still hung in the air of the morning, a reminder of the packed schedule waiting for them.
“We have to get up.”
He didn’t pull away, though.
He knew getting up off Adrien’s lap would take some care. When he shifted his weight to untangle his legs, his lower back and sore hips complained with a sharp, tight ache. Adrien caught the tiny hitch in his breath at once. Moving with him, Adrien rose to his feet, his hands staying firmly on Luca’s waist to brace his sore joints as he lifted Luca back onto his feet and took most of the weight.
Once they were both standing on the yoga mat, the space between them felt charged, heavy with the promise they had just made without quite meaning to.
Luca didn’t let him step back. He reached up, hooked his fingers into the front of Adrien’s tank top and pulled him down, tilting his chin up to catch his boyfriend’s lips in a deep, achingly intimate kiss. It was deliberate, no rush to it. He felt the sweet, familiar taste of him, the press of their lips together, and a sudden sharp flash of heat that coiled low in his belly and reminded his aching muscles exactly what those hands could do.
But underneath the physical pleasure, the kiss carried something deeper. It was a wordless conversation, an understanding sealed between their mouths. They both knew this wasn’t just a relationship anymore. This was long-term. This was serious. This was forever, if they wanted it.
They wanted it.
When Luca finally pulled back, his eyes were bright, and he could feel the petal-pink flush on his cheekbones as he looked up at his future.
“Grab your shoes and your bag, Liebling. Kaasan will send Otousan down to get us if we make him wait.”
Adrien chuckled, low and warm, pressed one last tender kiss to his mouth and went to do as he was told.
 
Luca lay spread out face down on his mattress, his cheek pressed against the cool cotton of his pillow, staring blankly at the dark wood of his headboard. His whole body felt wrung out like a dishcloth. A faint tremor ran through his thighs and calves, a heavy, shaky tiredness left over from a day that had been running at full speed since sunrise.
Between the intensity of the night before and the early morning with Adrien, the gruelling team practice and then the punishing figure skating session afterwards that Kaasan had put him and Otousan through, his body was spent. Done. Fucking finished. If someone had set the house on fire, Luca would have asked them to carry him out, politely, and then gone back to sleep on the lawn.
He let out a long, muffled groan into the pillow. Under the physical exhaustion, though, a deep satisfaction had settled in his chest and refused to budge. Practice had gone well. And honestly? Exceptionally well. Their whole line had finally moved in sync, all three of them, for the full two hours. The constant friction that had been stalling their plays for weeks was gone, mostly because Troy had finally sorted himself out, put his head down and played the role he was meant to play.
With Troy pulling his own weight, Luca had been able to do something he rarely let himself do: he had stopped holding back. He had let his speed go and trusted his line to catch up with him, cutting through the ice with a free, bright confidence that had earned a proud nod from both Kaasan and Otousan across the rink. Both of them. At the same time.
But it was the hour after the team whistles blew that had really broken his body.
Kaasan hadn’t gone easy on him just because he was his son; if anything, it was the opposite. Once the ice had cleared and little Lyovushka was settled on the bench with Ojiichan, his bright eyes fixed on them, Shane had taken Luca through his paces. He had pushed Luca to find the smooth, deceptive edges in his skating, driving him into tight, demanding spins and deep, artistic lines that needed a completely different kind of muscular discipline from hockey. It had been exhilarating, watching Kaasan move with that legendary, easy grace and trying to mirror it, hearing Levi squeal every time one of them spun; but the deep core work and the explosive leg work had pushed his already tired muscles well past their limit.
Now the bill was due, and his thighs were screaming bloody murder about it. The soothing warmth of the pain relief cream from that morning had long since worn off, leaving a deep, grinding ache in his hips and lower back; he was too tired even to roll over and change out of his soft sweatpants. He just wanted to melt into the bed and become part of it, his mind drifting between the memory of finally nailing their plays and the promise of forever that Adrien had dropped on the gym mats what felt like a lifetime ago.
 
A soft, rhythmic knock sounded on his bedroom door and cut through the haze of Luca’s tiredness. He didn’t have the energy to lift his head, and only huffed a muffled sound of permission into his pillow.
The door swung open, and the familiar pad of indoor slippers crossed the floor. A moment later, the mattress dipped under a familiar athletic weight. Luca didn’t have to look up to know it was Shane. The comforting scent of sea salt and coconut reached him first, and Luca’s whole aching body loosened at it before Shane had even touched him.
“Still face down in the mattress, Lukasha?”
Kaasan’s voice was a smooth, low, teasing rumble with an undeniable layer of protective warmth underneath it.
Before Luca could gather the strength to answer, a warm, calloused hand slid under the hem of his oversized sweatshirt. Shane’s broad palm, already slick with the cream, pressed firmly against his lower back, right over the tightest knot in his spine. The heat was instant. It seeped deep into his protesting muscles, and Shane began to work the tissue with slow, expert pressure, following the tiny tremors in Luca’s lower back and thighs with a practised, almost medical care.
A long, ragged sigh escaped Luca, and his whole body turned to liquid under the touch.
“You pushed hard today.”
The Russian rolled off Kaasan’s tongue in a soothing, deep purr as his thumb swept along the flare of Luca’s hip bone and kneaded away the ache left by all those punishing edge-work drills.
“On your line, and then with me on the ice. I saw how tired your legs were during the final spins, but you didn’t ask to stop. You have your Otousan’s stubborn streak.”
Luca rolled his head to the side and blinked his eyes open just enough to look at Kaasan. Shane was looking down at him, his deep chocolate eyes soft and tender, but there was a shadow of worry tucked into the corners of his face. He had been watching Luca’s tells all day; Luca realised: the stiffness on the yoga mats that morning, the careful way he had climbed out of the car, and the trembling exhaustion now.
“I wanted to get the lines right.”
His whisper was thick with sleep, and he stumbled a little over the odd word in his tired haze, the Russian going slippery on him.
“I didn’t want to let you down. Or Lyovushka, he was so excited to see.”
Shane’s expression softened. The protective, worried parent melted into plain affection. He shifted on the mattress and leaned down to press a warm, lingering kiss to Luca’s cheek, his hand coming up to smooth the wavy blond hair off Luca’s forehead.
“You could never let me down, Lukasha.”
Kaasan’s voice was heavy with a feeling that made Luca’s throat tighten. He kept his hand against the side of Luca’s face, his thumb tracing a comforting path over his cheekbone.
“I am so proud of you. The way you took control of your line today, the way you handled Troy … you are becoming a wonderful player. But you must tell me when your body is spent. I need you whole.”
Luca leaned into the heavy, steady pressure of Shane’s palm and let the care soak right down into his bones.
“I’m whole, Kaasan. Just … heavy.”
Shane let out a huffed little chuckle, his fingers sliding back into Luca’s blond waves and down to the base of his neck for one last tender squeeze.
“Then stay heavy. I will have Adrien bring up some hot tea before you pass out. He has been pacing the hallway like a caged animal anyway, waiting for permission to hover.”
 
Luca’s ears picked up a familiar, heavy tread just outside his bedroom door not long after. The door pushed open, just a crack at first, before Adrien nudged his way in, balancing a large steaming mug of tea in one hand and a fresh tube of Kaasan’s special pain relief cream in the other.
Luca didn’t move from his face-down position, but his heart gave its usual happy thud against his ribs the second Adrien’s warm cardamom and bergamot scent filled the room. It mixed with his own vanilla and almond until the whole bed smelled of the two of them together, and Luca had thought, more than once, that it was a bit unfair how perfectly the two of them went together. The mattress sagged as Adrien set the mug on the nightstand and sat down on the edge of the bed. He didn’t say a word at first. He just reached out and slid the oversized sweatshirt up off Luca’s back so he could smooth his hands over Luca’s shoulder blades, pressing steadily and heavily, so that Luca felt pinned to the mattress in the best possible way.
“Shane said you were running on empty.”
Adrien’s voice was in the low, gravelly register that always made Luca’s chest tighten with affection.
Luca huffed a tired breath into his pillow.
“My legs are shaking, Adrien. Everything is shaking.”
A kiss landed on his back, between his shoulder blades, then another on each shoulder.
“I know, Angel. I’ve got you.”
Moving carefully, Adrien shifted Luca’s weight and helped him guide his aching limbs until he was lying properly, straight and flat. He uncapped the tube and squeezed a generous line of cream into his palm, then rubbed it between his large hands first, making heat with the friction of his palms before he pressed them to Luca’s skin.
He didn’t stay on the surface of Luca’s lower back. With respect, and with the unembarrassed, intimate familiarity they had built over months of touching each other, Adrien worked lower. His strong thumbs dug into the dense, burning knots at the very top of Luca’s glutes, then wrapped around the high, sensitive tops of his thighs and his inner hips, the places that Kaasan, as his parent, had naturally left alone.
A sharp, ragged gasp caught in Luca’s throat as a violent cramp seized his inner thigh and locked the muscle into a hard, vicious knot; his fingers clawed into the sheets, and his pale skin flushed pink as he braced against the pain. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
“Shh, Angel, breathe, look at me.”
Adrien coaxed him through it without a trace of panic. He leaned his big upper body over Luca and used his weight to gently pin him, so he wouldn’t thrash and make the spasm worse. With endless patience, he pressed the heel of his large hand deep into the centre of the cramp and leaned in, and kept leaning, until the heat of his palm made the tight fibres let go and melt under his touch.
Luca let out a long, shaky whimper of relief and dropped his forehead against Adrien’s solid chest as the pain faded away.
“Better?”
Adrien’s whisper was right by his ear, his thumb lightly stroking the now softened skin over his hip bone.
“Mmm.”
That was all Luca could manage. He was far too spent for proper words, in any language.
Adrien wiped his hands on a towel, quickly shed his sweatpants and slid under the heavy duvet, pulling Luca’s trembling, tired body into his broad chest. He hooked one massive, muscular leg over Luca’s thighs to keep them warm and still, to stop any more cramps from locking up in the night. Luca tucked his face into the crook of Adrien’s neck, his eyes fluttering shut as he let his full weight sink into his boyfriend’s hold. The tea went cold on the nightstand. Neither of them noticed.
Wrapped in Adrien’s heat, in the sleeping Hollander-Rozanov home, Luca finally let go of the day. The success of his line, the smooth beauty of the figure skating edges and the frightening, lovely promise of a shared future all blurred together and faded into deep sleep as Adrien’s strong arms held him closer in the dark.
 
The sharp, frantic buzz of a phone against the nightstand shattered the morning and cut straight through the deep sleep Luca had finally sunk into. Beside him, Adrien’s massive frame flinched, and a rough, sleep-thick grunt escaped him as he scrambled in the half-dark to slap his palm over the screen.
“Ethan?”
Adrien’s voice was a gravelly, half-asleep rumble, his chest rising and falling against Luca’s shoulder as he pulled the phone to his ear.
“Man, it’s barely six. What’s wrong?”
Luca blinked his eyes open, and his body picked up on the sudden, violent shift in the air at once, before his brain had even caught up. His hips and thighs complained as he moved against the sheets, but all his attention locked onto the way Adrien’s whole body had gone rigid beside him. The heat that had blanketed Luca all night vanished as Adrien sat bolt upright, the duvet pooling around his waist.
On the other end of the line, Ethan’s voice was a breathless, panicked torrent of words, loud enough that the tinny sound bled out into the bedroom and Luca could hear every one of them.
“Ade, I am so sorry, man. I think I just fucked up.”
Ethan choked it out, his voice thick with the muddled exhaustion of someone who had been dragged out of a dead sleep himself.
“Your parents. They just showed up at the apartment. They wanted to surprise you.”
Adrien’s breath caught audibly in his throat, and his tanned skin went bloodless in the dim light.
“What? What do you mean they’re there? Ethan, what did you tell them?”
A deep, husky snarl rumbled through Adrien’s chest, right where Luca had pressed closer to listen and to offer whatever comfort he could without words.
“I was half asleep, Ade, I didn’t fucking think!”
Ethan groaned it, the sound laced with misery and panic.
“They asked why your bed was empty and where all your clothes were, and I just … I thought they knew. Because you’re out with our team and us, I figured you’d told them. I told them you don’t really sleep here anymore. I told them you’ve basically been living at your boyfriend’s place for months.”
Luca’s heart gave a violent, uneven thud against his ribs. He sat up slowly, ignoring the ache that shot up his spine, his gaze fixed on the raw vulnerability freezing Adrien’s handsome face into stone.
Oh no. Oh, fuck, no.
“Ethan …”
Adrien’s whisper cracked down the line, panic radiating off his skin in waves Luca could practically feel.
“Did you give them this address?”
There was a pause. It went on far too long.
“I did. I’m so sorry.”
Ethan mumbled, a heavy, sick dread bleeding through the phone line.
“I rattled off the Hollander-Rozanov address before my brain even clicked. But Ade … the second the words left my mouth, the whole mood changed. Reece had woken up by then too, and we both just got really bad vibes from their faces. The way your mom looked at your dad, and the way they just turned around and left in a total hurry without saying another word. It was really fucking bad, man. I think they’re furious. They’re on their way to you right now. I’m sorry.”
Adrien ended the call, and his hands were visibly shaking as the phone slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the mattress. He looked caught out, cornered, his grey eyes wide with a frantic, choking terror as he turned to Luca.
“They don’t know.”
Adrien breathed it more than spoke it, his chest heaving with shallow, panicked breaths as his mind spiralled away from him.
“Angel, I never told them. They don’t know about us. They don’t know I’m bisexual. They think I’m living with Ethan and Reece, playing hockey and keeping my head down. They’re coming here, to your house, and they’re coming here for me.”
 
Luca didn’t hesitate for a second. Ignoring the tight burn of protest in his own sore thighs and hips, he moved closer and slid himself into Adrien’s space until there was no air left between them.
It was nothing like a gentle touch. Luca threw his whole weight into it. He hooked his left arm around Adrien’s broad, trembling shoulders and cupped the back of Adrien’s strong neck with his right hand, his fingers sinking deep into the short, silky hair there and holding on. With one hard tug, Luca pulled the larger man down, pressing Adrien’s face into the crook of his neck and holding him there with a desperate, protective strength he hadn’t known he had.
“Liebling, look at me. Breathe. Look at me.”
His voice was low but firm, a steady vibration right against Adrien’s ear. He could feel the heat of panic coming off Adrien’s skin; his boyfriend’s chest heaved with shallow, uneven gasps against his own ribs, too fast, far too fast.
Luca began to rub his palm in heavy strokes down the rigid centre of Adrien’s spine, using the pressure to break through the spiral the way Ilya had taught him, the way Shane did for him. He poured every ounce of his own safety, his love and the solidity of this house into the touch, and squeezed Adrien tight enough to hold him together.
“You are not alone.”
Luca’s mouth was against his hair, his eyes wide and hard over Adrien’s shoulder.
“They’re coming to this house. They’re coming to my Kaasan and Otousan’s house. You are safe here, Liebling. I am not letting anyone hurt you. We are going to face them together, do you hear me? Just breathe with me.”
Slowly, under the steady warmth and weight of Luca’s embrace, the frantic, rock-hard tension in Adrien’s shoulders began to give. His massive arms finally came up and wrapped around Luca’s waist, and he clung to him, holding on so tight it hurt.
 
Luca refused to let any space open between them again, so he stayed glued to Adrien’s side as he pulled him towards the wardrobe. His shaking fingers managed to type a quick, jerky message to Kaasan and Otousan on the way, a heads-up on what was about to happen. Usually at least one of them took their phone when they went for a run.
 
Luca ➡️ Adrien’s parents are coming to the house. Ethan gave them the address. They’re angry. Please come home.
 
It was the best he could do in the few seconds he had. He just had to hope they got back before it escalated, or that he could keep things calm enough until they did.
Every step made the twinge in Luca’s hips and thighs flare up again, but his focus stayed on keeping his boyfriend steady. He pulled out a soft, thick knit sweater and a pair of dark jeans and pressed the clothes into Adrien’s trembling hands.
“Put these on, Liebling.”
Luca kept his eyes on Adrien’s still too pale face and his palm pressed to the centre of Adrien’s chest, feeling the frantic, shallow thud of his heart and using the pressure to keep him from spiralling off again.
“One piece at a time. Just look at me. I’ve got you.”
Adrien nodded numbly, his usual broad, easy posture swallowed by raw vulnerability. He let Luca guide his arms through the sleeves, his big frame moving stiffly as he clung to the rhythm of Luca’s instructions.
Then the house exploded into noise.
BEEP … BEEP … BEEP …
The security monitor mounted near the closet by his door screamed. Forget the polite little chime it gave for deliveries; this was a rapid, continuous run of harsh electronic alarms. Down at the front gate, someone was jamming their finger against the intercom button, hammering the system with a desperate, aggressive fury that rang down the whole upstairs hallway.
The bedroom door flew open with a sharp rattle, and Lyovushka came darting through it.
The 7-year-old was shaking violently, his small, slight frame lost in his favourite blue Nemo pyjamas, and he bolted straight for Luca’s legs. The loud, relentless blare of the gate alarm had set off a deep fear from his past; his small face was pale with terror under the tan.
“Lukasha …”
Lyovushka half sobbed it, half gasped it, his voice cracking into a frightened whimper as he buried his face in Luca’s thigh, his small fingers clawing at the fabric of his sweatpants.
“The noise, make the loud noise stop, please.”
Luca dropped to his knees on the carpet at once, ignoring the scream from his sore joints, and scooped his little brother into his arms. He buried his face in Lyovushka’s silky black hair, his hand cupping the back of the boy’s head to shield him from the sound as best he could.
“Shh, I’ve got you, Lyovushka, you’re safe.”
He kept repeating it, over and over, rocking him.
As he held the trembling boy, a cold, heavy dread dropped into Luca’s stomach. The house was too quiet under the blaring alarm. Where the hell was everyone? It was early. When he glanced at the clock, his heart sank further: Ojiichan and Obaachan would have left half an hour ago to drive into Boston, have breakfast and start scouting around the real estate agents to see if they liked the look of any of them.
There was no one but them to deal with the front gate. He had to keep Adrien calm and with him, and the top priority of all was keeping Lyovushka safe and not panicking.
Luca’s eyes snapped up to meet Adrien’s wide, terrified gaze. Kaasan and Otousan were out. They would have left 20 minutes ago for their early morning distance run through the forest trails, most likely right after seeing Yuna and David off, and even if he rang them now, they would already be out of range of the house at the speeds the two of them ran.
There was no towering Otousan downstairs to shield them. There was no cool, calculating Kaasan. There was just the two of them, a frightened little boy and the relentless, furious pounding at their front gate.
Shit. What the hell was he supposed to do now?
 
The aggressive screech of the gate alarm kept battering the walls of the bedroom, a rapid electronic drill that made Luca’s jaw lock with a sudden, protective heat. The LaPointes were stuck outside. They couldn’t get past the heavy iron gate without a code they didn’t have, and they clearly didn’t like it.
Luca’s mind raced as he carried the fragile weight of his little brother over to the bedside control panel; he was working purely on guesses, twisting the sparse details from Ethan’s phone call into every worst case he could think of, one after another. All he really knew was that Ethan and Reece had come away with a deeply uneasy feeling, and that they thought Adrien’s parents were angry. The hammering on the gate button was the only real evidence he had to back that up; but everything in him, every old instinct from every old flat, told him this was about to become an ugly, volatile fucking disaster.
He couldn’t ask for clarity. He couldn’t make a proper plan. When he glanced at Adrien, his boyfriend was too shut down, too frozen with panic, to offer a shred of guidance or help.
Luca knew they couldn’t just stay up here and hide. Theirs was a peaceful street. There were only a handful of houses tucked down this lane, all of them huge, behind big plots of land, tall privacy hedges and heavy security gates. It was a neighbourhood built on privacy and good manners. If he left the LaPointes out there, they wouldn’t just wait in their cab like reasonable people. If they were as furious as Ethan suspected, they would escalate, and they would make a loud, embarrassing scene on the asphalt for every neighbour to see. Luca refused to let his parents’ home or his brother’s peace be broken by a public spectacle. Absolutely fucking not.
Bringing the storm inside, behind their thick stone walls, where it could be contained, was the only choice he had.
“Liebling, Adrien, look at me.”
Luca made his voice tight and commanding as he turned to Adrien.
“We have to move.”
Adrien didn’t answer. His large hands clenched into fists at his sides as his gaze followed the frantic camera feed by the closet. He looked stripped of all his usual calm. Exposed.
With a steady press of his thumb, Luca hit the mute button on the intercom, and the bedroom dropped into a sudden, ringing silence that made Lyovushka let out a small, hiccuping breath of relief against his neck. Then, without looking at Adrien, Luca pressed the master release. On the small security screen, the massive, ornate iron gates began their slow, heavy swing inward and let the vehicle through and up the long, winding drive.
“They’re coming up.”
Luca’s whisper was tight but steady as he turned back to his boyfriend. He adjusted his grip on his little brother, and his pale skin flushed with a protective, dangerous fire, the Hollander-Rozanov temper running hot through his veins whether it had come with his birth certificate or not.
“We’re going downstairs right now, Adrien. We don’t wait for them.”
 
The sleek white city cab swept around the last curve of the long drive, its tyres crunching over the neat gravel, before it came to a stop in front of the sweeping glass panes of the entryway.
Luca stood at the bottom of the grand staircase and didn’t let himself move so much as a finger; his left arm was locked tight around Lyovushka’s slight thighs, keeping the boy’s pale, terrified face buried in the crook of his neck. Beside him, Adrien stood rigid and silent, his breathing too shallow, his large hands trembling faintly against his thighs. Luca didn’t look at him. He couldn’t, not yet, not if he wanted to keep his own nerve; he kept his eyes fixed on the vehicle through the glass instead.
The cab doors swung open, and Luca’s first look at Adrien’s parents dropped a cold, solid weight right into the pit of his stomach.
They didn’t look like people who had come for a warm, spontaneous family visit. Not even fucking close. There was a sharp, clinical stiffness to the way they moved, their shoulders rigid and their eyes hard. His father stepped out first, a tall, unbending man with silver-streaked hair, in a perfectly tailored wool overcoat that looked far too stiff for a casual morning trip. His jaw was set in a hard, aggressive line, and his mouth was drawn so tight it almost disappeared.
Adrien’s mother followed, her face an icy, tight-lipped mask of aristocratic displeasure, smoothing down her pristine coat with sharp, jerky movements. Neither of them looked at the sprawling gardens or the big house with any awe or curiosity at all; they looked at them with burning resentment, their lips curling, and they marched forward with the stride of people who believed they had been lied to.
Luca’s jaw locked, the cold, dangerous temper of his Kaasan running clear through his veins. Adrien was frozen by panic and in no state to defend himself against whatever was about to come through that door. If Luca let them set the terms of this from the second they opened their mouths, they would steamroll Adrien flat before Otousan and Kaasan had even finished their run.
He had to take control of how this went, straight away. He had to draw a firm line before they could even open their mouths.
He wasn’t going to play the part of the embarrassed boyfriend caught in bed with their son. Fuck that. He was a Hollander-Rozanov. This was his home, and right now he was looking after a traumatised child who had been frightened half to death by their behaviour at the gate. He would use the state he was in, his oversized black sleep shirt, his slippered feet and the fragile little boy clinging to his chest, not as a sign of weakness but as a shield. He would stand there as the host, the protector and the person in charge of this space. He would make them deal with him first, and he would put them on the back foot for disturbing a peaceful household at 6 in the morning.
“Stay right behind my shoulder, Liebling.”
It was an order, given in a tight, barely audible whisper, and Luca’s voice carried the same chill, immovable weight he had heard his Kaasan use when someone got too close to his family.
“Do not say a word. Let me speak.”
Luca opened the front door and stepped out onto the top of the stone steps before the LaPointes could even reach the bottom of them, and made himself stand tall and calm and freezing cold, his chin up and his arm tight around Levi, his heart pounding so hard he could feel it in his throat.
 
Adrien’s mother stormed towards the foot of the stone stairs first. Her face was set in a twisted, almost disgusted grimace that soured further the moment her eyes locked onto Luca. Her gaze raked over him from top to bottom: the oversized black sleep shirt, the thin slippers on his feet, since he hadn’t been able to put Levi down long enough to find shoes. Then it moved up and found her own son, standing silently behind a blond boy in pyjamas, and the look hardened into open, horrified revulsion.
Luca refused to budge from his spot at the top of the steps; he made himself a physical barrier between the intruders and the front door. He kept his left arm clamped around Lyovushka’s slight, trembling frame, the boy’s still too-pale face buried in the crook of his neck, and his other side free to shield his larger, broader boyfriend. This house was his and Levi’s safe place, a hard-won peace built out of the ruins of both their pasts, and he wasn’t going to let anyone’s anger and disappointment spoil the inside of it.
Luca braced his core, stood up straighter and opened his mouth. He was trying hard to find a polite, diplomatic voice, something to greet them and ease the tension, something Kaasan would be proud of, but the words were burned away before he could get them out.
“Can we hel …”
Adrien’s mother broke into hysterics. A harsh, ragged sob tore out of her throat right there on the gravel drive, and then she was screaming, the shrill noise ringing off the stone front of the house.
“Get away from him! What is this? What have you done to my son?”
Her voice was piercing, her face twisting as she threw insults and raw verbal abuse up the steps at Luca. She lunged half a step forward, her manicured hands clawing at the air and shaking with rage.
“You disgusting little parasite! Look at you! Look at what you’ve dragged him into!”
Luca flinched.
The high-pitched screech of the woman on the gravel lost its shape, and the cruel words warped, twisted, and became a different voice altogether.
A sickening rush of dizziness hit him, and the crisp morning air turned stale and suffocating in his lungs. For one breathless second, the stone steps under his feet dissolved; he wasn’t standing outside the Hollander-Rozanov house anymore. He was a tiny child in a cramped, rotting apartment, flinching away from a woman with bloodshot eyes and a face twisted into exactly that same mask of ugly disgust.
His birth mother.
A gambling addict, seldom there, who had treated him as an inconvenience at best and a curse at worst.
The phantom smell of cheap gin and stale smoke seemed to fill his lungs as the memories came flooding back. She had only ever turned up when she was broke, storming through the door to demand money she hadn’t earned. Luca remembered the terror of hiding in the corner with his small hands over his ears while she started screaming fights with his abusive father, fights that always, always ended up turning on him.
He could still feel the phantom sting of her words. The venom in them as she turned her head and looked down at his trembling little body and hissed at him; she had blamed him for her miserable life. She had blamed his existence for her bad choices, her debts and her unhappiness, like he had asked to be born into any of her shit.
The raw core of that childhood pain flared up in his chest, so heavy that it nearly took his breath away. It was the old knowledge, certain and crushing: he had never been good enough; he had never been clean enough or quiet enough or perfect enough to make her stay. She had never loved him. She hadn’t even wanted him. He had been a scapegoat for her rage, a broken little boy left behind in the dirt.
Then Lyovushka whimpered.
A violent shudder went through Luca and dragged him back into the present. Those tiny, terrified whimpers against his neck slammed him back into now and planted his heels on the cold stone of his home. His parents’ home. He wasn’t that child anymore.
The phantom child vanished. The man standing there was a Hollander-Rozanov. He was loved, so loved, by Shane and Ilya, and he was holding a little brother who looked to him for safety. The deep hurt was still there, a pulsing ache somewhere behind his breastbone, but as Luca looked down at the hysterical woman screaming on his driveway, the old childhood fear froze into cold, hard ice. They weren’t going to do this here; they weren’t going to ruin his home, or Adrien’s life, with the same ugly poison that had nearly destroyed his own.
 
Lyovushka let out a terrified, muffled mewl against Luca’s throat, his small body shaking. A dangerous, freezing rage flooded Luca’s veins, the exact cold of his Kaasan’s temper, but before he could spit back an icy answer to protect his brother, Adrien’s mother broke down completely.
She collapsed back against her husband’s rigid frame on the gravel, sobbing hysterically, and her voice cracked into a frantic denial that shattered the early morning calm of the whole neighbourhood.
“This isn’t real! It can’t be true! Adrien, tell me this is a lie!”
She wept it at him, her eyes darting wildly past Luca to her frozen son.
“He is not one of them! My boy is not a deviant! He isn’t like this; he’s not a faggot! He has always liked girls; he was supposed to have a normal life! This is a mistake! You aren’t one of them, Adrien! Tell me this twisted little freak forced you into this!”
The raw, ugly prejudice of her words hung in the crisp morning air, sour and poisonous, and Luca’s arm tightened around Levi until the little boy squeaked. Behind Luca’s shoulder, he could feel Adrien’s whole massive frame begin to tremble with a sick, heavy dread, exposed and unprotected under the open sky.
 
Then, behind Luca’s shoulder, the suffocating stillness finally broke.
Luca felt it coming a split second before it happened. Some of his own childhood torment must have shown on his face; he would never know exactly what Adrien saw there. But the sight of it, together with the small, terrified whimpers shaking Lyovushka against his neck, seemed to rip through Adrien’s paralysis like a body check. The terror that had locked up his boyfriend’s chest all morning dissolved, and in its place came a sudden, protective heat that made his massive frame seem to grow.
Luca let out a shaky breath as Adrien moved. It was so much more than a step forward. Adrien came down the stone steps, all broad shoulders and heavy muscle, and slid his large body directly in front of Luca, cutting off his mother’s line of sight completely.
From half a step behind, Luca watched Adrien’s broad shoulders block out the storm on the gravel and throw a big, sheltering shadow over him and the trembling little boy in his arms. Adrien didn’t look back, but his left hand reached blindly behind his hip, and his large, warm palm pressed to the side of Luca’s waist. The steady, heavy pressure of his thumb dug into the fabric of Luca’s sweatpants; it was a silent reassurance that went right through to Luca’s bones. I’m here, Angel. Thank you. I’ve got you now.
“That is enough.”
It was a command, and Adrien’s voice wasn’t the frantic whisper from the bedroom anymore; it was a deep, dangerous rumble that cut straight through his mother’s hysterical screaming with the authority of someone who had finally been pushed too far.
Luca watched the rigid line of his boyfriend’s spine. Adrien stood tall on the step below him, and his grey eyes, when he turned his head just enough for Luca to catch them, flashed with a cold, protective fury his parents had clearly never seen in him before. He didn’t blink as he stared down the two people who had flown across the country just to spit poison on their doorstep. For the first time ever, Luca guessed, he wasn’t trying to hide, and he wasn’t trying to live up to their expectations.
“You do not speak to him like that.”
Adrien spat the words, his chest heaving in the cold morning air as his hand tightened on Luca’s hip and held them both steady on the stone.
“You do not bring your ugly, hateful noise to this house. If you came here to insult the person who gives me a home, you can get back in the cab and leave right now.”
 
Relief flooded through Luca’s chest, so fast and so hot that it made his eyes sting, and for the first time since the phone had buzzed, he could breathe all the way down to the bottom of his lungs. Hearing Adrien declare it to the world, and to the very people who had raised him, that Luca was the one who gave him a home, sent a rush of healing warmth all the way down to his toes. The phantom pain of his own childhood shrank and faded, smothered by his boyfriend’s protection.
Luca felt his breathing finally steady, and his heart went from frantic panic to a slow, proud thud against his ribs. His posture changed too, from a rigid, defensive block into something solid and rooted. Adrien had pushed through his deepest fear to stand as a shield for both him and Lyovushka. He had drawn a hard line in the gravel against his own blood. For them. For Luca.
Driven by the love flooding through him, Luca adjusted his hold on his little brother and tucked the 7-year-old closer against his shoulder; he stepped in tight behind Adrien and pressed his chest to the solid line of his boyfriend’s back. With his free hand, he slid his fingers over the top of the big hand on his hip and squeezed Adrien’s knuckles hard. I’m right here, he told him through the heat of his palm. He was no longer a broken child who wasn’t good enough; he was part of something solid, held up by the man who was willing to give up everything to keep them safe.
Luca lowered his chin and pressed his lips to the shell of Lyovushka’s ear, to block out the sharp, panting breaths of the woman at the foot of the steps.
“You are safe, Lyovushka.”
His whisper was no more than a feather-light breath that went straight into the little boy’s skin. He tightened his arm around the child’s fragile frame and held him so securely that not a sliver of the cold morning air could reach him.
“I promise you. No one is coming past these steps. No one can touch you here. Our walls are too thick, and I am right here holding you. Just close your eyes and listen to my heart, Lyovushka. I love you so much. You are safe.”
He felt the tiny hiccups in Lyovushka’s chest begin to slow, and the small fingers loosened their desperate grip on his sleep shirt, just enough to let Luca breathe properly again. The little boy burrowed his face deeper into the warm crook of Luca’s neck. He was choosing to trust his big brother’s promise over the ugly noise of the world outside, and that trust nearly undid Luca where he stood.
With Lyovushka settling, Luca raised his eyes again and looked out over Adrien’s broad shoulder with a cold, steady clarity. His fears were gone. His past was locked away where it belonged. He was ready for whatever the people on the gravel threw at them next.
 
Adrien’s broad frame shifted just enough for him to glance back over his shoulder. The movement was small and deliberate, meant to catch Luca’s eyes before the storm on the gravel could start up again.
When their eyes met, the raw, protective fury in Adrien’s face softened into a look that sent a fresh ache of devotion straight to Luca’s core; it was so full of love and promise that Luca’s throat went tight and his fingers curled into the back of Adrien’s sweater. Adrien’s grey eyes were telling him that whatever poison his parents spat next, he would bleed before he let another word touch Luca or Lyovushka again. But just under that resolve was a deep, bruised note of apology. Adrien was silently begging forgiveness for bringing this ugly, painful mess to the steps of Luca’s home, and his gaze traced the pale line of Luca’s jaw with a heavy, miserable guilt.
Luca met that look head-on. He refused to let his boyfriend drown in shame, not for this, not for them. He gave a tiny, firm nod, his fingers pressing steadily against Adrien’s knuckles on his hip. Don’t apologise, the squeeze told him. We are one.
The guilt in Adrien’s posture hardened back into resolve as that silent forgiveness landed. He turned his head back to the gravel, his spine straightening, his chest expanding as he got ready to take apart whatever authority his parents tried to claim over him next.
 
The sudden, heavy crunch of running shoes on gravel cut through the tension, loud and fast and so very welcome.
Luca’s eyes snapped to the treeline just as Ilya and Shane rounded the last bend of the trail. They were both flushed from the early distance run, their muscular, athletic frames giving off heat in the cold air, steam rising faintly off Ilya’s shoulders, but the moment their gazes swept over the stone steps, their easy pace vanished. Relief hit Luca so hard that his knees actually trembled under his sweatpants. His parents were home. Kaasan and Otousan were here, and the strain of holding the line on his own just drained out of him, all at once, leaving his arms shaky around Levi.
The change of authority was instant and terrifyingly smooth. Shane didn’t hesitate for a second. He took in the whole situation with one sharp, lethal glance from those deep chocolate eyes, and then he moved with all of that first-line speed. He slid his broad, muscular frame past Adrien and took up a solid defensive stance at the foot of the stone stairs, planted there with his feet wide and his shoulders squared. He stood as an unmovable barrier between Adrien’s hysterical mother and his cubs, his sons, his jaw locked in a cold, dangerous line that made it perfectly clear that no one was taking another step forward. Shane wasn’t tall. It didn’t matter one damn bit.
But it was Otousan who made Luca’s breath catch.
Ilya didn’t so much as glance at the LaPointes. As far as Luca could tell, they didn’t exist to him at all; his eyes were only on him, the blond boy in the sleep shirt and the slight, trembling child held against his chest; he came straight for them, his massive frame taking the stone steps two at a time with an urgent, protective stride.
The moment Ilya reached them, Luca just let go. He didn’t have to be the shield anymore. Ilya’s heavily muscled arms came around both Luca and Lyovushka and scooped them tight against his broad, solid chest, in an embrace so complete that it blocked out the rest of the world.
A rush of pure love and safety crashed through Luca as he was tucked under his Otousan’s wing. He buried his face in the damp fabric of Ilya’s running shirt and breathed in the familiar sandalwood and alpine spice of him, warm and damp from the run. Under his cheek, Ilya’s chest was still heaving from the run, but the steady, powerful thud of his heart steadied Luca’s own.
Inside those arms, Lyovushka’s tiny frame stopped shaking almost at once, his small body recognising the best protection there was in the whole world: their Otousan. Ilya tightened his grip, his large palms pressing against Luca’s back and cupping the back of Levi’s silky black hair, sealing them both into a place where no outside poison, no flashbacks and no cruel words could reach them. They were home. They were cherished. No one could touch them now.
 
From inside the heavy safety of his Otousan’s arms, Luca shifted his head just enough to look out over Ilya’s broad shoulder; he was still tucked tight against Ilya’s chest, one arm holding Lyovushka against his neck, but his eyes went straight to his boyfriend.
Adrien was still standing a step below them, his wide back rigid and his large hands clenched into fists, facing the wreckage of his parents’ fury on the gravel alone. He looked so isolated down there. And whose fault was that? Caught between the family he was trying to leave behind and the one he was trying to join, belonging to neither in that moment.
Luca felt Ilya’s chest expand against his cheek as Otousan followed his gaze, and he knew the exact second those dark blue eyes found the broad-shouldered young man standing just outside their circle.
Without loosening his sheltering grip on Luca and Levi in the slightest, Ilya stretched out his right arm, his massive forearm bridging the small gap between them. His large, calloused palm came down on the back of Adrien’s neck, his strong fingers settling into the shorter hair at the base of his skull. The touch was gentle, with none of the crushing force Ilya used on the ice, but it had a firm, steady weight to it that Luca knew well. He had felt it on his own neck more times than he could count.
Luca watched Ilya give Adrien a look over his shoulder, steady and full of acceptance and an unspoken promise of shelter; there was no judgment in those dark eyes, no disappointment at the mess breaking up their morning. It was the look of a leader claiming one of his own. A father making room for one more.
With the firm pressure of that large hand, Ilya urged Adrien back half a step, physically pulling him up the stone stairs and into the tight, warm circle of their family. Luca felt a fresh rush of warmth in his chest as Adrien’s shoulder finally met Ilya’s solid frame, and his boyfriend’s chest heaved with a ragged breath of relief as he was brought inside. Tucked between his Captain’s solid strength and Luca’s hand reaching out to squeeze his wrist, Adrien finally let his broad shoulders drop, sheltered from the poison below.
 
Tucked deep inside his Otousan’s arms, with the steady heat of Adrien’s shoulder pressed against them both, Luca finally felt the last of the freezing air leave his lungs. The shouting on the gravel faded into a distant, harmless hum, drowned out by the towering presence of his Kaasan and Otousan. Well. One of them towered. The other one just felt like it.
Luca shifted slightly against Ilya’s chest, his left arm still holding the precious weight of Lyovushka. He slid his right hand up from Adrien’s wrist, his fingers following the strong, thick line of his boyfriend’s forearm until his palm covered the back of Adrien’s hand. He squeezed. Hard.
“I’ve got you, Liebling.”
Luca’s whisper was a breathless murmur, meant only for the tiny pocket of air between their bodies. He tilted his chin up, his eyes burning with an adoring certainty as he looked at the profile of Adrien’s handsome face.
“You’re inside now. They can’t reach you here. I love you, Adrien. You are ours. You are safe. I promise.”
He felt the involuntary tremor that ran through Adrien’s massive frame at the words. The heavy guilt that had locked his boyfriend’s jaw all morning began to give way, replaced by a deep, shuddering breath of surrender. Adrien didn’t look back; he kept his eyes straight ahead, still holding his place at the front, but his strong fingers flipped over in Luca’s grasp and wove through Luca’s smaller ones in a tight, bone-crushing grip that spoke of a lifetime of gratitude.
Now they were all safe under his parents’ protection. Luca squeezed back, his heart swelling with something bright at the way Adrien had stepped up for him. The shit storm outside could rage all it wanted; they were no longer standing in its path, and Luca would make sure his boyfriend never stood in it again. Not if he had any say in it. And he did. He had a whole family’s worth of say.
 
From his place in his Otousan’s arms, Luca rested his cheek on Ilya’s broad, solid chest. He kept his left arm hooked around Lyovushka’s slight thighs and watched the scene down on the gravel with a cold, clear gaze.
Now that they were all gathered inside that circle of safety, Luca could see exactly how his Kaasan was handling the wreckage at the foot of the stone steps.
Shane stood planted and ice-cold, his broad, athletic frame blocking the foot of the stairs. The warm, maternal care he gave them all every single day had gone, and in its place was the lethal, freezing authority of a man who could and would back up every word he spoke. His deep chocolate eyes were unblinking. They followed every twitch of the LaPointe parents with a sharp, predatory attention that made the two of them look small against the backdrop of the house.
Adrien’s mother was still trembling, her chest heaving as she clutched at her husband’s wool overcoat, but the hysterical screaming died in her throat the moment she tried to meet Shane’s gaze. His silent dominance seemed to suck all the air out of the driveway.
“You have exactly one minute to get back into that vehicle.”
His voice wasn’t loud. Volume had never been the point; it had a chilling, razor-sharp edge that made Luca’s stomach clench, even though not one word of it was aimed at him. He didn’t yell. He didn’t rage. Yet the cold command in his tone left no room for argument whatsoever.
Oh, Luca thought, with a vicious little thrill. Oh, they were so fucked.
Adrien’s father stepped forward half a pace, his jaw tightening as he tried to reassert some of his aristocratic pride, his chest swelling with indignant rage.
“Now see here, that is our son you are keeping behind you. We have a right to …”
Shane didn’t let him finish. He didn’t even let him find the end of the sentence.
“You have no rights on this property.”
The words were clean and final, Shane’s voice dropping into a register so smoothly lethal that the hair stood up on Luca’s arms; he stepped down off the bottom step, closing the distance just enough to make the older man look him in the eye.
“And you lost any right to claim him the second you stood on my gravel and used your tongue to spit poison at your own flesh and blood.”
Shane’s gaze moved to Adrien’s mother and traced the sour, horrified twist of her mouth with open disgust.
“The way you treat your son is vile. You travel across the country not to love him but to interrogate him. To call him a deviant. To reduce his life, his talent and his heart to a disappointment because he doesn’t fit whatever rigid, small-minded box you built for him. You do not deserve a boy as good, as loyal or as strong as Adrien. If you cannot look at him and see a son to be proud of, then you are failures as parents.”
The cold precision of Shane’s words landed hard. The mother gasped for air, and her husband’s face flushed a deep, humiliated purple. But Shane wasn’t finished. Not even close. His chocolate eyes darkened to a dangerous, protective black as his gaze swept back to take in both of them.
“But what will you truly answer for?”
Shane went on, his voice dropping to a deadly whisper that still carried clearly across the cold morning air.
“Is daring to stand in front of my home and scream your vile abuse at my sons. You hammered on my gates. You brought your loud, hysterical hatred into a home that belongs to a 7-year-old child who has survived more real horror than your privileged minds could imagine. You frightened my little boy until he was shaking in his older brother’s arms. You went after my oldest, a young man who has fought for every ounce of peace he has, with your cheap, pathetic insults. Just for loving your son.”
Shane’s shoulders expanded, and his whole posture gave off the terrifying strength of a man who would tear down the world, brick by brick and politely, to protect his children.
“I have spent years building a safe place for my sons. I will not have it spoiled by your small, miserable prejudice. You are nothing to us. You are a footnote in Adrien’s past, because from this day forward, his home is behind these walls. Not with you.”
Luca watched the exact moment the LaPointe parents broke under Shane Hollander-Rozanov’s decree. The truth of their own cruelty had been laid out in the dirt in front of them, and there was nowhere left to stand. With a stiff, humiliated turn of his broad shoulders, Adrien’s father gripped his sobbing wife’s arm and steered her back to the idling white cab, all their rigid authority shattered on the gravel behind them.
 
The sound of the cab’s tyres crunching down the driveway faded into the morning and left a heavy, ringing silence behind it. Luca watched the white car disappear past the heavy iron gates, and his body finally began to register the cost of the last 20 minutes, all at once, his arms aching and his knees gone wobbly and his heart still racing far too fast.
Shane didn’t waste a second watching the car go. He turned on his heel and came back up the stone steps with that smooth, purposeful stride, his eyes dark with lingering worry as he went to his family.
Luca braced his core, and his arm tightened by instinct around the slight, fragile weight he was carrying. He fully expected Shane to reach out and take Lyovushka from him first. After all, Levi was the one who had been hurt the most; he was the tiny boy who had survived real horror, the one whose small frame was still shivering against Luca’s chest. In Luca’s head, it was simple, unquestionable sums: Levi came first. Levi’s fragile peace was worth far more than his own. Luca was older and stronger; he could handle the leftover sting of that woman’s insults and the sickening echo of his own sudden flashback. He could wait his turn.
He always had.
But Kaasan proved him wrong.
Shane reached the top of the steps and didn’t even pause. Moving with a gentle, practised ease, he slid his hands under Lyovushka’s slight frame and lifted the shivering 7-year-old out of Luca’s trembling arms. And then, instead of keeping him, Shane turned and passed the boy straight into Ilya’s big, waiting arms.
“Take him inside, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s murmur was warm and steady.
“Get him settled on the couch with Finding Nemo and his puzzle.”
Before Luca could even take in the sudden emptiness in his arms, Shane turned right back to him. Without a word, his Kaasan stepped into his space, wrapped his broad, muscular arms around Luca’s shoulders and pulled him tight against his chest.
Luca froze for a heartbeat, his eyes widening in confusion as the solid heat of his parent closed around him. Shane didn’t let go. He tucked Luca’s head into the crook of his neck, his palm coming up to cup the back of Luca’s skull, his fingers moving through the wavy blond hair with a desperate, protective strength.
“I’ve got you, Lukasha.”
Shane hushed him, right against his ear, his tone thick with an unconditional love that broke straight through the last of Luca’s defences.
“I’ve got you, love. You don’t have to hold it together anymore.”
The certainty of that embrace was the final blow. The adrenaline and the survival instinct that had kept Luca upright all morning drained out of him in one go, and the hot, heavy tears he had been choking back since the gate alarm first went off finally spilt over his long blond lashes.
A ragged, broken sob ripped from his throat. His hands clawed into the fabric of Shane’s damp running shirt as he collapsed into his Kaasan’s chest.
He wept with relief. Huge, ugly, gulping relief. The deep-seated childhood fear of never being wanted, never being good enough, dissolved under Shane’s care. He let the tension pour out of his spent, aching muscles, safe in the knowledge that he didn’t have to compete for a place in this house. He was just as important. He was just as cherished. And as Shane held him tight in the cold morning air and soothed his cries with steady, whispered promises of safety, Luca finally let himself just be a son who was wanted and loved.
 
The front door clicked shut behind them and sealed out the cold morning air, locking the wreckage of the driveway outside where it belonged.
Luca felt his body moving on autopilot as Kaasan and Otousan steered them all away from the glass entryway and into the sunken living room, towards the big, plush sectional. The move was smooth and wordless, driven by a shared, desperate need to close ranks. Within minutes, every preconceived boundary had dissolved, and they had settled into a big, heavy puppy pile in the middle of the cushions, weighted blankets and all.
Luca didn’t move an inch from Shane’s side. He stayed curled tight in Kaasan’s arms, his head tucked against Shane’s neck as he rode out the brutal comedown, the shaky, hollow aftermath of a whole morning’s adrenaline. His arms and thighs felt scooped out and empty, but the steady, heavy pressure of Shane’s embrace kept him from falling apart altogether. Shane seemed just as unwilling to let him go. Those powerful arms were wrapped around Luca and weren’t loosening for anything, and his palm kept smoothing through Luca’s wavy blond hair and massaging the back of his neck with a slow, lingering protectiveness that Luca still couldn’t quite believe was his to keep.
Right beside them, the room was calm, peaceful even, apart from the deep rhythm of Otousan’s breathing. Glancing over, Luca could see that Lyovushka had pretty much passed out from emotional exhaustion, his tiny frame curled into a ball against Ilya’s massive chest, dead to the world, one fist still knotted in Ilya’s damp shirt and Sharky squashed under his cheek.
Through all of it, Luca refused to break contact with his boyfriend. Even as he clung to Shane, his right hand stayed on Adrien’s arm, his fingers gripping the fabric of that knit sweater like a lifeline. He wouldn’t let Adrien drift far; he needed to feel him there, needed to know that Adrien hadn’t slipped back into that terrifying, icy isolation from the bedroom.
Once the worst of the tremors in Luca’s body had slowed under his hands, Shane turned his attention to Adrien. Luca watched it happen from the safety of Shane’s shoulder. His boyfriend sat spent, having all but collapsed onto the thick rug at their feet, his head bowed as the reality of breaking with his parents settled into his bones.
“Up here, Adrien. With us now.”
Shane’s voice was deep and warm, and it broke the gentle calm of the room without disturbing it.
Luca felt Shane reach out with his now-free hand, catch the collar of Adrien’s knit sweater and tug him up from the floor with a gentle but firm pressure, the way he might haul a rookie up off the ice. Adrien didn’t resist. Stripped of his usual steady, sure confidence, he moved slowly and heavily, all his usual easy grace gone, and shifted his weight onto the edge of the sectional.
Because Luca was snuggled tight against Shane’s side, his legs were stretched out along the huge sofa. The moment Adrien was close enough, Luca let go of his arm, only to take the full weight of his boyfriend’s grief into his arms instead. Adrien leaned his broad upper body forward and buried his face in Luca’s lap, his forehead pressing hard against the soft fabric of Luca’s sweatpants over his thighs.
Luca adjusted his grip at once, his fingers sliding deep into the dark hair at the back of Adrien’s head and holding him there. A sudden, deep ache flared in his chest as he felt the hot, heavy damp soak through his sweatpants. Adrien was crying. Silently, into his legs. There were no loud, frantic gasps this time, only the heavy, rhythmic shudder of a broad back breaking under a lifetime of expectations, and the silent tears of a boy who’d had his choice taken away from him. Luca squeezed his eyes shut, his hand following the trembling line of Adrien’s shoulders, while Shane’s warm palm rested over both of them and closed them in.
 
Worry and sadness crushed down on Luca as he looked down at those broad shoulders trembling against his thighs. The silent rhythm of Adrien’s grief felt heavy and real, soaking through the fleece of his sweatpants and pressing into his skin. Luca felt helpless. What could he even do? He couldn’t undo the poison that had been spat on the gravel, and he couldn’t erase the lifetime of rigid expectations that had just shattered out on the driveway. All he could do was offer silent, unconditional support.
So he did.
With slow, adoring patience, Luca began to run soothing, repeating patterns through Adrien’s short, silky dark hair. His fingers smoothed over the crown of his boyfriend’s head, following the deep hitches in Adrien’s breathing and trying to soak the tremor out of his body one stroke at a time. It was the only language he had right now. A constant, steady touch, to remind the bigger man that he wasn’t drifting alone in the dark.
To make more room for his boyfriend’s heavy upper body, Luca had wriggled back against the cushions until he was leaning his full, tired weight into Shane’s solid side and muscular leg. His Kaasan adjusted to the movement without a word, his powerful arm draped over Luca’s shoulders and across his chest, holding him securely against his body.
The double warmth was almost overwhelming. Luca was held from behind by his Kaasan’s steady, warm protection, while at the same time he was the only thing holding up the love of his life, crying silently in his lap. He closed his eyes, his fingers moving through Adrien’s dark hair in a gentle, steady sweep, committed to holding this man together for as long as he needed holding.
Forever, if that was what it took.
 
Luca woke some time later to a heavy, close warmth that settled him straight back down into the mattress. The room was deep in afternoon shadow, the harsh morning sun long gone from the windows.
He didn’t move. He couldn’t. Adrien was sprawled heavily across his chest, his massive, broad-shouldered frame draped over Luca like a human weighted blanket. Most of his boyfriend’s body lay across him, a heavy, solid weight that felt secure against his ribs. Luca could feel the slow, deep rhythm of Adrien’s breathing against his collarbone; the frantic panic and silent tears from earlier had been replaced by peaceful, healing sleep.
Luca blinked slowly in the dim light of his bedroom. A small, knowing smile touched his lips as he worked out where they were. They had been carried to bed. Of course they fucking had.
He had a hazy, golden recollection of what had happened after they had both fallen into a spent doze on the living room sectional. He remembered being lifted, the easy strength of his Kaasan raising him as the world rearranged itself while they slept. Shane must have carried him, and Otousan must have lifted Adrien, the two of them refusing to leave their boys to wake up stiff and sore on the couch.
A warm, tender feeling bloomed deep in Luca’s chest as a specific memory drifted up through the fog. He remembered the feeling of floating, the secure rise and fall of a powerful chest beneath him, and deep, purring Russian words whispered into his hair as he was tucked under the duvet. Kaasan had been the one to carry him up. Shane’s motherly murmurs in their shared language had been a safe, familiar balm to Luca’s frazzled nerves, and they had smoothed down the jagged edges of his flashback until there was nothing left but peace.
Luca carefully slid his right hand up and threaded his fingers lazily through Adrien’s short, silky dark hair; he pressed a feather-light kiss to his boyfriend’s forehead and rested his chin on the top of Adrien’s head. Adrien’s parents had come and screamed at their gates, but the house had held. They were upstairs, and they were safe.
 
Luca’s fingers stopped their lazy path through the short, silky hair the second he felt the change in Adrien’s breathing. Under his chin, Adrien’s massive shoulders gave a tiny, involuntary twitch, and a long, husky sigh rumbled against Luca’s collarbone as his boyfriend slowly blinked his way out of sleep.
In the shadowy room, Adrien didn’t lift his head. He just pressed his face deeper into the warm crook of Luca’s neck, and when his voice came, it was a rough, sleep-thick whisper that cut straight through the quiet.
“I’m not going anywhere, Angel.”
Adrien’s lips moved against his skin, the sweet promise vibrating right through Luca’s collarbone.
“I’m yours. Forever. I meant every single word I said on those steps.”
Then his voice cracked slightly and dropped into an achingly small, broken register that made Luca’s heart squeeze with a sudden, sharp pain.
“I am so sorry … I’m so sorry for bringing that ugly mess to your door. I’m sorry they hurt you and Levi. I shouldn’t have let them cause such a disaster in your home.”
A hot, protective surge flooded Luca’s veins and burned away the lazy warmth of the afternoon; he couldn’t let those words stay in the air. He couldn’t let Adrien drown in a guilt that didn’t belong to him; it belonged to the two people in the white cab, and they could fucking keep it.
Driven by his need to comfort, Luca shifted under the heavy duvet. He wrapped both arms around Adrien’s massive, broad-shouldered frame and used his own weight to pull his larger boyfriend tight against his body, holding him so close there was no space left between them. He wanted to shield Adrien from his own thoughts. He wanted to squeeze the shame right out of him.
“Stop.”
Luca’s lips were against the dark hair near Adrien’s ear, his eyes wide and clear.
“Don’t you dare apologise for them, Liebling. You did not cause this. Their hatred is not your fault. Do you hear me? You didn’t bring a mess to my door; you stood on those stone steps, and you chose me in front of your parents. You protected us.”
As he spoke, Luca began to run his hands down the long, muscular length of Adrien’s back. His palms moved in heavy, slow strokes, following the line of his boyfriend’s spine and pressing gently into the broad muscle of his shoulders to rub away the leftover tension. He put all his love and all the safety of his arms into the touch, trying to make his hands say the same thing as his words, louder.
“You are my home too, Adrien.”
Luca’s voice dropped into a warm, soothing murmur that matched the deep purr Kaasan had used on him earlier.
“You belong here, as long as I am here. Otousan and Kaasan carried us up here because you are family now. You are ours. There is nothing to forgive.”
Under his palms, Luca felt the tiny, tense knots in Adrien’s massive frame begin to ease. Bit by bit, under the steady rhythm of Luca’s stroking hands and the safety of his voice, the shaking tension melted out of the bigger man. Adrien let out a long, ragged breath that stuttered against Luca’s chest, and then he sank his weight down and relaxed fully into Luca’s hold. He let himself be held. Protected. Loved. Right there in the quiet of their room.
 
Luca didn’t urge his boyfriend to move. Instead, he adjusted his position against the pillows and let Adrien rest a little longer under the heavy, warm cocoon of the duvet.
With gentle patience, Luca’s hands went back to their lazy, comforting path down the length of that powerful back. He slid his palms up to the base of Adrien’s skull and began to knead the thick, tight muscles of his boyfriend’s neck with his thumbs. He worked outward from there, pressing steadily and deeply over the broad expanse of Adrien’s shoulders, melting away the leftover tension in each muscle one by one. It was a way of going over the body that had sheltered him and treasured him, of saying thank you to every part of it, and Luca did it with a slow, careful devotion.
As his hands moved in their soothing, rhythmic sweeps, a sneaking worry and sadness crept into Luca’s mind; he knew the fallout from this morning wouldn’t vanish just because Adrien’s parents had left. Breaking with your own blood, facing that kind of raw, public venom from the people who were supposed to love you most, left deep, invisible cracks in a person. Who knew that better than Luca? His chest ached for the pain Adrien was carrying; but under that worry, hard and cold and clear, was something else, and it wasn’t going anywhere.
He was going to be there. By Adrien’s side. For every heartbeat of the recovery, through every nightmare and every silent withdrawal, he would be the one Adrien could hold on to. He would never let the LaPointes cross that line again. They had used up their one chance to hurt his boyfriend, and Luca, backed by his parents and by the strength Shane and Ilya Hollander-Rozanov had given him, would personally tear down anyone who tried to hurt Adrien a second time. Adrien was his home too, and Luca guarded his home with a possessive, unbending loyalty; he had learned that from the best.
Almost overwhelmed by the force of the devotion running through his own veins, Luca stilled his hands. He slid his palm under Adrien’s jaw, his fingers cupping the strong line of his chin to tilt his boyfriend’s handsome face up towards him.
“Look at me, Liebling.”
Luca’s voice was soft but firm in the space between their lips.
As Adrien’s dark, vulnerable eyes met his, Luca leaned down and caught his lips in a deep, achingly tender kiss. He kept it slow, and he poured every bit of unfiltered feeling into the press of their joined mouths: his joy, his protective rage and his unconditional love. It was a promise made with his mouth instead of words, a reassurance that tasted of everything Luca was struggling to say out loud right now.
The kiss went far beyond sex. It sealed the understanding between them that they were tied together now, that they had chosen each other and were aiming for forever. When Luca finally pulled back a fraction, his eyes were bright with a soft, adoring fire, and his thumb stroked lightly over Adrien’s cheekbone as he kept him close against his chest.
Under his palm, the skin was warm and flushed with the same healing life that was slowly returning to the rest of the bedroom. Adrien didn’t pull away. He just let his forehead drop against Luca’s collarbone with a long, slow breath that carried the last of the morning’s chill out of his lungs. His strong arms stayed wrapped around Luca’s waist, no longer tightening in desperate panic, but resting there, heavy and settled and permanent. Adrien had finally stopped bracing for the next blow, and Luca could feel it in every loose, heavy inch of him.
Luca let his own eyes flutter shut against the dimming afternoon shadows, his fingers filtering one last time through that short, silky dark hair before settling over the strong back of Adrien’s neck.
The world outside their windows would demand them back eventually. The ice was still waiting, the season was still turning, and their team would need them to put their armour back on before the next whistle blew. But here, within these four walls, under the heavy duvet and the invisible, towering protection of his parents, they were safe.
Both of them.
Luca nuzzled their mouths together again, gentler this time, and wrapped Adrien up in the blanket of his body, heart and soul, letting the peace of their promised forever carry them both back down into sleep. He knew Kaasan or Otousan would be up to check on them soon enough; one of them would probably bring tea, and the other would probably bring Levi. But for now they could sleep a little longer. Adrien deserved to sleep. After the morning he’d had, who could blame him?
And Luca was more than happy to stay right where he was.
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    Chapter Summary

    First, this is long, but not as long as the last one. Second, I am now back at the main job, so I will have to slow down again, unfortunately, but we are still on track to finish this as soon as possible, and then Hearts will take over as the main fic.
Please be aware that Adrien is going through it a bit right now, so mind the tags for him in the next few chapters. Trauma can come in many forms, and no one should ever be outed like Adrien or Shane. Also, parents like the LaPointe's do exist; in fact, it's more common than you might think, even now, so please let's be kind to each other. Has yet to be fully beta-read, since Bee has been travelling overnight and in the early hours, so be patient with us; there may be more mistakes than normal ... Oh, and 'Ass-matized' is now a word to describe when Ilya gets blinded to everything but his husband's irresistible ass... just FYI🤭
Let me know what you think, and enjoy ❤️








  The bedroom was too quiet. It was the heavy, smothering kind of silence that gave no real peace at all, only room to think, and thinking was the very last thing either of them needed tonight. Even the house had gone still around them; there was no creak from the stairs, no hum from the big fridge-freezer downstairs, no muffled thump of the boys moving about down the hall, no small, ordinary noise to fill the gaps and tell Ilya that the world was still turning.
Down the hall, in his own bed, Lyovushka was finally out cold. His little body was exhausted but safe, recovering from a scare that had turned Ilya’s blood to ice in his veins. Ilya had only just checked on their youngest, easing the door open a crack and standing there long enough to count every slow, even breath, and the Malen’kiy had been relaxed and sleep-heavy, his skinny arms wrapped tight around the plush grey shark and the golden retriever that he flatly refused to sleep without. Both of them, every night. Ilya had learned not to argue with that.
Fuck. Had it really only been that morning?
The day had dragged on and on until every bone in Ilya’s body ached with it, a whole week of fear crammed into a handful of hours, but here, in the quiet of their own four walls, the ghosts of it were still tearing his Shane to pieces. Ilya stood by the edge of the bed and watched his husband, his eyes tracking every step and snagging, despite everything, despite himself, on the flex and pull of those powerful thighs beneath the soft grey sweats. He was not proud of it. He was also not going to pretend he had not looked, because he was only a man, and that was his husband’s ass, and it was very much a fantastic ass.
Shane was pacing. He could not settle, a restless, prowling energy vibrating off his broad shoulders as he went from the window to the door and back again, over and over, his bare feet turning sharp at each end and wearing a path into the plush carpet. The tension of that brutal confrontation with the LaPointe parents was still locked into his body, holding him rigid; every line of him was pulled tight, from the hunch of his shoulders to the hard clench of his jaw.
Ilya could practically hear the vicious, toxic words that wretched woman had spewed, still looping around and around inside Shane’s head. All of that poison aimed directly at their oldest boy, at Lukasha, and at poor Adrien, who had stood there and taken it from the woman who had raised him.
The Cub probably did not know where to put himself. From everything he had ever told them, he had always had a perfectly ordinary relationship with his parents; they had come to his games, they had cheered, they had been proud of him. Then he had found out, in the ugliest way possible, that they were like this. Everything he thought he knew about them had been rewritten in a single afternoon, and Ilya knew exactly how that felt, because he had found out the same thing about his own father with a pair of clippers and a belt when he was 11 years old. How did anyone come back from that? Ilya was still not sure he had.
It was going to be a hard-won recovery for the young man, and Ilya was going to fucking make sure that he was not alone in it. Not for one single second.
For tonight, though, Lukasha had him. Ilya had checked on them as well before he had herded Shane to bed, and Adrien had been flat out, his larger frame sprawled across Lukasha in a way Ilya himself was more than familiar with: a human weighted blanket with his face pressed into his boyfriend’s neck and one big arm thrown over him like the blond might try to escape. Their son had that in hand. Their son, who was 18 and who looked about sixteen, had that in hand better than most grown men would have, and Ilya was so proud of him that it hurt. He would check on them again in the morning and sit the Cub down to talk properly, but it was his husband who was worrying him right now.
It was the guilt that was killing Shane.
Ilya knew him too well. He could read it in the tight, pained set of that full mouth and in the furious, desperate glint in those glittering dark eyes. Shane was drowning in the what-ifs. He was punishing himself for the minutes they had lost while they were out running, torturing himself with every awful version of what might have happened if they had not made it back in time to help. What if they had been five minutes later? Ten? He was building them, one after the other, in that clever, ridiculous, beautiful brain, and then making himself walk through every single one.
Shane had stopped pacing now. His chest was heaving under his T-shirt, and his fingers were digging hard into the shorter strands of his own hair, tugging hard enough that it had to sting, and Ilya’s own scalp prickled in sympathy just watching him. He looked right on the edge of coming completely unravelled; a beautiful, furious creature being eaten alive from the inside by a situation he could not logic his way out of. No spreadsheet for this. No colour-coded binder. No plan.
Enough.
Ilya was not going to let him do this anymore. He was not going to stand here and watch his husband bleed out over two monsters who did not deserve a single second of their peace, or a single second of Shane’s head. Had they not taken enough today? They fucking had.
Shane needed to be brought back down. He needed the thoughts ripped right out of his skull, and that strong, gorgeous body coaxed and pushed and worked into surrender until all the furious, poisonous negativity had melted out of him and left him soft and pliable and compliant. He needed to be dropped so deep that the world outside their bedroom just stopped existing. Ilya could do that. Ilya was, if he did say so himself, very fucking good at that.
 
Slowly, deliberately, Ilya closed the distance between them. His bare feet made no sound on the carpet; he moved the way he would on the ice when he was stalking a puck carrier along the boards, every step purposeful, and he saw the moment Shane clocked it, the little hitch in his shoulders.
“Shane, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya pitched it low and deep, a rumbling command that left no room for argument, the voice he only ever used in this room.
“Stop.”
He did not wait for Shane to answer. He stepped right into his husband’s space and kept going, crowding him back step by step until Shane’s shoulders met the solid wood of the door, and he reached behind the curve of Shane’s hip to turn the lock. The small click was loud in the stillness. Shane’s restless pacing had stopped, but his chest was still heaving, and a low, frustrated snarl was vibrating at the back of his throat, and his hands kept opening and closing at his sides as if he did not know yet what he wanted to do with them.
“Ilya, I can’t … I can’t turn it off. I can still hear that bitch …”
There was more frustration than fury in Shane’s voice now, a cracked, worn-thin edge to it that Ilya hated with every fibre of himself.
“Shh. No more words, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya cut him off, his voice dropping further still into that rumbling, unyielding register that always made Shane’s breath hitch with the promise of what came next. It did it now, too. Ilya heard it catch, felt the warm puff of it against his throat, and something in his chest settled. There he was.
He reached out, his big hands firm but still gentle as they took hold of the hem of Shane’s T-shirt. He pulled it up slowly, dragging the soft cotton up over that broad chest and making Shane lift his arms for him, and Shane did, because Shane always did when Ilya used that voice. When the shirt landed in the laundry hamper in the corner, aimed perfectly by long practice now (Shane would be up and putting it there himself otherwise, even tonight, especially tonight), Ilya just looked. He let his gaze travel, dark and hot and taking its time, over the thick, solid curve of Shane’s shoulders, the heavily muscled expanse of his chest and those beautifully full tits, then down over the silky, cut lines of his stomach.
His gaze went all the way down to that little softer curve at the bottom of Shane’s belly, decorated with the delicate, silvery lines of his stretch marks. His tiger stripes. Ilya wanted to lavish each and every one with his tongue, and then come all over them and rub every last drop into that glowing golden skin until Shane smelled like him for a week. His Shane was so fucking beautiful; strong and built and well-muscled and brilliantly, stupidly clever, but right now, under Ilya’s hands and under his gaze, he was trembling.
With measured slowness, Ilya stepped in closer, pressing his own broader, heavier chest against Shane’s fuller one. He knew his thoughts were written all over his face; he had given up trying to hide them from this man years ago. And from the needy, desperate light that sparked in those stunning chocolate eyes as Shane looked up at him, his husband knew exactly where this was going, and by the look of him, he had zero complaints about it.
The contrast in their temperatures sent sparks racing down Ilya’s spine. Shane ran so much cooler than he did, always had, and the first touch of bare skin against bare skin was always a jolt, every single time, until Shane’s body warmed up to match his own. Ilya reached down and teased his fingers into the waistband of Shane’s sweats and the soft cotton boxers underneath. He traced lines of heat along the jut of each hipbone and around, slowly, to the ample curves of that perfect ass, squeezing a little as he went because he could. He eased both down together, the rustle of fabric somehow loud in the quiet room, and Shane’s cock, already half hard and flushing a pretty pink, bobbed free against his stomach. Ilya slid the warm material over Shane’s thick, muscular thighs as he sank to his knees to draw them off over his husband’s feet one at a time.
Instead of standing straight back up, Ilya stayed down there on his knees. His hands, large and warm, wrapped around the backs of Shane’s heavy calves and slid up, slow, to the thick, plush meat of his thighs. He squeezed, hard enough to leave a dull ache behind, hard enough to hold Shane right there against the door and keep every bit of his attention on Ilya’s hands. Then he leaned forward and pressed a warm, open-mouthed kiss to the soft skin just above Shane’s knee, breathing in the familiar scent of him, sea salt and coconut and, underneath it, just Shane.
“Look at me, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya kept it low, barely more than a breath against that thigh, and looked up at him from the floor.
Shane’s breath hitched again. He looked down, and his eyes were blown wide, the pupils swallowing up the brown almost whole. The furious, frantic glint in them was starting to splinter; there was a dazed, helpless sort of focus creeping in to replace it, and it was the prettiest thing Ilya had seen all day.
Ilya rose slowly. His hands never left Shane’s skin as he came up; they slid up and over his hips and snaked around that gorgeous, nipped-in waist, and he spread his fingers wide, trying to cover as much of those lovely curves as he could. He leaned in until their foreheads rested together and made a little pocket of space between them, warm and close and quiet, that shut out the rest of the world entirely.
“You are here.”
Ilya murmured it right into the shared air between their mouths, low and steady and sure, every word pressed against Shane’s lips with his breath so his husband could feel them as much as hear them.
“In our room. Lyovushka is safe. Lukasha is safe, Adrien is safe. You are with me, and I am going to take care of you. Do you understand me?”
Shane’s shoulders finally dropped some of the tension those powerful muscles had been clinging to all evening, and he nodded. Ilya felt the tightness drain out of him under his hands, the steady commands pulling him up and out of his own head bit by bit; the line of his back softened, his breathing evened out a fraction, and he leaned in, just slightly, into Ilya’s voice and Ilya’s body, and Ilya’s heart squeezed tight in his chest to feel it, to know that after everything today he was still the place Shane came to when the rest of the world was too much.
Ilya slid one hand up to wrap loosely around the front of Shane’s throat, more weight than pressure, and tipped his head back. He did not bother talking now; words were useless against the storm going on in that head, and he had used up all the ones he needed. Instead, his other hand came up to cradle Shane’s jaw, his fingers broad and warm against the skin, his thumb catching on the edge of that sharp, pretty bone. With a firm pressure that did not give an inch, he guided Shane’s face up and made those splintered, dark eyes lock on his, and only then, when he was sure he had all of him, did he lean in and take his mouth.
He did not rush. Why would he? Ilya slowed the whole world down to the single point where their lips met. The kiss was deep and thorough, a heavy, consuming pressure that demanded every bit of Shane’s attention be on him and on nothing else. He traced the seam of those plump lips with his tongue, gentle for now but with an edge of something bossier underneath, until Shane let out a shaky, frustrated breath and opened up for him.
Words were the reason Shane was trapped in that brutal, exhausting loop in the first place. So Ilya hooked his thumb into the corner of that plush mouth to angle his head just how he wanted it, and ruthlessly cut off his husband’s last frantic thoughts with his mouth and his hands.
The kiss turned messy, deep and demanding. Ilya dragged his tongue along Shane’s lower lip, a hot, possessive claim that made Shane open wider with a low, helpless mewl; then Ilya dived in, tasting him, taking over all the space behind Shane’s teeth with a heavy, hungry rhythm. Shane’s fingers tangled straight into Ilya’s curls and pulled. His chest and stomach shuddered against Ilya’s, and he leaned his full, heavy weight into the kiss, chasing the distraction with desperate little gasps, his fingers clenching tighter in Ilya’s curls every time Ilya even thought about easing back.
Good. That was it. That was his boy.
Slowly, without breaking the kiss, Ilya walked them backwards towards the bed. Shane’s thick, powerful thighs met the edge of the mattress, and Ilya controlled their descent down onto the pillows, one hand braced on his back and the other still angling his jaw up to meet Ilya’s mouth. He followed him down at once, trapping Shane’s smaller body beneath his own bulkier, heavier weight, and Shane sighed into his mouth, a long, shaky, grateful sound, his whole body going loose and heavy under the weight of him, and Ilya felt that sigh all the way down to his toes. Ilya’s cock, trapped between them in his sweats, gave a heavy throb against the bare skin of Shane’s hip, and Shane felt it; Ilya knew he felt it, because his husband’s hips rolled up into it on instinct, his own cock leaving a wet little smear of pre-come on the soft cotton.
 
Ilya drew back only so he could trail his lips down the muscular column of Shane’s throat. He was deliberate about it, aiming for every single sensitive spot he knew by heart, starting to build the heat that was always so very easy to spark between them. He focused entirely on his husband; his hands mapped the familiar, powerful curves of Shane’s chest, kneading and cupping his palms under those sweet, heavy tits, squeezing just to feel them give. Then he opened his mouth and lapped at the jut of Shane’s collarbone before sucking a perfectly shaped bruise into the hollow of it, wet and thorough. Every touch was meant to do one thing: replace those frantic thoughts with warmth, with skin, with a deep and slowly building heat that left no room for anything else.
Shane’s breath hitched. His fingers tightened in Ilya’s shirt as the last of the tension from earlier dissolved, and Ilya watched something heavier, softer and far more vulnerable rise up in its place. Those chocolate eyes were wide and locked on Ilya’s face, and he could see the exact moment his husband let go of the exhaustion that had been holding him hostage all evening; his jaw unclenched, his shoulders sank back into the pillows, and the little furrow between his brows smoothed out, right there under Ilya’s eyes.
Ilya lifted his head and shifted his weight, keeping Shane pinned under the solid, comfortable bulk of him, even as he nudged those thighs open a little wider so he could settle more comfortably between them. He leaned down and murmured against Shane’s skin, the words pressed right into the warm dip of his throat.
“That’s it, Lyubimyy. Focus on me now.”
Every touch did two jobs at once. It pulled Shane back from the dangerous spiral, and it held him there, in the here and now, in this bed, until at last he let go entirely. His breathing eased from that frantic, overwrought rasp into the aroused little pants Ilya knew best in the world. Ilya trailed his thumb under the soft curve of one beautiful tit, and Shane let out a breathless mewl. When Ilya brushed a feather-light touch over the dusky nipples, they pebbled up into hard little buds, and Shane whined and tried to arch up off the bed, chasing every teasing touch as Ilya shifted his hips and leaned back to sit up. Those hazy, glittering eyes followed his every move while Ilya stripped off his own clothes as fast as he could manage without falling off the bed, which, for the record, he did not.
Shane was reaching for him before Ilya had even finished tossing them into the hamper. Ilya groaned, deep in his chest, when Shane’s hands slid around his waist and dug into the muscles either side of his spine and then lower, into his ass, the slight bite of blunt nails sending flickers of fire straight to his cock. Apparently Shane was done being comforted, thank you very much. When Ilya braced himself over that smaller body again to get his mouth on those delicious buds, those massive thighs caged him in, and he was suddenly and expertly flipped onto his back.
“My turn.”
Shane purred it down at him, smug and breathless and very pleased with himself, and Ilya could only stare up at him and marvel.
He lay there and gazed up into that devastatingly pretty face as Shane tightened his legs around his hips and settled his warm, heavy weight right down on top of Ilya’s cock. If Ilya had more patience, he would happily have let Shane have his way; he would have lain there and been ridden and been grateful for it. But tonight? Not a chance.
Taking his time would only give Shane’s brain room to start overthinking again, and that would defeat the whole purpose. So Ilya wrapped his hands around the plush, muscular expanse of those curved hips, planted his feet on the mattress, and thrust his hard cock up into the hot crease between his husband’s ass cheeks. Shane moaned and arched back with it, pushing his ass harder against him, grinding down like he could not help himself.
Ilya sat up and clamped his hands tighter around Shane’s hips, fingers digging into the lovely tanned skin. The pressure of his grip left red marks blooming over the glorious stretch marks that decorated the plush handfuls of Shane’s hips and ass.
He growled low in the back of his throat as he felt those tiny, delicate stripes shift under his fingertips when Shane hitched his hips and moaned at his touch. He had put some of those marks there himself, and he could map every single one from memory. Most had formed a few years ago, when Shane had finally managed to pack on the extra muscle he had been fighting for since forever, his leaner frame at last giving in and holding the condition he had worked so hard for, back when they had barely been out of their teens and still sneaking around hotel rooms.
Ilya had gone a little bit feral the first time he spotted them. Even back then he had known exactly what they did to him; but now he had caused all the most recent ones, every new silver line, and he traced them with his fingers as he flipped them over again and then hauled Shane upright into his lap in one easy move. Shane squawked, which was adorable, and then moaned, which was better, when the move dragged his ass right across Ilya’s cock. Ilya nosed his way across Shane’s neck, licking at the older marks he had left there and breathing in the heady mix of coconut shampoo and Shane’s own warm skin.
He tilted Shane’s head back with his nose and kissed him. Shane writhed in his hold, and the arch of his back pressed their aching cocks together in a filthy, wet slide that had them both groaning. Ilya sank his teeth into that plump bottom lip and soothed it with a swipe of his tongue when his husband opened up on a sultry moan at the sharp sting.
He twined their tongues together, licking into Shane’s mouth and devouring him, while he ghosted one hand down the strong line of that muscled neck. Shane mewled and tried to press closer, chasing Ilya’s mouth when he pulled back just far enough to run his teeth along the glowing, heated skin of his throat. Then he bit down. Hard, almost too hard; but Shane only moaned and tipped his head to offer more of his neck for Ilya to bite, and that was an offer Ilya had no intention of refusing. He nipped and licked a line of pretty red marks that sat like a collar around the base of Shane’s tanned throat, and he paid extra attention to the spot where neck met collarbone, sinking his teeth in again to worry at a bruise that was only just beginning to fade. The lap of his tongue and the hard suck of his mouth coaxed it back up to a lovely, bright purple.
Let the whole fucking league see it. Let Montreal see it.
 
He pulled back with a satisfied hum, tightened his hands on Shane’s waist, and turned him around in his lap with one easy heave of his arms, loving the startled little gasp it punched out of Shane to be moved about so easily, until they were pressed back to front. The new position pushed the perfect curve of Shane’s ass back tight against Ilya’s cock, and Ilya had to close his eyes for a second.
The drag of his cock across that already twitching rim made Shane arch and push down into his lap, grinding back for more; but Ilya clamped his hands tighter, fingers digging into soft, ample skin, and forcibly stilled him, even as he growled at the stimulation himself. If he let Shane carry on like that, this would all be over far too soon.
“Nyet, sweetheart. I will let you stay, but you only move with my permission. Hmm, yes?”
Shane hissed back over his shoulder and squirmed, a proper lovely kitten glare, but he stilled the rolling of his hips with a needy, high whine when Ilya reached over and grabbed the lube from the bedside table. Then he twisted around and took Ilya’s mouth with a hot, biting hunger that had Ilya fighting for control of the kiss, until he won and Shane opened his mouth and submitted to it. Even so, as Ilya got his fingers coated in the slick, cool lube, he managed to hoist Shane up far enough to get his hand to that glorious ass.
He sat up a little more to find a better angle and ran the slick pad of one finger over that twitching hole, over the tight little rim, again and again and again, until Shane was mewling and trying to push back into his hand. His chest rose and fell with every ragged pant, and every time Ilya pressed a fraction harder against his rim, he shuddered all over. A needy whine broke out of him when Ilya kept on teasing instead of pressing inside.
“Ilyusha … Ilya … please …”
There was a slight glitter of tears at the corners of those big, beautiful eyes now, half desperation and half frustration. Ilya’s own cock was throbbing, heavy and wet at the tip, and he had no plans to drag this part out much longer. Was he cruel? Yes. Was he that cruel? No.
He took pity on his husband and steadied him with one huge hand while he finally pressed his finger inside, into the soft, velvet heat that gripped him the instant he gave in. Shane moaned and dug his hands into the muscle of Ilya’s chest as his back arched and his eyes fluttered shut. Shane could, technically, have fought his way free of the one-handed grip Ilya had on his hips. They both knew it; Shane was strong, stupidly strong, and he had put grown men twice his weight on their backs. Instead, he melted into the touch.
Ilya eased in a second finger the moment he felt the ring of muscle give, the lube squelching obscenely as he worked them into the knuckle. Shane was keening by then, shifting his hips in tiny, helpless circles, chasing a rhythm and desperate to make Ilya hurry the fuck up, but Ilya growled and moved his grip up to Shane’s waist. The sheer span of his hand was wide enough to leave fingerprint bruises that would match the ones still fading from the last time, and he held Shane right there on his fingers, impaled and unable to move.
“If you do not behave, Lyubimyy, I will stop.”
Those thick, powerful legs gripped his flanks as Shane trembled above him, but his hips stilled. He always obeyed, in the end. Ilya leaned up to reward him, taking one pretty red nipple into his mouth and running his tongue around and around the hard, swollen bud. He scraped his teeth across Shane’s damp skin in a burning path as he switched to the neglected one and gave it exactly the same attention, and he started up the steady, scissoring thrusts of his fingers again, opening Shane up nice and wet.
“Words, Lyubimyy.”
He muttered against that slick nipple, because Shane had gone very, very quiet apart from the noises, and quiet was not always good.
“Yes. God, yes. I’m okay, Ilya. More.”
By the time Ilya pressed in a third finger, Shane was whimpering and moaning with every breath, and Ilya’s cock was throbbing where it lay, red and flushed, against his own stomach. Shane was trembling, his rim fluttering around Ilya’s fingers, and that lovely, pretty cock was weeping pre-come all over the soft, curved patch of skin below his navel. The drops and smears of pearly liquid made the tiger stripes of his stretch marks glisten in the lamplight, every thin silver line slick and gleaming, and Ilya wanted his mouth on every single one of them.
Ilya’s restraint snapped clean in half at the sight.
He rolled them, trapping his husband beneath his heavier bulk and hitching Shane’s legs right up to his chest. He dragged his mouth up one plush thigh and leaned his weight down to pin Shane open, then took the base of his thick, aching cock in his fist and lined himself up. The head caught on that wet, slick rim, and Ilya growled out words that were a desire-drunk haze of Russian and English and nothing much in particular.
Shane’s strong fingers latched onto his shoulders and slid up to the back of his neck as Ilya pressed forward, and his cock slid deeper, inch by slow, torturous inch, as Shane’s body gave way and took him. When his hips finally settled into the cradle of those huge, gorgeous thighs, Ilya lowered his head and kissed him. He shifted his knees to brace them both and sank his teeth into that lovely bottom lip again as he drew his hips back, only to slam his cock home in one powerful thrust. Shane arched his back and yowled as Ilya hit his prostate dead on, and Ilya set a bruising, almost punishing pace after that, to make damn fucking sure that all Shane could think about was him and his cock. Nothing else. No one else.
Ilya groaned as he felt Shane’s body start to spasm around him, those molten walls clamping down even hotter and tighter as Shane got closer and closer to the edge. He slid one hand down Shane’s thigh and spread it across the soft patch of skin low on his belly. Shane mewled and threw his head back against the pillows at the touch, and his pretty, pretty cock leaked more streaks of warm, slick pre-come as Ilya slowly pressed his palm down, right in the centre, right where the thick, solid length of his cock could be felt from the outside, trapped and held in Shane’s perfect body.
“That’s it, sweetheart. Can you feel me?”
His voice had gone to a ruined growl, thick with heat, as he fucked up into Shane’s soft, open body. He could not get the angle right like this, though, not the one he wanted, so he ignored Shane’s snarled protest as he pulled out, flipped Shane onto his stomach, and manhandled his husband into the perfect arch.
“There you go, Lyubimyy. Present for me like you want me to breed you. Show me … show me how much you want my baby fucked into you …”
Shane dropped his head to his forearms as Ilya wrapped one hand around the back of that powerful neck and pressed, just enough for Shane to feel it, right on the edge of a threat. His other hand hooked under Shane’s waist and lifted, and the deep arch it made had Ilya groaning out loud as he lowered Shane’s knees onto the pillow he had yanked down for them. For one second he just looked: that gorgeous ass up in the air for him, his hole wet and open and pink and slick with lube, twitching around nothing now that his cock was gone. Then he positioned himself so he could drape himself over that broad, gleaming back and thrust back in, all the way, in one long, heavy slide, his cock splitting that greedy rim open again until his hips were flush against Shane’s ass.
 
Like this, Ilya could wrap his hand under the natural curve of Shane’s lower belly and hold him there, pinned and trapped on the heavy, thick weight of his cock. The way Shane arched so deep into that hold let Ilya sink in just that little bit further, and he groaned at the hot, tight give of it, at the greedy way there was always a little bit more of his husband to have.
“Fuck … Shane, so perfect. Show me … show me you want my baby.”
Ilya growled the words from the very back of his throat. His cock was throbbing, and the heat was coiled tight and low in his core, but he wanted, no, he needed, to hear Shane say it. He needed him to beg for it.
“Fuck …”
Shane moaned it into his forearm, mouth falling wide open as he panted and fought to haul in air.
“Yes … please … I want …”
Ilya pressed his hand firmer into that soft curve, and with a truly heroic effort that no one would ever give him a medal for, he stilled his hips.
“Want what, sweetheart … say it.”
The noise that ripped out of Shane’s mouth sent more heat flooding down Ilya’s spine, but he held still. His thighs trembled, sweat coated his skin, and Shane’s both, and still he made his body do as it was told. And whose fault was that? His own, really. A delicious torture of his own making.
“Fuck … I want your baby, Ilyusha … Please.”
There it was.
Ilya groaned as he slammed his cock back into Shane’s body. Shane was crying now, breathless, hitching little sobs breaking out of him every time Ilya drove in as deep as he could go, and Ilya tightened his hand on that soft, vulnerable belly and growled from somewhere deep in his chest. The sound was almost a vibration, so low it was like a tiger purring over its kill, satisfied right down to the bone at the way Shane was quivering under him, at the way his walls were fluttering and clenching and trying to lock Ilya inside him for good.
“You trying to milk me? You want every last drop of my come, hmm, sweetheart?”
Was it filthy? Yes. It was so fucking hot that Ilya had to stop himself from digging the full strength of his hand into the back of Shane’s neck. Instead, he moved that hand to curl, claw-like, around one muscular shoulder and used the extra leverage to pull Shane back harder onto every thrust, the slap of skin on skin loud and obscene in the soundproofed room.
Ilya could feel that Shane was at his limit. He knew every inch of this body, every twitch and tell of it, and Shane had reached his breaking point. With a few final, brutal thrusts, Ilya kept him there, trapped and begging, bright tears glittering at the corners of those beautiful eyes, until Shane’s whole body locked up around him, muscles clenching down around his cock so hard and so tight that it dragged Ilya over the edge right after his husband and he came, deep and hard, buried as far inside as he could get.
He caught himself on his forearm as he eased down until he was blanketing Shane’s sweat-soaked back completely. The warmth, the rise and fall of those muscular flanks as his husband worked to calm his panting, sank right into Ilya’s skin, and he settled over the smaller body, happy to lie there for as long as Shane would let him.
His other arm was still flat beneath them both, the width of his palm cradling the soft curve of Shane’s belly. There was not enough come in there to show yet, but Ilya was content to let Shane decide whether they were going on or not, because right now he could go either way. He had not pulled out yet, and Shane was relaxed under him and had not started squirming for him to get off and get clean.
Carefully, Ilya flexed his fingers and stroked the edge of Shane’s hip, the lightest touch, barely there at all; but Shane was so sensitive by now that he mewled and shifted, lifting his hips as much as he could under Ilya’s heavier weight to give that hand room to move. The shift pushed his ass back into Ilya rather than away. Was that a no? It was not.
Shane wanted more.
They could not go too hard, not with the game, but Ilya could do this gently, so that Shane would be a bit sore tomorrow but nothing unmanageable. Ilya rocked his hips as his cock stirred back to life inside him, helped along by the way Shane was pushing back onto it and the breathy little whines of need that melted into a low purr in his throat, a sound Ilya could feel buzzing against his own chest. With his other arm, he gathered Shane in close and rolled them both onto their sides, smooth and easy, keeping his cock nestled snug inside Shane’s softened, open, come-wet hole the whole way around.
 
Once he had them on their sides, Ilya ran a hand down one plush, thick thigh and eased the leg forward, bending the knee up to give himself room to spoon in tight behind that smaller body. Shane moved easily under his hand, boneless and willing. Ilya cupped his palm around the bent knee for leverage and ground up into him in slow, steady, small circles, building the heat back up between them as his cock swelled to full hardness again inside the molten, velvet clutch of Shane’s ass.
Shane reached up and back to sink strong fingers into Ilya’s curls, and every roll of Ilya’s hips across each sensitive, quivering inch of him made his husband sigh out a sweet little moan and tug on his hair. Every tug sent more heat dripping down Ilya’s spine with its slight sting. He slid his other arm under that lovely waist and wrapped it around Shane’s lower belly again, and the touch made Shane arch and settle down harder onto Ilya’s cock, pushing his stomach up into Ilya’s hand, wanting it held, wanting that big palm right there and nowhere else, and Ilya gave it to him.
“Ilyusha … Ilya … I want … want you.”
His voice was a husky, raw whisper, that deep, smooth purr of need that sent Ilya even further down into his own wanting, and he answered it with a growl.
“Tell me …”
Shane tugged hard on his curls and yanked his head back as he twisted, that ridiculously flexible body letting him reach around to nip and then sink his teeth into Ilya’s throat, right under the hinge of his jaw, to show exactly how he felt about being pushed. Ilya could only groan and arch his neck a little further to give him more. Heat surged through his veins at the thought of those bites blooming into stunning marks by morning, for everyone to see. Shane had sharp teeth, and when he got impatient, he forgot to hold back his strength. Ilya fucking loved it.
“Fuck me, Ilya … I want you to fuck me again.”
Ilya drew his hips back a little and started to thrust up into him in a heavy, shallow roll that ground the head of his cock right into Shane’s prostate with every tiny movement. Shane’s cock was leaking pearly little drops, rosy red and prettily curved up towards his stomach, and he clenched down around Ilya on reflex at the drag of it.
Ilya slid his hand from Shane’s knee up the plush thigh, dragging the edges of his blunt nails across the skin to make Shane shiver, until he reached those lovely, swollen tits. His hand was just big enough to cup the plump curve of soft muscle, and he ran his thumb over the pebbled nipple in long, firm strokes. Shane arched and moaned, the deep curve of his back pushing his ass into Ilya’s hips at the same moment as his chest pushed up into Ilya’s hand, and Ilya had all of him at once.
He was fucking up into Shane with a deliberate, torturous grind that soon had them both close to coming, and he could feel Shane trembling and tensing around him. He dragged his fingers over every sculpted dip and curve of muscle on the way back down to that softer, silky patch of skin, where he pressed down at exactly the same moment as he ground his cock up as deep as he could go.
The sound torn out of Shane when he pressed his palm harder on the next thrust was pure need. They could both feel the sheer length and girth of his cock as it pushed its way deeper and deeper inside, through his own come from before. His husband was trembling, his hole clenching and fluttering around the base of Ilya’s cock, muscles locked up tight as Ilya worked his prostate without mercy on every deep, heavy grind of his hips, and Ilya groaned as Shane’s walls started pulsing around his cock, trying to pull him deeper still and keep him there as his orgasm built.
“Come for me, Lyubimyy.”
He growled it right into the back of Shane’s neck, desperate and depraved in the dizzy heat between them. He could not resist opening his mouth and sinking his teeth into the tempting neck that the arch of Shane’s body had offered up to him.
Ilya pulled him back harder onto his cock as he felt Shane go over the edge on his command. The tight, fluttering walls around him turned into a molten vice as he fucked Shane through it, and Shane’s pretty, soaking cock pulsed out little ropes of come across that soft curve of his belly, over Ilya’s fingers, everywhere.
Ilya pressed his hand to the place where his cock was buried deep and was hauled over into his own orgasm by that perfect ass clamping down around him. He kept thrusting through Shane’s aftershocks while that beautiful, powerful body trembled under his hands and Shane came completely apart on his command.
 
Under his palm, Ilya could feel it this time. With his first heavy load still inside, his second, fuller release was enough that he felt Shane’s belly swell, just a little, with how much there was.
“Fuck …”
The sight and the feel of it was enough to have his cock throbbing all over again and spilling a few last weak streaks, his body still desperate to fill Shane up that little bit more all on its own. He bit down harder on the slick, warm muscle under his mouth to stifle the feral snarl that wanted out at the more obvious swell of that soft curve right under his hand. Full of him. His husband was full of him.
Ilya purred a deep growl into that freshly marked throat and held them both there, not moving, making sure every last drop of his come was safely tucked away inside the warm, sated cradle of Shane’s belly where it belonged.
“That’s it, Lyubimyy, so good for me. So fucking perfect.”
Shane whined and cried a little as Ilya cuddled him in close. The way he was already wrapped around his smaller husband made it easy to pull him in as near as was physically possible, and then a bit nearer for good measure. Ilya nuzzled kisses, ever so gently, down the bruised line of muscle in Shane’s throat and over those broad, strong shoulders, every mark he had made, one after the other.
“Ilyusha.”
His name was a husky, wrecked whisper. Ilya lifted his head and nosed into the crook of Shane’s shoulder so he could reach to kiss him, even if the angle was not the easiest in the world. He brushed those swollen, bitten lips with his own, over and over, until Shane was melted and lax beneath him.
“Da, what is wrong, sweetheart?”
He was about to pull out and start checking that Shane was not hurt anywhere, but a strong hand reached back and clamped down on his hipbone, holding him exactly where he was.
“Can you stay there, just for a little? … Please …”
Oh.
Ilya let out a broken little noise at the breathy, almost shy request. Not that Shane had any reason in the world to be shy, not with him; but his beautiful, amazing husband was still, sometimes, hesitant to ask for these little things. The things his brain tried to convince him were wrong, or greedy, or not allowed. Ilya would happily spend the rest of his life proving that brain wrong, one little thing at a time.
He wrapped his arms tighter around that warm, strong body and cuddled in as close as he could get. Tenderly, he started stroking slow, soothing lines into the sore muscles of Shane’s side and thigh.
“Of course. Whatever you want, Lyubimyy.”
Shane’s hand closed around the arm that was pillowing his head, and he clung on without a word, fingers kneading and flexing against muscle and bone as they lay there pressed together. His eyes drifted shut. Ilya was more than content to hold him and breathe in that familiar, comforting scent until his own eyes closed too.
When Ilya next opened them, Shane was dozing peacefully, his body still lax and sated in his arms. He eased his way out from behind him as carefully as he could, but Shane still made a sad little mewl as Ilya slipped free and drew his arm out of his grip, and Ilya had to hush him, brushing a tender kiss to that sweet mouth at the sleepy kitten’s protest. Grumpy, even half asleep. Ilya adored him.
Once he had extracted himself from the bed, he padded naked into their bathroom. He stood there and weighed his options. Shane should not be too sore, and they were both tired, so a bath was out; he started the shower instead and let the water heat to Shane’s preferred temperature, which was somewhere just short of boiling a lobster, while he went back to the bed to lift Shane very gently into his arms and carry him through so he could clean them both up.
 
As he set Shane down in the shower, Ilya dropped smoothly to his knees and watched, completely transfixed, as tiny rivulets of his come trickled down those thick, creamy thighs from where Shane’s hole was a bit swollen, reddened and puffy. Slowly, he traced his hands up the insides of those thighs and gathered the come up on his fingers before the water could wash it away. He kept his eyes on Shane’s face the whole time as he teased his fingers back up the lines of muscle. He was half tempted to push it all straight back inside that swollen rim and go and get the plug. But he would not. Not tonight.
That did not stop him from putting the tips of his slick fingers to Shane’s hole and pressing, just a little. Shane moaned, and even with his eyes closed, he widened his stance at once and gave Ilya more room. One hand threaded into Ilya’s curls and flexed with every touch of those rough, calloused fingertips against the softened ring of muscle; the other dug into Ilya’s shoulder as Shane braced his weight on him and let him carry on.
He gathered up more of the pale, sticky come, thick against his skin, and lazily rubbed it all around the stretched rim. Ilya had been more careful than usual, because they had a game tomorrow evening, but Shane had still taken him twice, and his hole was a pretty, puffy pink.
Ilya looked up and watched Shane’s face as he pressed the rest of his come back inside him with one finger, and then held it there. Shane’s head tipped back against the tiles, and his mouth fell open on a low, pleased whine of his name.
“Ilyusha …”
Shane should be telling him no. Ilya should be stopping, getting them clean and getting them into bed; yet Shane only gripped him tighter and widened his stance a little more, a silent invitation if ever there was one. Ilya was only human. Who was he to say no to a pretty request like that?
One finger alone was not enough to stop the steady, slow drip of come out of that loose, fucked-open hole. Shane was too open, too soft and relaxed, and the sight of it, the feel of it, sent liquid fire racing through Ilya’s veins. The way Shane was so responsive, submitting, but only ever because he chose to, trusting Ilya with every single inch of himself, made his cock start to harden all over again. Honestly, what was wrong with him? He was not 17 anymore.
His husband’s submission was something Ilya had been given the privilege of, something he had learned to cherish and never, ever take for granted. Shane’s lovely, thick, pretty cock was plumping back up too, a bead of pre-come already gathering at the tip, and Ilya slowly pushed the rest of his come back inside with a second finger. Then he leaned in and ran the flat of his tongue along the inside of one creamy thigh.
A tremble went through Shane as Ilya worked diligently to lick every last drop of come off his thighs, all while keeping the rest of it snug inside with his fingers. The hand in his curls twisted and tugged with every swipe of his tongue, and Shane was panting out tiny, broken gasps, even though Ilya was letting his fingers rest perfectly still. The velvet heat of his hole fluttered weakly around them, throbbing in time with the little pulses that made Shane’s cock twitch every time Ilya’s mouth grazed his skin.
Ilya lapped up every drop on his thighs, and then, ignoring Shane’s leaking cock for the moment, he turned his attention to the soaked, twitching rim clamped around his fingers, and to the tiny, aborted circles Shane’s hips were making as he tried to get Ilya to do more than just rest them inside. The hand on his shoulder dug in almost painfully hard, flexed, and blunt nails scraped across his back when Ilya licked gently around the place where his fingers sat inside Shane’s body, tasting himself and his husband both.
“Fuck … Ilya … Please …”
He pulled back and looked up, his fingers still buried in that sloppy, come-slick hole. His husband’s head was thrown back against the cool tiles, drops of glistening wet gathered at the corners of those hazy, blown-black eyes, and those soft pink lips were parted as he trembled and panted. Ilya felt his own cock give a pleased, heavy throb where it hung, hard and aching and leaking pre-come onto the tiles, between his thighs.
“Easy, sweetheart, let me help.”
Shane cried out when Ilya leaned forward again and took that pretty, dripping cock into his mouth; and still Ilya did not take his fingers out. Instead, he relaxed his throat and slid all the way down the thick, hot length of Shane’s cock until his nose was buried against those plush hips. Shane keened and mewled as his powerful thighs locked up, and he arched his back, pushing his cock deeper down Ilya’s throat. Ilya swallowed around it and used his free hand to grab a handful of curved hip and hold him still. Then he growled, a deep rumble that sent vibrations all along Shane’s cock and had him pulling harder on Ilya’s curls in retaliation; all that did was send more fire down Ilya’s spine and straight into his own cock.
Ilya hollowed his cheeks and started a steady, deep rhythm up and down the length of him. He would not need much; Ilya could feel that his husband was close. Just as Shane was writhing, half moaning and half sobbing with it, Ilya twisted his fingers and pushed them deeper, finally giving Shane what he wanted and crooking them hard against his prostate. Shane’s muscles locked up, and he almost howled as he came down Ilya’s throat. Ilya drank down every bit of it, making sure he got every last drop, while his own orgasm coiled tighter and higher in his core.
“Up, come here, Ilyusha.”
 
There was a strong, instant tug on the back of his neck as Shane hauled him up onto his feet. Ilya let Shane’s spent, softening cock slip out of his swollen lips with an obscene wet noise, and his fingers slid free of Shane’s puffy red hole. Then a strong, warm palm wrapped around his aching cock as Shane pulled him into a kiss, tongue forcing its way between Ilya’s lips, and Ilya panted into his mouth at the skilled, powerful pulls on his length as Shane worked him between their bodies.
“Ah fuck … Shane …”
The curse was torn out of his throat, rough and gravelly, when Shane twisted his wrist and tightened his grip just as Ilya’s hips jerked into it. Shane knew exactly what he was doing; of course he did, the menace. Ilya was close.
Sharp teeth nipped at his neck and his shoulder. Ilya groaned and dropped his head into the crook of Shane’s neck, mouthing and kissing at the sensitive skin there while his whole body shuddered and his cock emptied itself all over Shane’s stomach, his soft, spent cock and those massive thighs.
He wrapped his arms around Shane’s glorious waist and growled and trembled into his neck while he came down, only to open his eyes and find Shane licking his come off his fingers. His eyes were still glassy, pupils huge and dark, and that pink, sweet little kitten tongue was lapping at the fresh, warm come like it was cream.
Blyat.
Ilya snarled out a curse and tightened his hands on those plush hips to steer them both under the still-running water. If he did not get them clean and calmed down right now, Shane would have them going again, and they both had to skate tomorrow.
“Lyubimyy, Shane, sweetheart … please.”
Wide, glistening brown eyes looked up at him through the thick, dark sweep of those sooty lashes. Shane made a little mewl of protest, but he settled back and started running strong, gentle hands over Ilya with his favourite soap. Ilya sighed and pulled him closer, nuzzling their mouths together, lazy and tender, as he reached for the tube of Terry’s anti-inflammatory gel to massage into Shane’s thighs and hips while his husband stroked over his bruised and scratched shoulders.
Ilya cleaned him carefully. He rubbed the gel into all the places that would be sore, massaging gently into Shane’s curved hips and across his lower belly, and Shane dropped his head back onto Ilya’s shoulder with a low whine as Ilya’s big, wide hand worked the smooth gel into the stretched muscles. They had not gone too far tonight, but Shane was a bit leaner now than he had been a few months ago and had lost a tiny bit of the softness he had been carrying there, so even the smaller stretch put more pressure on his abs than it would have before. As Ilya rubbed his thumb in wide, careful circles, he felt Shane melt a little more into his hold, and when their eyes met, Shane’s were clearing.
“There you go, Lyubimyy.”
He purred into Shane’s ear as he started working the shampoo into his hair. Shane tilted his head and pressed sweet little kisses under Ilya’s jaw and against his cheek as he leaned back into his chest, warm and heavy and his.
“You alright?”
In the steam of the bathroom, Ilya kept his voice low as he carded his hands through Shane’s hair. His fingers still missed the longer, silky tendrils that used to slip through them and spread out across his chest in the mornings. Before the rookies’ glue disaster had meant it all had to be cut off, it had still been longer than it was when they first met, and Ilya had loved it; he was still a little bit in mourning, if he was honest. Shane must have felt his thoughts wander off somewhere, because he brought a hand up to grip the side of his face and made him look straight down into much clearer chocolate eyes. Ilya was briefly very distracted by the flex of the bicep right next to his head as Shane reached up with that firm, possessive grip.
“I asked you for more, Ilyusha. I promise you that I am fine.”
Logically, Ilya knew that. Shane would never ask for more than he knew he could take, and Shane was not in any way, shape, or form weak; but they could both get carried away, and Ilya was always more aware of it on the nights before a game. Was that overprotective? Probably. That was his job.
“I know, Lyubimyy, I know.”
Ilya pressed his cheek to Shane’s when his husband drew him down for a quick kiss, and they went on getting each other clean, trading the shower gel and the conditioner back and forth without either of them needing to look, their hands bumping and lingering on each other’s wet skin every time. He murmured into Shane’s neck as he guided him out of the shower, his huge hands still spread across the lovely expanse of that waist, unable and very much unwilling to let go yet.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Shane smiled up at him, his deep brown eyes lit up with warmth and softness and love, and slid his hands around the back of Ilya’s neck to reach up and kiss him. The press of lips was gentle and tender; Shane’s mouth nuzzled at his own with a delicate little press that bordered on raw, and Ilya could taste everything his husband could not find the words for in it: the fear and the fury and the relief of today, and the love under all of it. Only when Shane pulled away did Ilya feel those large, strong hands tilt his head down so that their foreheads pressed together. They stood like that, steam still curling around them, while Shane breathed into the air between their lips.
“I love you too, Ilyusha.”
 
They were both tired by the time they had dried off and finished the nightly routine. Ilya lifted Shane up onto the bathroom counter so he could settle in between those plush thighs while Shane stroked his creams into his face, working his way through his own careful routine and perfectly content to let Ilya watch him for every second of it.
“You are staring, Ilyusha.”
Shane murmured without looking away from the mirror as he smoothed cream along his cheekbone, though his mouth was curling up at one side and giving him away.
“Da, I am admiring. I am allowed. He is my husband, and he is very pretty, and he is putting on cream like a man who is trying to make me lose my mind.”
Ilya rumbled it down at him, sliding his hands up the outsides of those thighs to rest on Shane’s hips.
Shane’s mouth gave up the fight and curved into a full, sweet smile. He dabbed a cool smear of cream onto the tip of Ilya’s nose and then kissed it off again, and Ilya’s heart turned right over in his chest like he was 18 and stupid with it all over again.
The methodical, same-steps-every-time system Shane used every night he was awake enough to manage it, the way his perfect skin gleamed once he was done, and the light, sure sweep of his fingertips over his own cheeks all lulled Ilya into a sleepy, sated half-doze leaning against the counter. As soon as Shane had finished, Ilya scooped him up and carried him back to bed.
He set Shane down in the reading chair by the window while he quickly stripped off the extra top sheet and rolled it into the hamper (his trick, and a very good one, thank you), then gathered Shane up against his chest again and settled them both under the duvet. Shane snuggled in close, tucked himself under Ilya’s chin, and threaded those cool, tanned feet between Ilya’s much warmer calves, because of course his feet were already freezing again. Ilya was happy to let him wind their legs together into a messy tangle as he curled one arm over that pretty waist and the other under Shane’s neck, so that he was pressed up as tightly against him as he could possibly be.
Shane kissed him again. Ilya deepened it slowly, lapping into that mint-tasting mouth, mapping every inch and winding their tongues together in a lazy, easy rhythm as Shane relaxed under him. He drew back with a nuzzle when Shane sighed into it and let his beautiful chocolate eyes fall closed.
Ilya’s own eyes slipped shut as he pulled the smaller man tighter into his arms and settled his head down, burying his face in the damp hair and breathing in sea salt and coconut, and he let the last of the day’s tension drain out of them both. Sleep dragged them under soon after.
 
The next morning, once he had run through his usual game-day workout, Ilya left Shane and Luca on the yoga mats in the gym. Shane had suggested that they each take one of the young men aside to start with, and Ilya had agreed, because when was Shane not right about these things? And it was far too early to argue with him anyway. They were both more worried about Adrien than about either of their boys. Luca was more stable, more sure of himself, than he had ever been; his bond with them was strong, so much stronger, apparently, than Adrien’s parents’ bond with their own son had ever been. Ilya adored watching Shane with both their sons, but there was something a little different, a little special, about what lived between Lukasha and Shane. It reminded him of himself and his mama, back before his father had eaten away at her spirit and at her will to hold on.
Little Lyovushka had understood the feeling in the air yesterday, the acid and the hate of it, but not the words; and Luca had kept him well shielded from the worst. They would all keep an eye on him; of course they would, but Ilya was not too worried about their youngest. He was amazingly resilient, their tiny one, and Luca had done a fantastic job of keeping him calm and safe. Adrien, too, in fact, when the Cub must have been living through one of his very worst nightmares out there at the gate.
Ilya padded into the kitchen with his hair still damp from a quick shower. The morning light pouring through the window felt almost too harsh, too bright and cheerful for the heavy, worried mood that had settled over the house since yesterday. He leaned back against the counter, both big hands wrapped around a mug of tea he was not drinking. His mind was stuck on the raw, ugly reality of what had happened barely 24 hours ago. He only knew the basics: the frantic early-morning phone call from Ethan that had blown Adrien’s world apart while he and Shane had been out on their run, and then a whole day of horrible fallout. Neither he nor Shane had pushed for details, not yesterday, but he would need to try today, if only to get a read on where the Cub’s head was.
Yesterday had been a blur of damage control, tight jaws and smothering, heartbroken tension. Today was the real aftermath. The shock had started to wear off, and what it left behind was a cold, draining exhaustion; and they had a game tonight. It was the final game of the series against Montreal, and was Adrien, the way he was right now, in the right headspace to play? Not even close.
Through the arched doorway, Ilya watched Adrien sitting slumped at the kitchen island. The Cub looked smaller than his usual broad, self-confident self. He was hunched over with his shoulders rolled in, staring blankly at an untouched mug, one thumb picking at the handle, his eyes red-rimmed and very far away. The protective instinct that usually stayed coiled up tight in Ilya’s chest was clawing to get out, the beast pacing behind his ribs, but he made his body soften. He knew his own size could be a lot. Did Adrien need a wall of Russian muscle crowding him right now? No. He needed space, and kindness, and room to think.
Ilya set his mug down on the counter with a deliberate little click, a warning so that he would not startle the younger man, before he crossed the room. He did not sit directly opposite him. Instead, he pulled out a stool a few feet away and angled his body so that there was an easy way out if the walls started closing in.
“Adrien.”
Ilya kept his voice low and gentle, the steady, calm register he would use on a spooked animal or on Lyovushka after a nightmare.
Even so, Adrien flinched a little. The dark shadows under his eyes were proof of a night spent tossing and turning, most likely drowning in the fact that his parents now knew everything. Usually Adrien slept like a log whenever he stayed over with Lukasha, which was more often than not these days, unless the Cub had pissed off Ilya’s son and been sent home as punishment. Ilya had enjoyed those nights very much. This was not one of those.
When he finally lifted his gaze, the sheer, naked vulnerability in his face made Ilya’s jaw tighten, every bit of buried anger in him turning towards the people who had put it there.
“Yesterday was chaos.”
Ilya murmured, holding the young man’s shaky gaze and not letting go of it.
“The head is always spinning after a hit like that. Now the dust is settling, da? You do not have to talk if your throat is still tight, Cub. If you need more time, we can sit here in the quiet. But I need to know that you are breathing. I need to know what you are thinking now you have had a night to sit with it.”
Adrien swallowed hard. His fingers traced around and around the rim of his mug, knuckles white. His shoulders had crept up around his ears and his whole body had braced itself, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for a lecture on how to fix a mess he had not even made.
“Shane and I.”
Ilya went on, and his voice turned hard, iron under it, leaving no room for doubt. He needed Adrien to believe him, because right now this mattered more than anything else he would say all day.
“We are not going anywhere. What happened changed nothing for us. Your parents …”
He let out a short, harsh breath through his nose that was very nearly a growl and dismissed the pair of them with an angry wave of his hand, like swatting a fly.
“They do not dictate who you are. They do not dictate your safety. If you want to face them, we stand behind you. If you want to cut the cord and never look back, I will hand you the knife myself.”
He reached out and laid his massive palm flat on the island between them, an open invitation. He did not force the contact. He only waited to see whether the Cub would reach back or pull away.
“You are part of this family now, Adrien. Whatever you decide to do about them, you do not walk into that fire alone. Do you understand me?”
 
Adrien’s fingers tightened around the mug until the knuckles bled white, and the surface of the tea started to tremble with the sudden, violent shaking of his hands. He did not look up, but his chest heaved, and a ragged, hitching breath tore out of him that went straight into Ilya’s chest and lodged there, hot and aching.
“I didn’t think …”
Adrien’s voice was raw, a broken whisper that sounded far too small for that broad frame.
“I never thought they would say those things. Up until yesterday, I thought … I thought we were good, Ilya. They came to every hockey game. They cheered. They supported me. I thought they loved me.”
A hot, heavy tear spilt over his lashes and tracked down his pale cheek.
“But the things my mom said … the disgust. The way my dad just stood in the background like I was dead. I disappointed them so badly. What if … what if this is on me? What if I should have just kept my mouth shut and played the part?”
The Cub’s heartbreak filled the kitchen, thick and heavy and hard to breathe through. Fear and raw sadness were rolling off the kid in waves, a devastating mix that made Ilya’s gut twist. A rookie cracking under the pressure of the league, or after a bad game, Ilya could have handled with a slap on the back and a bad joke. But this? This was something else entirely. This was Luca’s partner. This was the boy his oldest son loved with every bit of his being. Adrien was not an outsider anymore; he had crawled right under their skin and into their home, and he had settled into their family, into Luca’s arms and their breakfast table and Lyovushka’s bedtime stories, until Ilya could not picture the house without him. Seeing him in pieces like this made Ilya’s own chest ache, deep and throbbing.
Ilya did not hesitate. He slid his big hand across the island and covered Adrien’s trembling fingers with his own broad, warm palm, holding him right there.
“Look at me, Adrien. Look at me.”
Ilya gave the order with his voice dropped into that deep, rumbling register that brooked no argument, but there was so much warmth spilling over in it, so much of a father, that he barely recognised it as his own.
Adrien swallowed hard, and his tear-bright grey eyes finally came up to meet Ilya’s steady, unblinking gaze.
“This is not your fault.”
Ilya squeezed the kid’s hand, firm, letting the solid weight of him hold the boy’s spiralling panic still.
“You listen to me closely. You did not disappoint them. They disappointed you. A parent’s love should not be a contract with conditions, Da? It does not stop because you love a man. It does not vanish because you choose to live your truth.”
He leaned forward, his big frame making a wall of safety around that corner of the island, shielding the kid from yesterday’s ugly, horrible scene.
“They loved the version of you that fit into their perfect little box. That is not real love, Cub. Real love is what you have in this house. Shane, Luca, me- we see exactly who you are, and we do not want you to change a single fucking thing. You are a good man, Adrien. A great one. And if they are too blind to see the son they have, that is their tragedy, not your failure.”
Adrien’s grip suddenly flipped. His fingers clawed into Ilya’s massive hand, clinging on hard enough to hurt, and Ilya let him, glad to be something solid for the boy to hold on to when everything else had fallen away beneath him. A choked, wrecked sound tore out of the back of Adrien’s throat. Then he just broke, and all his raw, crushing heartbreak poured out of him in heavy, violent sobs that shook his whole broad frame.
Ilya did not waste one second. He surged up off his stool and was around the island before he had even thought about it. He stepped into Adrien’s space, wrapped his thick, muscular arms around those trembling shoulders and hauled the young man hard against his chest. He pulled him in close, tucking the Cub’s face into the crook of his neck and wrapping him up as completely as he could, the way he did with Lyovushka, the way he did with Shane.
Adrien buried himself in the hold. His hands bunched into the fabric of Ilya’s tank and clung on with everything he had, and he wept, trying so hard to muffle the deep, ragged cries that Ilya could feel them shuddering right through his own chest.
All the poison that had been brewing in the kid since yesterday came pouring out of him. Ilya could hear what it was made of in every sob. He was crying for the conditional, broken love of parents who had failed him; he was crying for the sheer terror of losing the life he had thought he knew; and he was bleeding out from his mother’s words, the specific, chosen, weaponised words. Ilya had heard enough of them at the gate to know. The way she had spoken about her own son, the disgust she had hurled at the mention of Luca, the boy who was Adrien’s whole world: that was a wound that cut deeper than any punch ever could.
Ilya held him tighter, one big palm cupped around the back of Adrien’s head, pressing him close. His heart ached for the young man, a heavy, throbbing pain that burned right through into a dark, protective rage at the people who had done this to him. He did not offer him any empty, useless words. He did not tell him to stop. He only rocked him a little, side to side, and let his own strength take the full weight of the Cub’s collapse.
“Let it out, Cub.”
Ilya rumbled it low into Adrien’s hair, so the vibration of it would carry, thick with all the devotion he had.
“Let it all out. I have you. You are safe here. You can cry, Adrien. It does not make you weak.”
He kept his arms locked tight around him, a steady, solid guard against the whole outside world, and let the young man grieve for the family he was losing, while inside his own head he swore to his mama and to anyone else listening that the family he had right here would never, ever let him fall. 
 
The familiar sound of footsteps on the stairs barely carried over the raw, hitching sobs still tearing out of Adrien’s chest, but Ilya clocked the movement at once; that part of him never switched off. He did not loosen his grip on the crying boy one bit. He kept his arms locked around him until the kitchen doorway filled.
He knew those footsteps. Shane and Luca.
One glance at his husband’s face told Ilya everything he needed to know. The tight, stressed line of Shane’s mouth had melted into an aching sort of sympathy, his gaze warm and steady as it swept over Ilya and the shattered young man in his arms. Behind him, Lukasha looked pale, and the tight set of his jaw was a mirror of Ilya’s own; his eyes were fixed on Adrien and nothing else.
Shane moved into the room first, calm and sure. He slid a warm palm against Ilya’s lower back and gave a brief, reassuring squeeze that carried a whole language of shared understanding, all the years of it; then he reached out with his other hand and pressed it to the meat of Adrien’s trembling shoulder. It was a gentle, motherly touch, the lioness checking on a cub, holding the pair of them up at once and letting the boy know, no words needed, that the whole house was standing guard over him.
Then Lukasha stepped forward, quiet and focused and completely determined. He did not hesitate. He slipped his arms into the space between Ilya and Adrien, his hands firm and steady, and gently took over. Ilya slowly uncoiled his arms and handed the boy over to his son, and he watched with a heavy, swelling pride as Luca steered a spent Adrien out of the kitchen and towards the living room.
From the kitchen doorway, Ilya and Shane stood side by side and watched the two younger men sink down onto the sofa. Luca pulled Adrien down with him and rearranged that larger frame with an ease that only came from knowing a body very well indeed. Lukasha stretched his long legs out along the cushions, opening his thighs into a wide, solid V to draw Adrien in between them, and he guided the bigger body down until Adrien was draped over his chest with his face tucked safely into the warm crook of his neck. Ilya knew that position. He had taught it to Shane, or possibly Shane had taught it to him, and now here it was again, handed down.
Luca’s hands moved in a practised, soothing rhythm: one palm carding through the short, silky strands of Adrien’s black hair, the other tracing long, slow lines down the broad expanse of his muscled back. Low, murmured comfort rumbled from Luca’s throat in Russian, a soft wall of sound meant only for his boyfriend’s ears. Ilya was not even sure that Lukasha had realised he had switched; that his go-to language to soothe and protect was now Russian. Not English, and not even his own German.
Ilya leaned back against the counter and brought his arm around Shane’s waist to pull his husband in tight against his side. He let out a deep breath. When had he started holding it? Somewhere around the stairs, probably. They stayed close, within arm’s reach if Luca needed them, but neither of them made any move to step in. They were more than confident in their son’s ability to calm and reassure his boyfriend.
Luca was solid. He was handling it perfectly, and Ilya knew that a massive part of that came from the man currently leaning into his side. Shane had spent the early morning talking to Lukasha, cornering their oldest son on the yoga mats to make very sure he knew he had done everything right during that horrific confrontation. Shane had drilled it into him that they were both so proud of him; proud of how grown up he had been, and proud of how he had kept his little brother, himself and Adrien safe when everything else was falling to pieces around them.
Knowing his parents had his back had given Lukasha the foundation he needed to be the rock Adrien needed right now.
Shane rested his head on Ilya’s shoulder, watching the scene on the sofa as Adrien’s heavy, violent tremors slowly started to ease under Luca’s hands. Ilya pressed a firm kiss into Shane’s hair. His heart was heavy for the boy on the couch, but it was full, too, so grateful it almost hurt, for the family they were building inside these walls, brick by brick, boy by boy.
After a while, Ilya steered Shane back towards the back corner of the kitchen, out of the direct line of sight from the living room, where the low murmur of their boys was still humming in the air. He kept his hand on the curve of Shane’s hip; he needed the warmth of his husband under his palm to balance out the cold, hard focus that was settling over his mind.
 
The worst of the storm had passed, thanks to Luca, but the day was still ticking forward whether they liked it or not. Tonight was the divisional final against Montreal. It was a massive, high-stakes game, the kind that demanded razor-sharp focus from every single man on the ice. Under normal circumstances, Adrien was an asset they could not do without on that line. But was anything about today normal? Fuck, no.
“He looks quieter.”
Ilya murmured in Russian, his deep voice dropped so low it barely carried past Shane’s ear. He glanced towards the living room, where the steady stroke of Luca’s hand down Adrien’s back was finally slowing as the Cub’s breathing levelled out.
“Lukasha has worked his magic. The Cub is breathing again.”
Shane sighed and leaned his weight back against Ilya’s chest, tilting his head to look up at him. The lines of exhaustion around those beautiful eyes cut deep, a little map of all the stress they had been carrying since Ethan’s frantic warning call.
“He’s breathing, yeah. But breathing isn’t the same as playing a physical 60 minutes against a team that wants to put him through the glass, Ilya, love.”
Ilya pressed a kiss to the patch of sensitive skin just under Shane’s ear as he listened, drinking in the scent of him, sea salt with a hint of the coconut shampoo Shane loved and would not let anyone else touch.
“I know.”
Ilya huffed it out with his jaw tight, wrestling with the two halves of himself. One half was Captain of their team. The other was father to the young man in there, trying to soothe his broken, devastated partner and teammate, who was soaking their living room couch with raw grief.
“If he sits, the media will smell blood. They will ask why he is scratched with no injury anyone can see. But if he plays and his head is still flooded, he gets hurt. Or he costs us the series.”
He looked down at Shane, his thumb tracing a slow, comforting circle under the hem of Shane’s shirt.
“We need to know where his mind is. Lukasha can soothe the bleeding, but when the skates hit the ice, the ice does not care about broken hearts.”
Shane reached up and wrapped his fingers around Ilya’s wrist, his grip firm and steady and very, very Shane.
“We don’t decide yet. We let Luca keep him wrapped up for a few more hours. Before we head to the rink, you and I will sit down with him as both Captains and his support, but most importantly as family. We look him in the eye, and we ask him straight. If he says he’s ready, we trust him. If he hesitates even a fraction, we shield him and put someone else on the line. I can alter the plays if I need to, Ilyusha.”
Ilya nodded slowly. The logic was sound; it always was, with Shane. The protective roar in his chest still wanted to lock the Cub in the house and bar every door, but that was not how this worked, and he knew it.
“Da. We give him until the afternoon. Lukasha will know before anyone else if his magic has held.”
He leaned down and pressed a firm, lingering kiss to the crown of Shane’s head, drawing comfort from the steady, unshakeable man at his side.
“We handle Montreal. And we handle the Cub. Together.”
 
Ilya checked the corridor one last time before he pulled the door of the video room shut, and the solid click of the latch sealed the three of them inside the cool, bare little space. The sharp, hollow clatter of a training assistant gathering up spare sticks down the hall faded away, replaced by the low hum of the TD Garden’s ventilation. The chill of the arena always tasted different on game day; crisp and metallic, sharp with the anticipation of 17,000 fans waiting to fill the bowl upstairs. Ilya loved that taste. Normally.
Adrien stood in the middle of the room with his eyes fixed on a scuff mark between his sneakers. His big, powerful frame was still humming with the cold, heavy aftermath of the morning, and he had his hands shoved so deep into the pockets of his black and gold track pants that the fabric strained over his knuckles. Ilya did not crowd him, but he did not give him an easy way out either. He stood broad and immovable by the door, his own hoodie stretched tight across his chest, the heavy C stitched over his heart a reminder of the line he had to draw right now. He did not like it. He would do it anyway.
“Look at me, Adrien.”
Ilya gave the order with his voice dropped into that low, uncompromising register that stripped away all the soft, domestic comfort of the morning in the kitchen.
The Cub lifted his head slowly. His jaw was locked tight, a little muscle ticking in his cheek, but it was those storm-grey eyes that gave him away, rimmed red with the brutal exhaustion of a young man who had spent 24 hours watching his old life burn down to ash.
“Tonight is Montreal.”
Ilya put it bluntly, no softening, and his tone cut straight through the heavy air.
“It is the divisional final. The media are already circling the tunnel like vultures, and the Voyageurs are going to come out looking to put you through the glass. If your head is back there in front of them, if your brain is still spinning from what your mother said, you get hurt. Or you cost us the series. As your Captain, I will drop someone else onto that third-line right wing and scratch you without a second thought if you are not locked in. So tell me. Right now. Where is your mind?”
Shane stepped up to Ilya’s side, smooth and fluid and steady, the calm, protective counterweight to Ilya’s blunt edge. Right now he was every inch the first-line centre who had shared Ilya’s ice and Ilya’s bed for half their lives, carrying himself with the easy authority of a man who ruled that locker room every bit as much as his husband did; probably more, if Ilya was honest, because the team was far more scared of Shane. And the perfect, deadly sight of him sent heat slipping straight down Ilya’s spine, which was neither the time nor the place, but what could he do? There it was.
Shane reached out and set his hand on the middle of Adrien’s shoulder, firm and heavy, his fingers digging in just enough to keep the Cub’s feet planted on the floor.
“That is the Captain.”
Shane murmured, his dark eyes locked on the Cub’s, warm and completely unbending.
“Now listen to the rest of it. We are the adults who care about you. We are your support system, and we are the family that stands between you and the rest of the world. Luca is sitting at his cubby right now, waiting to see if you walk through that door in gear. If you need to sit, if your chest is too tight to skate, there is no shame in it. We handle the press. We shield you from the fallout. But you must give us the truth, Adrien.”
Adrien swallowed hard, his throat working, and his chest expanded on a long, jagged breath that rattled in the small room. For a split second, the raw, weeping vulnerability from the kitchen flickered back in his eyes, his parents’ rejection threatening to drag him under all over again. But then he looked from Ilya to Shane, the two men who had built a fortress around him and their oldest son, and Ilya watched something cold and defiant slide into its place. It was a look he knew from the inside. It was the hard, vicious survival instinct of a player who would much rather take the physical violence of the ice than the smothering quiet of his own thoughts.
“I want to play.”
Adrien all but demanded it. His voice dropped an octave, losing the tremor and hardening into something solid.
“I need to play. If I sit in the stands and watch, my head will rot. On the ice, everything is simple. I know how to hit. I know how to score. Luca needs me out there on the secondary lines. Please. Let me play.”
Ilya searched the kid’s face, taking his time over it, his sharp eyes tracking the set of his mouth and hunting for the slightest tremor or hesitant blink that would give away a lie. He did not find one. There was only the raw, bleeding hunger of a young man who wanted to drown his ghosts in 60 minutes of hockey. And who understood that better than Ilya? He had done it himself, at 14, at 16, at 17 in a strange country with no words.
The hard set of Ilya’s mouth gave, easing into a grim, proud line. He reached out and brought his massive palm down against the side of Adrien’s neck, a heavy, rough, fatherly sort of claim that left a brief red mark on the Cub’s skin.
“Good.”
Ilya rumbled, and a thick, protective swell of pride came up out of nowhere and tightened his throat.
“Then you go out there, and you leave every piece of yesterday’s misery on that fucking ice. You are a leader on that line, Cub. Go show Montreal what happens when someone tries to break our own.”
 
The locker room was not divided, and it was not fractured; the Bears were a tight, lethal force that worked as one, and because of that, the heavy silence hanging over the cubbies had no poison in it. It was the silence of a pack drawing in around its own. They were already in their pads, the black and gold stretched tight over armoured shoulders, and the air hummed with a hungry, waiting energy for the divisional final. Under that raw playoff appetite, though, the room was tinged with an uneasy tension that Ilya could feel on his skin.
These men knew each other far too well. Victor’s knowing golden gaze zeroed in on the Rookie Cubs the second they stepped into the room. Ilya watched the tall winger shoot Shane a silent, questioning look, and the two of them had one of their entirely wordless, lightning-fast conversations that ended with Vic cursing under his breath in rapid French before those striking golden eyes settled on Adrien, the worry in them plain as day.
They had all picked up on it; the sharp little signs of stress coming off Luca, the strange hollowness in Adrien’s posture, and the guilt rolling off an incredibly subdued Ethan, who was half hiding in the corner like he hoped the wall might swallow him up. Every man in that room knew the outside world was pressing in on theirs, and the collective urge to close ranks was so strong it was almost something you could touch.
Ilya strode straight to the centre of the room, his skates clicking sharply on the heavy rubber mats. He did not take his jacket off. He just stood there, letting his broad, massive frame take up the exact middle of their little universe until 20 pairs of eyes were locked onto him.
Shane stepped in right behind him, silent and lethal on his blades, and leaned back against the whiteboard with his arms crossed over his chest. The A was stark on his shoulder, but his attention was all on the room, steady and calm, the quiet weight that kept Ilya’s aggressive edge from tearing the walls down. Ilya could feel him there without looking. He always could.
“Okay, listen up.”
Ilya barked it out, his deep voice slicing through the low whine of the skate sharpener in the back room. He scanned the cubbies, his sharp eyes resting for a fraction of a second on the rookies before moving on to the veterans.
“Look.”
Ilya paused and stepped forward, his Russian accent thick and rumbling, heavier than usual, the way it always went when he meant every word.
“I do not give a fuck how many goals we have scored this series. I do not give a fuck how we played two nights ago. I do not need to think about that. That was yesterday. That was before.”
He took in a long, deliberate breath and held it for a heartbeat, his chest swelling under his jacket and his jaw tightening until the bone clicked. Then he pointed one massive, gloved finger down at the logo in the centre of the locker room floor, the one no one ever stepped on.
“Now I only need one thing.”
He rumbled, his voice dropping an octave, low enough to feel through the floor.
“I need to win. Here at home. Tonight. There is noise outside. There are vultures in the hallway waiting to see us break. They think they can get inside this room. They think they can mess with our people. They may think we are distracted.”
Ilya leaned in, and his gaze turned dark and dangerous as he caught the eye of every single defenceman on the roster, one after the other.
“As much fun as it would be to go to Montreal and humiliate them on their own fucking ice, and we will. I want to hear our fans tonight. I want to hear them scream. I want to fucking crush Montreal. I know you can do it. I have seen you do it. I have seen every single one of you do it.”
He paused again and let the heavy, violent silence stretch out until the air in the room felt ready to go up in flames. He glanced over at the third-line stalls. Adrien’s shoulders were squared now, his jaw locked, the dark circles under his eyes swallowed up by a cold, vicious hunger to hunt. Beside him, Luca looked ready to go straight through a wall, the protective line of his shoulders a perfect match for his Kaasan’s.
“So leave it all out there tonight.”
Ilya’s voice climbed into a roar that rattled the metal stalls.
“Everything. The anger, the noise, the bullshit, you put it into the red line. Because this is our night. This is our home. And no one touches what belongs to this room. Let’s go!”
A sudden, deafening chorus of sticks slammed against the floor, a violent, rhythmic explosion of sound that shook the cool concrete walls. Shane let out a sharp whistle through his fingers and was the first one off the whiteboard as the team surged towards the tunnel, and the heavy, buzzing energy of the Garden waited for them just past the threshold.
 
The moment Ilya’s skates bit into the Garden ice, the outside world dissolved. It was swallowed whole by the blinding glare of the lights and the raw, deafening roar of 17,000 fans. This was his territory. This was where all the suffocating noise of the morning got stripped away until there was only the cold, sharp bite of the air, the rhythmic scrape of steel, and the blood on the boards.
From the first drop of the puck, Montreal came out like rabid animals, but they were sloppy, viciously frustrated, because they could not handle the Bears’ transition game. Nick, Evan and Reece were a firing squad on defence, shutting down the neutral zone and forcing turnovers before the Voyageurs could even get set up, playing with a disciplined, smothering aggression that would have made Shane’s spreadsheets very happy. Once the Bears counter-attacked, Montreal just did not have the wheels to keep up.
They could not cope with the blistering, effortless speed of Shane and Luca through the middle. Luca flew out there, light and quick and impossible to pin down, no longer held back by his old line and the frustration of Troy; he was a mini Shane, with the same explosive acceleration and dizzying edge work, a fluid, lethal style that left defenders flat-footed and staring. Even Ilya, with his massive, heavier frame, was moving with a punishing speed that left their blue-liners chasing shadows.
By the second period, the game had turned into pure, ugly desperation. Drapeau in his crease, Comeau and JJ, the bastard still wearing the Captain’s C that Shane had been forced to hand back when he was pushed out of Montreal at the very beginning of all this, had all fallen back on the only things they had left: dirty hits and vile, cowardly mouths. The whole Montreal squad were homophobic, racist pricks, and their hatred for Boston burned hotter than it did for any other team in the league.
They despised the fact that the Bears had become proudly known as the Gayest Team in the hockey world, unshakeable and united around the queer players on their own roster: himself and Shane; Adrien and Luca, who were not as public but were not exactly hard to spot either; and then Cliff and Victor. Every whistle was met with a barrage of slurs and cheap shots, Gagnon trying to take out knees every chance he got while JJ chirped venom from the bench whenever their line was out.
But the Bears did not break.
They did not take the bait. They punished them on the scoreboard instead, with a devastating show from the two best players in the league.
Ilya and Shane, the generational talents, played miles above everyone else out there, moving together with an almost telepathic synchronicity that should not have made any sense. Neither of them had to look. They just knew where the other was going to be, an instinct forged over a lifetime of shared ice and, now, a shared team. How did it work? Ilya had no idea. Husband telepathy. Ilya had called it that on camera and he would call it that again.
Ilya’s first goal came off a beautiful blind cycle from Shane. His husband tracked the puck behind the net and drew two Montreal defencemen with him, his edge work flawless as he protected it; and without even lifting his head, knowing exactly where Ilya would plant himself, Shane flipped a crisp no-look backhand pass right into the slot. Ilya was already there. His massive shoulders blocked out the back-check, and he blasted a one-timer past the goalie’s blocker. 1-0.
Their second connection was pure artistry, a showcase of everything they were together. On a standard rush, Shane carried the puck through the neutral zone with that terrifying, elegant speed, forcing the defence to back up and back up; and just as the gap closed, he dropped a perfect soft pass into open ice. Ilya collected it on the fly without breaking stride, used his massive body to shield the puck from Comeau’s desperate, hacking hook, and roofed it over the goalie’s shoulder. And Comeau’s face? Ilya would treasure that face.
Shane did not settle for playmaker, either. He took them apart himself, burying two gorgeous unassisted goals of his own and carving through Montreal’s defence like they were traffic cones, until the score stood at 4-1 and the Voyageurs’ spirit was well and truly broken.
The final, beautiful exclamation point belonged to the next generation. With less than a minute left on the clock and Montreal’s net empty in a desperate, pathetic attempt to claw something back, Luca picked off a sloppy pass from JJ at the blue line. The kid could have dumped it in; instead, he sprinted the length of the ice, pulled a brilliant, tight turn to protect the puck with his body, and slid the final goal into the yawning mesh right as the horn went.
5-1 to the Bears.
The horn blared, a triumphant, deafening scream that rose up to meet the roar of the Boston crowd. Ilya skated straight into the post-game scrum, his eyes searching the ice. He did not check the scoreboard. He checked his family. He watched Luca skate straight over to Adrien and throw his arms around his boyfriend’s neck, while Cliff and Victor knocked gloves nearby, and then a massive arm snaked around the golden-eyed winger’s lean waist as Cliff hauled his partner in as close as the pads would let him. The Bears were one united front, and nothing Montreal had thrown at them had cracked it.
 
The final horn had barely died when it turned into something else entirely. Afterwards, Ilya would only remember how fast it had happened; one heartbeat a celebration, the next a brawl, his blood going from hot to ice in the space between.
Before the last note of the siren had even faded across the rafters of the TD Garden, all the simmering, ugly poison that had been brewing across the red line all night burst open. Ilya had barely taken one step towards his own bench when a heavy, armoured body slammed into his side, the force of the hit shuddering straight through his ribs.
It was Comeau. The coward did not even have his gloves on; his bare fists were already bunched into the collar of Ilya’s black and gold jersey.
“Fucking disgusting faggots.”
Comeau spat it, his breath hot and foul against Ilya’s visor, his face twisted into a mask of pure, ugly rage.
“You think you’re special? You think you get to ruin our careers over a fucking internet video?”
The world narrowed to one sharp, icy point. Ilya did not hesitate. The protective roar in his chest erupted, a lifetime of Russian steel and instinct fusing into pure, focused violence, and he threw his gloves to the ice with a dry little thud. Had Comeau learned nothing from the last time Shane had broken his nose? Clearly not. He did not know that Ilya was done. Done pulling his punches. Done being the bigger man. These were the men who had targeted his husband again, and Comeau must have taken a puck to the head one too many times if he did not know that the Boston Bears were not just a team. They were a unit; a tight-knit family that would do a lot more than drop gloves for each other. And they were also, which Montreal appeared to have forgotten, a team that spent hours of every single practice sparring as part of their standard training.
Fucking degenerate bastard. Ilya growled right into that pathetic, gutter-stained, ugly-ass face.
“The only reason you are still standing here is that hockey protects motherfucking men like you.”
This was the rotting core of the Montreal Voyageurs, finally choking on its own defeat. Boiziau, the man wearing the C that had once belonged to his beautiful Shane, along with Drapeau, Comeau and Gagnon, had spent the last two games sitting on the fucking bench, serving a pathetic slap-on-the-wrist suspension for the homophobic and racist filth they had spewed from burner accounts on their own team’s private network.
They had targeted Shane.
They had targeted the man who had led them to multiple Cups; a generational fucking talent who had put up with years of their abuse, their locker room slurs, and the complicit, silent backing of that cunt Theriault and the whole of Voyageurs’ upper management. Ilya had never been more darkly pleased than when he had seen the younger, vaguely familiar man now standing in Theriault’s old spot behind the bench during the first of their games against the Voyageurs this series. Theriault had got exactly what he deserved. Ilya hoped he was somewhere with a broken toe and no one to do his paperwork for him.
They had flooded Harris’s sweet, adorable post-practice video with a barrage of subhuman abuse; the one where Ilya had laughed about Husband Telepathy after they had taken apart their own squad in drills, which ended with a soft kiss, and Cliff jokingly covering Luca’s eyes while demanding his own kiss from Victor. Because it had happened off the ice, the league’s measly two-game ban had left these four rotting bastards blaming the victims for their own self-inflicted ruin. And now, staring down a 5-1 humiliation at the hands of the very men they claimed did not belong in their sport, they wanted blood.
But the Voyageurs only knew how to fight to a normal hockey level. They were hopelessly outmatched against a team built on loyalty and violence in equal measure. The Bears had been known for this even before him and Shane, before all the noise; so why the fuck was this a shock to them? Except that, apparently, Shane and (unfortunately) Pike had been their only two brain cells, and they had traded both of them away.
So Ilya took Comeau apart.
He struck with the terrifying, calculated precision of training he seldom let himself use, the kind the Spetsnaz had beaten into a 14-year-old boy; a short, devastating combination that shattered Comeau’s nose and sprayed blood in a very satisfying arc across the ice and down the front of the arsehole’s jersey, and sent him crashing flat onto his back with a rather nasty crack.
Well. Was he sorry? Not even a little.
 
Across the zone, the rest of the Bears moved in with ruthless efficiency. Cliff and Bood, both drawing on years of real boxing experience, worked in perfect sync; Cliff intercepted Gagnon and landed a heavy, textbook hook to the ribs that folded the Voyageur clean in half, while Bood caught a second forward coming across the blue line and dropped him with a clinical right straight. Evan and Nick were the heavy enforcers, using their massive frames to pin Montreal’s remaining defencemen against the glass, their now ungloved fists working over kidneys and faces until the white ice was flecked with red.
Down at the other end of the rink, the goalie war broke out. Wyatt did not hesitate either. He skated the full length of the ice, heavy pads clicking rhythmically, and launched himself straight at Drapeau, the Voyageurs’ pathetic excuse for a last line of defence. Hazy pinned the bastard against his own net and landed heavy, blocker-reinforced shots that left Montreal’s goalie helpless under the bigger, stronger man.
Victor had the crumpled form of JJ Boiziau dangling from his fists. Blood was streaming down from a cut above the other Captain’s eye, where Vic’s first, powerful hit had connected. Ilya could not hear the dangerous, growled French being spat back and forth between them, but he had more than enough faith in Victor, especially when the golden-eyed winger just let go. Boiziau splatted onto the ice in a heap of blood and visibly blooming bruises, and he did not get back up as Victor glared down at him, hissed something short and vicious, and then skated off to join his partner.
Through the chaotic blur of flashing steel and flailing limbs, Ilya’s eyes tracked the far side of the zone, making sure the perimeter was locked down. The refs were circling, trying desperately to split them all up, but the Voyageurs were having none of it; they were humiliated and enraged beyond any kind of reason.
Ilya’s gaze locked onto his husband and his oldest son. Shane was not fighting. Despite his extensive background in both MMA and karate, Shane knew exactly what his job was in a riot. The Voyageurs were furious, their hatred making them erratic and dangerously violent, and Shane had once again gathered his four rookie cubs right behind his broad, unbending frame, a human shield no one was getting past. He stood perfectly balanced on his edges with his eyes scanning the fray, ready to strike, lethally, at anyone stupid enough to come too close. But his real focus was locked on Ilya and on their son. Luca stayed tucked in safe at his back, moving in perfect tandem with his Kaasan, shielded from the worst of the carnage.
The lioness. Ilya’s chest went hot and tight just looking at him.
With the ice secured, Ilya turned his attention to the last remaining threat. Boiziau was trying to crawl away near the referee’s crease.
Ilya skated over him, his shadow blotting out the light. He dropped down onto one knee, his massive hand clamping onto the front of the Montreal Captain’s jersey, and hauled him up just enough to look him in the eye.
“Look at us.”
Ilya growled, his deep voice cutting right through the deafening roar of the Garden crowd.
“Look at this room. You thought you could break us with your mouths and your burner accounts? You are nothing to us. Every time you step onto our ice, we will destroy you.”
The remaining linesmen finally swarmed the pile, faces pale as they realised just how badly the Voyageurs had been mangled. They did not even try to penalise Ilya. They just tried to herd the bleeding, broken Montreal squad towards their tunnel like sheep.
Shane skated into Ilya’s space the moment the whistles and the roars of the crowd started to die down. His breathing was steady, and his gaze was warm and sure. He slid a bare hand up the back of Ilya’s neck, and that familiar, heavy pressure melted the cold, lethal edge right out of Ilya’s eyes, the way it always did.
“We took their ice, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya rumbled, his voice thick with triumph as he looked across the rink at the beaten, retreating Montreal team.
“Every single piece of it.”
This time Shane had not had to fight. Ilya had made sure of it. But he had also made sure that this time, maybe, the Voyageurs would remember exactly what, and who, they had thrown away so callously.
 
The heavy, pressurised silence of the corridor broke the moment the locker room door clicked shut behind the team, and in its place came the loud, chaotic, high-adrenaline racket of a big win. They were through to the next round. Skates scraped across the thick rubber flooring, Velcro ripped, and unbuckled armour clattered onto the metal benches; someone was already singing, badly. But under all the celebration of a 5-1 dismantling of Montreal, the protective watchfulness crept back in, sharper and tighter than before.
Ilya unlatched his helmet and pulled it off. His hair underneath was damp and flattened, and his face was still flushed from the violence of the third period. His eyes did not go looking for the stat sheet or the trainers. They swept the room with the practised authority of a Captain checking his perimeter, the same way he had swept the ice.
Over by the corner cubbies, the crack in the room showed straight away.
Ethan was sitting frozen on his bench, head bowed, hands dangling limp between his knees. He had not even undone his skates. The kid was eaten up by guilt, a heavy, smothering guilt that was written into the sharp line of his hunched shoulders, the plain evidence of a stupid mistake he had never meant to make.
He wanted to fix it. Ilya could see it all over him; he wanted to beg for forgiveness. But a few cubbies over, Adrien was in no state to give it. The Cub was staring blankly into the bottom of his locker, his chest still heaving from the physical toll of the game, but his whole posture had gone brittle again. The raw, bleeding shock of his mother’s words was a fresh wound, and it had torn right back open the second the distraction of the ice had faded.
Ethan made a move to stand, his eyes desperate, but he did not get two steps before Shane cut him off.
Shane moved with that smooth, commanding presence that ruled the room without ever needing to raise his voice. He did not crowd Ethan. Instead, he laid a firm, heavy palm flat against the kid’s chest and gently pressed him back down onto his bench.
“Not now, Ethan.”
Shane murmured, low and steady, in a tone that brooked no argument. He kept his eyes locked on the young rookie, a wall of calm for all that panic to break against.
“He’s bleeding out right now, and you are too loud, too raw yourself to do anything but hurt each other. Let him breathe. Go strip your gear. We will talk about this when the dust settles.”
At the same moment, Luca stepped into the space directly in front of Adrien, blocking the rest of the locker room from his boyfriend’s view. He did not hesitate either; he dropped to his knees right between Adrien’s splayed legs, gloved hands framing the bigger man’s jaw, and made those unfocused dark grey eyes lock onto his. Low, frantic whispers passed between them. Luca’s thumbs swept over Adrien’s cheekbones, and his whole body made a shield to give his partner a private little pocket of quiet in a room full of twenty men.
Ilya watched the seamless defence his family had thrown up, and a warm swell of pride spread through his chest in spite of the tension. With Shane and Luca guarding Adrien, Ilya turned his attention back to the rest of the room. He did not want the team’s protective instincts to turn into awkward, hovering pressure; that was the last thing the Cub needed, twenty large men staring at him with big sad eyes.
He caught the eye of Cliff, who was sitting across the aisle unlacing his pads next to Victor. Ilya gave his best friend a single, sharp nod, a message forged over years of shared locker rooms and shared hotel rooms. Cliff picked up on it instantly; his louder, more boisterous energy, balanced out by Victor’s steadier, calmer one, was exactly what Ilya needed to keep the room level.
“Alright, boys, listen up!”
Cliff barked it out and clapped his heavy hands together to drag the room’s wandering attention over to him.
“We just put five past those homophobic bastards and locked down the home ice! Trainers are setting up the cold tubs, get your gear off, and let’s get ready for the flight. Move it!”
Victor chimed in right on cue, smooth and chatty, starting up a loud argument with Nick and Evan about a defensive breakdown in the second period and pulling Reece in with him without any effort. Within seconds, the room was back to its normal, rowdy routine, and the heavy focus had been pulled away from the quiet tragedy playing out in the corner stalls. Ilya could have kissed the pair of them. Would he? No, because Cliff would never let him forget it.
Ilya leaned back against his cubby and let out a long, heavy breath as he started unbuckling his own chest protector. He looked across the room and met Shane’s gaze over the heads of their teammates. Shane gave him a small, exhausted smile, his eyes full of deep, private devotion, and Ilya felt himself smile back. They had won the battle on the ice, but Ilya knew the real work, keeping their family whole, was only just beginning. Adrien needed them.
 
The echoing arena corridor faded behind them as they made their way out to the car. Ilya and Shane walked half a step behind, both of them carefully watching the two younger men in front. Luca stayed glued to his boyfriend’s side, gentle and patient. He kept one solid hand on the back of Adrien’s neck, his thumb tracing small, steady circles against the Cub’s hairline. Ilya knew exactly what that was for, because he had done it to Shane a thousand times: a constant, physical reminder that Adrien was not alone, a way to keep him here in the present instead of letting his mind drift back to the brutal reality of his parents’ rejection.
The drive home passed in heavy, exhausted silence, the rhythmic hum of the tyres on the asphalt the only sound in the SUV. When the gate finally swung shut behind them, the relief in the car was huge. Fuck, but it had been a lot today, for all of them.
Inside, the house was dark and perfectly calm. He and Shane went straight down the hallway to Lyovushka’s bedroom, their steps as quiet as they could make them so as not to wake the hopefully sleeping child. Ilya pushed the door open a crack, and the faint light from the hall spilt across Levi’s bed. The little boy was fast asleep, his small frame buried under a mountain of blankets, his plush shark tucked securely under his arm. Ilya stepped into the room first, his broad frame towering over the little bed, but his whole body gentled as he reached down and used one strong finger to smooth a stray curl away from Levi’s forehead.
Levi stirred sleepily at the shift in the air, eyelashes fluttering, and a sleepy mumble slipped out of him.
“Mmm … Otousan?”
A flicker of dark blue, the same as Ilya’s own, showed as he stirred.
“Shh, Lyovushka.”
Ilya whispered, his deep voice dropping into an impossibly gentle, gravelly murmur that was nothing but warmth.
“We are home. Go back to sleep.”
Shane leaned in over Ilya’s shoulder and pressed a gentle, lingering kiss to the boy’s warm cheek.
“Goodnight, sweetheart.”
He murmured against Levi’s skin, tucking the edge of the blanket firmly around his shoulders. Levi let out a contented little sigh and curled up tighter around his shark as he mumbled back.
“’Night, Kaasan.”
He drifted straight back down into deep, untroubled sleep.
Leaving the door cracked open, they stepped back out into the hallway. While Luca and Adrien went off into Luca’s bedroom to get ready for bed, the day having worn every one of them right down, Shane headed into their own room to fetch a tub of heavy-duty muscle relaxant cream.
When he came back out with the tub in his hand, he crossed the hall to Luca’s room. Ilya hung back, his shoulder against the wall just outside the open door, close enough to hear and far enough not to intrude.
Luca was slumped on the edge of his mattress with his head in his hands, the whole day finally pressing down on those young shoulders.
Shane tapped lightly on the open doorframe before he stepped inside, the container of cream held loosely in his hand. He did not crowd their son. Instead, he sat down beside him on the mattress, and the bed dipped a little under his weight.
“Here.”
Shane pressed the tub into Luca’s hands as he spoke, keeping his voice low so it would not carry over the sound of the shower running in the en suite.
“Take this. When he gets out, his whole body is going to be locked up tight from the stress. He’s going to be exhausted, but his brain won’t let him rest.”
Luca looked down at the container, his jaw tightening.
“I don’t know how to fix this for him, Kaasan.”
Shane smoothed a hand into his son’s damp, wavy hair and rubbed at the back of his neck, the way he did to Ilya, the way Ilya did to him.
“You don’t have to fix the whole world tonight, Lukasha.”
Shane murmured as he reached out to wrap an arm around their oldest son’s waist and pulled him into a brief, firm squeeze.
“You just handle the body first. Take a generous amount, warm it up between your palms so it isn’t cold against his skin, and work it deep into his shoulders and the base of his spine. Use long, heavy strokes. Don’t rush it. The heat from the cream will soothe the physical tension, and the repetition of the touch will give him something to focus on until his head finally quietens enough to let him sleep.”
Luca nodded slowly, swallowing hard, his fingers tight around the tub.
“Thanks, Kaasan.”
A pretty petal-pink blush bloomed over those pale cheeks as Lukasha looked down at the tub in his hands. Shane’s blush, on Ilya’s son. Ilya would never get over that.
“You’re doing perfectly.”
Shane’s eyes were full of a hard, bright pride as he looked at their son, and his voice went thick with it.
“Otousan and I are here if either of you needs anything. Just take care of your boy. You are better at this than you think, Lukasha. Believe me.”
 
The click of their bedroom door closing behind Shane marked the end of a long, punishing day. Ilya was standing by the edge of their mattress, already stripped down to the softest, most worn sleep pants he owned, the ones Shane adored and kept trying to steal, his massive frame a silhouette against the faint moonlight coming through the curtains.
The house was finally at peace.
In his bed, Lyovushka was lost in his dreams; and in his own room, Lukasha was most likely using that cream Shane had just given him, and Ilya’s thoughts on anything else his oldest might get up to ended right there. Firmly. He refused to think about it, thank you very much.
Shane padded barefoot across the plush carpet, a tired sigh slipping out of him as he shed his tank and the black sweatpants. He looked completely spent, the elegant lines of his shoulders drawn down by the day’s battles, the ones on the ice and the ones off it.
Ilya kept his mouth shut. He just climbed onto the bed and opened his thick, muscular arms, and that was all the invitation either of them needed. Shane did not hesitate. He slid into the space, his back pressing at once against Ilya’s broad chest, every curve of him settling into every hollow of Ilya’s body the way it had since they were barely more than boys, and Ilya let out a long, contented breath into his hair.
Ilya pulled his husband close, wrapping his big arms around the smaller man’s waist and plush hips from behind and hauling him in tight along the length of his body. With practised, easy movements, he shifted his long legs and tucked Shane’s always-cold feet between his own warm, heavy calves. Then he buried his face in the warm curve where Shane’s neck met his shoulder and breathed in.
The scent hit him at once, and it went straight to his head every time: sea salt and coconut, warm and clean from the shower, uniquely and unmistakably Shane. It was the smell of home. It was the one thing that could pull Ilya out of any haze, any rage, any dark place at all. He pressed a firm, lingering kiss to the soft skin of Shane’s neck, his chest expanding on a deep, steadying breath, as Shane reached up to grip Ilya’s forearm and their fingers threaded together in the dark.
“Good game, Lyubimyy.”
He murmured it into that warm skin, his lips brushing the soft little hairs at the nape of Shane’s neck, and he felt his husband shiver and push back into him.
“You were beautiful out there.”
Another kiss, just behind his ear, and then another, slower, because Shane’s fingers had tightened around his own and Ilya could never resist that.
“You broke Comeau’s nose.”
Shane’s voice was already slurred with sleep, but Ilya could hear the thin, pleased little thread running through it. Was he pleased? Of course he was. His bloodthirsty little lioness.
“Da. For you.”
Ilya told the back of his neck, his arms tightening until there was not a breath of space left between them, his palm spread wide and warm over the soft curve of Shane’s belly.
“Always for you.”
Shane squeezed his fingers once, and that was the last thing either of them needed to say.
 
Shane’s alarm went off. Ilya’s internal clock did not, in fact, wake him at the ass crack of dawn by choice, unlike his gorgeous, if deeply annoying, awake-in-the-morning husband. Shane got bored running on a treadmill, especially when he was missing the cottage, so he liked to head outside early, while the sky was still a bruised, deep shade of indigo and the rest of the world had the good sense to be asleep. He would go alone, or Lukasha would sometimes be up early enough to join him; but Shane secretly adored it when Ilya gave in and ran with him. Not so secretly, actually. Ilya had noticed the extra bounce on those mornings.
“Up, Ilyusha.”
Shane murmured it right against his ear, already warm and awake and smelling like toothpaste, the absolute traitor.
“Run.”
Ilya’s whole body rebelled at the word. He burrowed his face deeper into the pillow and let out a long, put-upon noise, and there was a whine in his voice when he answered; he could not help it. Who ran at this hour? It was too fucking early.
“Make me.”
He mumbled into the pillow, and he felt, rather than saw, the slow, dangerous smile that spread across his husband’s face. Oh. Oh, he was in trouble.
They headed out an hour later.
That was because Shane had decided that the best way of convincing Ilya was to slide out of bed, drop to his knees on the rug at the side of it, drag Ilya around by the hips until his legs hung over the edge, and take his cock all the way down that beautiful throat. Ilya had been half hard already, because he was always half hard first thing, and Shane had been pressed up against him all night; he was fully hard about two seconds after that hot, wet mouth closed around him. Shane did not mess about. He wrapped those plush lips around the base until his mouth was slick and glossy with the few escaped drops of Ilya’s pre-come and all the spit that sucking on a cock his size made, when, like his Shane, you were really fucking good at it.
And Shane was very, very good at it. Ilya had stopped being surprised about that years ago and had never stopped being grateful.
Ilya was pretty sure he blacked out for a moment or two when Shane purred, his glazed chocolate eyes closed in pure bliss, the sound humming around every inch of him buried in that tight, wet heat. He fisted one hand in the sheets and the other in Shane’s hair and tried, very hard, to remember his own name. Then Shane slid back up, swirled his tongue around the head, sucked hard on just the tip until Ilya swore in two languages, and sank all the way back down again with his nose pressed into the curls at the base. He swallowed around his cock. Twice. Ilya’s thighs shook, and his balls drew up tight.
“Lyubimyy … blyat … your mouth …”
Shane only hummed, smug even with a huge mouthful of cock, and pressed his tongue flat against the sensitive vein on the underside. Ilya’s hips jerked up off the mattress on their own and thrust right to the root, and Shane gagged a little on the flood of his release as he came, hard and sudden, straight down his husband’s throat. Shane took it. All of it. He swallowed around him through every pulse until Ilya was twitching and oversensitive and pushing weakly at his shoulder, and only then did he let Ilya slip free with a wet pop and lick his lips.
Ilya groaned, sank a hand into Shane’s hair and tugged him up off the floor to crash their mouths together, tasting himself on his tongue mixed with that sweet, unique taste that was all Shane.
Then he rolled them, pushed Shane down onto the edge of the bed, dropped to his own knees on the rug and took that twitching, pretty pink cock into his mouth. A few quick pulls and he had that cock all the way to the root, and Shane swore and writhed beneath him, already so close it was almost funny. Ilya knew exactly how to bring his husband off fast; he had plenty of practice, after all, almost a decade of it. He hollowed his cheeks and set a fast, punishing rhythm, one hand pinning that plush hip to the mattress so Shane could not buck.
Just as he felt Shane’s cock throb in warning down his throat, he greedily swallowed the steady leak of pre-come and reached up to press a finger to that plump, petal-soft bottom lip. Shane was panting, heady little whines and mewls spilling out of his husky throat, and he opened up at once when Ilya pushed two fingers into his willing mouth. The moment Shane felt them press down on his tongue, he was moaning around them and coming, hips hitching up against Ilya’s hand, and Ilya drank down every single thing Shane gave him.
By the time Ilya had licked his lips, chasing one escaped drop of sweetness, Shane was kissing him, nuzzling their mouths together and mixing the taste of them both until Ilya was trying to pull his far too sexy husband down into his lap for a very different kind of morning workout. How had that happened? He was still not entirely sure, but somehow he found himself in his outdoor running gear instead, dazedly following that amazing ass in black skin-tight yoga pants out of their front door.
“You are a menace.”
He told the back of Shane’s head, with feeling. Shane did not even turn around. He just lifted one hand and gave him a very small, very smug little wave.
The air outside was crisp and biting as it hit Ilya in the face, and the cold jolted him right out of his ass-matized haze. Shane grinned prettily up at him, chocolate eyes bright with a rare kind of mischief and smugness, as their running shoes crunched along the gravel path through their sprawling private gardens.
Shane moved in perfect sync with him, strides matched, shoulders almost brushing, breath puffing out white in the same rhythm; it was the same competitive streak that ran through both of them on the ice and off it, neither one willing to let the other get half a step ahead. The heavy, damp fog of the Boston morning hung low over the grass and clung to the ancient, towering trees that lined the edge of their land.
They cut through the gates and looped out onto the winding private road of their little neighbourhood. It was a secluded enclave, a hidden pocket of money with only six massive properties in it, each one tucked away behind sprawling gardens, thick canopies of trees and acres of pristine green. The isolation was deliberate. It was a shield against the hungry city of Boston and against the lingering ghosts of Montreal, and Ilya had picked it on purpose, even back then, because it was so like Shane’s cottage; now it had the added bonus of the size and privacy their sons needed. The general public still had no real idea about Lukasha’s and Lyovushka’s adoptions, and Ilya intended to keep it that way for as long as he possibly could.
As they ran, the steady slap of their trainers matching pace was the only thing breaking the early-morning quiet. Ilya glanced sideways and watched the easy, athletic grace of his husband’s profile against the misty backdrop. The stress of yesterday was still there, a shadow hanging around the set of Shane’s jaw; but out here, under the trees, they were just the two of them cutting through the cold together, and the further they went, the more of the tension drained out of that stupidly pretty face. To be fair, that orgasm would have helped too. Shane’s head was always clearer when his days started well, and Ilya was a very generous husband.
 
They had just turned for home when a sharp, terrified yowl ripped through the quiet morning air. It was a raw, high sound of pain, and it had Ilya locking up, his trainers skidding to a heavy halt on the path. Beside him, Shane caught himself instantly, that flawless balance of his keeping him upright as he mirrored Ilya’s sudden stop. They stood frozen with their chests heaving in the crisp dawn air, ears straining against the silence of the woods.
Near the spot where their path cut back towards the thick line of forest bordering their land, the undergrowth rustled. From under the heavy, damp ferns came a small, broken mewl: weak, exhausted and full of pain.
Ilya moved first. His big frame dropped into a low, careful crouch as he crept towards the treeline, and he parted the tangled briars, his eyes picking out the shadow hidden in the dirt.
Lying flat on her side in the mud was an all-black cat, a Maine Coon or something very close to one. She was dangerously thin, her ribs showing under what should have been a glorious, heavy coat of long midnight fur. Instead, she was a heartbreaking mess: filthy, her coat badly matted with dried leaves and caked mud and dark patches of tacky, fresh blood. The moment Ilya’s shadow fell across her, the magnificent creature gathered what little strength she had left, pulled her lips back from her teeth, and hissed weakly at him.
Ilya did not flinch. He softened his whole massive body and shifted his weight lower to the ground, and he started murmuring to her. His deep voice dropped into a low, rumbling stream of gentle Russian, that gravelly vibration that worked on frightened children and frightened husbands alike.
“Shh … Krasivaya. Quiet now, little one. We have you. No one is going to hurt you.”
Beside him, Shane had already dropped to one knee and pulled his phone out of the pocket of his running jacket. The blue light of the screen lit up the sharp, intense focus on his face as his thumbs flew across the glass, searching for the nearest emergency vet that would be open at this hour. When Shane looked up from the screen, his dark eyes had gone completely soft, swimming with raw, unguarded worry for the broken animal shivering in the dirt.
Ilya caught that look out of the corner of his eye, and his chest swelled with a sudden, heavy ache; that familiar, overwhelming wave of feeling came crashing in over his ribs. He looked at his husband, the lethal, uncompromising first-line centre who had been ready to crack open a Montreal player’s skull barely 12 hours ago, now looking so entirely defenceless and tender over a stray cat in a ditch, and Ilya fell in love with this man all over again. It was the exact same devoted ache that hit him every time Shane held Lyovushka, or every time he wrapped his arms around Lukasha.
Fuck. He was so gone for this man. He had been gone since he was 17. How had he ever got so lucky?
“The 24-hour emergency clinic is open.”
Shane murmured, his voice tight with worry as he met Ilya’s gaze.
“It’s about 15 minutes away if we take the car. Ilya, look at her hind leg. It’s tangled in something.”
Ilya shifted his weight. His big, calloused fingers moved with careful, calculated slowness as he reached into the tangled briars. It was not ordinary forest rubbish, a bit of bramble or a twig; it was a nasty piece of discarded nylon netting, the thin cords wrapped tight around her swollen hind leg and cutting right down into the matted, bloody fur.
“Hold her head, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya kept his deep rumble perfectly level so the animal would not start thrashing.
Shane slid closer, his knees sinking into the damp earth without a single thought for his clean running gear, and that was how Ilya knew this was serious. He reached out a strong, steady hand and rested his fingers right between the cat’s tufted ears. The moment Shane’s palm touched her, her whole body changed. She did not bite. She did not hiss again. Instead, a gravelly, broken little purr shook its way out of her hollow chest, a weak, rattling sound of total relief. But when Ilya’s thumb brushed her side as he went to snap the final nylon thread, she whipped her head around and tried to hiss at him again, just as weakly.
Ilya’s mouth twitched, and a low chuckle escaped him. How could anyone not find that adorable? The stubborn little thing was barely clinging to life, and yet she still had enough attitude left to draw a very clear line between the two of them.
“She has good taste, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya rumbled, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he looked over at his husband.
“She knows who is the best one.”
With one last careful tug, the net snapped free. Ilya had already unzipped his heavy black and gold fleece hoodie and shrugged it off, and Shane took it from him at once and carefully bundled the shivering, long-haired cat up in the thick fabric. She sank into the warmth, and that heavy, rattling purr started up against Shane’s chest.
Shane looked up, his dark eyes suddenly brimming with guilt as the damp morning wind cut straight through Ilya’s thin, sleeveless running shirt.
“You’re going to freeze, Ilyusha. Take it back; I can use my …”
Ilya held up one finger and met those beautiful, worried velvet-brown eyes.
“Nyet.”
Ilya cut him off and stepped in close to block the wind with his own massive frame. He leaned down and caught Shane’s mouth in a tender, lingering kiss that tasted of the crisp dawn air and of everything he loved about this man. The span of his palm cradled Shane’s face and neck as he nuzzled their mouths together, and when he pulled back just far enough to smirk, his thumb brushed a smudge of dirt off Shane’s cheekbone.
“I am a big, strong Russian, Lyubimyy. I can survive a little cold for a pretty girl. Keep her warm.”
He did not hang around. With one last firm nod at Shane, Ilya turned on his heel and took off, sprinting back towards the house with that terrifying, freight-train speed that made him such a threat on the ice. He ate up the distance in minutes, trainers pounding on the path, until he loped up the steps of the deck and in through the back door into the quiet kitchen.
Luca was already up. He was sitting at the island with a mug of tea, his face still carrying the heavy, protective exhaustion of yesterday, and he blinked up in surprise as Ilya swept in, slightly breathless, more from the cold than the run, and wearing nothing on top but a sleeveless undershirt.
“Otousan? What …”
Ilya stopped to cup the back of the smaller blond’s neck and give it a reassuring squeeze as he strode past to get the car keys and a fresh hoodie, because otherwise Shane would kill him; even if it was not actually that cold. He was Russian, after all.
“No time to explain in full, sorry, Lukasha. Just that we found a stray cat, and she is in bad shape.”
Ilya kept his voice to a low, deep rumble so it would not carry through the rest of the house, since it was still so early, and he grabbed the ring of keys out of the key cupboard in the entryway. Luca followed him out there so they could keep their voices down.
“There is a hurt cat in the woods. Kaasan has her wrapped up. I am taking the car to get them. If anyone else wakes, tell them we are at the emergency clinic, about 15 minutes away. We will explain everything when we get home. Keep the doors locked, da.”
The smaller blond nodded and gave him a steady little smile, and Ilya leaned down and wrapped a strong arm around his son and pressed a kiss into those tousled blond waves.
“We will not be long. Lock the door, Lukasha.”
Matching blue eyes met his own, and Lukasha nudged his cheek against Ilya’s, very much like a cat himself, and then Ilya felt two strong palms pushing him firmly towards the door.
“Go, Otousan. Don’t keep the poor thing waiting. We will be fine.”
Ilya let go and strode back out of the door. The engine of Shane’s car roared to life a second later, and he set off down the driveway to fetch his husband and their broken, not-so-little find.
 
The tyres of Shane’s luxury, and totally boring, SUV chewed through the damp morning fog as Ilya steered them along the winding roads towards the clinic, the engine purring with a low, expensive growl. His bare, massive shoulders were tight against the leather seat. He had not bothered pulling on the fresh hoodie yet; he had the heater blasting a wall of warm air into the cabin to chase off the chill still clinging to his skin from the run, and he could feel Shane disapproving of it from the passenger seat.
Beside him, Shane sat perfectly still, every bit of his concentration narrowed down to the heavy black bundle resting safely in his lap. The cat had stopped hissing now, buried in the thick fleece of Ilya’s black and gold hoodie. Only the tips of her tufted ears and a pair of wide, glassy blue eyes peeked out, staring up at Shane’s face as his strong fingers traced the line of her jaw over and over. Every few seconds, that gravelly, broken little purr rattled out of her chest, cutting through the low hum of the dashboard.
Ilya reached across the centre console and laid his massive palm flat on the meat of Shane’s thigh, his thumb rubbing back and forth over the fabric of those yoga pants.
“She is still breathing?”
Ilya asked it low and deep, meant only for his husband and pitched so as not to startle their new arrival.
“Da, yes, for now.”
Shane murmured without taking his eyes off the matted fur beneath his fingers.
“Her breathing is shallow, but the purring hasn’t stopped. I think she’s just … incredibly relieved to be out of the dirt.”
He shifted a little and leaned his head back against the headrest as a long, heavy breath filled his chest.
“Her leg is bad, Ilya. The skin is broken under all that caked mud. It’s going to need a lot of work.”
He traced his fingers down over her chest and frowned as the rough pads of his fingertips found more injuries hidden in the fur.
“We pay for whatever she needs.”
Ilya broke in at once, leaving no room for argument. He flicked his eyes to the rear-view mirror before accelerating smoothly through a green light, and for once he did not complain about his husband’s boring taste in cars. It was a very smooth ride, he would give it that. Would Shane ever hear him admit it? Never.
“A little fighter like that does not survive the cold nights in these woods without a fight. She belongs in a house that knows how to guard its own.”
Shane let out a breathy little chuckle, and the tight, stressed line of his mouth finally curved up into a real smile, the first one Ilya had seen on that face since yesterday morning, and it loosened something in his own chest. He reached down and wrapped his hand around Ilya’s massive wrist, his grip firm and warm.
“A house like ours?”
The air in the car had gone warm and heavy with something that had nothing to do with the heater.
“Exactly like ours.”
Ilya rumbled, his mouth twitching into a grim, affectionate little smirk.
“She has already decided that she hates me and loves you. She fits into the family perfectly.”
Shane’s smile stayed, but as the car glided out onto the main avenue towards the clinic, his dark eyes softened into something deeper and more thoughtful. He looked down at the bundle in his lap, his thumb still stroking gently over the cat’s forehead.
“Maybe it’s good timing.”
Shane’s voice dropped right down, quiet and a little bit fragile.
“Yesterday … yesterday was so heavy, Ilyusha. The brawl with Montreal, the fallout from Ethan’s mistake that’s still to come, the way Adrien looked like his entire world had been ripped away from him … everything feels like a pressure cooker right now. Lukasha is trying so hard to be the rock, but they’re both so young.”
Ilya squeezed Shane’s thigh. He knew that raw, protective ache; it lived in his husband’s chest all the time, and it had been growing ever since the boys came home.
“You think a broken cat fixes a broken heart, Lyubimyy?”
There was a pause. The stuttering purr was the only sound between them.
“I think a broken cat gives them something else to care for.”
Shane pushed back gently and turned his head to fix his dark, intent gaze on Ilya’s profile.
“Adrien is drowning in his own head because he thinks he’s a burden, because he thinks his parents’ disgust is somehow his fault. But a little creature like this? She doesn’t care about hockey, or media, or what his mother said. She just needs to be fed, cleaned and kept safe. It might give the Cub a reason to look outside his own grief. It gives the boys a project. Something to heal together.”
Ilya listened, and the logic of his husband’s big, soft heart settled deep into his bones. He fell in love with Shane all over again right there at a red light, for the second time that morning, which had to be some kind of record even for him: the brilliant, generational talent who could read a locker room in a single glance and have 20 grown men doing exactly what he wanted, and who could still see exactly what gentle medicine a grieving young man needed on a random Saturday morning.
“Da.”
Ilya rumbled, and his voice came out thick with how much he meant it.
“You are right. As always. We bring her home, we give her to the boys, and we let them fix her. It will give the whole house something to focus on while we handle the league about the fight.”
He pulled the SUV smoothly into the empty parking lot of the 24-hour emergency clinic, the bright neon sign glowing through the morning mist. Ilya killed the engine and turned all the way around in his seat to look at his husband. He reached out, his bare, scarred hand cupping the back of Shane’s neck, and pulled him in until their foreheads knocked together in the quiet cabin.
“Let’s go save our new girl.”
Ilya whispered against Shane’s lips and pressed a firm, lingering kiss there before he unbuckled his seatbelt and turned to face the clinic doors.
 
The sterile, fluorescent glare of the emergency clinic stung Ilya’s eyes after the soft grey dark of the car, and he squinted against it. Ilya led the way, his massive bare shoulders squared under his sleeveless training shirt as he pushed open the glass doors, and he instantly drew the wide-eyed stare of the receptionist behind the counter. He did not care that he probably looked a bit like a wild animal fresh off a mountain run. All his attention was on shielding Shane, who followed close in his shadow with the heavy black bundle clutched against his chest.
Shane’s free hand settled, very lightly and very pointedly, on Ilya’s bare lower back. The receptionist’s gaze dropped to it, and then, rather quickly, to her screen. Ilya hid his smirk in his collar. His husband was not subtle when he was feeling possessive, and Ilya adored every single second of it.
The vet on duty was a sharp, efficient woman who did not waste a second once she saw the tacky blood soaking into the black and gold fleece of Ilya’s hoodie. They were hurried straight through into a spotless stainless-steel exam room, so bright and cold after the warm car that Shane pulled the bundle in tighter against his chest without seeming to notice he had done it.
“Let’s see what we have here.”
The vet murmured as she came towards the table, gloved hands reaching out slowly, gently.
Ilya planted himself at the head of the table, big and solid and unmoving, keeping up that low, rhythmic rumble of accented Russian to hold the cat’s attention on him while Shane carefully peeled back the thick layers of fleece. The moment the fabric fell away, she let out a ragged, gravelly growl. Her tufted ears pinned flat against her skull, she tried to swat weakly at the vet, but Shane kept his strong fingers resting flat between her ears, his thumb tracing smooth, soothing circles, and it stopped her from tipping over into full panic.
The diagnosis was quick and brutal. The nylon netting had sawn right into her, the thin cords dragging caked mud, dried leaves and bacteria deep into the meat of her hind leg as she had fought and fought to tear herself free out there in the woods.
“The leg is severely infected, and she’s dangerously dehydrated.”
The vet explained it while her fingers moved with tiny, careful precision, shaving the matted fur around the wound to show the raw, weeping cuts underneath. Shane’s hand found Ilya’s wrist and held on.
“But the bone isn’t broken, and the tendon is intact. She’s incredibly lucky you found her when you did. If she’d spent another night out in that damp fog, the sepsis would have taken her. We’re going to clean the wound thoroughly, start her on a heavy course of IV antibiotics, flush her system with fluids and get her cleaned up. You can take her home in a few hours with a strict medication schedule.”
Shane’s fingers tightened around Ilya’s wrist at the word sepsis, hard enough to hurt, and Ilya turned his hand over to lace their fingers together before he answered.
“Do whatever it takes.”
Ilya was blunt about it, his tone leaving no room for negotiation. He already knew Shane was attached, completely, before the boys had even laid eyes on her; he could see it in the white knuckles, in the way his husband had not looked away from the table once.
“We will pay for the best. Just fix her.”
 
By the time the garage door rumbled shut behind them back at the house, the morning sun was fully up, laying long golden fingers of light across the kitchen island.
Ilya pushed the back door open with his hip, carrying the heavy plastic pet carrier the clinic had given them. Shane walked right beside him with a small cardboard box of special wet food, antibiotics and recovery supplements tucked under his arm, and a list of medication times that Ilya already knew would be in a colour-coded spreadsheet before lunch.
The kitchen was not empty. Lukasha had clearly taken charge of breakfast, the kettle still steaming and a stack of toast going cold on a plate, trying to keep some kind of normal routine going for the house. He was standing at the stove, while Adrien sat at the island with his broad shoulders slumped into the same defeated shape as yesterday, his dark grey eyes fixed blankly on his lap. Levi sat on the stool next to him, little legs dangling, both hands curled tight around a glass of orange juice.
The moment the carrier clicked down on the granite counter, the low hum of the kitchen vanished.
“Otousan? Kaasan?”
Lukasha asked it gently, setting his spatula down as his eyes locked onto the plastic box. Luca adored animals, all of them. He had a soft, instinctive reverence for anything small and vulnerable that was a stark contrast to how explosive he could be on the ice. He was across the tiles in a second, his fingers tracing the wire door of the carrier.
“What sort of cat is that? What did you find?”
Shane smiled at their oldest and drew him into a gentle hug, leaving Ilya to answer.
“A fighter.”
Ilya rumbled, his mouth twitching into that same grim, fond little smirk as he unlatched the plastic door.
Shane stepped in, smooth and gentle, and reached into the dark of the carrier. The clinic had done a spectacular job. The caked mud and blood were gone, and her magnificent long coat had been blown out into a thick, downy cloud of midnight-black fur, though her hind leg was neatly shaved and stitched and wrapped in a clean, very bright neon-pink bandage. Shane carefully lifted her out, cradling her broad, heavy-set body against his chest, his forearms flexing under the weight of her, because even half-starved she was a very big girl indeed.
The moment she came out into the light, her massive head lifted, tufted ears twitching as she took in the new room.
Lukasha let out a breathless little gasp, his eyes bright with adoration as he reached out one finger and very carefully brushed the soft fur under her chin.
“She’s beautiful. Look at her size … she’s huge.”
At the corner of the island, Lyovushka flinched a little, his small body tensing as he watched the massive cat settle into Shane’s arms. He was completely fascinated; his wide eyes were following the slow sweep of her long tail back and forth, back and forth. But he did not move an inch. He sat frozen, knuckles turning white around his juice glass, his whole posture rigid with the survival rules of his past. Ilya knew those rules by heart now, because he had spent months learning them so he could unpick them: the silent, terrifying lessons of an abusive father who had drilled into him that he was not allowed to touch, or ask for, or get near anything beautiful without permission.
Ilya read the little boy’s tension in an instant. He walked over to the stool, his massive frame towering over his youngest son, and then dropped down onto one knee to bring himself level with Lyovushka. He reached out and laid his broad, scarred hand flat against that small back, warm and heavy and steady.
“It is okay, Malen’kiy.”
Ilya whispered, his deep voice thick with warmth, all the fatherly softness he had in him.
“She is ours now. You are allowed to look. You are allowed to touch her very gently if she comes to you. She is safe here. Just like you.”
Those matching dark blue eyes looked down at Ilya, and the tiny chest rose on a long, shaky breath before Levi gave a slow, hesitant nod; and under his Otousan’s hand, the rigid line of his shoulders finally started to melt.
But it was Adrien who changed the whole room.
The Cub had slowly got up off his stool, his big frame moving with a heavy, hesitant caution as he stepped towards Shane. The cat turned her head at the sound of his footsteps, and her wide blue eyes locked straight onto his. Now that she was clean and the film of dehydration had been flushed out of her system, her eyes were the most incredible, striking shade of vibrant crystal blue; an exact, piercing match for the brilliant blue eyes of the boy standing right beside her, of Lukasha, still with one finger buried in her fur.
Adrien stopped dead. He stared down into that midnight-black face, into those familiar, blazing blue eyes that looked so entirely like Luca’s, and Ilya watched it happen. In that split second, the cold walls the Cub had been hiding behind for two days seemed to crack wide open. A raw, deep warmth flooded his face, and the heavy, bleeding sorrow Ilya had held in his arms yesterday morning gave way to a sudden, helpless love for the broken little creature staring back at him; Ilya could see it in the way his mouth went soft and his eyes went wet.
“She has your eyes, Angel.”
Adrien whispered, his voice raw and thick with something that was not heartbreak anymore. He reached out a trembling, calloused hand and brushed his knuckles very carefully against one tufted ear. Ilya watched her melt into it. Apparently it was only him who got hissed at. Was that not typical? Though he knew she did not really mean it. A cat that size could do a lot of damage, even in the state she was in, and she had not so much as bared a claw at him. It was very clear that she had chosen her humans. Ilya was just going to have to work a bit harder to be one of them.
The cat did not hiss. She did not pull away. Instead, she let out that deep, gravelly, broken little purr and leaned her heavy head right into the palm of Adrien’s hand.
And just like that, she was home.
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      Surprise Chapter drop in daylight! This one turned out a bit different than I planned, but Harris and Troy had other ideas. So I hope you all like it. Let me know what you think. Oh ... and enjoy the two treats in this one 🐕







  The moving boxes were stacked three deep around his tiny kitchen island, leaning at angles that made him nervous every time he reached past them, and Harris flatly refused to let the chaos win, even if his heart was giving that familiar, rhythmic thud against his ribs that reminded him, very politely, that he was pushing it. It wasn’t even 7:30 am, and he was already trying to live three lives at once.
Possibly four. Fuck knew; he had lost count somewhere around the cereal.
With his phone wedged precariously between his shoulder and his ear, he used one hand to blindly stab a spoon into a bowl of rapidly soggy bran flakes while the other hovered over his laptop keyboard. He was furiously sorting through a mountain of unread emails, trying to help Freya navigate the fallout of the digital battleground that had swallowed their whole week; the inbox had multiplied overnight like something out of a horror film, and every time he cleared one, two more popped up in its place. Shane and Ilya’s lawyer had already dealt with the culprits, in terms of the recently won case against both Montreal’s management and the Commissioner himself, so at least that part was out of Harris’s hands, thank god.
Reluctantly, the league had handed down the two-game bans and fines to the four players who had been caught red-handed on their own team’s named and listed internet network, which, honestly, was the sort of stupid that Harris could only dream of being handed on a plate. Yet the lingering, phantom heat of the controversy still made his chest tight. Legalities didn’t erase the negativity left behind in the comment sections, and Harris was determined to undo the damage, one post at a time if he had to. The video had been a success until that point. It had been cute, with just the right balance of serious hockey and the playful, family-like dynamic the Bears seemed to indulge in every single chance they got.
Revitalising the Bears’ lacklustre online presence had been his primary mission when he took this job, and his strategy currently rested on three main pillars. Twitter was his bread and butter, for real-time game updates and quick-witted fan banter. Instagram was his weapon for player-centric content; an ongoing campaign in which he had explicitly, and repeatedly, pushed the guys to keep active accounts so that the fans could see them as people and not just numbers on a jersey. That included the notoriously grumpy, media-averse and frankly rather too good-looking Troy Barrett, who hadn’t posted on his own Instagram in four months and grunted at Harris every time he so much as mentioned it. But it was Harris’s push for the new little videos, like “Blindside Blueprint”, that had truly set the socials on fire.
His short, joyful video for the new idea had become an instant viral hit. He had filmed it during the playful shenanigans at the end of practice drills, when the boys were loose and silly and showing off for the camera, which was most of the time, if he was being honest. The light-hearted clip featured Ilya and Shane flying down the ice and executing blindingly fast puck passes without a single glance at each other, a feat Ilya proudly put down to “pure husband-telepathy”. The rest of the Bears had hilariously failed to break their rhythm on defence, which led to a smooth transition shot of the locker room scoreboard reading: Hollander/Rozanov: 14, Everyone Else: 0. The chaotic, sweet finale showed Ilya skating over to press a victory kiss to Shane’s lips, while Cliff dramatically shielded Luca’s eyes in mock scandal, before turning around and demanding his own kiss from a laughing but very obliging Victor. It showed off the team’s chemistry perfectly; you couldn’t have scripted it better if you tried.
Harris had watched it back about 40 times. For work. Obviously.
It was supposed to be light-hearted fun. Instead, certain homophobic and racist bigots from Shane’s old team, the Montreal Voyageurs, had created glaringly obvious burner accounts to flood the video with horrific abuse and nasty slurs; Harris had read some of them before the filters caught up, and he still felt a bit sick when he thought about it. The toxic fallout had directly fuelled the war that followed. The clash between the two teams had ended in a massive brawl after the Bears soundly thrashed them 5-1 to win the Divisional Final and move on to the Conference Round.
Served them bloody right, as far as Harris was concerned. Not that he could ever, ever say that out loud on a franchise account. Could you imagine?
Now he was trying to draft a pitch to Freya to bring everything back to a positive light for the Bears, especially for Shane, who had been the main target of all that nastiness. He was typing out ideas for a series of community-focused Instagram takeovers and a charity event Twitter campaign when his mom’s voice crackled loudly through the speaker, and it shifted, fast, from her usual maternal worrying about whether he had taken his beta-blockers with food into her frantic rescue-coordinator voice. Harris knew that voice. Everyone within 50 miles of the orchard knew that voice.
“So your father and I are making the drive up to Boston.”
She announced it suddenly, her tone a mix of steely determination and pure delight, while Harris tried very hard to keep both his eyes and his focus on his screen.
“We’re meeting a gentleman who is a friend of Susie’s, just half an hour outside of Boston, who has been forced to close his dog rescue. He has a hard deadline to vacate the premises, so we’re helping rehome the last few dogs he has left. You know we just rehomed two of our own long-term boys at the farm last week, so we have the crates and the space open. I told him if he’s stuck when the clock runs out, we’ll just pack the remaining sweethearts right into the back of our truck and bring them back across the border to Ottawa with us.”
Harris chuckled, his chest warming even as he tried to rebuild the paragraph of caption ideas for the Bears’ Facebook page that he had just deleted by accident. It was so classic of her. His mother just couldn’t leave a creature in need behind; it was physically beyond her, like asking the sun not to come up. Which explained why his entire 22 years of life had been soundtracked by needy whines, thumping tails and at least one goat that had lived in the mudroom for a winter.
“And since we’re going to be a mere 30 minutes away from your front door anyway …”
The pause made Harris delete the wrong word, again. He knew that pause. Nothing good had ever followed that pause. She carried on, dropping the real bombshell before he could even process the logistics of a multi-dog, over-the-border rescue mission.
“We are coming over to visit. I need to see this apartment with my own eyes, Harris. That relocation bonus Freya was kind enough to organise for you must have got you a nice place at least, and I want to make sure you’ve actually unpacked your sheets.”
He hadn’t unpacked his bloody sheets. His eyes went wide as he looked around the disaster zone of his living room, his fingers freezing over the trackpad, and he wondered, just for a second, if she had a camera hidden somewhere in one of the boxes.
“Wait … Mom, today? I have a full training rotation with Freya today! I only have a six-month window to prove I can handle taking over Freya’s entire Senior Director role when she retires, and we still haven’t untangled this mess on the video yet. I can’t be …”
She cut him off mid-sentence, the way she had been cutting him off since he was old enough to argue.
“We won’t get in your way, sweetheart. We’ll come by the arena after you’re done. You can say hi to the dogs, and we can see your new workplace.”
Her voice was soothing, all honey and reassurance, though Harris could hear perfectly well that her mind was already on the logistics of the incoming dogs; there was a rustle of paper on her end, and what sounded like his dad swearing at a bungee cord.
“Just text me where we can park. I have to go. Your father is trying to secure the travel crates in the hitch, and he’s doing it all wrong. Love you!”
The line went dead.
Harris let out a long, heavy breath, his laptop screen reflecting back a slightly stressed, tired face with a smear of milk on the chin. A demanding new job; a locker room full of intimidatingly attractive professional athletes; a mountain of unpacked boxes; a high-stakes campaign to protect his players from online bigots; and now a surprise parental visit involving a full canine evacuation. It was definitely a hell of a morning, and it wasn’t even 7:30 yet. How was this his life?
Brilliant. Absolutely bloody brilliant.
 
Abandoning the rapidly dissolving, soggy mass of his breakfast in the sink, Harris went on a frantic, five-minute whirlwind tour of the apartment. He gathered up a few stray packing peanuts that were making a break for freedom under the couch and dragged a box of winter coats out of the main hallway, where it had been lurking with intent to trip him up since Saturday. It was a losing battle. The place was still more box than flat, and he knew with total certainty that it would make his mom worry the second she stepped through the door. She would probably look at the stacks, check his pulse, and accuse him of overexerting himself before she even commented on the beautiful floor-to-ceiling windows, which were, in his humble opinion, the best thing about the whole flat and the entire reason he had signed the lease.
But there was nothing he could do about it now. If he didn’t leave this exact second, he was going to miss his bus, and being late for a fully booked, high-stakes training day was just not an option. He might not be brand new to the building anymore, but with the short six-month window ticking down, every single minute on the clock mattered; he could practically hear it ticking away in time with his heartbeat, tick, tick, tick, and his hand drifted up to rest on his chest out of habit.
Sprinting back to the kitchen island, he slammed his laptop open again and flew across the keys as he did one final, rapid proofread of the PR pitch.
Subject: Turning the Narrative Around: Post-Voyageurs Strategy.
He took a breath and let his thumb hover over the trackpad for a fraction of a second, because once it was gone, it was gone, and then he clicked “Send” before he could talk himself out of it. Freya would have his ideas for rebuilding the team’s positive image, and for protecting Ilya and Shane, in her inbox before she had even sat down with her morning coffee.
Scooping up his satchel and patting his pocket to make sure his wallet and keys were securely in place, and then patting it again, just in case, Harris bolted out the door and locked it behind him, the adrenaline already humming a little too loudly in his chest. He needed to steady his breathing on the commute. Today was going to be a marathon of content capturing and strategy meetings, and he couldn’t afford to let his heart slow him down before the day had even begun.
Not today. Please, not today.
 
The crisp, artificially chilled air of the facility hit him the moment he stepped through the glass doors, instantly cooling the flush on his face from the rushed commute; he was fairly sure he had run the last two blocks, which he was absolutely not going to mention to his mother. He barely had time to adjust the strap of his satchel, the cheerful jingle of his numerous pins making him smile, before his phone buzzed in his palm. It was a text from Freya, brief and uncharacteristically devoid of her usual sassy punctuation.
Freya ➡️ Conference Room 3. Now.
His heart gave a nervous, heavy thud against his ribs, the kind his cardiologist couldn’t do a thing about, because it was all nerves and the high-stakes reality of his position. He bypassed his desk entirely and moved briskly down the familiar corridors towards the executive wing, his eyes scanning the printed schedule in his hand. The day was a total gauntlet, and the first item on the docket had clearly been bumped for an emergency.
Of course it had. Why the hell would anything be simple?
When he pushed open the door to Conference Room 3, the atmosphere inside was thick enough to cut with a skate blade. Freya was already seated at the long mahogany table, her glasses perched on the very end of her nose as she highlighted a document so aggressively that Harris worried for the paper. Next to her sat Daniel Rogers, the Bears’ chief legal counsel; a lean, sharp-jawed man in a beautifully cut suit who looked every bit the exhausted corporate fixer, like he had slept in that chair and was prepared to do it again.
“Good, you’re here. Apologies for the rushed text.”
Freya looked up and gestured with her pen to the empty chair across from her, and the yellow highlighter left a little streak across the back of her hand that she either didn’t notice or didn’t care about.
“Sit, please. Daniel was just laying out the league’s final wording on the Voyageurs’ disciplinary action.”
Harris slipped into the chair, carefully setting his satchel on the floor so the pins wouldn’t clatter against the table leg, and pulled out his notebook. He flipped it open to a fresh page.
“Did they get more than the two-game ban this time?”
He clicked his pen and looked up at the older man, hopeful, even though some cynical little part of him already knew the answer.
“They should.”
Daniel’s voice was a dry, gravelly rasp, worn thin at the edges, and Harris would have bet money he had been on the phone since 5 that morning; knowing this place, he probably had. He slid a typed page across the table towards Harris with one finger.
“But the league is walking a very thin tightrope here. They’re punishing the Voyageurs for the physical altercation on the ice, but they are skating right around the online catalyst. The official statement attributes the brawl to ‘heightened postseason tensions’. Not a single mention of the targeted abuse or the burner accounts that provoked it. They can get away with that because it did not happen on the ice. They’re using the loophole.”
Harris felt a hot flash of frustration tighten his chest. He looked down at the document, his eyes snagging on the sterile, legalistic phrasing; it was so clean and bland and empty, all those careful little words built to hide what had actually been done to Shane, and it made him want to throw the fucking page across the room.
“So they’re sweeping the homophobia and racism under the rug to protect the league’s pristine family-friendly image. That’s incredibly unfair to all of them, but mostly to Hollander.”
Both of them nodded, their faces grimmer than Harris had seen them so far; Daniel’s mouth went thin and flat, and Freya put her highlighter down with a sharp little click that sounded an awful lot like a full stop.
“It is.”
Then her sharp eyes finally locked onto Harris over the top of her glasses, and he watched them soften, just a fraction. Was that pride? It looked a lot like pride. It made his ears go hot.
“Which is exactly why your email this morning was a godsend, Harris. I read your pitch as soon as I got into the office. Turning the narrative around through positive, player-centric Instagram takeovers and a targeted charity campaign on Twitter is exactly how we fight back without violating league policy. But before we launch anything, Daniel needs to establish the legal boundaries.”
Daniel leaned forward and tapped his pen against the table, once, twice, three times, one for each point, and Harris found himself nodding along to every single tap.
“Here is the hard line, Harris. As the digital voice of this franchise, and the man training to take Freya’s seat, you cannot allow any player, explicitly Shane or Ilya, but most definitely Ilya, to comment directly on the Voyageurs’ character, the league’s disciplinary choices, or the specific contents of those deleted burner accounts. The league will slap us with a massive fine for public disparagement before you can even hit ‘Tweet’. If the press bait them during the Conference Round media day, they need a unified, bulletproof script.”
Harris nodded, his fingers gripping his pen tightly as he scribbled, his mind already translating Daniel’s strict legal parameters into a digestible social media strategy. Most definitely Ilya. Yes. He could imagine exactly how that would go if a reporter shoved a microphone in the Russian’s face and asked him what he thought of Montreal, and the mental image alone was enough to give him hives. He knew how volatile the media was going to be right now; the team were wildly, ferociously protective of their Alternate, every last one of them, and keeping everyone quiet was going to be a monumental task.
Like herding cats. Very large, very angry, very bloody stubborn cats, on skates. How the hell was he supposed to manage that?
 
Harris barely remembered the rest of the meeting wrapping up; his brain was already a hyperactive blur of character limits, communication strategies and protective instincts. By the time he made it back to his own desk, his body was loudly reminding him that a single bite of soggy bran flakes at 7 in the morning didn’t count as fuel, not by anyone’s definition, and certainly not by Dr Melvin’s.
He managed to intercept a passing intern for a mug of coffee and snagged a slightly squished protein bar from the bottom of his satchel, where it had been hiding under a charger and a lot of receipts. Settling into his ergonomic chair, he began a frantic, synchronised routine: blindly tearing the wrapper with his teeth, taking a cautious gulp of the scalding caffeine, and keeping both hands flying across his keyboard. He needed to get the legal boundaries drafted into a cheat sheet for the players before their afternoon practice finished. The keys clacked rapidly under his fingertips as he translated Daniel’s dry, legal jargon into quick, bite-sized talking points the guys might actually read; short sentences, bullet points, nothing longer than a text message. If he was very lucky, Cliff might even get to the end of it.
“Harris! Oh my god, Harris, look!”
An excited, familiar voice gasped it from somewhere behind the partition, shattering his concentration into a thousand pieces.
Harris blinked, his fingers hovering over the keyboard, as Jason came skidding around the partition in his socks, more or less. Jason was Freya’s junior assistant, a 19-year-old bundle of anxious energy who had been the very first person to welcome Harris warmly on his arrival, and being only a few years older than the kid, Harris had quickly developed a soft spot for him; a big, squashy, protective one, if he was honest. Even if Jason’s current level of excitement was making Harris’s own chest flutter in sympathy.
Jason was out of breath, his face flushed and a massive, infectious grin stretching right across it. He was holding his phone up in both hands, arms out, so proud of it that Harris half expected him to start a lap of honour around the office, the screen lit up and buzzing with a relentless stream of fresh notifications, so many that it was practically vibrating out of his hand.
“You need to see this right now.”
He panted it, leaning heavily against the edge of Harris’s desk and thrusting the phone directly into his face, close enough that Harris went a bit cross-eyed.
“The Twitter algorithm is losing its mind. Look at the hashtags.”
Harris leaned back slightly to get the screen into focus and narrowed his eyes as he scanned the rapidly updating feed.
 
Holy shit. He nearly choked on his coffee.
There, dominating Jason’s screen, was a freshly uploaded Instagram post that was currently detonating the hockey internet.
The username at the top read Cliff Marlow, @MarlyOfficial7, and it belonged to none other than the Bears’ towering, powerhouse second-line Left Winger, best friend to Ilya and the team’s resident chaotic giant. A man who, as far as Harris could tell, had never had a thought he hadn’t immediately blurted out loud.
Until 5 minutes ago, Cliff’s romantic footprint online had been entirely conventional. If you looked back through the sports blogs and the social media archives, he had been seen in public and online with a few women over the years. He wasn’t one of those players who constantly switched partners or had much of a reputation for sleeping around; no relationship he’d been in had ever lasted longer than a year or so, that was all.
The public had him firmly boxed in as a standard, straight, white hockey player who just hadn’t settled down yet. Everyone within these walls, however, knew the truth. Cliff was head over heels, stupidly, hopelessly, embarrassingly in love with Victor St-Simone, the team’s tall, golden-eyed third-line Left Winger, and he didn’t care one little bit who saw it.
They hadn’t been hiding it, per se, but they hadn’t been broadcasting it either. In the wake of the Blindside Blueprint video, when Cliff had dramatically fake-shielded Luca’s eyes before demanding his own victory kiss from Victor, the fandom had fractured into wild speculation. Half the internet wrote it off as standard hockey-bro locker room antics, just guys being guys and playing around for Harris’s camera. The other half was deeply suspicious, but very few had officially connected the dots, because of Cliff’s dating history.
Cliff, apparently deciding that the best way to fight the toxic Voyageurs narrative was with a digital sledgehammer, had taken matters into his own massive hands.
Of course he fucking had.
It was a full-blown, tooth-rotting, unapologetically fluffy coming-out post. The caption was a paragraph of raw, romantic sentiment so far out of character for the bruising winger that it made Harris’s jaw drop; there were adjectives in there that Harris would have bet money Cliff didn’t know. But it was the carousel of images that had Harris’s eyes blown wide, a deep blush creeping up his neck while his professional brain screamed in terror somewhere in the back of his skull.
The first slide was a candid, beautifully lit photo of Victor laughing, his striking golden eyes crinkled at the corners, looking soft and utterly captivated by whoever was behind the camera. Which was obviously Cliff. The second slide was the kicker: a grainy, intensely intimate selfie of the two of them tangled up in bedsheets, Cliff’s massive arm wrapped around Victor’s waist, their foreheads pressed together in a private little moment that screamed domestic bliss. It was stunning. It was beautiful, honestly, the kind of photo that made your chest ache.
And it wasn’t a photo Harris would ever, in a million years, have approved for public consumption had he been consulted, considering they were both pretty much naked apart from their underwear.
“Oh, sweet Jesus …”
Harris muttered into his hand, rubbing at his forehead as his heart gave a frantic, stressed thump against his ribs. He squinted at the timestamp at the top of the app, then checked it again, because surely not.
“He posted this exactly 10 minutes ago? Right as they left the locker room to get on the ice?”
His first urge was to drop his head onto his desk and very possibly scream into his keyboard. Why? Just why today, of all days? The worst thing was that Cliff was harmless, in this respect anyway. The massive winger most likely thought he was helping. He probably thought he was being a hero, the big, daft, lovely idiot.
“Yeah.”
Jason squeaked it, his eyes wide with an equal mix of terror and awe, and he scrolled with his thumb so fast that the screen blurred.
“The comments are moving so fast the app is freezing. Look at the Twitter trends, Harris. #MarlowxStSimone and #BearsPride are both spiking.”
Harris stared at the screen, his mind racing through the immediate fallout. Victor was famously private; he kept his life off the internet entirely, and Harris had never once seen him so much as tag a restaurant. Given the timing, the golden-eyed winger was most likely still out on the ice with the rest of them, entirely unaware that his boyfriend had just blown his privacy wide open and bared the two of them to millions of hockey fans. That was, if Victor didn’t already know. Harris really, really hoped he already knew.
And then there was the real crisis.
“Shit … Freya.”
Harris whispered, the realisation dropping into his stomach, cold and heavy, and he turned his head, slowly, the way people did in horror films, to look down the corridor towards the executive suites.
“Freya is going to have a fit.”
They looked at each other and shuddered, in perfect unison, with a very healthy amount of fear. Jason sighed and slumped down into his chair, every bit of his excitement draining out of him at once until he was just a pile of gangly limbs and dread. Harris could understand the sentiment. This day had just gone from impossible to utterly fucking absurd, and it was barely past lunchtime.
There wasn’t enough ice cream in the world to deal with this. There wasn’t enough ice cream in Massachusetts.
 
Harris didn’t even have time to stand up before the door of Freya’s office slammed open down the corridor; the crack of it vibrated straight through the walls and the floor and made his heart stumble in alarm.
“Harris. Come with me, now, please.”
Freya’s voice carried through the open-plan office, sharper than usual, and it had everyone else in the room suddenly very interested in their screens, or their shoes, or the fire exit.
He bolted from his chair, grabbing his notebook out of sheer instinct as he fell into step beside her. Freya was already moving at a terrifying, power-walking clip, her sensible heeled boots clicking against the concrete floor in quick, furious little snaps that Harris could feel in his teeth as they headed down the secure tunnels towards the players’ areas. Her face was a fascinating study in conflicting emotions. Her jaw was set in pure exasperation, and her cheeks were flushed with the kind of anger only a loose-cannon athlete could provoke; but behind her glasses, her eyes were bright, almost gleeful, and Harris honestly couldn’t tell whether she was about to kill someone or hug them.
“I mean, the sheer, utter audacity of that man.”
She muttered it half to herself and half to Harris, her hands gesturing wildly as they approached the double doors of the Bears’ home locker room.
“To hit post without one word to PR, to you or to me? Without a content review? He didn’t even run it past Shane or Ilya, I would bet! I am going to murder him. I am going to string him up around his balls by his own skate laces.”
Harris winced and resisted the urge to cross his own legs in defence. He believed her. Fuck, he believed her completely.
“It’s … It’s a very sweet post.”
He offered it tentatively, trying to pace his breathing so his chest wouldn’t tighten up before they had even crossed the threshold.
“The fans are already rallying. The engagement metrics are eclipsing the Voyageurs’ toxicity from this morning.”
He was really trying to dig Cliff out of his own pit here. With a teaspoon. While Cliff kept cheerfully shovelling the dirt back in.
“Of course it’s sweet! It’s disgustingly fluffy, it’s a public relations miracle, and I am thrilled for them.”
Freya shot it back at him, stopping dead just outside the locker room doors so that Harris nearly walked into her, and she jabbed a pointing finger right into the middle of his chest. She was a full head shorter than half the men in that room, and had Harris ever been more afraid of anyone? He honestly didn’t think so.
“However, no matter how bloody fluffy it is, he bypassed protocol! If Victor didn’t know about this, Cliff is going to be a dead man before I can even get my hands on him. We may be walking into a disaster zone, Harris. Brace yourself.”
The muffled sounds of music, scraping hockey tape and loud, booming chatter filtered through the thick wood of the door. The morning skate had just wrapped up; the corridor was still cold from the ice, wet footprints drying on the concrete, and the noise from inside made the door hum when Harris put his palm flat against it. He secretly, and a little bit embarrassingly, loved that noise.
Freya didn’t bother knocking. She threw both her hands against the heavy double doors and pushed them open with enough force to draw every single eye in the locker room directly to them.
The large, warm room fell silent. Someone’s music kept playing for a second, a tinny bit of pop from a phone in a cubby, and then even that cut off. Half the team was still in their chest protectors and damp under-armour, skin still glistening from the heavy skate, and Harris did his very best not to look at any of it, and failed, and looked anyway. Standing near the centre stall, looking unbothered and exceptionally large, was Cliff Marlow. He was casually untying his skates, a smug, oblivious grin on his handsome face as he gazed up at Victor with what could only be described as heart eyes. By the look of him, he had no idea of the storm he had just unleashed on the internet, or of the tiny yet terrifying director of communications currently marching straight towards him.
The poor bastard.
 
Before Cliff could even pull his second foot out of his skate, the Captain spotted Freya marching straight for the centre cubbies, eyes locked on her target. Ilya Hollander-Rozanov stood up at once, all 6′3″ of him unfolding from the bench, his towering form casting a shadow across the floor as he took a protective step forward; he was clearly about to open his mouth and defend his idiot best friend.
Freya didn’t even break stride. She just whipped her head around and shot Ilya a single, utterly lethal look over the top of her glasses.
The terrifying Russian powerhouse shut his mouth with an almost audible click. He held his huge palms up in total surrender and stepped right back again, wrapping one large arm around Shane’s pretty waist on the way to draw his husband close against his side, using Shane as cover, which Harris thought might be the smartest thing he had ever seen a hockey player do. Shane let out a little amused huff and leaned back into Ilya’s chest, watching the unfolding drama with one dark eyebrow raised, his chocolate eyes sparkling. He was very clearly settling in to enjoy the show.
Harris had to bite down hard on his bottom lip to swallow a sudden, nervous bubble of laughter. Standing half a step behind Freya, he could see the exact moment Cliff realised he was cornered. The giant winger looked up from his skate laces, and his smug grin faltered, just a fraction, as Freya planted her hands firmly on her hips right in front of his cubby.
“Marlow.”
Freya’s voice dropped into a dangerously calm, low tone that made the rest of the locker room collectively hold its breath. Even Ilya. Especially Ilya.
“Would you care to explain why my junior assistant just had a minor heart episode at his desk because of your Instagram account?”
Cliff blinked up at her, his huge shoulders rolling into a shrug as he reached for his phone, which was buzzing so hard against the wooden bench that it was creeping towards the edge.
“What? I just helped out the narrative, Freya. As Harris said, we needed to.”
Oh shit. Oh no. Harris shuddered and shook his head frantically, even though Cliff couldn’t see him from where he was sitting; he had not suggested anything of the sort, not like that, thank you very much, and he wasn’t about to be thrown under this particular bus by a 6′6″ golden retriever in a chest protector.
“You bared your soul, and your boyfriend’s bare … everything, to the entire internet community without a single content review!”
Freya barked it, her exasperation finally spilling over the edge, though Harris could still see that pleased spark lurking behind her glasses, the one she was clearly trying very hard to stamp out.
His eyes slid past Cliff’s massive frame on their own, searching the cubbies for the one person who hadn’t made a single sound yet. Victor was sitting just next to his partner, still half-dressed in his damp under-armour. He was holding his phone in both hands, his striking golden eyes wide as he stared at the glowing screen, and his face was entirely, completely unreadable.
Was that good? Bad? Oh, Harris didn’t like that. He didn’t like that at all.
 
The heavy, tense silence stretched over the locker room, thick and prickly against Harris’s skin, until Victor finally broke it. A barely-there blush crept across his handsome face. His rich, deep skin tone made the high spots of colour difficult to see, but Harris was watching closely enough, and he had spent enough of his own life blushing to know exactly what it looked like, so he caught the subtle shift.
Victor was trembling, just slightly; his long fingers gripped the edges of his phone, and his golden eyes had gone bright and warm and shiny. As he looked slowly up from the screen, his gaze landed directly on the hulking, solid form of Cliff, who sat beside him with one skate still half unlaced and a look on his face like a dog who had just realised the vase on the floor was, in fact, his doing.
Every bit of bluster drained out of Cliff’s massive shoulders the second he met Victor’s eyes. His whole face went soft and raw and open, defenceless in a way Harris would never have expected from a man that size.
“I didn’t … I didn’t want people thinking we were just playing around.”
Cliff muttered, his usually booming voice dropping into a low, gravelly register that was meant only for Victor, though the dead-silent room caught every single word. Harris was fairly sure someone near the showers had stopped breathing altogether.
“Not after those bastards tried to make Shane feel small. I wanted them to know you’re mine, Vic. For real.”
Oh. Oh, that wasn’t fair. Harris’s eyes stung, without any warning at all, and he had to blink very hard at the ceiling. Victor let out a shaky little breath, and his golden eyes left Cliff for just a fraction of a second to look at Freya.
“He didn’t mean to bypass the rules, Freya. He’s just … an idiot. My idiot.”
Freya pinched the bridge of her nose and let out a long, theatrical sigh, the sort that came from the very bottom of her sensible boots, and Harris could practically see her switching gears from ready-to-murder to damage control. It was impressive, honestly; he made a mental note to learn how she did it.
“Clearly. Your man has the impulse control of a golden retriever when someone offers him bacon.”
Someone in the back snorted. It might have been Ilya; it was definitely Ilya. Then Freya turned her sharp gaze back to Harris, both eyebrows raised up above the rims of her glasses, and Harris felt every eye in the room swing around to follow hers and land on him, all at once, until the back of his neck went hot.
“Well, Harris? You’re the one running the digital ship now. What do we do with this tooth-rotting disaster?”
Oh. Right. Him. Shit. Okay.
Harris squared his shoulders and stepped forward; his heart was finally settling into a steadier, more confident rhythm all on its own, because this was something he actually knew how to do. And did he? Yes. Yes, he did. He looked at Cliff, then at Victor, and a small, reassuring smile tugged at his lips.
“We lean into it.”
His voice came out firmer than he had expected, which was a lovely surprise, and he held Freya’s gaze while he went on, gripping his notebook so his hands wouldn’t wave about.
“We don’t delete it, and we don’t issue a dry PR retraction. The fans are already loving the transparency. I say we use my pitch from this morning. We give Victor the official team Instagram takeover tomorrow, to show a normal, domestic day in the life behind the scenes. We control the narrative by showing exactly how unshakeable this team actually is.”
There was a low, appreciative whistle from over by the back cubbies, where Ilya had his face tucked into Shane’s hair; he lifted his head just enough to grin, all teeth, right at Harris.
“I like him, Freya. Kid has spine, da?”
 
Freya let her hand drop from the bridge of her nose. Her sharp eyes scanned Harris from head to toe, taking her time about it, weighing him up so thoroughly that he was quite sure she could count every pin on his satchel; and then a satisfied smile tugged at her lips.
“Full authority, then, Harris.”
She declared it crisply, with one sharp nod that settled the matter.
“It’s your ship to steer. If this blows up in our faces, it’s your head on the chopping block as well as mine, but if it works … well, you’ll have proven you’re more than ready for my office. Daniel and I will handle the league brass and make sure they don’t try to fine us for ‘unauthorised personal announcements’ or some other nonsense.”
Harris felt a sudden, exhilarating rush of heat bloom in his chest, bright and fizzy, like the first sip of a very good cider, and he nodded so quickly that his glasses would have slid off if he had been wearing any.
“Thank you, Freya. I won’t let you down.”
Turning on his heel, he stepped closer to the two wingers, keeping his notebook gripped loosely in one hand so that it would look like work and not like a security blanket, which it was. He looked at Victor, at the lingering warmth in those golden eyes and the slow, steadying breath the man was taking, and he made sure his voice came out low and gentle when he spoke, pitched for the two of them and not for the whole room; it was a private moment, for all that it had a 20-man audience.
“Victor?”
He waited until Victor looked at him before he went on, keeping it professional but kind, the way he would want someone to speak to him, if it had been his heart all over the internet.
“This only works if you’re comfortable with it. The Instagram takeover tomorrow will be entirely on your terms, just a normal, domestic day in the life to show the fans who you two really are. What are your thoughts?”
Victor looked down at his phone one last time. The little tremble in his fingers finally faded as he slid the device into the pocket of his shorts, and when he looked up again, his gaze swept from Harris over to Cliff’s massive, anxiously waiting form; the big man was practically vibrating on the bench, like Mac when he heard the treat cupboard open.
“We will do it.”
Victor’s smooth, accented voice held a familiar note of certainty, the same one Harris had heard him use on the ice when he called for the puck.
“But I have one stipulation, Harris. Before we start any official team takeover tomorrow, I want to be allowed to post my own reply to Cliff on my personal account today. He had his say. I want mine.”
Cliff’s chest visibly swelled. A look of pure, boyish hope broke across his rugged face as he stared at his partner, and Harris thought, quite seriously, that if the man had a tail, it would have been knocking things off the shelves.
Harris smiled warmly at them both; a lovely, profound sense of relief smoothed out the last of the tension knotted up in his own shoulders, and he let himself breathe properly for the first time since the corridor.
“I think that’s a perfect idea, Victor. It makes it real. Just let me know when you’re about to hit post, so I can have the official Bears account ready to drop a supportive comment right away.”
 
The hyperactive buzz of the morning had long since faded, leaving the executive wing wrapped in the heavy, cavernous quiet that always settled over the facility once the Zamboni had made its final evening pass.
It was well past 5:30 pm, and Harris was still locked onto his screen, the harsh glow of his laptop the brightest thing left in the office. His fingers clacked in a rhythmic, frantic pattern across the keyboard as he built out the revised content schedule for tomorrow’s urgent rollout. He had to restructure the Bears’ entire digital calendar to accommodate Victor’s takeover; every single piece of copy had to be flawless. He needed to weave Victor’s reserved, elegant personality naturally into the team’s media presence, and keep the legal boundaries Daniel had set watertight at the same time, which was a bit like trying to knit a jumper while riding a unicycle.
His phone sat next to his mouse pad, still buzzing now and then with the aftershocks of the internet’s reaction to Cliff’s post. He had already coordinated with Jason to monitor the comment filtering, but the sheer volume of engagement was staggering; the numbers kept climbing every time he looked, and he had stopped looking, mostly, because it made his stomach do somersaults. He took a slow, deliberate breath and traced his thumb along the side of his mug as he sipped coffee that had gone lukewarm an hour ago. His chest felt tight; the heavy workload of the marathon day was pressing right up against his physical limits, and he could feel it in the heavy little flutter under his breastbone and the ache creeping across his shoulders. But the warm, quiet satisfaction of having Freya’s full backing kept him steady in his chair.
Full authority. His ship to steer. How had that even happened? He still couldn’t quite believe it.
A tiny, hesitant knock at the glass door of the open-plan office broke the silence, and he blinked and looked up from his spreadsheets.
 
The knock had been so faint that Harris half thought he had imagined it over the hum of the office ventilation. He rubbed at his tired eyes with the heel of his hand and looked again, and found the broad, solid form of Troy Barrett hovering in the doorway, one big hand on the frame, not quite sure he was allowed in.
The very good-looking man seemed distinctly out of place in the empty, brightly lit office suite, far too big and far too rumpled among the tidy desks and spinning chairs. He had swapped his damp gear for a pair of dark grey sweatpants and a heavy black hoodie, and his cut jaw was still shadowed by his trademark stubble. Harris noticed all of that; of course he did, he had eyes; what actually made him freeze in his chair, though, was what the grumpy, media-averse man was holding. Balanced carefully in his big, calloused hands were a plastic takeaway container and a small paper plate with a slice of chocolate cake on it.
Cake. Troy fucking Barrett was holding cake. Was he hallucinating?
“Hey.”
Troy’s deep, smooth voice sounded muffled in the stillness of the room. He stepped inside, looking uncharacteristically shy as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and his eyes darted around the office, checking every corner for Freya, which Harris thought was fair enough.
“Saw the light on. Figured you were still up here drowning in paperwork shit.”
Harris swallowed. He wasn’t sure how a man could be both so pretty and so handsome at the same time; it was deeply unfair to his poor, struggling gay heart, which had already had a very long day, thank you very much, and didn’t need this on top.
“T … T … Troy.”
God. He hated the way he stammered; it had been happening since he was about 6, whenever he was flustered, and right now he was very, very flustered. He sat up straight and swept a stack of printed media analytics out of the way to clear a spot on his desk, in the vague hope that a tidy desk might make him look more composed.
“Yeah. Just … restructuring tomorrow’s rollout for Victor. What’s all this?”
It smelled wonderful, and he was so very hungry. Subtly, or so he hoped, he sniffed the air for a stray waft of that delicious-looking chocolate cake.
“Food.”
Troy muttered and set the container down next to Harris’s laptop with a blunt little nod, very businesslike, not quite meeting Harris’s eyes.
“Shane said you probably forgot to eat lunch because you were too busy saving Marlow from getting murdered by Freya. It’s a chicken wrap from the cafe down the street. And some cake from the break room. Shane and Luca baked.”
Harris looked from the food up to Troy’s face, his eyes going wide. A warm, genuinely touched feeling bloomed in his chest and smoothed away some of the tight exhaustion that had been building beneath his ribs all afternoon, and suddenly he could breathe a little easier.
“Wow. Thank you, Troy. Seriously. I did forget to eat.”
Troy shrugged and stuffed his hands deep into the front pocket of his hoodie, though he didn’t immediately turn to leave. He just stood there, solid and a bit awkward, filling up the space between the desks.
“Don’t mention it. Ilya, Shane, Luca and Adrien were still down on the ice with me. Just wrapped up a late fucking session.”
Harris reached for the box, trying very hard not to look like a starving puppy who had just heard the food bag rustle; he suspected he failed.
“Practising?”
He asked it as he pried open the container, eager to keep the conversation going, since this was the most he had ever heard Troy say in one go. Ever. The smell of grilled chicken and fresh vegetables hit him, and his stomach growled so loudly that he was fairly sure it echoed.
“Yeah.”
Troy’s expression softened just a fraction into that intense, focused look he always got when he talked about the game, the one Harris had caught on camera a few times and had very much not been saving.
“Now that I’m really starting to mesh with Luca as my centre, we needed to tighten things up. Shane and Ilya stayed late to help us work on some of those silent signals they use. It’s … It’s a bloody work in progress, but the communication is getting there.”
Harris smiled, and his professional brain started ticking over at once, because of course it did; it never switched off, not even when there was a handsome man and a chicken wrap in front of it. The image of the grumpy new trade staying after hours, humouring Shane and Ilya’s famous “husband-telepathy” to build a silent language with his own centre, with their oldest son, was pure gold. It was exactly the kind of raw, human insight Harris loved to bring to the fans, though he knew better than to push Troy about putting this particular moment on Instagram just yet. Or possibly ever.
“That’s great to hear.”
He took a grateful bite of the wrap, and it was so good that he very nearly moaned out loud, which would have been a disaster; he chewed, swallowed, and tried to look like a professional.
“The fans are going to notice that chemistry on the ice during the first game of the Conference Round. It’s going to pay off.”
Troy didn’t move. His gaze had dropped to the satchel hanging off the back of Harris’s chair, where the little enamel pins glinted in a crooked constellation: a rainbow flag, a cartoon corgi, a tiny hockey stick.
“Nice pins.”
Troy grunted it, gruff and grudging, and scowled down at the satchel while the tips of his ears went faintly pink.
“I heard them jingle before you came into the locker room the other day. Thought it was a cat.”
Harris laughed, too loud and too fast, his big booming laugh that his sisters swore carried across the whole orchard, and he tried to turn it into a cough halfway through, which only made it worse.
“Occupational hazard. They’re mostly gifts. The corgi’s my favourite.”
Troy considered the corgi for a second, with the sort of grave, careful attention most people saved for contracts or X-rays, and for one second his mouth twitched.
“The corgi’s good.”
He agreed with great seriousness, one firm nod, matter settled, and then his eyes flicked down to Harris’s screen. They were so pale that, under the harsh office lighting, they looked almost grey, cold at first glance; but Harris had begun to notice, and he wished he hadn’t, because it was a very dangerous sort of thing to notice, how they warmed back up to blue whenever Troy forgot to guard his expression. They tracked across the complicated digital calendar and the media files marked with Victor’s name.
“You’re doing a good job.”
His voice was low, but steady, and he aimed it at the screen rather than to Harris, which somehow made it hit harder.
“What Cliff did … it was reckless, brave, but still a bit fucking stupid. But you handled it. The room appreciates it.”
Then Troy offered a curt, final nod, his hands still buried in his hoodie pocket, turned on his heel and disappeared down the dim corridor, his heavy athletic strides fading into the shadows of the executive wing.
Just like that. Gone.
The moment the glass door clicked shut, Harris slumped back into his ergonomic chair and let out a breath. Had he been holding it since the man first knocked? Quite possibly. His face was burning; a deep, traitorous flush was crawling all the way from his collar to his hairline. He stared blankly at the paper plate with its slice of chocolate cake, while his heart did a chaotic, erratic stutter against his ribs that had a lot more to do with Troy Barrett than with his medical condition.
There were two forks tucked into the napkin. Two. Harris stared at the second one and kept staring while he chewed. What did that mean? Did it mean anything? He told himself, very firmly, that it didn’t mean a thing, and that the cafe had just been generous with the cutlery.
Cafes did that. It was a thing. Probably.
Oh, shit, he thought, and he buried his face in his hands with a silent, internal groan. No, no, no.
He was supposed to be a professional. He was training to take over the entire communications department, for fuck’s sake. He couldn’t afford to develop a massive, catastrophic crush on the newest, grumpiest and most undeniably handsome member of the Boston Bears roster. It had been bad enough that he had been transfixed by the sheer amount of bare muscle on display in the locker room a few days before; but this, this was so much worse.
This was Troy being sweet. Troy bringing him a wrap because Shane had told him to. Troy giving him a rough, gruff little compliment that made Harris feel like he was floating three inches above his chair.
Harris pressed his cool palms against his burning cheeks and ordered his brain to behave itself. Troy Barrett was a media-averse enigma; a big, rather pretty hockey player; and entirely, completely, hilariously out of his league.
End of story. Full stop. Moving the hell on.
Before he could spiral any deeper into his own self-inflicted romantic panic, his phone began to vibrate violently against the desk, rattling his spoon in his mug and shattering the quiet.
He blinked, pulled himself together, and saw his mom’s name flashing across the screen. He swiped to answer and wedged the phone back against his ear, where it seemed to live these days.
“Hey, Mom. Tell me you’re not lost.”
Her laugh was a balm to his frayed nerves, warm and bright and so very familiar that something in his chest unclenched, just a little.
“Lost? Certainly not, sweetheart. Your father only missed one turn.”
His mom’s voice drifted through the line, accompanied by a sudden, incredibly loud chorus of high-pitched whines and one deep, resounding bark in the background, the sort of bark that belonged to something with very long legs.
“We are officially parked right outside the main gates of the facility. Harris, you need to come down. We have a bit of a situation.”
Harris paused, his fork hovering over the cake. He knew that tone. That was the goat-in-the-mudroom tone.
“What kind of situation?”
This wasn’t good. Was it ever good, in that tone? Fuck. It was just what he needed, after the day he had had.
“Well …”
There was a pause, and her tone shifted into the dangerously cheerful pitch she used when she had overcommitted herself to a good cause, which was roughly every other week.
“You know how I said we were helping rehome the last few dogs? The deadline hit early, and the poor man was just so distraught. Long story short, we couldn’t just leave them in the pens. We have a truck full of rescue sweethearts down here, Harris. Five of them. And three of them are very loud, very energetic puppies who desperately need a stretch.”
Harris let out a long, breathless laugh and shook his head as he closed his laptop. The romantic panic evaporated, all of it, gone in a puff; in its place came the familiar, comforting chaos of his family, which was, honestly, a lot easier to cope with.
“I’ll be right down, Mom. Don’t let Dad let the puppies loose on the Bears’ turf.”
 
He hadn’t realised how warm his office had been until the crisp evening air bit at his cheeks as he jogged out through the secure exit. His eyes scanned the dimly lit VIP lot until they found his dad’s massive white pickup truck, parked at a slightly wonky angle, which was very much his dad’s signature move. The truck was practically rocking on its suspension. Pressed against the passenger-side window was a gorgeous, oversized brindle hound with ears like sails, while the windows of the extended cab were completely fogged over by a tumbling, chaotic mass of busy paws and wet noses.
It looked like a clown car. A clown car full of bloody dogs.
“Harris! Oh, look at you, you look thin, are you eating?”
His mom threw the driver’s side door open and cried it out across the tarmac, lunging to wrap him up in a big, warm, rocking hug that squeezed every last bit of air out of his lungs.
“Mom, I ate a chicken wrap literally two minutes ago.”
Harris laughed into her hair. He certainly didn’t look thin, and they both knew it, but he appreciated the sentiment all the same, and he hugged her back tightly before he greeted his dad with a firm squeeze of the shoulder; his dad squeezed back, gave him the once-over with that careful heart-parent look, and seemed to decide he would do.
“We had to get them out, Harris.”
His dad sighed it, though a soft, indulgent smile tugged at his mouth as he walked around to the truck bed; he had been married to Harris’s mother for 30 years, and he had long since given up pretending he would ever say no to her. His mom had turned to grab the spare leads she kept in the glove box, and she filled Harris in on the day’s events at a mile a minute as she went.
“The poor guy, he rented a kennel just outside the city, and he was practically in tears by the time we arrived. We took the last two adults and the three remaining pups from a lab mix litter. They’ve been cooped up for three hours.”
They worked together with the practised ease of a family raised on a farm, with a mother who couldn’t turn any animal away, and between the three of them they had the leads clipped on safely in no time. His dad frowned around at the couple of expensive SUVs still sitting in the parking lot, gleaming under the lights, each of them probably worth more than the farmhouse roof.
“Are you sure we’re okay to let them out here, son?”
Harris glanced around to see if anyone was about. It was quiet, apart from the whining, whimpering snuffles coming from the truck, and he figured it would be fine; most everyone had gone home by now, and they were at least well away from the road. The truck was pulled into the back corner by a few small trees and a patch of grass, which was about as close to a dog park as TD Garden was ever going to get.
“Yeah, Dad, it should be fine as long as we keep hold of them.”
How did these things always happen to him? Somehow Harris found himself holding the leads for both of the adults. The first was the stunning, gentle brindle hound, who immediately leaned her tall, elegant body against his thigh with a happy sigh, all her weight on him, asking for cuddles. The second was a lovely brown and white collie mix, who was sniffing the air with intense dedication, nose working overtime, her tail going in slow, thoughtful sweeps. His mom had been calling her Lady since somewhere around the border, just until someone gave her a proper name. His mom and dad took charge of the three puppies: roly-poly, clumsy little lab mixes that looked like walking baked potatoes, tumbling over their own oversized paws and whining with high-pitched, needy excitement at absolutely everything.
A leaf. A bit of gravel. Their own tails. Each other.
“Oh, aren’t you a sweet girl.”
Harris murmured to the hound as he bent his knees to scratch her right behind her floppy ears, mindful of how thin she was; he could feel every one of her ribs when she shifted against his leg, and it made his heart hurt a little.
“What is this? A puppy franchise expansion?”
The smooth, deeply pleasant voice carried across the concrete, and Harris froze, hand still buried in hound. He snapped his head up to see Shane Hollander-Rozanov walking towards them, his hands tucked casually into the pockets of his light spring jacket and a lovely, amused smile lighting up his pretty face. Directly beside him was Ilya, a towering Russian mountain in a tailored wool coat thrown over his 81 Bears hoodie, his massive arm looped around his husband’s waist as if it had been glued there, which, from what Harris had seen of the two of them so far, it more or less was.
Before Harris could even stammer out a coherent explanation, a pair of quick, light footsteps came sprinting past the Captain and his Alternate, who, as far as Harris had worked out in his first few weeks, were co-captains in everything but the letters on their jerseys; the whole team treated them that way, and so did Coach. Luca had darted into sight, with the taller, steadier stride of Adrien right behind his smaller, blond boyfriend, never more than an arm’s length away.
“Oh, Otousan, look at the little ones!”
Luca gasped, his dark blue eyes blown wide with delight. The blond didn’t care one bit about his expensive clothes. He dropped straight to his knees on the grass, and within seconds his hands and face were covered in frantic, sloppy puppy kisses as the three lab mixes swarmed him, climbing into his lap and over his knees in a wriggling, yipping pile. Adrien hovered right over his shoulder, a bright, boyish grin breaking across his usually rather blank yet handsome face as he reached down and gently scooped one of the golden-furred puppies up into his arms. He cradled it like a baby. He actually supported its little head.
Harris was going to need a damn minute.
His mom, however, was beaming, her whole face lit up with delight. Her rescue-coordinator eyes locked onto the four elite athletes and sized up every one of them as a potential home, and Harris knew, with a horrible sinking feeling, exactly what was about to happen.
“Oh, hello! Are you boys friends of Harris’s? Look at how well that little one fits in your arms, young man. He’s a natural retriever, you know …”
Harris buried his face in his free hand, his cheeks burning a brilliant, glowing red.
“Mom, please.”
He groaned it into his palm, though the pure and rather surprising joy of the whole scene was already making his chest feel warm; and, if he was honest, it was giving him some ideas for a very interesting photo shoot. Hockey players and puppies. The internet would explode. Freya would have to be talked around, obviously, but still.
 
The big brindle had wandered off to the end of her lead to sniff at a grease spot on the edge of the grass verge, very seriously, nose down and tail going, utterly absorbed. The other adult dog, though, the pretty brown and white collie mix with the deep, soulful eyes, suddenly went stock-still. Her ears pricked up, and her head tilted to one side as she looked past Luca and Adrien. She had zeroed in on Ilya.
Before Harris could tighten his grip on the lead, the collie made a beeline for the towering Russian. She didn’t bark or snap. She just trotted forward with a needy little whine, low in her throat, her tail giving a hesitant, hopeful thump against her ribs.
“Wait, girl, hold on …”
Harris stumbled forward after her, his heart giving a sudden, nervous leap as he tried to manage the lead without pulling too hard. She only had a frayed, thin rope collar on, and it was in danger of digging into her neck if he tugged. Ilya was a multi-million-dollar franchise asset, and the very last thing Harris needed was one of his mom’s mystery rescue dogs ruining the Captain’s expensive wool coat with muddy paws.
But he needn’t have worried. As it turned out, Ilya was a shameless sucker for dogs. He apparently adored them, with a big, soft-hearted intensity that was almost comical given his terrifyingly large frame and his on-ice reputation. The second the collie reached his knees, the huge blond didn’t flinch or pull away; his eyes lit up with instant, uncomplicated warmth, like a little boy on Christmas morning. He let go of Shane’s waist and dropped into a deep squat right there on the grass, entirely unbothered by his tailored coat.
He held out one massive, calloused hand and let her sniff his knuckles for a fraction of a second before his thick, strong fingers sank into the fur behind her ears. The collie didn’t hesitate. She pressed her wet nose into his palm and let out a long, dramatic sigh of pure contentment as she slid her whole head under his hand, practically forcing him to pet her.
Bold. Harris rather admired it.
A low, rumbling chuckle vibrated in Ilya’s chest, a sound of pure affection.
“You are very forward, pretty lady.”
He murmured to her, his deep, thick accent softening into a gentle coo as he began scratching what was apparently her favourite spot, just under the jaw. The collie’s front paws slid forward until she was practically melting at his feet, captivated by the giant man; Harris had never seen a dog swoon before, but he was fairly sure that was what was happening.
Shane stepped closer and leaned over his husband’s broad back to rest a hand on Ilya’s huge bicep, a brilliant, knowing smile lighting up his face.
“Look at that. I think you’ve been chosen, Ilya. And don’t act like you aren’t smitten.”
Excited, bright blue eyes turned up to the smaller man leaning over him, and Ilya looked so happy, so open, that Harris held his breath without meaning to. He rubbed one floppy hound ear between his fingers for comfort as he watched the collie lick sweetly at that huge hand.
“She has excellent taste.”
Ilya rumbled, looking up at Shane with a flash of fond amusement, his hand never pausing as it stroked her fur. Then he looked up at Harris’s mom, and his expression was so open and entirely charmed that Harris actually saw his mother’s heart melt, right there in the parking lot.
“Oh, she does!”
His mom chimed in, practically vibrating with excitement, while she held a wriggling lab puppy away from Luca’s face; not that it helped, because the blond looked thoroughly delighted with all the kisses and kept leaning back in for more.
“That’s the younger one. She’s incredibly sweet. I’ve just been told she’s a little shy around big groups, but she clearly knows a dog lover when she sees one. She’s looking for a very loving home.”
Oh no. Oh, bloody hell, she was doing it. She was actually doing it. Harris buried his face in his free hand again, his cheeks burning a spectacular shade of crimson as he stood there holding the other end of Lady’s lead like a lemon.
“Mom, please …”
He groaned it from behind his fingers.
“Don’t try to guilt-trip the Captain into a canine adoption in the parking lot.”
Just as Harris was working out how on earth to extract his parents and the five dogs so they could all head back to his sadly still-unpacked apartment, the universe decided that his heart rate hadn’t been tested nearly enough today. One of the lab-mix pups gave a sudden, fluid wiggle, slipped right out of his mom’s grip, and took off back towards the facility doors with a happy, high-pitched yip.
“Oh! Catch him!”
The gasp came from his mom, somewhere behind him.
Luca and Adrien both tightened their holds on the remaining two squirming baked potatoes, and Harris swore under his breath, a proper farmyard swear, as he tried to shove the hound’s lead at his dad so he could give chase. His heart gave a hard, heavy thump against his ribs as he turned to run; but before he had taken two strides, the runaway pup ran smack into a pair of solid, immovable legs and rolled backwards onto its bottom with a startled, tiny yip.
Apparently, the hockey gods wanted to torture Harris just a little bit more today.
Troy Barrett had, in fact, not yet left the building. He was standing right there by the exit, keys in hand, and now a small, happily snuffling puppy was aggressively attacking the laces on his trainers. Before Harris could get there and rescue the naughty little Houdini, Troy raised one dark eyebrow and bent down without a word, and scooped the rogue puppy up into his big arms.
Honestly, this was just unfair. It was cruel, was what it was. Even through the coat Troy had on, Harris’s eyes locked, entirely without permission, onto the distinct flex and curve of a strong, solid bicep where the wriggling, snuffling lab cross was being held. The lucky little thing was cradled right up against Troy’s unfairly broad chest, and it settled down at once, the little traitor, tucking its nose into the crook of Troy’s elbow and closing its eyes, clearly having found the best nap spot in all of Boston.
Harris couldn’t argue with it. He would have made the same choice.
Pale blue eyes found Harris and stayed on him as Troy walked carefully over to meet him. The puppy tried to burrow even deeper into the crook of Troy’s arm, and Harris had to bite down hard on his bottom lip to stop a pathetic, needy little coo of adoration from escaping his throat.
It was a scientific hazard. Why did big, muscular, intimidating men look so damn hot when they were holding helpless, cute puppies? Someone should study it. Someone should get a grant.
“Lose something, Harris?”
Troy’s deep, smooth voice carried a trace of dry amusement that sent a shiver straight down Harris’s spine and into his toes.
Heat swept up his cheeks in a violent wave; his ginger complexion took on that familiar, vibrant crimson that was impossible to hide, even in the fading light. He might as well have been a traffic light. A big, bright, blinking one.
“Ahh … yes. Sorry about that …”
Harris stammered it, his hands trembling slightly as he held them out.
He carefully took the now sleepy ball of fur out of those strong arms. His fingers brushed the inside of Troy’s wrist as he did, and it was ridiculous, honestly, completely ridiculous, how far that tiny touch travelled up his arm. As he pulled the puppy against his own chest, he couldn’t help noticing how warm the little rascal’s soft coat felt. Troy’s arms must have been radiating pure, furnace-like heat. Harris’s brain, unhelpful as ever, immediately supplied the thought that if he were wrapped up in that kind of warmth, he would probably try to nest and go to sleep right there too.
He wasn’t going to think about that. He was absolutely not going to think about that.
“He’s a fast one.”
Troy muttered, and his gaze lingered on Harris for a second longer than it needed to; his eyes softened, just a fraction, as he watched Harris cradle the pup.
“Looks like you’ve got your hands full.”
 
Harris could feel his skin go that familiar, splotchy pink in a hot, full-body blush under Troy’s direct gaze; the heat radiating off his cheeks matched the warmth of the sleepy puppy in his arms. He gripped the little lab cross a bit tighter, desperately wishing his pale redhead complexion didn’t betray his internal panic quite so thoroughly in front of most of the Bears’ first line and Luca’s right winger, the man who had very nearly wrecked the second line when he was first traded in.
“Yeah, he’s a little escape artist. They tend to be at that age.”
Harris managed to get it out, a bit breathless, as he looked up into those pale blue eyes; and up was the word, because even if Troy was only about Shane’s height, that was still a good few inches more than Harris had to play with.
“Troy. Come and look at the others.”
Ilya called it out from a few feet away, his deep Russian accent rolling warm and easy across the lot. The towering Captain hadn’t moved an inch from his deep squat; he was still dutifully scratching the pretty collie mix behind the ears, while Shane stood over them both, fond and completely resigned; he had clearly seen this coming for years. On Shane’s other side, Luca had abandoned the puppies to tuck himself under the dark-haired man’s arm, and Shane had wrapped that arm around the smaller blond without even looking.
“We are getting a dog. I have decided.”
Ilya announced to the whole parking lot, without looking up from the collie, and that, apparently, was that. Luca’s sparkling blue eyes glistened with delight, and he bent down too to run his fingers across the dog’s soft muzzle.
“You did get a cat, Kaasan. Seems only fair …”
Ilya smiled cheekily at his husband over Luca’s head, then pressed a quick, proud kiss to those blond waves, apparently very pleased to have his son backing him up.
“We have a game in 48 hours, Captain.”
Troy muttered over his shoulder, though his mouth twitched with that rare, dry humour that Harris was quickly realising he was weak for. Very weak. Embarrassingly weak.
“Don’t bring a pack of bloody hounds to the rink.”
Oh yes. He was so fucking screwed, and not in the good way.
“She is not a pack. She is a very pretty lady.”
Ilya snarked it back, entirely unbothered by Troy’s dry wit, and went on stroking the collie’s ears very seriously.
As much as Harris’s brain wanted to stay trapped in this ridiculous, tooth-rotting fantasy of big hockey players and tiny rescue animals, the practical reality of his evening was creeping back in around the edges. He checked the time on his phone with his thumb. It was getting on for 6:30 pm; the evening air was turning sharp and cold, and the adrenaline of his packed day was finally wearing off, leaving his heart doing a slow, heavy thud against his ribs. He was tired. Bone-tired.
“Mom, Dad, we should probably get going.”
Harris readjusted the sleepy weight of the puppy in his arms and turned back towards the white pickup truck, where the brindle hound was waiting patiently by the tailgate.
“You guys still have to eat something, see my new place, and then make the drive back home with the dogs.”
Although, looking at the way the pretty collie cross was still trying to melt the Hollander-Rozanov family into a puddle, she was going to be very hard to get back into the truck. Luca was now sitting on the grass, leaning back against Shane’s calves, while the dog tried to snuggle into the blond’s shoulder. Her big, glossy eyes, round and soft, stared up at the two older men, and her thick tail gave a gentle thump every time Ilya’s hand started its soothing path down her head and under her ear. Harris couldn’t blame her, not really. Anyone would melt under those hands.
Not that he was thinking about anyone’s hands. At all.
“Oh, yes, you’re right, sweetheart.”
His mom interrupted his thoughts, though her eyes lingered wistfully on the very good-looking family crowded around the collie; she began, gently, to collect the remaining two puppies back into the extended cab.
“We don’t want to keep the pups out too long in the cold either.”
Adrien reluctantly handed over the baked potato he had been cradling, and Luca gave up his too. Both of them offered soft, gentle goodbyes to the sleepy creatures, with protesting noises that rivalled the puppies’ own. Harris carefully nestled his own rogue pup back into the secure travel crate in the truck bed with his brothers, and the sudden absence of Troy’s lingering warmth against his chest made him feel oddly cold.
Turning back to the group, Harris offered a warm, slightly tired smile to the small crowd of elite athletes who had just turned his parking lot upside down.
“Thanks for the help, guys. And Troy … thanks for the catch. Oh, and the food.”
Troy just gave him a short nod and stuffed his hands back into his coat pockets as he turned towards his car, with a slight wave over his shoulder to all of them.
At the edge of the lot, though, Troy paused with his keys in his hand and glanced back; only for a second, his pale eyes finding Harris across the dim parking lot before he ducked into his car. Harris, who had definitely not been watching him go, not even a little bit, nearly walked straight into the truck’s tailgate.
His dad didn’t comment. His dad’s eyebrows commented plenty.
Shane finally drew Luca back up onto his feet and tucked him into the larger blond’s arms, into Ilya’s, as he eased the two of them back from the collie, who was suddenly looking very worried indeed. She whined, her head lowered, and her tail stopped thumping. Harris watched as she slunk closer to the pretty dark-haired man, her body low and humble as she looked up at him with wide, liquid eyes.
Harris watched Shane look away. Then back again, when she gave a heartbreaking little cry that had tears springing into Harris’s own eyes. Jesus Christ, she was clever. How was anyone resisting that look, never mind those desperate little cries? He had grown up around rescue dogs his whole life, and even he was crumbling.
“Shane, Lyubimyy?”
Ilya’s voice was soft and coaxing and hopeful, and Shane’s dark chocolate eyes melted at the sound of it. He held his hand out, and the collie instantly laid her whole head in it and just rested there, her gaze fixed on the Captain and his Alternate.
Harris couldn’t understand what came next, because the conversation dropped into fluid, flowing Russian, but the result was clear enough. Shane let out a sigh, the sigh of someone who had lost and didn’t mind in the slightest, and pulled his phone out. Ilya gave his smaller husband a beautiful, blinding smile, and Luca wrapped his arms around Shane’s waist and pressed close with a delighted little shoulder wiggle; Ilya copied the wiggle, exactly, as he leaned down to tilt his husband’s face up for a kiss. It was far too deep and far too intimate for a parking lot, but Harris didn’t really care.
Good for them. Honestly. Good for them.
Only when Ilya pulled back did he turn to Harris and switch back to English.
“Can we put our names down for adopting her? We will need to get a few things sorted, but we would like to offer her a home.”
Harris wasn’t all that surprised, not with the way she had zeroed in on Ilya and the way she had taken to each of the three Hollander-Rozanovs in turn. Still, he was pleased, ridiculously pleased, and so was his mom. Her smile was both genuine and relieved as she pulled out her phone and typed in Ilya’s number.
“Of course. We can take her home for a few days, and then you give us a call when you are all sorted. We are set up to house all five anyway.”
Shane snaked his arm around Ilya’s trim waist and pulled his larger husband in close, then started herding all four of them towards their car with a hand on Ilya’s back and a quick look over his shoulder to check the boys were following.
“Thank you, Mrs Drover. We will be in touch. However, we need to get home, Ilya. You know you promised Lyovushka he could help us change Yuki’s dressing tonight. I distinctly remember you promised he could pick the colour.”
That got the taller man moving, quick as anything. The four of them smiled and waved as they headed off towards the last car in this part of the parking lot, and Ilya called back to Harris from where he was swinging himself into the passenger seat.
“Get some rest, Harris. You did good today.”
 
The 20-minute drive to his apartment had been a symphony of needy, tired puppy whines and heavy, put-upon dog sighs from the back seat; but the moment they stepped through his front door, the excitement of showing his parents his new place cut right through some of the exhaustion.
“Oh, Harris.”
His mom breathed it out, her eyes going straight up to the high ceiling and then across to the massive windows looking out towards the city skyline, all lit up and glittering against the dark.
“It’s beautiful. The light in here is just spectacular.”
Yes, it was. He had fallen in love with it the second he walked through the door at the first viewing; he had stood right where she was standing now and gone a bit misty-eyed, and the poor realtor had pretended not to notice. It wasn’t what he was used to, nothing like the cramped, creaky, cosy farmhouse, but it was a different sort of beautiful, and one Harris was liking, at least for now.
“It’s a proper grown-up place, son.”
His dad agreed, though his eyes dropped quickly to the towering cardboard labyrinth swallowing up the living room. He let out a low whistle and stepped carefully around a stack of boxes marked KITCHEN in Margot’s massive handwriting.
“Though it looks like you’ll be living out of tape and packing peanuts for the next month. Don’t go lifting the heavy ones by yourself, alright? Your heart doesn’t need the extra strain.”
There it was. By sheer force of will, Harris managed not to roll his eyes; his dad would have heard it anyway, somehow, he always did.
“I’m fine, Dad, I’m taking it easy.”
He promised it with a smile, though his face still felt a little warm from the lingering phantom memory of Troy’s arms, and his traitorous brain chose that exact moment to replay the flex of that bicep in slow motion. Lovely. Bloody marvellous. Thank you, brain.
They couldn’t leave the dogs in the truck, so the entire caravan came up in the service elevator; the poor building manager was going to have a fit if he ever checked the cameras. While his dad went back downstairs to grab a quick Chinese takeaway from the place on the corner, Harris helped his mom manage the influx. They brought the long-legged brindle hound and the pretty brown and white collie inside first. The hound immediately trotted over to the rug, turned three heavy circles and collapsed with a long, dramatic grunt and his chin on his paws, already half asleep; the collie mix hovered close to Harris’s shins, her soulful eyes darting around the unfamiliar space, before she settled down at his feet with a little sigh.
By the time his dad came back with boxes of steaming noodles, he had also hauled up the portable fold-out fabric playpen from the truck bed. He set it up efficiently in the little alcove by the kitchen island, making a safe, enclosed refuge away from the sharp and very chewable corners of the moving boxes.
“Alright, let’s get these monsters fed before they eat your boxes, or the sofa.”
It was a familiar joke, one his dad had been making about every dog that had ever come through the farmhouse door, and his mom smiled at Harris across the playpen. Her face was lined with the weariness of the long drive, but her hands moved with the same practised efficiency they always did.
Harris dropped to his knees beside her and carefully measured out the puppy kibble into three small stainless-steel bowls. The moment the food hit the dishes, the three lab-cross puppies went into a frantic, tail-thumping frenzy, their tiny bodies wiggling madly as they gobbled up their dinner with messy, uncoordinated greed; one of them climbed right into his bowl with all four paws. Harris couldn’t help but smile. His fingers found the soft back of the little rogue pup Troy had caught earlier and stroked it, over and over, without him ever really deciding to.
Once the bowls had been licked clean, and then licked again just to be sure, the frantic energy in the room drained away almost instantly, all three puppies going from frantic to floppy in the space of a heartbeat. The excitement of the day, the long drive from Ottawa and the sensory overload of meeting half of the Bears’ top two lines had worn the babies out, in the way only very young puppies could be worn out.
One by one, the three little baked potatoes began to stagger, their eyelids drooping. They crawled out of the playpen and drifted straight towards the living room rug, collapsing in a soft, tangled pile right between the brindle hound’s long legs; the hound sighed, very put-upon, and let them. The collie finally shifted closer and rested her chin over the back of the smallest golden pup.
Harris sat down on the floor beside them and leaned his back against a sturdy box of books. His mom and dad joined him, sitting cross-legged on the rug, and they finished their noodles in comfortable, sleepy silence, passing the cartons back and forth the way they always had at home. Within minutes, the whole space had turned into a warm, furry cuddle puddle. The slow, rhythmic breathing of five dogs filled the apartment, a comforting soundtrack that finally let Harris’s racing heart settle into a deep, peaceful rhythm. He was exhausted. His brain was fried from PR strategies and secret locker room drama, but looking at the sleeping pile at his feet, with his mom’s shoulder against his and his dad stealing the last spring roll, he knew he was exactly where he was supposed to be.
Tick, tick, tick, went the valve in his chest. Steady as anything.
 
The quiet that settled over the apartment after his parents finally packed up and headed down to the truck was heavy, almost physical. Harris stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows and watched until the taillights of his dad’s white pickup had blinked away into the Boston traffic, carrying the five rescue dogs back towards the border; he kept watching after that, too, staring at the gap where they had been, long after there was nothing left to see.
When he finally turned back to the living room, the space felt suddenly vast, empty and unfamiliar. The cardboard fortress of moving boxes wasn’t an exciting project anymore; every single box was a stark reminder of just how far he was from home, and his throat went tight.
A sharp, unfamiliar ache of homesickness bloomed right behind his ribs. It was a physical tug: a longing for the loud, predictable chaos of the farm in Ottawa, the comfort of their crowded kitchen, and the reassurance of a place where he didn’t have to prove his worth against a ticking six-month corporate clock. Having his parents and the dogs here, even for just a couple of hours of takeaway and a chaotic puppy cuddle puddle on the floor, had been a lifeline; their leaving had scooped out a hollow space in his chest, and the quiet apartment only seemed to make it echo. He was on his own now. A 22-year-old in a massive new city. What the hell had he been thinking?
On his own. With all these boxes. Bloody hell.
He took a slow, deep breath, pacing his heart on purpose the way Dr Melvin had taught him when he was small, in for four and out for six; then he reached into his pocket as his phone gave a little chime.
It was a text from Freya, updating him on the paperwork she was filing behind the scenes; she never seemed to stop working, that woman, not even at night. Even though Ilya and Shane couldn’t officially take the collie home just yet, not with the high-stakes postseason schedule and their upcoming travel, Harris suspected it would take them a few days to sort it all out. The verbal commitment was there, though, and he trusted them both to keep it. The collie was going to head back to the farm in Ottawa with his parents for a temporary stay, a safe place to wait until the couple were ready for her.
A genuine, brilliant smile broke across his face and melted away the worst of the lonely ache. He let out a huff of joyful relief and leaned his head back against the edge of the kitchen island. The soulful-eyed collie girl had a guaranteed future in what was practically a palace, with two of the most devoted, soft-hearted men he had ever seen in professional hockey; or at least, they were soft-hearted when it came to their family, going by what he had just witnessed, and he got the distinct impression that the collie had just been adopted into it. She was going to land firmly on all four perfect paws. It was a massive victory. His mom was going to lose her mind with delight when she saw the house, of that he was certain.
If he could manage to pull off a miracle like that on a chaotic Tuesday in a parking lot, he could handle whatever the internet and the disasters of the Boston Bears’ social media decided to throw at him tomorrow. He looked down at his screen, the faint light of the app reflecting back at him, and started getting his head ready for the morning rollout.
 
He opened the team group chat out of habit, then scrolled down to the thread with Troy. Their entire history was two lines long. The week Harris joined, he had sent the same message to every single player on the roster, with a little smiley face at the end.
 
Harris ➡️ Hi, I’m Harris. I run the socials; let me know if you ever want anything posted or NOT posted.
Troy ➡️ Not posted.
 
That was it. That was the whole conversation. Harris had nearly fallen off his desk chair laughing at the time, and he had sort of loved it, in a horrified way, ever since.
He typed out a message and stared at it.
Thanks again for the wrap, and the cake, and the catch.
He deleted it. He typed out a new one.
Thanks for dinner.
He deleted that too, because it sounded like a date, and it was absolutely not a date; a man didn’t go on a date with a chicken wrap at his office desk. He chewed on his bottom lip, typed out one last attempt, and sent it before he could ruin it.
 
Harris ➡️ Thank you for dinner tonight, genuinely. I’d have forgotten otherwise.
 
The three dots appeared. Then they vanished. Then they appeared again, and Harris stared at them, barely blinking, phone clutched in both hands, his heart going tick, tick, tick, a bit faster than it strictly needed to.
He was going to have to stop doing this, for god’s sake. Soon. Tomorrow, maybe.
He had padded through to his bedroom by then, and he was just about to plug his phone into the charger on his nightstand when a push notification lit up the screen, cutting through the dim quiet of the room.
Victor St-Simone, @StSimonOfficial18, has shared a post.
Harris straightened up on the edge of his mattress, wide awake all over again, his eyes glued to the display. Victor had finally broken his silence and posted his response.
The post was very Victor, from what Harris understood of the man: understated, elegant and precise. Unlike Cliff’s chaotic, multi-photo carousel, Victor had uploaded a single sunset-flooded photograph. It was a candid shot taken from behind, of Cliff standing in front of huge windows, looking out over a beautiful garden that stretched away into a line of trees in the distance. The massive winger was a silhouette against a pale spring sky, his broad shoulders squared against the cold, big and solid and steady. But his head was turned back towards the camera, and a rare, gentle, unguarded smile softened his rugged features; the sort of smile that only came out for one person.
It was a beautiful piece of photography; Victor really did have an eye. But it was the caption that made Harris’s chest go tight, and his throat go thick all of a sudden.
“Mon chéri. Always.”
That was it. Three words, one of them a French term of endearment that translated to “my darling”. It was the perfect counter-punch to every piece of toxic garbage the Voyageurs’ burner accounts had tried to spew into the world, and it confirmed and supported Cliff’s post in one single, steady breath. No PR statement. No defensive rant. Just a still, beautiful declaration of devotion, and somehow that was so much louder than anything else could have been.
Harris had to wipe his eyes. Just a little. It had been a very long day.
Within seconds, the comments section beneath the image began to scroll at a dizzying, frantic speed. Harris watched, a smile finally spreading across his face, as the verified check mark of the official Boston Bears account dropped the very first response: a simple, solid gold heart emoji that he had pre-approved before leaving the rink.
Then the phone buzzed again in his palm. Troy.
 
Troy ➡️ Eat breakfast.
 
A minute later, a second message landed underneath it.
 
Troy ➡️ Mean it.
 
Harris pressed the back of his hand to his mouth to smother a ridiculous, delighted sound, something between a giggle and a squeak, and read both messages again, slowly, for good measure. Then a third time. Just to be sure he had read them right.
He had. He very much had.
Locking the screen, Harris finally set the phone down and pulled the duvet up to his chin. The lingering ache of homesickness was still there, a low, steady thrum beneath his ribs, but as he closed his eyes, the certainty that he had got this right settled deep into his bones. Moving here, taking this risk, all of it. It had all been right. He was where he belonged. Tomorrow was going to be a media circus, but for the first time all day, Harris knew he was ready for it.
Eat breakfast. Mean it.
He fell asleep smiling.
 
The morning sun had barely cleared the top of the building before the digital analytics on Harris’s desk were already flashing a brilliant, blinding green.
It was mid-afternoon now, and the office was filled with the rhythmic, frantic clatter of mechanical keyboards as Harris and Jason bent over a single monitor, their faces lit by the neon glow of the editing timelines. They were buried in the raw footage from Victor’s official Instagram takeover day. The strategy was working perfectly, if Harris did say so himself, and he did, with only a tiny bit of smugness. He had spent the first half of the day trailing the winger around the facility, capturing little bite-sized videos of his rink routine, while Victor had handled the early morning domestic shots himself.
That was only a slice of what Harris filmed. A good half of his job was just collecting the Bears in motion: line rushes, drill footage, the goalies stretching on the ice like massive padded cats, Cliff trying to balance a stick on his chin during warm-ups, and the Zamboni making its slow, patient lap. He had learned fast that all of it had to pass the same test before it went anywhere near a post. Nothing that showed a new set play; nothing that gave away a line change or a faceoff routine; and nothing the Conference Round opponents could freeze-frame and study. The silent signals Shane and Ilya had been teaching the others never made it onto a card at all, because Harris cut those frames himself, long before anyone upstairs had to ask. He kept a small, private folder for the clips that were just lovely and not for posting. A few of them had Troy in them. Troy on a hard stop, ice spraying off his blades in a glittering fan. Troy with his head bent over his stick and a strip of tape caught between his teeth.
Harris had told himself he was checking the framing. Very thoroughly. Repeatedly.
20 minutes ago, Victor had dropped a massive file transfer into Harris’s inbox containing the start of the three planned evening clips. The material was golden, but it was going to take Harris at least a day or so of meticulous editing and blending to stitch the whole day-in-the-life story together into one seamless, high-impact short video package ready for Freya’s final signature.
“Okay, look at this one.”
Jason muttered it around the end of the pen he was chewing as he used the trackpad to scrub through a 10-second file.
“If we use this as the primary Twitter teaser, we need to cut it exactly at the 5-second mark.”
5 seconds was doable. 5 seconds was very doable.
“Let me see.”
Harris leaned closer, narrowing his eyes, as the video replayed.
The clip was from the early morning batch Victor had filmed at Cliff’s house, which by now was very much both of theirs. It started innocently enough, with a still, beautifully lit shot of a coffee maker dripping into a mug, until a massive, heavily muscled arm reached into the frame from behind and slid a broad palm flat against the kitchen counter, trapping Victor against the edge. You couldn’t see Cliff’s face, but the sudden shift in Victor’s posture was impossible to miss: the way his shoulders dropped, the soft, unguarded look that melted across his handsome features as he tilted his head back, and the heated, adoring look in those golden eyes.
Harris felt the familiar splotchy pink blush creep up his neck, and his fingers fumbled with his notebook until it nearly went on the floor.
“Yeah. Cut to black right there. Do a soft fade. If we let that run another three seconds, the league will fine us for broadcasting a premium cable romance.”
That was putting it mildly. On the screen, long, thick fingers trailed slowly up the taut column of Victor’s throat while Victor chuckled, low and warm, right into the camera. The sound was so smooth and rich that it sent a shiver down Harris’s own spine, and he had to clear his throat. Twice.
“But the chemistry, Harris.”
Jason argued, a wide, awestruck grin breaking across his face, and he pointed at the screen with his chewed pen.
“It’s insane. They aren’t even doing anything, and it feels like the room is heating up.”
The younger man had a point. Technically, they weren’t doing anything, not even kissing, and somehow it was more intimate than a deep kiss ever could be. Harris’s cheeks went hot just watching it, the way they would have if he had walked in on the pair of them for real, and he had to fight the urge to look away from his own screen.
“I know.”
Harris groaned it, rubbing at his eyes as he eyed the next file waiting in the queue as if it might bite.
That was the beautiful, terrifying problem they were currently trying to hash out. Victor hadn’t meant to hand over anything inappropriate; he was far too private and elegant for that. But the pair had an undeniably scorching chemistry that bled through every single frame of raw footage. It was there in the tiny expressions, the heavy unspoken subtext, and the way Cliff’s massive thumb casually dragged along the curve of Victor’s hip whenever they passed each other in the hallway, like he couldn’t help himself. He probably couldn’t.
They had three potential teasers on the table, and between them, the two assistants were trying to agree on the exact lengths and placements. Two of the clips were balanced precariously right on the line of too steamy for an official franchise account, which meant Harris was going to need some seriously clever editing to fade to black before the heat swamped the hockey.
“We want the fans to see the domestic bliss, not the prelude to the bedroom.”
Harris pointed it out as he queued up the third clip, his professional brain fighting a losing battle with his inner romantic, who was mostly just sighing.
“Freya will have a fit if we drop these without a strict trim.”
 
The shadows in the executive wing grew longer, and the bright fluorescent lights eventually started to feel too harsh against Harris’s strained eyes. He finally looked up from his laptop and glanced over at the partition. Jason was slumped in his chair with his head propped up on one hand, blinking heavily at the video timeline sprawled across his screen with the glazed expression of pure exhaustion; he looked about 12.
“Hey …”
Harris murmured, his voice pitched just loud enough to carry over the hum of the computers.
“Go home, Jason. It’s late, and you’re dead on your feet.”
Jason blinked, pulling himself upright with a weak, watery smile that fooled precisely no one.
“Are you sure? We still have to finalise the fade-to-black transitions on that second kitchen clip.”
The younger man could barely keep his eyes open, whatever he claimed. Harris shook his head at him.
“I can handle the cuts.”
He promised it with a reassuring nod, already reaching for his headset.
“Seriously, get some sleep. I won’t stay much longer myself. I just want to clean up this clip transition.”
With a grateful mumble, Jason packed up his things and headed for the stairs, leaving Harris alone in the empty suite.
Harris fully intended to keep his promise. He did; he really did. He took a slow, deep breath, adjusted his position in the ergonomic chair and let his fingers rest on the keyboard. But the moment his headset went back on and his eyes locked onto the glowing timeline of Victor and Cliff’s video, the rest of the world just faded away. He got sucked into the rhythm of the edit, like always.
He became hyper-focused on the tiny details of the footage: trimming a single frame here to hide an overly lingering touch, nudging the audio levels there to bring out the warm, affectionate depth of Victor’s voice, and timing the smooth, artistic fades to black so they landed just before the couple’s chemistry crossed the corporate line. Every lovely line he wanted to weave into the surrounding social copy began to click into place, one after another, each one landing with a happy little thrill under his breastbone. He had to keep the voice of the captions consistent, warm and precise, and he lost himself in the craft of it, until time stopped meaning anything.
When Harris finally surfaced, blinking away the screen glare and stretching out his stiff back until it cracked, the silence in the room was total.
He pulled off his headset and looked around the empty, darkened open-plan office. Then he checked the clock in the corner of his laptop screen and let out a stunned little huff. It was well past 10:00 pm. Everyone had gone home hours ago. The facility was dark, save for the emergency exit lights casting long, eerie green shadows down the corridor. His heart gave a heavy, slightly nervous thud against his ribs; then his stomach made a low, growling protest, and when, exactly, had he last eaten? He couldn’t actually remember, or whether he had at all since that granola bar.
Oh. Oh, shit, that wasn’t good.
 
Looking around his desk, Harris felt a sudden, cold spike of panic shoot straight through his chest, and his heart gave an uncomfortable, erratic flutter in reply. His chest already felt tight, and his head was lighter than he would have liked, thanks to not eating enough all afternoon and evening.
He didn’t have the raw files. He had been editing the digital video transfers Victor had sent over from his home laptop, but the close-up, high-definition tracking shots Harris had filmed himself on the ice during the morning skate, of Victor and Cliff in the middle of that day’s drills along with half the first line, were missing from his local project folder. He patted down his pockets, frantic, and scanned his desk with rising dread. The hard-case pouch holding his high-capacity SD cards wasn’t in his satchel, and it wasn’t next to his keyboard, and it wasn’t under the cake plate he still hadn’t thrown away from the night before.
Then the memory hit him, painfully clear. He had plugged the cards into the media dock down by the players’ bench to do a quick preview after practice, and in the rush of chasing Victor to his next shot, he had walked off and left them there.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid.”
Harris muttered under his breath, berating his own carelessness with every repetition, and he smacked his palm against his forehead for good measure, which helped precisely none.
He couldn’t leave them there overnight. The early morning ice maintenance crew would be turning on the Zamboni at 5:00 am, and if those cards were swept up, damaged or lost, his entire strategy for rebuilding the team’s positive image would go up in smoke. He wouldn’t be able to face Freya tomorrow morning without those files. He would rather face the Zamboni.
Letting out a heavy, slightly shaky sigh, Harris pulled his phone out to use the screen as a makeshift torch. He stepped away from his desk; the glass door clicked shut behind him, horribly loud, and he set off down the long, pitch-black corridors of the executive wing.
The facility felt different at this hour. Cavernous. Freezing. Thick with an eerie silence that made every one of his footsteps echo, loud and hollow, off the concrete, until he was wincing at the sound of his own boots. Holding his breath to steady his heartbeat, he guided himself by memory towards the stairs that would take him down close enough to the tunnel that led straight out to the darkened rink.
It was fine. It was totally fine, wasn’t it? It was just a building. Just a big, dark, empty, bloody creepy building.
 
The darkness of the concrete stairwell seemed to press in on him from every side, and the narrow beam of his phone light did a pretty pathetic job of slicing through it. Harris was moving far too fast; his boots clanked heavily against the metal-edged steps as he practically jogged down towards the rink level, desperate to rescue his SD cards.
But he couldn’t just focus on his footing, could he? Of course not. His phone was buzzing in his palm in a frantic rhythm, the screen showing an urgent late-night follow-up from Freya about the league’s media boundaries for tomorrow; and trying to manage the tight steps, keep his balance and type a coherent, professional reply with one thumb, all at once, was a recipe for a fucking disaster.
Then the world tilted.
A sudden, violent dizziness slammed into him out of nowhere. Harris gasped; his vision swam with dark spots, and his heart gave a terrifying, chaotic stutter against his ribs. It was that familiar, punishing combination he had been warned about a thousand times. He had badly overworked himself all day. On top of that, he had barely eaten anything substantial except for a few bites of a granola bar that morning, which was a direct betrayal of a two-word text he had read three times, and taking his heavy morning medication on a too-empty stomach was finally extracting its price. He was prone to these sudden drops; he always had been. A stark reminder of the medical boundaries he so desperately wished he could ignore.
His foot missed the edge of the next step entirely.
With a breathless yelp and the sensation that he was already falling, he felt the momentum rip his phone right out of his grip as he went down. The sudden, terrifying weightlessness hit him before his brain had even caught up with the fact that his foot had missed the step.
His vision went first. It swam, and then it dissolved, the narrow beam of his phone light blacking out into a terrifying, instant void. It was a sickening, visceral sensation he knew all too well: the violent drop in his blood pressure making him black out from the sheer sensation of falling, even while his body was technically still upright. For a fraction of a second, he hung in a vacuum of pitch-black nothing, his consciousness slipping away as gravity took him.
Then came the rushing, roaring wind of reality, and the choking panic that flooded his chest.
No, no, please, not here, his mind screamed at him, a desperate, silent plea that rang through the dark inside his head. Not here. Not like this. Not on the stupid stairs.
The shock of it was a physical punch to his whole system. There was a horribly long, breathless suspension in which he knew he was in the air, tumbling blind into the concrete shadows of the stairwell, and there was nothing his body could do to stop it. No control. No leverage. No safety net. The sheer vulnerability of his condition reared its ugly head in that moment, a stark, terrifying reminder that he was nothing like the elite, armoured athletes who skated on the ice below.
He was fragile. He was unprotected. A wave of worry crashed over him: worry about his heart, worry about what a hard landing would do to his already erratic rhythm, worry that he would be left lying here in the dark, undiscovered until the 5:00 am ice crew arrived and found him in a heap at the bottom of the stairs.
Mom. Oh god, Mom.
The resignation hit him a millisecond before the concrete was due. He braced for it, his whole body locking up in a useless attempt to shield his chest.
 
The expected agony of concrete slamming into bone never came.
Instead of a brutal, bone-jarring impact against the stairs, there was a sudden, rushing shadow, a heavy, muffled grunt, and a low, solid thud that he heard in the air rather than felt in his spine. Harris’s consciousness flickered; the momentary blackout ebbed away, slow and syrupy, and it left him hanging in a strange, weightless warmth that didn’t make any sense.
Slowly, his eyelids fluttered open, and he blinked hard against the gloom while his vision struggled to come back into focus.
The first thing he saw was the harsh, shadowed outline of a sharp jaw, a scruff of stubble, and a pair of pale blue eyes looking down at him with a hazy, wild flare of panic in them. Harris’s breath hitched in his throat. A small, confused gasp escaped him as his brain scrambled to work out the physics of his situation, because something was very, very wrong with them. He wasn’t lying broken on the floor. He was tucked securely against an unfairly broad chest, his back and the undersides of his knees held up by two strong, solid arms that took his full weight without so much as a wobble, and they weren’t letting go. Not for anything.
Troy Barrett was carrying him.
Troy Barrett was fucking carrying him. Easily. All of him, every solid, stocky pound, gathered up against that chest with his arms locked tight. Fuck.
“I’ve got you. Don’t move.”
Troy’s deep, smooth voice rumbled, and the sound vibrated straight through Harris’s cheek, where it was pressed against the heavy black hoodie. The man’s chest was heaving, just a little; his pale blue eyes were wide and frantic as he took the remaining steps with careful, steady strides, every bit of his attention fixed on the pale, splotchy-pink face of the social media manager in his arms.
Harris’s heart gave a wild, chaotic stutter against his ribs, a frantic flutter that had nothing to do with the concrete and everything to do with the overwhelming sensory overload of being held this tightly by the man he had been daydreaming about since his very first day. Troy smelled like that expensive cologne of his, sharp juniper over warm, earthy vetiver; and the heat pouring off his big athletic frame was like sitting right next to the farmhouse woodburner, a furnace against Harris’s shivering body.
He was being carried. Bridal style. By Troy Barrett. Down a staircase. In the dark.
His sisters were never going to fucking believe this.
“Troy …?”
Harris stammered it in a breathless, pathetic little whisper, and his fingers curled into the thick fabric of Troy’s hoodie on their own, holding on for balance. He knew his eyes must be massive; he was a mess of residual shock from the fall and utter, mortified disbelief.
“What … how did you …”
His mouth wouldn’t make the words properly. His chest was still tight, and his head was still swimming, and being this close to Troy wasn’t helping either of those things one tiny bit.
“Saw your light was still on, was bringing you food.”
Troy muttered through a tight jaw as he finally stepped off the staircase and into the faint green glow of the lower rink corridor. He didn’t set Harris down. Instead, he tightened his grip just a fraction, his broad thumb pressing firmly into the fabric of Harris’s trousers at his waist to keep him secure.
“Then I heard your phone drop. Looked up just in time to catch you before you went head-first into the landing. What the hell were you thinking, Harris? You’re pale as a ghost.”
 
Oh.
Oh, hell. Over Troy’s shoulder, Harris spotted the splattered containers of food a few steps away, spread out across the concrete, obviously where Troy had dropped them to catch him. The idiot. The lovely, lovely idiot. There was a wrap upside down on the bottom step, and what might once have been soup, and Harris felt something in his chest go all soft and squashy and stupid.
The green-tinged shadows of the lower corridor gave way to a warm, golden glow as Troy nudged open the door to the players’ lounge with his shoulder and carried him through the empty room, steady and sure, without once loosening his hold. He still didn’t set Harris down on the floor. He carried him straight over to one of the massive, oversized leather couches and lowered him onto the plush cushions so slowly and so carefully, one big hand cradling the back of his head until it touched the leather, even though Harris was a solid, stocky armful and nowhere near breakable.
No one had ever handled Harris like that. Not once. Not like he was precious.
“Stay there.”
Troy’s deep, smooth voice was tight with a hard line of authority, and Harris’s limbs just melted into obedience before his brain had even caught up with the order.
He slumped back against the cool leather, and his eyes, still wide and hazy, stared blankly up at the ceiling as his chest heaved. He was trapped inside his own racing body. The world was still spinning, just a fraction, and the phantom sensation of weightless falling hadn’t quite let go of him yet, but it was the wild, frantic hammering beneath his ribs that truly terrified him. His heart condition was a strict limiter, and right now, his overworked, underfed system was paying the price for every single thing he had asked of it today. Every breath felt horribly shallow. The air kept catching in his throat as he fought to find a normal rhythm, couldn’t, and fought again.
Tick, tick, tick. Too fast. Much too fast.
Before he could even attempt to sit up, Troy was back. He set a bottle of cold water down on the low table, and then, without a word, the big hockey player dropped onto his knees right beside the couch.
“Give me your hand.”
Troy muttered, his pale blue eyes dark with an intense, unblinking focus that Harris had only ever seen on the ice, aimed at a puck.
Harris could only manage a weak, trembling nod as he slid his hand forward across the leather. Troy’s large, calloused fingers wrapped securely around his wrist, his broad thumb pressing firmly into the skin just below Harris’s palm. The contact jolted right up his arm and into his chest. Troy’s hand was thick, rough and radiating that same furnace-like heat Harris had felt through the puppy’s fur the day before, a stark, dizzying contrast against his own icy, clammy skin.
“Jesus, Harris, your pulse is racing.”
Troy growled, low and rough, and his thumb shifted slightly to trace the erratic, fluttering thuds of Harris’s heart. He didn’t let go. He kept his fingers wrapped around the wrist, counting the skipped beats under his breath, while his other hand reached up and pressed the cold water bottle gently against Harris’s burning, splotchy-pink cheek.
“Breathe. Slow it down. Match me.”
Troy took a long, deep, exaggerated breath, his broad chest expanding under the black hoodie, and then he let it out, long and steady. Harris swallowed hard. His gaze fixed on the sharp, shadowed jaw, and on the flare of panic still hiding behind Troy’s pale blue eyes; he bit down on his bottom lip and tried, with everything he had, to make his lungs cooperate. In. Out. To copy the steady, powerful rise and fall of the man kneeling over him.
In. Hold. Out.
The silence in the lounge was broken only by the hum of the vending machines and the ragged, shallow gasps of Harris’s breathing, which slowly, slowly began to fall into step with Troy’s steady count. Troy’s grip on his wrist was unshakeable, a solid weight in the dark that kept Harris from slipping back into the dizziness; even while his traitorous brain kept screaming, very loudly, that he was currently being coddled by the most attractive man in the entire organisation.
In his opinion, anyway. And his opinion was the only one in the room that mattered right now.
 
The ragged, frantic edge of Harris’s breathing gradually began to taper off. The deep, steady swell of Troy’s broad chest set the pace, and his own traitorous lungs couldn’t help but follow it. The crushing tightness beneath his ribs eased into a dull, pulsing ache, and it left his body feeling incredibly heavy and drained, like a wrung-out dishcloth.
As the spinning in the room finally ground to a halt, the mortification of the whole situation rushed in to fill the gap.
Oh god. Oh fuck, oh god.
Harris looked down at where Troy’s large, calloused fingers were still wrapped around his wrist, that broad thumb tracking the slow deceleration of his pulse, beat by beat. He could feel his skin turning that familiar, splotchy pink, a hot blush crawling all the way up his neck to his hairline. He tried to subtly withdraw his arm, his fingers twitching, and looked away, because he couldn’t hold those intense pale blue eyes for a second longer without combusting.
“When did you last eat?”
Troy’s voice was low, and not quite steady, and that shake in it did something strange to Harris’s insides. He winced.
“I had a granola bar. At some point. And coffee.”
Troy’s thumb went still against his wrist. Harris felt it stop, and held his own breath right along with it, and he wished, very hard, that the couch would swallow him whole.
“I told you to eat breakfast.”
It was low and flat and accusing, and somehow it was the most caring thing anyone had told Harris in weeks. He squirmed against the leather.
“I meant to. The morning got away from me.”
Troy’s jaw worked; Harris watched a muscle jump in it, once, twice, and then Troy let out a long breath through his nose.
“I know.”
He glanced towards the door and the dark corridor beyond, back towards the stairs and the splattered mess on the concrete, and then he looked at Harris again, and his voice dropped even lower.
“That’s why I was carrying a wrap.”
Oh. Oh, he had been bringing another one. He had known, somehow, that Harris would forget, and he had come anyway, at 10 o’clock at night, with a wrap. Harris’s throat went tight, and this time it had nothing to do with his heart, or at least not the part of it Dr Melvin looked after.
“I’m … I’m sorry.”
Harris whispered, his voice a rough, breathless thread in the stillness of the lounge. He bit down on his bottom lip; his thoughts were twisting themselves into a tight, horrible knot of self-consciousness, all the old words lining up the way they always did. Fragile. Burden. Too much trouble.
“I’m such a burden. I’m supposed to be managing the team’s image, not … not making you or anyone else rescue me because I can’t even walk down a flight of stairs properly. My heart just … it has its limiters. I’m not exactly built like you guys.”
Troy’s grip didn’t loosen. If anything, his fingers tightened around Harris’s wrist just a fraction; a solid, unshakeable hold that left no room for escape.
“Stop talking.”
Troy growled, rough and deep, and there was no anger anywhere in it. What there was instead was heavy and thick with a hot, protective frustration, so raw that it made Harris’s breath catch all over again; the frustration of someone who had just watched Harris fall and was still, somewhere inside, watching it happen. Harris could see it in the white of his knuckles and the jump in his jaw.
Harris blinked, and his eyes darted back to Troy’s face. The big winger was still kneeling on the floor beside the couch, but he had leaned in closer, and the nearness had turned the air between them thick and warm and heady.
“You’re not a burden, Harris.”
Troy’s dark brows drew together as he looked at Harris’s face with an honesty that was entirely disarming. No guard. No grumpy mask. Just Troy.
“The whole room sees how hard you work. You’ve been running yourself ragged trying to protect our team and the rest of us from that online shite all week. I noticed. Don’t talk about yourself like you’re something fragile that needs to be hidden away.”
The words sent a sudden, dizzying spike of heat straight to Harris’s core. Drowning in the crisp juniper and vetiver of Troy’s cologne and the furnace-like heat pouring off his big frame, he could only stare, his lips parting slightly in a stunned little gasp that made no sound.
‘I noticed.’ Troy had noticed. Him?
Troy’s pale blue eyes darkened, and his gaze dropped, very deliberately, to Harris’s mouth; it traced the little dent where Harris had been biting his bottom lip, and lingered there, and Harris forgot entirely how breathing worked, after all that effort. Then Troy’s voice dropped to a rough murmur.
“Harris. Can I?”
It was so low, and so unsure, that Harris almost didn’t believe it was coming from the man who had just carried him down a flight of stairs without breaking a sweat. He managed the tiniest nod; and then, because that didn’t feel like enough, not nearly enough, he whispered it out loud.
“Yes.”
Troy moved slowly, with an aching, tender care that gave Harris every chance in the world to pull back, and he didn’t take a single one of them. Troy’s free hand came up. His big, rough palm slid along the side of Harris’s burning, splotchy cheek and cupped it, his broad thumb brushing gently across the cheekbone, before it tipped Harris’s chin up towards him.
Harris’s eyes fluttered shut.
The kiss was a natural, easy surrender to the quiet of the empty room.
It was stunningly soft. Troy’s lips pressed against his with a gentle, lingering warmth that tasted faintly of cold water; a careful, patient touch that sent a shiver of pure, bright pleasure all the way down Harris’s spine to his toes. There was no rushing. There was no aggressive edge, none of the swagger Harris might have expected from a hockey player, none of the cocky, grumpy man from the ice. Just a slow, tender reassurance that seemed to soak up the very last scraps of Harris’s panic and leave only warmth behind. Troy’s stubble rasped against his chin, and his thumb kept moving, back and forth across his cheekbone, slow and careful, learning the shape of it.
Oh. Oh, it was perfect.
As the kiss deepened, just a fraction, a soft, helpless sigh slipped out of Harris’s throat; his fingers tangled into the thick fabric of Troy’s black hoodie to pull him closer, closer, and his heart was finally, finally hammering for a reason he didn’t want to limit at all.
Not one little bit.






      

  












      Chapter 78: Social Media Interlude 2
  



    Chapter Notes

      New try at the Social Media Interlude. Please forgive both any bad formatting and the fact that socials are not my strong point. This is just a bit of fun and points to Ellipsus for holding the formatting of all the emojis. Which was my oldest daughter, because I am, and I quote here: 'Mum, you are a dinosaur'.

Let me know what you think.







  Harris Drover 🐻 @HarrisD_Bears
Pure husband-telepathy on ice. The locker room scoreboard doesn’t lie. 😭🏳️‍🌈 #BostonBears #Hollanov #NHLTikTok
[🎥 Video Attachment: 0:45 seconds. The clip opens with Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov cutting through the ice like twin blades of a single machine. Without a single glance, Shane drops a blind, backhand pass directly onto Ilya’s tape. Ilya fires it back instantly. The rest of the Bears’ defensive line scrambles, hilariously tripping over their own skates. Transition to the locker room board: “Hollander/Rozanov: 14, Everyone Else: 0.” The camera pans back to the ice where Ilya glides over, hooks a gloved hand around Shane’s neck, and pulls him into a hard, lingering victory kiss. In the background, Cliff dramatically throws his hands over a grinning Luca’s eyes, shouting about “the youth,” before pivoting to demand his own kiss from a laughing, obliging Victor.]
💬 4.8K 🔁 24K ❤️ 112K
| Replying to @HarrisD_Bears
Hollanov Is Real @HollanovStan
THE WAY ILYA LOOKS AT HIM AT THE END. I am actually crying into my breakfast. The puck passes were so fast I had to slow it down to 0.5x just to see the physics happening. They are cheat codes. 😭
💬 12 🔁 143 ❤️ 1.2K
Bears Hockey Fan @BearNation99
Can we talk about Cliff protecting Luca’s innocent eyes? 💀 And then Victor actually kissing Cliff on the cheek? This team’s chemistry is absolutely unhinged, and I would die for every single one of them. Best locker room culture in the league.
💬 8 🔁 89 ❤️ 942
Gwen the Queen @womenarebetter
“Pure husband-telepathy.” Ilya Rozanov really said, ‘he’s mine, and we don’t even need to look at each other to dominate you.’ Montreal is absolutely seething right now, watching the piece of gold they threw away.
💬 34 🔁 412 ❤️ 3.1K
Hockey Junkie @PuckCheck_9
That transition shot to the scoreboard is elite editing, Harris; give yourself a raise. 😂
💬 2 🔁 11 ❤️ 304
[System Notice: The following replies have been flagged by automated moderation filters for sensitive language, but remain viewable under user discretion.]
User92840184 @User92840184
Replying to @HarrisD_Bears
Disgusting circus act. NHL has gone soft, letting these pansies turn a locker room into a pride parade. No wonder Montreal kicked the baggage out. Disgrace to the jersey.
💬 42 🔁 2 ❤️ 8
Bears Hockey Fan @BearNation99
Replying to @User92840184
Nice burner account, coward. Made 10 minutes ago just to tweet homophobic garbage? Go back to the Voyageurs basement.
💬 15 🔁 1 ❤️ 184
MTL_TrueFanz @MTL_V_True
Replying to @HarrisD_Bears
Hollander is a virus. Dragging down a historic league with his public degeneracy. And Rozanov is no better, letting a piece of trash ruin his captaincy. Keep that woke shit in Boston; real hockey is played by real men.
💬 67 🔁 5 ❤️ 12
Hockeyfan0987 @Dan_HockeyFan
Replying to @MTL_V_True
“Real men”? You mean the Montreal team that Hollanov just knocked out of the second round? The one going home while the Bears go to the Conference Final? Stay mad. 😂
💬 3 🔁 0 ❤️ 98
User01938402 @User01938402
Replying to @HarrisD_Bears
Look at the subhuman trash they brought onto the ice. Fucking monkeys and faggots ruining the sport. Victor and Hollander need to be lynched, not celebrated. Get them out of our league.
💬 114 🔁 12 ❤️ 3
Hollanov Is Real @HollanovStan
Replying to @User01938402
Reported. Explicit racism and homophobia. @NHL @NHL_Review take a look at these blatant Montreal burner accounts targeting Victor and Shane. This is horrific.
💬 45 🔁 88 ❤️ 512
Voyageurs4ever @Number1fan
Replying to @HarrisD_Bears
Glad our locker room is clean of this disease. Boston can keep the freak show. We prefer hockey without the side of AIDS.
💬 89 🔁 1 ❤️ 4
📸 Instagram Feed: @BostonBearsOfficial
[Image: A high-definition carousel post. The first photo is a crystal-clear capture of the mid-ice kiss: Ilya’s large hand buried in the dark, sweaty strands at the back of Shane’s neck, Shane’s eyes closed, a soft, breathless smile caught against Ilya’s lips. The second photo is a candid black-and-white of Victor laughing so hard his shoulders are hitched, pushing Cliff’s face away as Cliff tries to plant a dramatic, fish-lipped kiss on his nose.]
Liked by harris_drover, luca_rossi22, and 542,109 others
BostonBears family dynamics. 🐻🖤 #NHLBears #Hollanov #LockerRoom
View all 8,432 comments
shane_hollander_fan The first picture belongs in the Louvre. I am not joking. The lighting, the hand placement? Ilya is so protective of him; it shows in every single frame. 😭❤️
user_7739103 🤢🤮 Absolute degenerate filth. Keep this out of sports. You people are sick. Go to hell.
v_shane_fan @user_7739103 Another brand new account with 0 followers spreading hate. The Montreal fans are out in full force today, huh? Imagine being this obsessed with another team’s happiness because your own franchise is collapsing.
brandon_t_88 This is getting scary. Have you guys looked at the comments under the Twitter video? There are literal death threats and horrific slurs targeting Victor and Shane from dozens of freshly made accounts. The Voyageurs fanbase is completely unhinged.
m_voyageur_pure Good. They deserve worse. They brought shame to Montreal, and now they’re infecting Boston.
bear_down_boston @bostonbears Please lock the comments or get the legal team involved. Our boys don’t deserve to see this vitriol after a beautiful, playful practice. Protect Shane and Victor at all costs.
Instagram Feed: @MarlyOfficial7
`[Image: A high-definition two-slide carousel post that is currently detonating the hockey internet.
Slide 1: A candid, beautifully lit photo of Victor St-Simone sitting at a rustic kitchen island. His striking, exotic golden eyes are crinkled at the corners, looking soft and utterly captivated by whoever is holding the camera. He’s mid-laugh, holding a mug between both hands, a soft grey hoodie slipping slightly off one broad shoulder.
Slide 2: A grainy, intensely intimate selfie taken from a high angle in a sunlit bedroom. Cliff and Victor are tangled in messy white bed sheets, both clearly bare-chested and wearing nothing but low-slung underwear. Cliff’s massive, heavily muscled arm is wrapped securely around Victor’s lean waist, pulling him flush against his chest. Their foreheads are pressed together, eyes closed, caught in a quiet, deeply domestic moment of pure peace.
LucaH_6Official, ilya_rozanov_official, and 1,204,942 others
MarlyOfficial7 Look, I’m not a guy who likes a lot of words, but I’ve watched my brothers take enough heat this week from cowards hiding behind fake names. You want to talk about Montreal? Let’s talk about it. Victor is the best thing that ever happened to me. He’s my peace, my partner, and the guy I go home to every single night. We aren’t hiding anymore, and we aren’t letting a bunch of bitter, small-minded bigots dictate how we live or how we love on our own ice. If you don’t like it, don’t buy a ticket. Simple as that. I love you, Vic. Always have your back. 🐻🖤 #BostonBears #Family #Proud
View all 42,910 comments
| Comments on @MarlyOfficial7
luca_rossi22 😭😭😭😭 I KNEW IT I KNEW IT I KNEW IT!!! I said that kiss in the video was real!!
↳ MarlyOfficial7 @luca_rossi22 Good catch 😉
harris_drover [Verified Account] Cliff, please check your text messages immediately.
↳ PuckDrop_Daily @harris_drover The social media manager’s soul has officially left his body. RIP Harris. 😂💀
↳ HollanovStan @harris_drover Harris, let them have this! It’s the most beautiful thing on the internet!
MTL_TrueFanz @MTL_V_True
Another one? Is this a hockey team or a reality dating show? Disgusting. Boston is turning the NHL into a complete joke. The Voyageurs were right to fight dirty on the ice tonight. You people deserve to get cleared out.
Marlys_Girl_88 Wait… Cliff?? Straight-as-an-arrow, ladies’ man Cliff Marlow?? I am completely losing my mind right now. I thought the locker room kiss in the video was just a joke! Oh my god, they are literally gorgeous together. Look at slide two!!! 🤯❤️
HockeyJunkie_99: The sheer balls it takes to post a picture of you and your teammate half-naked in bed right after a literal line-brawl against Montreal is unmatched. Cliff Marlow is an absolute savage. Total respect.
User01938402: More degenerate trash. First the fake-American Hollander and the Russian, now the local boy is infected too. Victor St-Simone shouldn’t even be in Canada, let alone ruining a white man’s life. Disgrace. Get them off the ice.
Bears_Fan_Zone @User01938402 Hey, look, another Montreal burner account with a random string of numbers making racist and homophobic slurs. Go cry about your loss on the scoreboard tonight, you pathetic loser.
Vic_St_Simone_Fan: Victor’s eyes in the first picture… he looks so safe and so loved. After all the vile garbage the Voyageurs fans threw at him online today, this is the perfect response. Drop the digital sledgehammer, Cliff! 🔨😭
Puck Check Daily 🏒 @PuckCheckDaily
BREAKING: Boston Bears winger Cliff Marlow just dropped a nuclear bomb on Instagram. Coming out as a couple with teammate Victor St-Simone, with an incredibly intimate photo carousel and a direct shot at the Montreal Voyageurs. The hockey world is officially in meltdown. 🚨 #NHL #BostonBears
💬 8.2K 🔁 34K ❤️ 142K
Dan @Hockeyfan0987 @Dan_HockeyFan
Replying to @PuckCheckDaily
Are you all seeing this shit???!!!! First Hollanov, now Mar-Simone?! The Bears locker room is literally a romance novel, and frankly, they are dominating the league while doing it. I can’t breathe.
💬 41 🔁 122 ❤️ 2.3K
Brad the man @Voyageursnumber1
Replying to @PuckCheckDaily
It’s a calculated PR stunt to take the attention away from the fact that Hollander started a literal riot on the ice tonight because he can’t handle the pressure. Boston is classless from the top down.
💬 189 🔁 12 ❤️ 45
Gwen the Queen @womenarebetter
Replying to @PuckCheckDaily
“A calculated PR stunt,” buddy, did you see slide two? You don’t look at someone like that for a stunt. Cliff Marlow just told the entire homophobic hockey culture to go fuck itself to protect his man and his team. Absolute king behaviour. 👑🏳️‍🌈
💬 34 🔁 892 ❤️ 9.1K
 
Instagram Feed: @StSimonOfficial18
[Image: A single, breathtakingly composed photograph flooded with the pale, golden-amber light of a spring sunset. The shot is taken from behind, capturing Cliff Marlow standing in front of a wall of floor-to-ceiling glass windows that look out over a vast, dew-damp garden stretching toward a distant line of dark trees. The towering winger is cast in a striking silhouette, his massive, broad shoulders squared against the cold outside like an immovable mountain. His head is turned back over his shoulder toward the camera, a rare, soft, and completely unguarded smile totally transforming his ruggedly handsome features. The shot is intimate, quiet, and intensely poetic.]
Liked by BostonBearsOfficial, ShaneH-ROfficial24, MarlyOfficial7, and 784,910 others
StSimonOfficial18 Mon chéri. Always.
View all 28,491 comments
| Comments on @StSimonOfficial18
bostonbears [Verified Account] 💛
↳ HollanovStan The official team account dropping a gold heart within 30 seconds of the post going live?! Harris is giving them total protection. I am sobbing. 😭🙌
↳ BearNation99 This team doesn’t care about the old-school, bigoted NHL rules anymore. They are a family. Period.
MarlyOfficial7 [Verified Account] Always. 🖤
↳ Marlow_Fans Stop it right now, my heart can’t take this double attack. First Cliff’s essay and now Victor’s poetry? They are killing me.
↳ PuckCheck_Daily The contrast between Cliff’s giant, chaotic post and Victor’s beautiful, quiet photo is exactly who they are.
ShaneH-ROfficial24 [Verified Account] Beautiful, Vic. Love you both so much.
↳ StSimonOfficial18 @ShaneH-ROfficial24 Merci, mon Capitaine. See you at the rink tomorrow.
  Shane’sHusbandOfficial81 [Verified Account] Family. 🐻
↳ Rozanov_18 The Captain has spoken. The Montreal trolls can pack their bags and go home because Ilya will literally flatten anyone who touches his boys.
LucaH_6Official [Verified Account] I’m not crying, there’s just ice shavings in my eyes. This is the most beautiful picture I’ve ever seen. Can I get this framed for the locker room? 🥺
↳ MarlyOfficial7 @LucaH_6Official Don’t push your luck, cub.
Voyageurs4ever @Number1fan
More French from a guy who couldn’t even respect the history of the Montreal jersey. Glad you’re in Boston now, where they love a circus. Real hockey fans see right through this fake romance garbage.
v_shane_fan @Voyageursnumber1 Imagine looking at a photo that pure and calling it “fake romance garbage.” The level of delusion and bitter jealousy from Montreal fans tonight is honestly historic. Go check the standings and stay mad.
User92840184 @User92840184
Replying to @StSimonOfficial18
Disgusting. The NHL needs to step in and fine these players for turning the sport into a personal soap opera. This isn’t what families want to see when they turn on a hockey game.
Gwen the Queen @womenarebetter
@User92840184 Speak for yourself, coward. As a family, we LOVE to see elite athletes being authentically themselves and standing up against horrific abuse. Victor just ended you all with three words. 👑🔥
hockey_lifestyle_ca The composition of this photo is actually insane. Victor is a low-key genius behind the lens. The way the evening light hits Cliff’s face… You can see exactly how safe he feels with Victor. It’s stunning.
MarlyOfficial7 [Verified Account] Always. Beautiful shot, Vic. 🖤
↳ StSimonOfficial18 [Verified Account] Merci, mon cœur.
ShaneH-ROfficial24 [Verified Account] This is stunning, Vic. You captured him perfectly. So much love for both of you. Welcome to the club; we’ve got your backs, always. 🖤
↳ MarlyOfficial7 [Verified Account] 😆 Can we have t-shirts???
↳ StSimonOfficial18 [Verified Account] I’m sure Harris might have an idea …
Shane’sHusbandOfficial81 [Verified Account] Vic, don’t encourage them.
↳ ShaneH-ROfficial24 [Verified Account] No, wait, let him finish. I want to hear Victor’s idea. 👀😂
LucaH_6Official [Verified Account] Congrats, does this make you two my uncles now? Harris is going to have a fit from the sheer beauty of this feed. 💀💀💀 and I want a t-shirt, Kaasan …
↳ MarlyOfficial7 [Verified Account] @LucaH_6Official 100% kid.
BoodramOfficial43 [Verified Account] Absolutely beautiful, you guys. Nothing but love for my brothers. Proud to share the ice with you both. 🤜🤛
HayesOfficial30 [Verified Account] Love to see it, boys! Family stands together, no matter the noise outside. See you at morning skate. 🐻☀️
DykstraOfficial38 [Verified Account] Hands down the best photo on the internet. So proud of you both for shutting down the cowards. Family first, always. 💛
ChouinardOfficial72 [Verified Account] Beautifully said, Vic. We’ve got you both covered on and off the ice. 🛡️ Absolute kings.
YoungOfficial53 [Verified Account] My eyes … Incredible photo. This team is a family, and no one touches our own. 🐻🖤
HolmbergOfficial39 [Verified Account] Standard Bears excellence right here. Proud of you both for taking a stand. Love you, guys. ✨ Could have maybe warned us, though, Marly… innocent eyes here, you know …
LaPointeOfficial66 [Verified Account] Perfect, Victor. A kick-ass response to a crazy night. So proud to be part of this family with you both. 🤝❤️
BostonBearsOfficial [Verified Account] 💛 Team as Family first. Always.
 
Puck Check Daily 🏒 @PuckCheckDaily
THE ANSWER: Victor St-Simone has officially broken his silence following Cliff Marlow’s explosive coming-out post. Sharing a stunning, intimate photograph of Marlow with the caption: “Mon chéri. Always.” The Boston Bears’ official account immediately commented with a gold heart. 🚨 #NHL #Hollanov #MarSimone
💬 5.2K 🔁 18K ❤️ 98K
Dan @Hockeyfan0987 @Dan_HockeyFan
Replying to @PuckCheckDaily
“Mon chéri. Always.” THREE WORDS. That is how you shut down a whole stadium of homophobic Montreal bigots. Victor St-Simone is the epitome of elegance and grace. I am completely undone. 😭📉
💬 12 🔁 45 ❤️ 1.1K
Brad the man @Voyageursnumber1
Replying to @PuckCheckDaily
It’s soft. Hockey isn’t supposed to be soft. They’re soft on the ice and soft off it. Montreal played the body tonight, and Boston couldn’t handle it, so now they’re crying on Instagram for sympathy votes.
💬 92 🔁 2 ❤️ 14
Helena Woodstock @NowaBearsFan
Replying to @Voyageursnumber1
“Boston couldn’t handle it”? Sweetheart, the Bears literally won the game 5-1, and Cliff Marlow personally fed your defenseman his own teeth during the third-period line brawl. There is nothing soft about a team that protects their own. Get a grip.
💬 14 🔁 312 ❤️ 4.2K
Vinny the Puck @MenonlyHockey
Replying to @PuckCheckDaily
This is getting ridiculous. Two couples on one team? How is the coach supposed to manage a locker room when everyone is sleeping together? The league is a joke now. Bring back real hockey.
💬 214 🔁 5 ❤️ 2
Hockey Junkie @PuckCheck_9
Replying to @MenonlyHockey
The coach manages the locker room by putting them on the ice to win 10 games in a row, you absolute dinosaur. They have the best chemistry in the league because they don’t have to hide who they are anymore. Deal with it. 😎
💬 8 🔁 89 ❤️ 1.8K
📸 Instagram Feed: @BostonBearsOfficial
[Image: A high-definition, wide-angle photograph taken inside the post-game locker room after the brutal battle against Montreal Voyageurs. The space is chaotic but radiant. In the centre, the entire Boston Bears roster is packed tightly together, arms flung over each other’s shoulders, drenched in post-game sweat and absolute triumph. Shane and Ilya sit side-by-side near the centre, their fingers laced together between their jerseys. Cliff has one massive arm locked around Victor’s neck, pulling him in close while Victor grins broadly, his golden eyes bright. Luca is perched next to Shane and leaning over his shoulder with a pretty, pleased smile; Adrien stands behind everyone else. Every single face, from the veterans to the rookies, is filled with hard, unshakeable pride. They look less like a hockey team and more like an unbreakable fortress.]
Liked by ShaneH-ROfficial24, Shane’sHusbandOfficial81, MarlyOfficial7, LucaH_6Official, StSimonOfficial18 and 1,842,910 others
BostonBearsOfficial: One room. One family. One goal. The noise stays outside; we’re ready, we’re hungry, and we’re moving forward together. Next stop: the Conference Final. 🐻🏆 #BostonBears #NHLBears #StanleyCupPlayoffs #FamilyFirst
View all 54,921 comments
| Comments on @BostonBearsOfficial
ShaneH-ROfficial24 [Verified Account] Locked in. Let’s go get it. 👑🖤
↳ Shane’sHusbandOfficial81 [Verified Account] Together. Always. 🐻
MarlyOfficial7 [Verified Account] No one touches our room. Let’s ride. 🤜🤛
↳ StSimonOfficial18 [Verified Account] Right behind you, mon grand. 🤝
LucaH_6Official [Verified Account] CONFERENCE FINAL BABY!!! Let’s make history!! 😭😭😭
↳ BoodramOfficial43 [Verified Account] @LucaH_6Official Save that energy for the ice tomorrow, kid!
HayesOfficial30 [Verified Account] Best locker room in the world. Proud to be a Bear. 🐻🛡️
DykstraOfficial38 [Verified Account] Hungry is an understatement. Bring on the next round. 🍽️
ChouinardOfficial72 [Verified Account] Family over everything. Let’s go, boys!
YoungOfficial53 [Verified Account] Unbreakable front. Let’s get to work. 🔥
HolmbergOfficial39 [Verified Account] This picture says it all. Ready for war.
LaPointeOfficial66 [Verified Account] Let’s go. Family Ensemble. 🏆❤️
HollanovStan, Harris Drover deserves a literal medal for this post. Dropping an official team statement disguised as a hype post that completely shuts down the Montreal bigots?! Look at them all locking arms around Shane, Ilya, Cliff, and Victor. This is a found family in the truest sense. I am sobbing. 😭🙌
BearNation99, look at the hands!! Shane and Ilya holding hands in the centre, Cliff holding Victor tight… the franchise is literally saying “this is who we are, we love our boys, and we are coming for the Cup.” Best front office response in sporting history. 🐻🏁
Dan @Hockeyfan0987, are you all seeing this shit???!!!! The official account didn’t release a corporate apology or a dry PR statement. They posted a picture of an army. The Boston Bears are unified; they are out, they are proud; and they are about to steamroll their way through the Conference Final. 📉🔥






      

  












      Chapter 79: Shane
  



    Chapter Notes

      Beta Warning: Bee is warning you all now to duck and cover because the bricks are merciless and too well disguised under the fluff.

Bring tissues, bring emotional support wine or chocolate (or both), whichever is your choice; you will need them. This is another long one, so settle in, everyone. Be aware of some references to little Levi's past here, as well as medical results of abuse to a small child. Now, I have been having issues with Ellipsus, so we may have missed a few things when it was jumping about and freezing on me. Enjoy, and let me know what you think.







  The sky outside was grey, overcast and cool. Rain threatened, the evening was drawing in, and none of it mattered one little bit, because Shane was more than content right where he was. Ilya had taken Adrien and Lukasha to pick up the last of Adrien’s belongings from his old apartment. Neither he nor Ilya was happy with the idea of Adrien being unprotected right now, not after his parents’ reaction to him being outed; the thought of that sweet, open-hearted cub alone in a half-empty flat with those people knowing where to find him made Shane’s teeth ache.
He was tired, though; bone-tired, in the good way. Coach had ramped up the workload, and his thighs were still sore from the way he had ridden his husband in the early hours of this morning, which was entirely his own damn fault and he regretted absolutely nothing, thank you very much. But he could ignore all of that. It was background noise, muted and far away in the back of his head.
Home. That was what this feeling was.
Everything was soft, and Lyovushka was tucked so perfectly against his chest. His son might be 7 years old, but in Shane’s arms he still felt terrifyingly light. That small frame had been so stunted by years of neglect that he was still the size of an average 5-year-old. He was finally putting on weight; at the last check, just before they had been summoned to the Russian language assessment, the doctors had been very happy with his progress, and Shane cherished every single new ounce like it was a gold medal. But beneath the butter-soft fabric of his clothes, Levi’s ribs still felt too prominent and his spine still too sharp, and it sent a dull, physical ache through Shane that he carried around in his own chest, sore and tender, and he couldn’t stop prodding at it every single time his fingers found those fragile little bones.
Right now, his little boy was a tiny, warm weight in the crook of his neck and chest, one arm wrapped around Shane’s side. One hand held tight to the fluffy grey shark plushie that Luca and Adrien had bought him at the aquarium, while the other, thin and tanned and so delicate it made Shane’s heart hurt, was threaded firmly into the hem of Shane’s fleece hoodie. Like he was worried Shane might get up and wander off without him.
As if.
Shane’s fingers moved in a slow, rhythmic comb through Levi’s long, silky black curls. All that length was pulling some of the curl out now; the hair was turning sleeker the healthier Levi got, and the strands felt exactly like his own used to, back when it had hung past his shoulders, and Ilya had liked to wrap it around his fist. The repetitive motion was supposed to soothe the little boy, but honestly, it was steadying Shane just as much. It kept the phantom aftershocks of the past few days at bay.
But as beautiful as the moment was, there was a heavy knot of worry tightening in Shane’s stomach, and it had been sitting there all afternoon. He needed to ask. They needed to talk. And how the hell did you even start a conversation like that with a 7-year-old? Carefully, that was how. Very fucking carefully. He needed to find out whether Lyovushka still wanted his hair cut short, and the mere thought of the conversation made his heart lurch.
His mind drifted back to the glue incident. The stupid, if well-meaning, prank that had forced him to chop off his longer hair one afternoon, because the cubs had used a glue mixture that couldn’t be washed out no matter what Shane had tried; and he had tried everything, with increasing desperation and a truly impressive amount of Japanese swearing. Levi had now had time to think about everything they had talked about back then, when the little boy had melted down at the idea that they would send him back if he didn’t look like Shane any more. Shane had pieced together every delicate reassurance he could think of for his frightened, fragile child. But the truth was simple, and a bit selfish if he was honest with himself: Shane didn’t want those beautiful curls touched. Not unless Levi genuinely, truly wanted it for himself. Neither did Ilya. His husband was dead set against it, but he was holding his tongue because it had to be Levi’s choice.
Because the alternative made Shane feel sick.
The terrifying thought was that Levi was only asking for a haircut out of some desperate, trauma-driven need to make sure they kept him. As if they hadn’t made it fucking clear, over and over, how much he was loved and how much he was wanted. Or that he believed he had to look a certain way, because that was all he knew, because it had happened before; that he had to earn his place just so they wouldn’t get rid of him.
Shane’s jaw clenched as he thought of the biological monster, that pathetic piece of utter shite sperm donor, who had taught this gentle little soul to be so afraid of just existing. Lyovushka shouldn’t have to alter a single strand of his hair out of fear that he would be sent back to that living hell. He was home. He was safe here. He was allowed to take up space, allowed to grow, allowed to keep every single part of himself. Shane was painfully aware of how hard that would be for his son to learn, and how long it might take; but they would be here for every step and every hurdle, however many there were.
Not one hair. Not ever again.
He swallowed down the sudden, bitter spike of anger and made his hand stay steady and gentle against his son’s scalp. He took a slow breath, letting the warmth of the room settle back into his bones, before he leaned down and pressed his lips to the crown of Levi’s dark head.
“Lyovushka?”
His voice was a thread of sound, feather-light in the warm, still room.
 
Levi’s eyes flickered up, wide and heavy with far too much caution for a 7-year-old. They met Shane’s gaze with a searching intensity, even though Shane had tried his very best to keep any inflexion out of his tone. Of course he had clocked it. When did that kid ever miss anything? Lyovushka was so used to surviving by reading tiny, barely-there tells that he had picked up on Shane instantly, and Shane felt the familiar tightening in his chest, that aching wave of love and protective fury that always flared up when his son flinched, or when some instinct from his life before surged to the surface.
Slowly, carefully, Shane eased his hand down from the silky curls, tracing the slope of Levi’s skull until his fingers cradled the back of that delicate neck. The contrast was staggering. His hand could swallow the whole of that little throat without even trying; the bones beneath the smooth, golden-toned skin felt so painfully small, so impossibly light. With a practised, rhythmic pressure, Shane began to rub, his thumb sweeping back and forth from the base of Levi’s hairline to his ears, easing away the rigid tension that always seemed to lock itself into those tiny shoulders whenever they had been apart too long.
He wanted to shield him. He wanted to wrap his own body around Levi’s small frame and build a wall so thick that the memory of that monstrous sperm donor could never get through it again. Every instinct Shane possessed was screaming at him to protect, to hoard this fragile little life away from anything that had ever made him feel disposable.
Lioness. Ilya wasn’t wrong, the smug bastard; he was never going to let Shane hear the end of it, either.
As the steady friction of Shane’s thumb worked into the tight muscles, Levi let out a tiny, shaky breath. The change was immediate. The little boy melted against him, his thin body losing its brittle stiffness as he leaned into the warmth of Shane’s chest; then he went looking for more of it, shifting his weight to press closer and nuzzling his small face under Shane’s chin with a soft, desperate sigh. Levi soaked up every bit of affection Shane could give him, his small fingers curling tighter in the fleece and his breathing going slow and deep. That little boy was starving for it, had been starving for it his whole life, and the knowledge sat heavy in Shane’s gut. It was a real, physical hunger for comfort. A plea to be held tight enough that he wouldn’t break.
Shane tightened his arms around him and buried his face in the boy’s dark hair for a second. Right now, more than ever, Lyovushka needed this. He needed to be soaked through with a love that didn’t demand anything back; unconditional, unshakeable support from their whole family, but especially from him.
From his Kaasan.
Shane needed to be the steady thing that proved, day after day after day, that Lyovushka was allowed to be soft, allowed to be small, and entirely safe.
He let the silence stretch out, long enough to make sure Levi was steadied by the contact before he spoke, his voice dropping into a low, gentle purr against the boy’s crown.
“You’re safe, little one. I’ve got you.”
 
He shifted his weight a little, making sure Levi was tucked securely against his heartbeat, and then let his voice drop into the low, round cadence of Russian. Every day now, Shane was so grateful for the way his own brain worked, for the sharp, analytical wiring that made him so fucking good with languages. It had let him absorb Russian until it flowed out of him as easily as his English, French or Japanese. Being able to talk to his son in the boy’s own tongue was so much more than convenient; it was a lifeline. It let him reach right into Levi’s fragile little inner world without forcing the poor kid through the exhausting mental gymnastics of his still very limited English.
“Lyovushka.”
Shane murmured it low and soothing, his hand keeping up its rhythmic sweep across the back of the boy’s golden-toned neck.
“You know, when Otousan was a little boy, just like you … he used to have his beautiful blond curls long, too.”
Levi didn’t speak, but the tiny hand threaded into Shane’s hoodie tightened just a fraction, and those dark blue eyes tracked the movement of Shane’s jaw like he was afraid to miss anything.
“In the evenings, your Babushka would sit with Otousan on her big bed, just like we are sitting now.”
He chose the simplest, gentlest words he had, keeping his tone light and warm and easy, the same voice he used when they were curled up on the dock at the cottage with their toes in the water and nothing to worry about but whose turn it was to fetch the snacks.
“And she would sit behind him and carefully plait his long curls. She took such good care of them. Just like I do when I plait your hair, and just like you used to help me with it when my own hair was long.”
He leaned down and pressed another kiss to the crown of Levi’s head, breathing in the sweet pear of Levi’s own shampoo, the one in the clownfish bottle that Levi had picked out himself at the aquarium shop and would let no one else touch. He wanted this truth to sink right down into the little boy’s bones, to rub out whatever twisted lies the biological monster had beaten into him.
“Having long, beautiful curls is a very special thing, Lyovushka.”
Shane whispered, his thumb tracing the high, elegant cheekbone that mirrored his husband’s so closely it still caught him off guard sometimes.
“And it is perfectly okay to want to keep them long. If you want to keep your hair just like it is, you can. You are allowed to keep it. You don’t ever have to change it unless you want to. It doesn’t change how we love you, Lyovushka.”
 
When Levi’s voice finally came, it was a fragile little thread, so faint and tentative that Shane had to hold his breath just to catch it over the thud of his own heart.
“I … I want to keep them, Kaasan.”
His voice was soft and sweet and thick with an aching shyness. He paused, his small face burrowing a little deeper into the warm skin of Shane’s throat, his whole body trembling with how brave he was being.
“I like my curls. But …”
Shane kept his hand steady on the back of that delicate neck, his thumb tracing a slow circle. He wasn’t pushing. He would never push. He was just there, offering whatever support and patience his son needed, for as long as he needed it.
“But what, Lyovushka? You can tell me anything. I promise.”
Levi swallowed hard, thin fingers clutching at Shane’s hoodie as he pulled himself as close as he possibly could. When he peered up, those big eyes were wide and glistening with a raw, terrifying sort of vulnerability that made Shane’s soul ache.
“I don’t want to cut them. I want them long. Please, Kaasan.”
The confession spilt out in a rush of nervous honesty, but he wasn’t done. Not quite.
“But … I want Kaasan to grow his back, too. I want us to match again. Please?”
Oh. Oh, fuck.
The request slipped straight past every defence Shane had and punched the air right out of his lungs; his heart gave a hard, painful thump against his ribs, his throat closed up instantly, and a hot prickle of tears threatened to blur the whole room.
Lyovushka didn’t want to change himself, not really. He wanted Shane to match him. He wanted proof, visible and undeniable, of who he belonged to, written out in the identical silky dark hair; the colour and texture from Shane, the beautiful, perfect curls from Ilya. Like he was theirs. Like Shane really had carried him.
And how was anyone supposed to hold it together after that?
My boy. My precious, precious boy.
Shane’s chest heaved on a ragged breath as he fought to keep his voice steady for the fragile little boy in his arms. He wrapped himself around Levi’s stunted, 5-year-old-sized frame and held on, holding him safe inside the huge, unconditional love that was tearing through his whole body.
“Oh, love.”
He pressed his lips firmly to Levi’s forehead and held the kiss there, his hand spread wide across that narrow back, willing every ounce of his own love and certainty to soak through his skin and into his little son’s heart.
“Of course. If that is what you want, Kaasan will grow his hair right back out. We will grow our hair together, and no one is ever going to touch your hair, not without your say-so, I promise, Lyovushka. We will match again.”
 
Shane didn’t have to look up to know the exact moment the atmosphere in the room shifted. A shadow fell across the doorway, and when his eyes tracked past the dark, silky crown of Levi’s head, he found Ilya standing there.
His massive, broad-shouldered husband was frozen in the frame, not moving a muscle. In his big hands he held a glass of the sweet juice Lyovushka had grown so fond of, alongside a steaming mug of fresh tea that was clearly meant for Shane; milk and two honeys, if Shane knew him, which he did. How long had he been standing there? Long enough, obviously. By the look of him, he had heard everything. Every gentle word, every piece of reassurance about his own childhood, and the promise Shane had just tried to plant in their son’s heart.
Ilya’s chest rose and fell on a slow, heavy breath. The unguarded devotion swimming in those dark blue eyes was enough to make Shane’s cheeks flush hot, and he just knew his freckles were standing out like a dot-to-dot. His husband looked entirely undone. His gaze was locked onto Shane’s golden hands cradling the fragile, malnourished body of the little boy who was finally, finally learning what it meant to be safe.
As their eyes met, Shane gave a tiny nod. An invitation to come and break the spell.
Ilya stepped into the room, his footsteps deliberately light on the floorboards so as not to startle the fragile child. He set the drinks down on the low coffee table with precise care, but his eyes didn’t leave Shane for a second. When he straightened up, he kept his mouth shut. He reached down instead and rested his big hand over the curve of Shane’s waist and squeezed tight. The heat of that palm seeped through the fleece of the hoodie, a solid, steady weight that told Shane everything his husband couldn’t say out loud right now.
Thank you. I love you. He is safe with us.
Levi stirred at the movement, his eyes blinking open as he looked up from Shane’s chest to his Otousan.
Ilya didn’t move his hand from Shane’s waist. He dropped to one knee beside the sofa instead, bringing all that huge frame down to eye level with their small son. The raw look that flared in his eyes was one Shane knew intimately. It was the exact, vulnerable shadow that always crept in whenever he spoke of his mama; a deep, old ache of grief and love, all of it entirely exposed, and it made Shane’s heart melt into a puddle in his chest.
Before Ilya could even find his words, Shane’s protective instincts flared in a different direction. He couldn’t bear to let his husband kneel there on the edge of all that raw emotion on his own. He reached out, hooked his fingers into the front of Ilya’s shirt, and with a determined, gentle tug pulled the bigger man down into the cushions.
“Get down here, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s voice was thick with an affection so heavy he could practically taste it.
Ilya didn’t resist. He never did, not when it was Shane doing the tugging. He shifted his weight and settled his massive, muscular frame onto the deep cushions of the sofa, and Shane immediately took charge of the space. Moving with practised, fluid grace, he shifted himself and the fragile weight of their 7-year-old until both of them were snuggled into Ilya’s broad chest. Shane tucked his head beneath Ilya’s chin while Levi was wrapped up between them, cradled in a little cocoon of warmth and safety. Ilya’s heavy arms came around them both at once, locking them into a tight, protective hug that made the rest of the world disappear.
“You know, Lyovushka.”
Ilya’s deep voice carried a soft, nostalgic warmth that made Levi peek up from the safety of Shane’s neck.
“My mama’s hair was very long. Very thick, and golden, all the way down her back. And when I was a little boy, even smaller than you are now, I had long curls too, and I used to sit behind her on the bed, my small hands tangled in her hair, and I would help her pass the ribbons for her braids.”
A tiny, breathless smile tugged at Levi’s mouth, his fingers loosening their death grip on his shark plushie as he listened, entirely rapt.
“I was not very good at it at first.”
The admission came with a low, self-deprecating chuckle that shook Ilya’s chest, and Shane smiled against his throat.
“I would drop the ribbons or pull too tight, and she would laugh. A beautiful, loud laugh. But she always let me help. Because when you love someone, taking care of their hair is a way to say I love you without using any words at all. So, if you want your hair long, and you want Kaasan to grow his out so you match … I think that is a very beautiful thing. And when it is long enough, I will teach you and Lukasha how to help pass the ribbons. Da?”
Levi’s smile widened, a real, shy spark of joy lighting up his whole face as he nuzzled deeper into the combined warmth of the two of them. He looked up at Ilya, and his voice was a tiny, happy whisper.
“Da, Otousan. Ribbons.”
 
The rumble of Ilya’s voice had barely faded from his chest when Shane heard the light, familiar scuff of slippers on the hardwood floor. Past the broad curve of his husband’s shoulder, he watched Luca pad into the living room.
The blond had clearly just finished helping Adrien carry the last of the boxes up to his room, leaving his boyfriend to start sorting through his things so he could come and find his family. His blue eyes were bright as they swept over the massive sectional and took in the tight, tangled pile of limbs in one go. The sight of his huge Otousan tucked into the cushions, holding both Shane and a tiny, relaxed Levi, didn’t make him hesitate for a second. Shane could see it in the drop of his shoulders: it was exactly what Luca needed after a heavy afternoon of lifting, and probably a heavier afternoon of watching Adrien pack up his old life into cardboard.
Shane shifted a little and lifted his arm. He didn’t have to say a word; he never really had to, not with Luca. The kid read him like one of his sketchbooks.
Luca’s face broke into that brilliant, easy smile that always warmed Shane right through. Moving as carefully as he could, so he wouldn’t disturb the delicate peace Levi had finally found, he scrambled onto the deep sofa, draped his long frame over Ilya’s remaining open side, wedged himself tight against his Otousan’s flank and hooked his chin over Ilya’s shoulder.
Shane felt the deep, contented sigh that shuddered through Ilya as their oldest settled in and closed the circle; the sigh of someone with everything he wanted within arm’s reach, and didn’t he just know it. Levi blinked sleepily from his little nest between the two of them, watching his big brother arrive; he didn’t shrink back or tense. He let out a soft, questioning murmur instead, his tiny hand still loosely holding his shark, and nudged his foot towards Luca’s knee.
“Hey, Lyovushka.”
Luca whispered it down at him, his voice a soft, affectionate purr that copied Shane’s own cadence so exactly that Shane nearly laughed. He reached out and bopped the little boy’s adorable nose.
“I hear you guys are talking about braids and ribbons. You know I’m going to be the master at braiding, right? You’re going to have to let me do the pretty ones.”
Shane’s heart swelled so heavily against his ribs it was almost painful, a thick, sweet ache of pure devotion. He reached across Ilya’s chest and squeezed Luca’s thigh, holding all of his boys together in the golden warmth of the room.
They were all here. Safe. Whole. Loved.
 
It was Lyovushka’s voice that broke the silence, a tiny, tentative thread of sound that vibrated against Shane’s collarbone. He shifted his dark, curly head, his cheek sliding against the fleece of Shane’s hoodie until his big eyes were peering up, looking between Shane and Ilya with a desperate, hopeful sort of intensity.
“Kaasan?”
His voice was soft and sweet and very, very careful.
“Can I … am I going to be allowed to learn to skate? Like you and Lukasha do? I want to learn to skate. Like the rest of my family.”
The request hit Shane like a fucking body check he hadn’t seen coming, and a violent tug of war broke out inside his chest.
On one hand, his whole chest went warm and light with pleasure, so fast it made him dizzy. My family. Lyovushka had called them his family without a second thought, dropping the word so naturally that Shane’s throat went tight with sudden, stupid pride. His son wanted to follow in their footsteps. He wanted to be on the ice, to share the world that defined so much of all their lives.
But right on the heels of that joy came terror, cold and sick, clawing up from his stomach until he could hardly catch his breath.
Shane’s grip tightened without him meaning it to, his fingers pressing into the boy’s back. He was acutely aware of how small, how terrifyingly thin the 7-year-old still was under his clothes. Worry flared hot in his stomach, and his mind flooded with every worst-case scenario it could find; Levi wasn’t like other seven-year-olds. Years of severe malnutrition under that monstrous sperm donor had left his development badly stunted, his tiny frame barely the size of a 5-year-old’s, and his bones … fuck, his bones were so fragile.
Shane knew the brutal reality of the ice. He knew how hard it was, how unforgiving; the jarring impact of a bad fall, the way a blade could catch, the sheer force it took just to hold an edge. And if Levi fell? If that brittle, underdeveloped little body slammed into the frozen surface? He wouldn’t walk away with a bruise. He could break. He could shatter. The thought of seeing Lyovushka back in a hospital bed, of hearing him cry in pain because his bones couldn’t handle the strain, made Shane’s heart hammer against his ribs. He wanted to wrap his son in bubble wrap, lock him in this warm room and never let him face a single physical risk ever again.
He wanted to say no. He should have told him no the very first time Levi asked. It’s too dangerous. He’s too small.
But then he looked down.
Lyovushka was watching him, those massive, glittering eyes wide and waiting, so raw and so painfully vulnerable that it hurt to look at. He looked like he was bracing himself, waiting to see whether the dream, the one thing he had dared to ask for, was about to be crushed. He wanted so badly to belong; to do what his big brother and his Kaasan and his Otousan did.
Shane looked into those eyes, and his resolve fell to pieces. Like fuck could he say no to that face? He couldn’t bear to be the one to snuff out that tiny, beautiful spark of hope.
He swallowed the thick lump of anxiety in his throat and made his face stay calm and warm, his thumb rubbing the back of Levi’s neck, easing the tension he could feel rising in both of them.
“Oh, Lyovushka.”
His voice trembled, just a fraction, despite his very best efforts. He glanced up, met Ilya’s steady gaze over their son’s head and silently begged his husband for backup. Then he looked back down at his youngest.
“You really want to skate with us?”
Ilya’s massive chest rumbled under Shane’s cheek as he took a slow, deep breath, his heartbeat a steady thump against Shane’s spiking panic. Over the dark crown of Levi’s head, Shane caught the calm, calculating look in Ilya’s eyes, the one that meant that brilliant brain he hid so carefully behind the big dumb Russian act was already mapping out a solution.
“We are not saying no, Lyovushka.”
Ilya’s deep, velvet voice was a balm in the warm room. He reached around Shane, his big, calloused hand cupping Levi’s flank and giving it a reassuring squeeze.
“But because you are still growing your muscles and making your bones nice and strong, we have to do it the right way. The safe way. Da?”
Levi nodded quickly against Shane’s chest, his eyes wide and fixed on his Otousan.
“First …”
Ilya paused there and looked up to meet Shane’s eyes, a warm, steadying look that started to melt the cold knot of terror in Shane’s stomach.
“We are going to take you to get custom skates. Very special ones, with extra-strong ankle support, made perfectly for your feet, so you are safe and steady on the ice.”
Oh, thank fuck. Shane’s shoulders dropped a whole inch. Custom-moulded, heavily reinforced boots would protect Levi’s fragile ankles from rolling or fracturing under pressure; it was exactly what his logical, worried, list-making mind needed to hear.
“And then …”
Ilya’s mouth tugged into a small, knowing smile as he glanced over at Luca.
“With Kaasan as your personal Coach, I think I can talk LeClaire into letting us into the rink early. We can go one morning, before their morning training starts. Just the five of us on the big ice. You, me, Kaasan, Lukasha … and Adrien will want to lace up his skates and join us, too. A private family session. No one else, no rush. Just us, helping you take your very first steps.”
Was there anything sexier than a man with a plan? No. No, there was not. The sheer brilliance of it made Shane want to climb his husband like a tree and kiss him stupid. An empty rink meant zero risk of anyone bumping into their fragile boy, and with all of them out there, Levi would practically be wrapped in a human shield of elite skaters.
Levi’s whole face lit up. A brilliant, radiant smile broke across his golden features, and every ounce of Shane’s lingering anxiety was suddenly worth it.
“Just us?”
He whispered like he didn’t dare believe it.
“Just us, Lyovushka.”
Shane leaned down and pressed a relieved kiss right into those silky dark curls.
Lyovushka nuzzled happily into the crook of Shane’s neck, soaking up the victory. Then a flush of shy, hopeful excitement coloured his cheeks, and he looked up at Shane, his tiny hand plucking nervously at the edge of his shark.
“Kaasan? If … if I am going to be an ice dancer like you and Lukasha … can I have the same pretty, fluffy pants that you both like to wear? The black ones? But in colour? I want to look just like my Kaasan on the ice.”
Shane’s heart melted, and then it kept on melting, until it was a warm, useless puddle somewhere down around his stomach and his eyes were stinging with it. The sheer, adorable innocence of the request, and the absolute certainty with which Levi wanted to mirror every little detail of his life, swept away the last of his fears. He looked at his beautiful, fragile son, and he was so full of love it spilt over.
“Oh, Lyovushka.”
Shane choked it out on a breathless laugh, his eyes pricking with happy tears. He wrapped his arms tight around the boy and squeezed him close. Ilya tightened his hands around Shane’s waist and pulled all three of them in closer before he answered for both of them.
“Of course you can. We will get you the softest, warmest fleece leggings we can find. You are going to look beautiful on the ice, Lyovushka.”
 
Extracting himself from the tangled depths of the cuddle pile took the kind of careful, fluid precision Shane usually saved for slipping through a tight, nasty screen on the ice. He eased his arms under Levi’s fragile frame and lifted the sleeping 7-year-old against his chest so smoothly that the boy barely stirred; his small head flopped into the crook of Shane’s neck, right where it belonged.
Beside him, the sofa shifted as Ilya rose. Even in the low, warm light of the living room, Shane couldn’t help but watch him move, and he felt the familiar spark of heat curl low in his belly. Ilya moved over the couch, big and silent and so fucking graceful for a man his size, and leaned down to scoop their technically adult, oldest son into his arms. Luca was eighteen, lean and muscular, and he was the same height as Shane himself; yet against Ilya’s towering 6’3” and that massive chest, he still looked as easily managed as a toddler.
Shane let his gaze linger with a warm, unapologetic fondness, watching the play and flex of the dense muscles shifting beneath Ilya’s shirt as he hoisted the sleepy blond. There was something about the contrast that got him every single time. Those powerful arms, the very same arms that delivered bone-rattling checks on the ice, were cradling their sleepy blond boy with such terrifyingly gentle care.
Ilya caught him looking. Of course he did. A low, heated smirk curled that full, sinful mouth, and his eyes flashed with a hot promise that went straight to Shane’s core.
Oh, he was in so much trouble. The best kind of trouble, but still.
With a soft, warm smile, Ilya turned and carried Lukasha up the stairs towards his bedroom, his steps almost silent despite his size and the added weight.
Shane turned his attention back to the tiny, warm weight in his own arms and carried Lyovushka down the hallway to the boy’s bedroom. The room was full of soft shadows, save for the amber glow of the bedside lamp throwing long, warm lines across the blue walls and Luca’s mural, the cottage tucked into its Russian forest with the sakura all around it. Lyovushka was spent. The big emotional breakthroughs of the last hour, combined with a body that was still working so hard to heal and catch up on years of missed growth, had drained his battery right down to nothing. But as Shane sat cross-legged on the plush, ocean-blue, fish-patterned duvet with his son, a sense of victory settled deep into his bones. They had done it. They had reached right through the trauma, and Lyovushka had finally admitted that he didn’t want to cut his beautiful curls.
The little boy was a limp, warm weight curled up in Shane’s lap, his small face tucked against Shane’s thigh and his breathing already deep and slow, though his thin fingers were still hooked into the hem of Shane’s hoodie out of pure instinct.
Moving as gently as he knew how, Shane lifted the brush and drew it down through the long, jet-black strands. The hair under his fingertips was ridiculously soft, like silk, and just like his own had been when it was long. Every slow, careful stroke of the bristles was devotion and a promise of safety all rolled into one. Lyovushka didn’t flinch. He didn’t tense. With every pull of the brush, the 7-year-old seemed to sink deeper into Shane’s touch, his fragile frame losing the last of its brittleness as he soaked up the affection, his little body going heavy and warm against Shane’s thigh, every slow stroke of the brush coaxing out another soft, contented sigh that went straight to Shane’s heart.
Shane set the brush aside and divided the dark, silky mass into three sections, his hands moving with steady, easy skill as he twisted and wove the strands into a neat, flawless braid. He had learnt to braid when he was younger, although his own hair had been kept short all through his Montreal years, right up until Ilya; until he had let go and finally decided he was allowed to be pretty and still be a man. Back then, braiding had been a great way of keeping his hands busy while his mind chewed through whatever he had been studying at the time, which had usually been languages and hockey.
As his fingers worked, Shane let his voice drop into a low, smooth purr, and the warm, comforting cadence of Japanese filled the room. He sang the little lullaby, the same melody he had whispered, desperate and shaking, inside the sterile, terrifying walls of that hospital room, the day they had finally ripped Lyovushka away from that monstrous sperm donor.
The song hummed through Shane’s chest, steady and low in the dark. He watched, his throat tight with an overwhelming swell of protectiveness, as Levi’s eyelids gave one last flutter and closed. The tension left those delicate shoulders, and his breathing settled into the shallow little puffs of deep, safe sleep. Shane tied off the end of the braid and smoothed his thumb over the crown of his son’s head one last time.
Lyovushka was safe. He was whole.
And as Shane leaned down to press a lingering, feather-light kiss to the boy’s golden cheek, he knew without a shred of doubt that he would take the entire world apart before he let anyone make this beautiful child feel small again.
Sleep now, my little one. Kaasan is here.
 
Shane slipped out from under the tiny body without disturbing him, eased his arms under the sleep-warm weight and tucked Lyovushka beneath the bright, fish-patterned duvet. He smoothed the covers over the small form until his son was snugly wrapped up in them. As he leaned down to press the tenderest of kisses to that little golden forehead, he felt the familiar presence of his husband come into the room and move up behind him.
The touch was easy and familiar. Two incredibly strong, heavily muscled arms slid around his waist and pulled him back against the massive chest that radiated such a beautiful heat. Ilya leaned down over Shane’s shoulder, his larger body sheltering both of them and their youngest son from the rest of the world, and pressed his own lips ever so gently to the silky dark braid. The words he whispered into the shadows were soft, and so tender they made Shane’s eyes sting all over again.
Together, they backed away from their sleeping child on tiptoe. Shane didn’t break the hold. He leaned straight back into the solid body behind him and let his head drop onto Ilya’s broad shoulder. Ilya’s grip tightened on his waist, possessive and steady, and Shane smiled just as his husband bent and lifted him clean off his feet and into his arms. Shane’s stomach gave that familiar happy swoop; Ilya didn’t even grunt; he just hitched him up higher against his chest, the thick muscle of his arms flexing easily under Shane’s thighs, and Shane looped his arms around his neck and let himself be carried.
Ilya carried him out of the room and down the hall. Behind them, Shane had left the door open a hand’s width and the lamp glowing low, the way Levi liked it. As Shane turned his head to press a kiss to the underside of Ilya’s sharp jaw, those dark eyes met his own, and up close the devotion in them was all-consuming. Desire licked through his veins at the shift of all that muscle, at the easy strength Ilya was using to hold him.
Ilya didn’t lower him to the bed.
He carried him over to the oversized reading chair tucked into the corner of their bedroom, settled his massive frame into the deep cushions and adjusted his hold until Shane was pulled tight across his powerful thighs. Ilya had left the blinds wide open, of course; the floor-to-ceiling windows showed off the gorgeous view outside. They were just far enough out of the city for the harsh glare of the streets to fade away, leaving the inky sky clear and alive with glinting stars. Below them, the bedroom looked out over the edge of the trees that bordered the garden and the new pond.
A sleepy little mew came from the huge enclosed cat basket by the radiator, where a flash of bright pink bandage showed how Yuki was curled up inside. She didn’t stir as the noise of them coming in settled. She was healing, slowly but surely, and she flatly refused to sleep in anyone else’s room but theirs, despite Lukasha’s very best efforts with cat treats and bribery.
Her Majesty had chosen. That was that.
Shane let out a long, shuddering breath and melted into his husband’s arms. He felt entirely safe, held in that warm, heavy cage of muscle with his cheek pressed to the solid wall of Ilya’s chest. The constant vigilance he had carried all evening, all that desperate, protective anxiety for Lyovushka and Luca and Adrien too, finally began to go quiet, chased away by the slow, steady thrum of Ilya’s pulse under his cheek.
Up here, away from the demands of the rink and the demands of their healing home, the air between them thickened, and a spark of heat caught and kindled into something deeper. Ilya’s big, calloused hand slid slowly up inside the fleece of Shane’s hoodie, then up and out of the neck of it, his thumb tracing a heavy, possessive path along the side of Shane’s throat and tilting his face up just enough for Shane to catch the dark gleam in those eyes.
“He is going to be okay, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s voice was a low, velvet rumble that Shane felt more than heard, buzzing through the broad chest under his cheek and loosening every tight muscle in his body.
“We give him everything he needs. And look what you did today, sweetheart. Look what you managed.”
Shane swallowed hard and tangled his hands in the front of Ilya’s T-shirt, pulling himself closer until there wasn’t a single inch of space left between them. The heavy emotional toll of the evening was still humming under his skin, but looking up into the beautiful, stupidly handsome face of the man he loved, the man who had fought beside him to build this whole family from scratch, all that tension twisted and turned into a hot, demanding hunger for the kind of touch only Ilya could give him.
Big, powerful hands traced up his sides, taking his hoodie and tank with them as Ilya peeled them slowly off his heated skin. Shane shifted until he had his knees braced either side of Ilya’s hips; the chair was more than big enough for him to straddle his husband, which, Shane suspected, was exactly why Ilya had bought the bloody thing. Little sparks followed every stroke of those hands across his skin, and Shane leaned down to press their mouths together. He lapped at those plump, full lips until Ilya let out a deep hum in his chest and opened under him.
It was a slow kiss to start with; lazy, almost, the kind they had all the time in the world for now that there were no hotel walls and no teammates on the other side of them. Shane didn’t rush. He mapped the familiar shape of that mouth like he hadn’t already learnt every inch of it years ago, in hotel rooms and stolen afternoons and far too many away-game bathrooms that they had both sworn never to speak of again. Behind them, the stars glinted through the glass; below them, the garden lay dark and still. The whole world had shrunk down to this chair, this man, and the steady thud of a heart under his palm.
Shane shimmied back just far enough to slide his hands under Ilya’s T-shirt and drag it up. Ilya hooked the fabric over his curls and tossed all three tops in the general direction of the laundry hamper, which made Shane’s eye twitch, and the bastard knew it. Then he tapped Shane’s hip with his palm, and a warm, wet mouth dragged up the column of his throat to his ear.
A low, needy whimper fell from Shane’s lips as he tipped his head to the side to give Ilya more room. Those huge hands palmed his hips, and thumbs slipped under the waistband of his sweats. When Ilya spoke again, it was growled right into his ear.
“Stand up for me, sweetheart.”
He obeyed. He always did, when Ilya used that voice. He rose and stood so Ilya could ease the fabric down his thighs, then stepped out of the sweats and paused to return the favour. Shane teased his fingers into the back of Ilya’s black sweats and kneaded his husband’s glorious ass, taking his time about it, before he tugged down both the sweats and the boxers together and freed the already hard, thick length of Ilya’s cock. It slapped up against those cut abs, flushed and heavy, a pearl of pre-come already beading at the tip.
Shane looked. Shane licked his lips. Then Shane picked up every single item of clothing and put it neatly into the hamper, because he wasn’t a savage, and he could feel Ilya’s eyes burning into his bare ass the entire time.
“Come here.”
Ilya reached for him the moment he was close enough, and those powerful arms wrapped around his waist again as Shane settled back over his lap. Big hands dragged down his flanks and came to rest on the tense muscle of his thighs, lines of heat following in their wake; Ilya was clearly determined to touch every single inch of him, and Shane was more than happy to let him. Shane slid his hands up that cut jaw, tipped Ilya’s head back and kissed him.
He rubbed his thumb along the strong sweep of Ilya’s bare throat as he licked and nipped at those lips. The hands kneading his thighs tightened and pulled him forward until their cocks were pressed together, hard and hot and slippery. A low moan slipped out of him as the pre-come leaking from his own cock slicked the slide between them, and Ilya guided his hips in small, slow, filthy circles, grinding them together until Shane could feel every ridge and vein of his husband’s length dragging along his own.
Then Ilya’s tongue was pushing into his mouth, gentle but insistent, hot and wet, and Shane was being kissed deep and hungry and greedy, Ilya’s big hand cradling his jaw to hold him right where he wanted him, until Shane’s head spun and his toes curled against the cushions. A deep growl vibrated into his mouth as Ilya’s hands settled on his ass and spread him open, just a little, just enough for the cool air of the room to kiss his hole and make him shiver. Shane started to trace one hand down that sculpted, heavily muscled chest; Ilya sucked his bottom lip into his mouth and began to worry it with his teeth.
Shane moaned, low and purring in the back of his throat. The teeth let go of his lip only to nudge under his jaw and start mapping out the length of his neck. Tongue, then teeth. Tongue, then teeth. Over and over, until a whole constellation of marks was being sucked into his skin to go with the freckles. He tried to arch his hips closer, to get some proper friction on his cock, but those hands tightened with a delicious strength, and Shane whined in protest as a harder bite landed with a rumbling growl. The warning was clear.
Shane huffed into his husband’s curls, sulky and put out and not even a little bit sorry. He was going to make Ilya pay for that. Later. Probably. Possibly in front of the whole team, at practice, with the yoga stretches Ilya always pretended not to watch. The thought was very satisfying, right up until that mouth found the soft spot behind his ear and every single plan he had fell straight out of his head.
“Easy, Lyubimyy. Patience now. There is no rush. I have you.”
Ilya’s voice vibrated against the damp, red patch of Shane’s neck he had just been sucking on. Shane could already feel the mark forming, and he was going to have to wear a fucking turtleneck to the rink, and he didn’t care. Ilya went back to working his way slowly down his burning body. Shane whimpered and wrapped himself around Ilya’s massive shoulders, sinking a hand into the silky curls at the back of his husband’s head. He needed something to hold on to, and he knew perfectly well that tugging on those curls only drove Ilya wilder.
That sinful mouth worked down his throat and across his collarbones, leaving a trail of damp skin and fresh bruises behind it. Now and then a harder bite landed on one of his extra-sensitive spots; they would be very pretty, very possessive impressions of Ilya’s teeth by morning. Shane tried to squirm, to press their hips together, and once again he was stopped by a low, rumbling growl.
“Nyet. Enough.”
His ass was squeezed in warning, hard, which only made Shane arch into the touch like the brat he was. Ilya didn’t speed up one bit. He lowered that hot mouth to Shane’s chest instead, and then Shane was keening as a nipple was licked and sucked into that talented mouth. The little bud was rolled, lapped and teased until Shane could feel his tits swelling under the attention, going soft and plump and heavy the way they always did when Ilya played with them for long enough. He cried out when teeth scraped over the hard, sensitive tip as his husband licked a wet path to the side.
The arm around his waist disappeared for a second, and Shane vaguely heard the familiar snap of the lube bottle being flicked open. Of course there was lube in the reading chair. There was lube in every room of this house; Shane had a spreadsheet. Then the hand was back, and warm, slick fingers were spreading his cheeks wide, and Shane keened as lube was rubbed into his twitching, aching hole. He couldn’t take much more of this. He was impatient, his ass felt so empty, and his cock was throbbing and dripping a steady little mess of pearly pre-come down its length and over both their stomachs.
Ilya didn’t push in. He just dragged those fingers over his rim, again and again, around and around, pressing just enough to make the muscle flutter and then sliding away. Shane whimpered and yanked on the curls tangled in his fingers. He was trying to push back into the touch, desperate to get those thick, strong fingers inside him, to do something about the boiling need in his blood.
“Ilya … Ilyusha …”
The words were dragged out of his throat, raspy and wrecked with want.
Ilya took his mouth. Shane opened for him instantly with a low moan, and as the kiss deepened, Ilya began to press one finger into him, so slowly it was cruel. Shane twisted his hand deeper into the curls at the back of Ilya’s head so he could angle the kiss the way he wanted it, and a deep, heavy rumble rolled through the broad chest he was plastered against as Ilya worked that single finger all the way in to the last knuckle; it went in easily. Shane was arched and pushing back for more with everything he had, but he was still pinned in place by one big hand on his hip.
He tore his mouth away to pant into Ilya’s open, spit-slick lips as he was held still and denied, again. Ilya murmured something to him, deep and velvet and maddening, and those words weren’t fucking helping right now.
“Easy, sweetheart. Patience.”
Shane didn’t have any fucking patience right now, thank you very much. But the silent tightening of that huge hand on his hip was a clear warning that he was pushing his luck, so he whined, loud and put-upon, and made his hips go still, and let his husband open him up at his own sadistic speed.
He was rewarded. Ilya pressed a second finger in alongside the first with a low growl of praise, scissoring them apart, and Shane’s thighs trembled with the effort of keeping still. Of obeying.
“That’s it. So good for me.”
The words sent a lovely, heated shiver straight down his spine to his cock, but Ilya kept pumping his fingers at the same steady, slow pace. In, all the way to the knuckles. Out, until only the tips were stretching his rim. In again. Every stroke dragged that thick, hockey-roughened skin over Shane’s sensitive walls, and every single one missed his prostate by a hair. Ilya was avoiding it on purpose. The bastard was focused entirely on the stretch, on opening him up, on anything but giving Shane what he wanted.
Then he dropped his head and took Shane’s swollen, puffy nipple back into his mouth and rolled it around with his tongue. He flicked it, sucked it, pulled on it, all in the exact same rhythm he was using to fuck Shane open on his fingers. The grip on Shane’s hip was so tight he could already feel the perfect, finger-shaped bruises blooming under his skin.
Shane’s head dropped back. He had to brace his other arm against Ilya’s thick neck as his back bowed deeper and deeper. He was trying to shove himself down onto those torturous fingers, faster, harder, anything more than this slow, exquisite torture; and at the same time he was trying to push more of his chest into that hot, devilish mouth that was milking his nipples like they had something to give.
That was what undid him.
His body locked up. His vision blacked out at the edges. His orgasm ripped through his core with no warning at all, and his cock jerked and spilt between them, untouched, painting Ilya’s abs in thick white stripes. It left him trembling, thighs spasming with the effort of holding himself up, belly quivering with the heaving breaths he was dragging in, his hole clenching and fluttering around Ilya’s fingers.
Fuck.
When Shane could see again, Ilya’s eyes had gone almost black, his pupils blown. He had lifted his wet, shiny lips from Shane’s chest and stilled his fingers. Shane felt the blush race across his cheeks as he caught that sharp, predatory glint and realised that Ilya had followed his train of thought perfectly. Of course he had. He never missed a thing.
Without a word, Ilya lowered his head and took the nipple back into his mouth. With deep, steady pulls, he drew the bud up against his tongue, and liquid fire shot through Shane as his cock valiantly tried to stir again. Then Ilya let the swollen, bruised nipple go, only to switch sides at once and do exactly the same to the other. Shane cried out when a third finger pushed inside him at the very same moment as teeth closed on the sensitive, almost sore skin around his nipple.
He whimpered when that sinful mouth lifted away; he wanted it to stop, and he didn’t, both at once. His nipples were bordering on sore, and yet every touch of those lips, that tongue, even the teeth, sent flames of pleasure dripping down through his veins. Ilya kissed him once, twice, a third time, twisting his fingers and still painstakingly, slowly opening him up, and then finally, finally crooked all three fingers and pressed them right into his prostate.
Shane howled.
If he had been fully hard, he would have come again from that alone. As it was, his cock was only half filled out, and the pleasure punched through him anyway, a small, dry, shuddering little orgasm that wrung a few weak drops of come from his slit and left them pooling there while his ass clamped down hard on Ilya’s hand. Shane moaned, long and broken, and sagged forward onto that broad shoulder.
Two. That was two.
He lay there draped over his husband, wrung out and shaking, and let himself be held. Ilya’s free hand stroked up and down his spine, slow and soothing, and that deep voice poured Russian praise into his hair; how good he was, how beautiful, how perfect he was for him, how Ilya would never, ever get tired of this. Shane felt every word sink in somewhere under his ribs and settle. All these years of this man, and he still went pink at being called beautiful. Embarrassing? Frankly, yes. He wouldn’t change it for the world.
Ilya waited until his breathing had slowed, and then a little longer, before he nudged Shane’s face up with his nose so he could see his eyes.
“Still okay, sweetheart?”
Shane hummed and nodded, lazy and deliberate, and rocked his hips back against the hand still between his cheeks, just in case the message wasn’t clear enough; more, please, and don’t you dare stop. The relieved little huff of laughter it got him was warm against his cheek.
“Words, Lyubimyy.”
Of course. Shane rolled his eyes, mostly at himself, and found his voice somewhere down in his chest.
“I’m okay, Ilya. More. Please.”
 
Ilya was panting under him. Shane could feel the flex of the massive thighs he was draped across, and the angry, flushed red cock that was rock hard and straining up towards him, leaking all over Ilya’s own belly; and yet his husband was ignoring it completely. The man had the self-control of a fucking monk. A filthy, filthy monk.
“Would you let me taste?”
The words were a deep, velvet rumble against his skin. Ilya kept up the same slow, wicked pace, but now he was rubbing all three fingers over that sensitive, aching bundle of nerves on every stroke, which had Shane’s cock thickening again against his will, and murmuring the hottest, filthiest words into his throat.
“You are so perfect, Lyubimyy. Your body would make plenty. I would hold you against me as you lay there, so full and heavy, and watch it bead at your pretty nipples. Your beautiful, soft tits would look like this, only fuller. So swollen. So sweet.”
Shane felt his nipples throb, tight and aching under the words, and he was nodding before he even knew he was doing it. He would. Of course he would. He would let Ilya do anything. Just the pictures those words put in his head had him whimpering and grinding his hips back onto those thick fingers.
“I would lay you back in my arms, settle him beside us in his crib while he slept, his tiny belly full and warm of milk that your body made for him. Then I would wrap my hand around the curve and take your pretty, leaking nipple into my mouth and drink my fill. You would like that. Da? You would like that.”
Ilya followed his words by doing exactly what he had just described. He pulled the reddened, puffy nipple back into his mouth, cupped the soft weight of Shane’s tit in his big hand and sucked, long and deep. Shane bit down on the muscle of Ilya’s shoulder to stifle the scream that tore out of him. He could almost feel it; the way his chest would feel, heavy and swollen and aching, and the wet heat of Ilya’s mouth on his skin, drinking from him.
“Fuck … I can’t …”
He couldn’t find the rest of the words, but Ilya didn’t wait for them. Carefully, he released Shane’s abused nipple and eased his fingers out of his aching, suddenly very empty hole, which made Shane mewl in protest and clench down on nothing. He was hushed with a deep kiss, and then those massive hands were hooked under his thighs, and he was being lifted.
Ilya held him there, hovering, the fat head of his cock just nudging against Shane’s slick, fluttering rim. He waited until Shane’s glassy eyes found his.
“Words, Lyubimyy.”
Shane licked his lips. Tried. Managed.
“Yes. Please, Ilya. Want you. Want your cock.”
Ilya’s whole face softened, even with his jaw clenched tight and his arms shaking under Shane’s weight; he pressed a kiss to Shane’s cheek.
“I got you, Lyubimyy.”
Shane’s thighs trembled as Ilya lowered him onto his cock. Even after being stretched so thoroughly and so carefully, Ilya was so hard and so thick that Shane could feel his body still having to soften and give under the steady, relentless slide of his husband pushing up inside him, inch by inch, the stretch burning and perfect. And Ilya was holding all of his weight in his hands alone, in that strong, sure grip under the wide, powerful spread of Shane’s thighs.
It made Shane’s cock twitch and his muscles clench around the full, thick length, knowing that Ilya was holding up every inch of his near-200lb frame with just his hands. Ilya lowered him so slowly by that grip until he was sitting flush on the whole long length, his ass pressed to Ilya’s thighs, his rim stretched tight around the root. Shane moaned and dug his fingers into Ilya’s back as he shivered and clung. He could feel that Ilya was almost at his limit, in the quiver of his thighs and the bite of his grip; his fingertips were digging in hard enough to bruise.
Ilya groaned as Shane settled, his back arched and his head thrown back against the chair, and Shane’s pink, thick cock was trapped hard and leaking against his belly.
“So fucking pretty like this, sweetheart.”
Shane had finally, completely run out of patience. He planted his hands on Ilya’s shoulders, leaned down until his lips brushed his husband’s ear and purred.
“My turn, Ilyusha.”
Then he began to lift his hips and grind down, feeling that cock drive up into him with a slow, deep, dirty grind, and Ilya gave in and moved with him. Shane could see from the dark, heated look in those beautiful blue eyes that Ilya was barely hanging on to his sanity, and he loved it. The pace he had set for himself was torturous and exquisite all at once. With how Shane was riding him, in the position Ilya had put him in, the angle meant Ilya pressed in so deep, and every roll of his hips dragged the fat head of it right across his prostate. It made Shane clench down, tight as a vice and burning hot, around him.
Ilya reached around and laid his palm against the slick surface of Shane’s heaving abs; Shane moaned at the pressure. The position and gravity were forcing his body to take Ilya deeper than ever, and that broad, warm hand covered his lower belly and pressed down. At the exact same moment, Ilya steadied them both and gave one sudden, powerful thrust up.
Shane keened, high and desperate, his eyes rolling back, his body spasming around the thick girth splitting him open. Like this, he could feel the press of that hand from the outside and the slight bulge of Ilya’s rock-hard cock moving up inside him from the inside, pushing back against Ilya’s palm. The joint pressure of those powerful thrusts and that huge hand on his soft, sensitive lower belly meant they could both feel exactly where Ilya’s cock was inside him.
“Feel that, Lyubimyy? Feel how deep I am?”
His husband pressed harder, making him feel just how deep he was, how he was making Shane open up and make room for him like this, deep and claiming, every inch of him, inside and out.
A low, raw growl was torn out of Ilya as he held Shane down, seated to the hilt. Then he moved his hands to Shane’s hips and began to lift, using his own brute strength to fuck up into him, exactly as they both wanted. So much for Shane’s turn. Had he honestly expected anything else? He should have known better; he always did know better, and he always did it anyway. Ilya had tortured both of them with that slow, cruel pace earlier, and Shane was dying for it.
All he could do now was whimper, cry out and hold on. The slow, deep pace had wound Ilya up so tight that he was frenzied now, and Shane felt him shift his stance, plant his feet for better leverage, and set a punishing rhythm. The chair groaned. Skin slapped on skin. Shane bounced on his husband’s cock and sobbed.
He was close. He could feel it, thin drips of pre-come sliding down his length and making an absolute mess of both of them. The added wetness made the lewd sounds of slick, heated skin meeting skin all the louder. Ilya tipped his jaw up and away, offering up his neck, and Shane bit down, hard, just as he felt his own body tighten around the cock buried deep inside him.
Ilya wrapped both arms around Shane’s waist and held him captive in his lap, and changed the movement entirely; he used Shane’s own weight, and the strength of those huge thighs and that powerful core, to slam up into him over and over, relentless. Shane writhed, his orgasm right there on the edge, but this time, this time, he was determined to make Ilya come first.
He leaned down and purred into his husband’s ear, just before he opened his mouth and sank his teeth into the spot that always made Ilya lose all control.
“Fill me, breed me, Ilyusha. Give me your baby …”
That was all it took.
Ilya snarled and slammed up into him as deep as he could go, and his cock throbbed and jerked, and Shane felt ropes and ropes of hot come flooding his insides and filling him up. The sensation tipped him straight over the edge after him, into his third orgasm, which was still so intense it whited out his vision. His body locked up and clamped down and tried to milk every last drop of come out of his husband’s cock. He wanted every last bit. Every single drop was his.
The groan was torn out of Ilya’s kiss-swollen lips as Shane kept circling his hips, slow and lazy, milking him through it. Shane’s eyes were glinting with tears, but the hazy, possessive gleam in them stayed fixed on his husband as he rode out both of their aftershocks. Those huge hands settled around his waist and held up his tired body as Ilya leaned them back, and Shane slumped down onto his husband’s massive chest, boneless.
Hands stroked up his spine in soothing, warm lines as Ilya held him close; Shane was sticky, sore and tired, but he didn’t want to move. If he moved, Ilya’s cock would slip out of him, and all that come would go with it, and he didn’t want that. Not even a little bit.
Because, of course, the bastard could read his mind, Ilya flexed his core and sat them both up, cock still buried deep, so he could reach over and scoop the plug out of the side-table drawer.
“Shane, sweetheart. Look at me.”
The words were rough and low, scraped raw from his throat, and they made Shane’s spent cock twitch, because they were very much a command. Shane lifted his head and raised his eyes. He obeyed.
“You want this in, Lyubimyy?”
Yes. Yes, Shane did. But he also knew he had to say it, or Ilya wouldn’t do it. He gathered up his scattered brain and whispered his plea.
“Please … yes … I want it inside me…”
Ilya lifted him off his cock in one smooth move and laid him down on the bed, face down, a pillow pushed under his hips. Those strong, warm hands held his ass up so the fresh, still-warm come stayed where it belonged. Shane felt Ilya’s thumb sweep over his sore, fluttering rim, gathering up the one bead that had escaped and pushing it back inside him, and then the slick, still-cool surface of the plug was nudged gently, tenderly into his puffy, aching hole. As soon as it was snug and seated, Shane melted into the duvet with a soft, tired mewl and went completely limp.
His eyes drifted shut, and he floated for a while, his mind blissfully blank and his body thrumming with little sparks of pleasure and pain whenever his abused nipples rubbed against the duvet beneath him as he breathed. There wasn’t enough come inside him for it to show, not yet, not like it could; but they only had tomorrow off, and then the next run of games came back-to-back, so Shane made himself not demand more.
He wanted more. God, he wanted more.
Next time.
The stars were still out there, glittering away beyond the glass, and Shane watched them with heavy, half-closed eyes while the bed dipped and Ilya moved around the room; the soft clink of the glass, the click of the bathroom door, the hiss of the shower being turned on. Every sound was familiar. Every one of them meant he was being looked after. His whole body hummed with it, warm and floaty and loose, too heavy and happy to lift so much as a finger, and he didn’t want to anyway.
 
Strong, familiar arms eased under his body, and he was turned and lifted against Ilya’s chest. His husband padded through to the bathroom, already steamy with the shower running. A cool, damp glass was lifted to his mouth as low, deep words were purred into his ear.
“Drink now, Lyubimyy.”
Shane drank. The water soothed his raw throat, and the kiss Ilya pressed to his mouth as a reward was more than worth it. He was lowered onto his feet under the warm spray, and Ilya stepped in after him, big arms wrapped around his waist to take most of his weight as Shane was encouraged, without a word, to lean back against his husband’s body.
Those hands petted and soothed across his skin, and then the pain-relief gel was rubbed tenderly into his sore, swollen chest. Ilya paid special attention to the bruised, puffy nipples, murmuring soft, adoring words into Shane’s hair the whole time. One hand trailed down the lines and dips of his muscles until the broad, slick palm cupped that one silky patch of skin low on his belly, just under his belly button. Shane reached down and covered that huge palm with his own; their skin tones contrasted so beautifully in the low, warm light of the bathroom, gold over pale. Water dripped down them both as Shane turned in his husband’s arms and began to massage soap into Ilya’s pale, mole-dotted skin.
Ilya ran his thumb along the hinge of Shane’s jaw and lifted his head. Shane looked up and met soft, adoring eyes.
“Back with me, Lyubimyy?”
Shane slid his hands up and around that sturdy neck and went up on his toes to nuzzle their mouths together. Ilya pulled him close and kissed him again; he didn’t deepen it, he just caressed. When he pulled back, Shane dropped down onto his heels and went back to washing his husband under the warm water.
“Mmmhmm. I’m fine, Ilyusha.”
Ilya’s fingers dropped to the base of the plug and rested there. A question. Shane shook his head.
“Leave it in, please.”
Instantly, Ilya’s fingers left the warm silicone. The plug stayed in.
 
Shane helped Ilya finish cleaning them both off and get them out. He was wrapped in his favourite heated towel while Ilya dried himself off, threw on some soft cotton pants, and then came back to help. Shane couldn’t resist dropping a kiss onto that reddened cupid’s bow as he let his husband dry him off and help him into one of Ilya’s larger sleep shirts, and pull a pair of boxers up under it. Just in case Lyovushka needed them in the night.
He had just finished rubbing in the last of his cream on his chest and on the silvery tiger stripes over his hips when he was scooped up into Ilya’s arms again. The movement put a little pressure on the plug, which sent a few sparks of pleasure fizzing up his spine, but they soon settled when Ilya lowered him onto their bed.
Ilya tucked them both under the covers carefully. The top sheet had already been stripped off and thrown in the hamper, since that was so much easier than changing the whole bed; Ilya’s trick, and a very clever one. Shane was pulled gently back against his chest as his bigger husband spooned up behind him and wrapped those muscular arms securely around his waist. Shane sighed and curled into him, tucking himself under Ilya’s chin to settle down and sleep.
A kiss was pressed into his hair. Ilya’s arms tightened around him, and that deep, rumbling voice whispered into his ear.
“Ya tebya lyublyu, Shane.”
Shane pressed closer and ran a hand down the bare, muscular forearm wrapped around him in a slow caress, tipping his head back just far enough to brush an answering kiss to the underside of Ilya’s pale throat.
“I love you too, Ilyusha.”
 
As they lay there, Shane soaked up the furnace-level heat pouring off the bigger, bulkier body wrapped tight around him. He felt Ilya nuzzle into the back of his shoulder and trail a few slow, tender kisses across his bare skin, and he began to trace idle patterns over the pale, strong arm draped across his waist, the one resting just under his still slightly swollen chest.
“What is wrong, Shane? Talk to me, sweetheart.”
He should have known his husband would pick up on it. When did Ilya ever not? The niggling little voice at the back of his head, the one that had been drowned out entirely by some truly spectacular orgasms, was back now, and it was loud.
“I’m worried.”
Ilya rubbed at a bruised patch of skin just under the curve of his chest. Tiny tingles rippled out under Shane’s skin with every brush of those fingers over the bruises he had put there. It was distracting and calming at the same time, which was very Ilya of it.
Shane burrowed his cold feet in between Ilya’s much warmer calves. Ilya hissed and swore at him even though he didn’t mean it. Shane didn’t care.
He was very pleased, and he was very worried, both at once. Levi was still so small and so fragile, and yet their little son had looked up at him with those big, wide, heartbreaking eyes like he had been waiting for the no. Like he had been bracing himself for it. And Shane had melted. Of course he fucking had. He had been completely unable to say no to those eyes, to that hopeful little spark burning behind the fading wariness and the still-instinctive expectation of pain and rejection.
Shane shifted inside the heavy layers of the duvet that sealed out the rest of the world. They were spooned tight together, the floor-to-ceiling windows left bare so the glinting night sky washed across the dark bedroom. Ilya was wrapped around him from behind, all that massive, broad-shouldered bulk acting like a living blanket over Shane’s smaller frame. One thick, heavily muscled arm lay possessively over Shane’s waist, pinning him back against a chest that never stopped radiating heat.
Here, wrapped up in safety and warmth and heavy darkness, this room had become his refuge. It was only here, with the steady rise and fall of his husband’s breathing against the back of his neck, that Shane let himself be vulnerable enough to say the things he usually kept locked down tight. In the dark, he didn’t have to be the unbreakable one. He didn’t have to feel ridiculous about the terror humming away under his skin.
“I’m just … I’m terrified, Ilyusha.”
Shane admitted in a raw little whisper that barely carried; he reached down and traced the line of the big hand resting on his stomach.
“His joints. His little bones. Every time I hold him, I’m reminded of how much that monster took from him. A bad fall on the ice isn’t just a bruise for a kid like Lyovushka. What if his body can’t take it?”
Ilya didn’t answer right away. He pulled Shane back even tighter against his chest and nuzzled his face into the short dark strands at the back of Shane’s neck, the ones that had been glued and chopped and that Shane was now apparently growing back out, for the most important client he had ever had. The pressure of that huge body was immense; heavy and steady, it pushed the rising panic right back out of Shane’s muscles.
“We are not in public session, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s low, deep purr vibrated against his skin, his breath warm in the dark.
“We control the ice. Mack makes custom boots, with reinforced counters, to lock his ankles straight. And he is not alone out there. He has you, me, Lukasha and Adrien. Four professional skaters, a wall around him. If he stumbles, he does not even touch the ice before one of us catches him. He is safe because his family is the best safety net there is.”
Shane let out a long, shuddering breath, and the cold knot of anxiety in his chest finally began to dissolve under the sheer certainty in his husband’s voice. He leaned back into the solid curve of Ilya’s body, relaxing fully as he laced their fingers together.
“Yes.”
Shane whispered, and then whispered again, so he would believe it.
“Da, yes, you’re right. We won’t let him fall.”
A comfortable silence settled over the room as the minutes drifted past. The tension that had gripped the whole evening slowly drained away, leaving Shane warm, sated and safe, blanketed by his husband’s massive body as they watched the stars glint through the glass.
But as he lay there in the dark, listening to the slow, rhythmic thump of Ilya’s heart against his back, Shane’s mind took a sudden turn into the past. He thought about his own childhood; about the moment he had looked up at his Mom and his Dad and announced that he wanted to go on the ice. He had been much younger than Levi was now, a tiny half-Japanese boy who looked far too small and far too breakable to be throwing his body into the brutal, unforgiving discipline of competitive figure skating and hockey both.
Shane closed his eyes, and a rueful little smile tugged at his lips as he nestled deeper into his husband’s arms. For the first time ever, he truly understood the terrified look he remembered seeing in his parents’ eyes back then. More in his Dad’s than his Mom’s, if he was honest, but it had still been there in both of them, even while they gave him every bit of backing and every single chance to follow his dreams. Was this it, then? This exact, crushing, protective terror? Was this what they had carried every single time they watched him lace up his skates?
He should call them. He should probably apologise, actually, for about 15 years of giving them heart attacks. Holy shit, his poor dad.
Lips pressed into his shoulder and neck as Ilya adjusted them both, sliding his feet further around Shane’s rapidly warming ones. Shane shivered, pleasantly, as the heat crept up his ankles and settled deep under his skin, warming him from the outside in.
“I know, Lyubimyy. But we cannot keep him locked in.”
Oh, Shane was more than aware of that. He never, ever wanted Lyovushka to think they were anything like his shit stain of a sperm donor. But skating in any form was dangerous, especially for those thin, fragile little bones.
“I don’t want to lock him in, Ilyusha. But can we please take him to get checked over first, before he sets foot on the ice?”
Ilya snuggled his face into the back of Shane’s shoulder, and his wandering fingers went still as he began to settle.
“Of course we can, Lyubimyy. I call Jahseh in the morning, when we call Mack to book the custom skates. Da?”
Shane brought Ilya’s hand up to his mouth and kissed his wedding ring, the metal warm and glinting in the dark.
“Thank you.”
His voice was barely there in the warm room, but Ilya just nuzzled tighter into his throat and squeezed him.
“Always, Lyubimyy. Sleep now. We have a lot to fit in tomorrow.”
That was true, and Shane was tired. His mind had finally gone quiet. The worry settled into a more manageable box that he could nudge up onto a shelf, and the plans, the timeline and the checklist of everything they would need to get done on their only free day filled up the space nicely. The Mack Ilya meant was their equipment manager, Fergus MacKinnon; the only man on earth Shane trusted to fit boots to their son’s fragile, scarred feet.
The blinds clicked closed, the automatic runner smooth and nearly silent as the stars disappeared, and the room went fully dark at last. Soft little snuffling snores drifted over from the giant enclosed cat bed, where Yuki was still flat out; the pain medication was making her sleepy, on top of the toll that being half-starved had taken on her body.
Now that his brain had calmed down, Shane felt a little guilty. He had pretty much forgotten that Yuki was asleep in their room for the entire … event. But judging by the dark, fluffy tail peeking out of the frankly massive cat cave, she was still very much out of it. The vet had warned them she would be sleepy and probably wouldn’t move much for the first few days, while the antibiotics, the painkillers and the exhaustion all caught up with her. She had also pointed out that it hadn’t been long since kittens had been taken from her, so Yuki still had the last traces of having fed them.
Poor girl. Shane knew a thing or two about protecting babies that weren’t technically his.
One bright blue eye flickered open and met his own, just as he was sinking into the depths of sleep. The tail twitched, and Shane faintly heard a raspy, growling purr as he cuddled closer into his husband. Tomorrow was the best chance they would have to get all of this done, and he wanted to make sure Levi knew they were taking his request seriously. Shane couldn’t bear even the thought of those big blue eyes clouding over with disappointment or, worse, with dismissal he had expected all along.
It wasn’t happening. No matter what, Shane would make sure they got to step out onto their ice.
 
When he woke the next morning, it was still early. Even his alarm hadn’t gone off yet. The blinds were still down, but a thin grey line of dawn was creeping in around the edges of them, and the house was so silent Shane could hear Yuki’s little snuffling snores from across the room and the faint tick of the radiator warming up. He was cocooned in the duvet and in Ilya, both of them hot as an oven, and for a minute or two he just lay there and let himself enjoy it, because he could, because no one needed him yet.
Then he stretched, long and slow, the lingering ache in his body a pleasant thrum left over from last night, and so was the plug still nestled snug inside him. He arched his back into the stretch, pushed his ass back, and was very pleased indeed to feel the unmistakable press of his husband’s half-hard cock already slotting between his cheeks.
Good morning to him.
Ilya was still mostly asleep; Shane could tell from the heavy, slack arm across his waist and the warm, even puffs of breath against the back of his neck. Asleep, and hard, and pressed right up against him, hot and thick between his cheeks. Well. It would have been rude to ignore it.
Shane fumbled for the bottle of lube on the bedside table and coated his fingers. He warmed it quickly and reached behind himself to wrap his hand around that thickening length and give it one long, slick stroke from root to tip. From the low, rumbling growl against his shoulder, Ilya was waking up too, and fast. A big, warm hand shoved Shane’s boxers down over his hips, and against his bare skin Shane felt the drag of fabric as Ilya impatiently yanked his own sleep pants all the way off, right where Shane had just snaked his hand into the loose waistband.
“Good morning, Kotik.”
The words was slurred and thick with sleep, rumbled straight into the back of his neck, and it sent a slow, warm shiver all the way down Shane’s spine and curled his toes under the duvet. He smiled into his pillow.
He moaned when fingers found the soft, warm base of the plug and began to play with it. A little twist. A slow tug, just enough to stretch his rim around the widest part, and then a gentle push to seat it back home. Shane lifted his leg to give Ilya more room, his other hand gripping the heavy muscle of Ilya’s thigh to drag it forward, and Ilya kept toying with him, pulling and pressing and rocking it against his prostate, lazy as anything, like he had all morning and every intention of using it. Shane squirmed. Then he squirmed harder, grinding back onto the now fully hard length of his husband’s cock, and still Ilya just hummed against his skin and took his sweet time.
“Ilyusha …”
Shane hissed, all impatience, and his husband let out a husky chuckle into his back. Ilya had tugged down the too-big collar of the loose T-shirt and was layering hot, open-mouthed kisses across Shane’s neck and shoulders, finding last night’s bruises one by one and pressing his lips to each of them, slow and smug and so fucking pleased with himself; Shane felt as much as heard the words he breathed into his skin.
“Impatient much, sweetheart?”
Shane answered by reaching back, sinking his fingers into those sleep-tousled curls and tugging. Harder than he meant to, because of the angle. All it did was draw a low groan out of Ilya, who swiftly pulled the plug free. The sudden emptiness was horrible after having it in all night; Shane clenched around nothing and let out an upset little whine he couldn’t help, right up until his leg was hooked forward and he was filled in one smooth, deep stroke of that thick, hard cock.
Oh. Oh, fuck, yes.
Like this, with Ilya draped over his back and the two of them on their sides, Shane’s back was arched, his fingers were knotted tight in those curls, and his other hand was braced flat on the mattress as Ilya hitched his leg up higher and began to drive up into him, fast and hard.
“Fuck … yes …”
His eyes fell shut, and his mouth dropped open on a pant as Ilya moved in him, the hold under his thigh giving Ilya something to pull against. Shane was still soft and open from the plug, still wet inside with last night’s come, and every stroke pushed it deeper with a slick, obscene sound that made his face burn. Ilya set the pace brutally right from the start; there was nothing lazy about him now. The bed frame rattled. The headboard knocked once against the wall, and Shane spared a single, frantic thought for the soundproofing he had paid an obscene amount of money for, and then no thoughts at all. Teeth scraped and nipped at the back of his neck as his cock wept all over his belly, and Ilya groaned into the bite as the fat head of his cock ground up into Shane’s prostate and kept rubbing.
The hand under his knee was suddenly on his chest. His nipples were still sore from last night and so sensitive it was almost unbearable, and after only a few light tugs of Ilya’s fingers, Shane’s ass clamped down hard on the cock buried in it, and his orgasm coiled up through his veins and snapped. Spurts of hot, wet come coated his cock and belly while the hand on his chest kneaded his tit, and Ilya thrust up hard, once, twice, and came with a low, almost pained groan. Shane dropped his head forward and mewled at the feeling of that hot, thick load filling him up all over again.
Ilya’s hips went still. He stayed pressed deep inside. Shane’s body went limp, warm and sated, as Ilya’s hand stroked down his chest to cup his belly. There was just the tiniest, lightest curve there now, two loads deep, and the skin was just tight enough that the pressure of that palm sent little shocks of pleasure rippling through him, while lips traced across his shoulder and lapped at the bite at the back of his neck.
For a while, neither of them moved. The thin grey line around the blinds had turned to gold, and somewhere outside a bird had started up, loud and pleased with itself. Shane lay there with his husband still inside him and a big hand cupping his belly, and he thought, hazily, that if the world wanted to end right now, it could go right ahead. He would be fine with that.
“Look at you, Lyubimyy. So full of me.”
A low, sad whine escaped him when Ilya started to ease back. He was cradled close to Ilya’s body, his face nudged around so Ilya could kiss him, and the hand still splayed across his belly rubbed small, tender circles over the curve.
“Come on, sweetheart. I want to, so much, but we cannot stay in bed all morning.”
Shane kissed Ilya back, sulking only a little, and let his husband ease his spent, softening cock out of his body. He let Ilya lift him carefully into his arms, too.
“I can walk, you know.”
Ilya chuckled and kissed him again, right on the pout.
“Just because you can, Lyubimyy, does not mean you should have to.”
Shane threaded his fingers into the back of those damp blond curls and rested his head on that broad, muscular chest, as dignified as a man could be with come running down the inside of his thigh.
“Plus, I like having you in my arms. And you like being carried, Lyubimyy. Do not try to tell me otherwise.”
Shane wisely kept his mouth shut and let Ilya set him down on the bathroom counter while the shower warmed up. The water felt wonderful on his sore muscles. Then Ilya carefully lowered himself to his knees in front of him, and Shane clung tight to his husband’s shoulders and had to bite his lip to keep the tears from falling as Ilya gently washed his come out of his body. It always felt a little bit like failing, having Ilya’s release washed out of him; like he was giving up something his body wanted so desperately to keep. Yet, as always, Ilya was so very gentle, his big, steady hands firm and patient and sure as he cleaned him up.
Kisses were pressed into his inner thighs, and those hands caressed and stroked across his belly and hips as Ilya rinsed the soap off them both. Shane wrapped his arms around his husband’s strong shoulders and kissed him, lips pressing together, sweet and lazy, and Ilya hooked his hands under Shane’s thighs and carried him back to the counter. Shane was wrapped in a fluffy towel and watched Ilya pad off, naked and still dripping slightly, to fetch their clothes. It was pretty much the time Shane would usually be getting up anyway.
Ilya crouched and slid the underwear and soft gym pants up his legs, and Shane hopped down and pulled them up the rest of the way. He went up on his toes to kiss Ilya in thanks as he pulled on his tank, then rubbed his hands over Ilya’s chest and smoothed the soft black tank top into place, because his husband’s muscles were his to touch and he would touch them whenever he liked. They needed to do an hour in the gym before Levi woke, and one of them had to go and make sure the boys were up and joining them. Shane ran a hand through his short hair, sighed at it, and led the way out of the bathroom.
A kiss was pressed to his neck, then his throat, then his cheek, as Ilya’s deep voice washed over him, still a bit husky with sleep and the early hour.
“I go get the boys. You go and start warming up, Lyubimyy.”
 
10 minutes later, the faint scuff of slippers on the floor announced their arrival, as Ilya herded a yawning Adrien and a sleepy-looking Luca into the home gym, one big hand on each of their backs to keep them moving, and Shane bit back a grin at the sight of his huge husband rounding up their boys at 6 in the morning. Shane had already set himself up on the mat, his stretching routine well underway. He had kept the built-in speakers turned down low on purpose, so there was just a gentle, steady pulse of music in the room, and the warm glow of the floor lights was soft enough not to be cruel to just-waking-up eyes.
Shane paused mid-stretch and looked Adrien over first. The cub looked so much better than he had over the last few gruelling days. Some of that crushing sadness had finally drained out of his grey eyes, and it was obvious he had actually managed to sleep; the dark, bruised skin underneath them had eased right back to its normal, healthy colour. Even so, the vulnerability was still there if you knew where to look, and Shane always knew where to look. Lukasha kept a tight, possessive hold on the taller man, their fingers firmly laced together as they walked in, and Adrien gripped back just as tight, holding on to the blond for dear life.
Before they split up for the workout, Luca went up on his toes, his whole expression softening. He reached up and stroked one sharp, elegant cheekbone and pressed a very sweet kiss to his boyfriend’s lips, lingering just long enough to steady him before he finally untangled their fingers.
Shane watched from his mat, smiling to himself. It was beautiful to see that kind of trust. Adrien melted under the touch, dropping the brittle, defensive edge he had carried ever since the gate, and let their son nudge him down onto the weight bench beside Ilya’s towering frame without a peep of protest.
Shane rolled up from his mat in one smooth movement to take Lukasha through a more advanced, technically demanding mobility and core routine. Luca was turning into an impressive little powerhouse on the ice, but he was still built more like Shane himself than like the big lads, and ever since Shane had joined the Bears, he had been hammering the whole team’s understanding of edge control, centre-of-gravity balance and all the stabilising muscles that standard hockey drills missed. Only Luca and Victor were anywhere near his own level. Shane had to admit, it was nice to get to do this together; just him and Lukasha.
As he walked his oldest son through a series of complex, slow single-leg extensions and deep oblique holds, Shane kept a razor-sharp eye on him. He could see the little twitches of tension in that pale face. Luca was obviously still deeply worried about everything their family had been through recently, and it showed in the too-rigid line of his jaw and the slight over-correction in his posture; every muscle in him braced for the next hit. And honestly? Who could blame him?
At the same time, Shane’s gaze kept flicking across the gym. On the other side of the room, Ilya’s massive form threw a protective shadow over Adrien as he methodically guided the younger cub through a structured weight progression, before moving him on to a low-impact cardio cycle. Ilya’s coaching voice was a low, steady rumble that kept Adrien focused; still, the tall cub’s eyes drifted back towards Luca every single time the plates clanked.
“Keep your core locked, Lukasha. Don’t let your hips sway.”
Shane stepped in close to adjust his son’s alignment with a hand on each hip. He waited until Luca had caught his breath, then dropped his voice into a warm, chatty register and switched to English for Adrien’s benefit, pitching it just loud enough to carry across the gym to where Ilya and Adrien were working.
“So. We have a plan for today.”
Luca paused at the top of a rep, his blue eyes snapping to Shane’s face at the English. Shane didn’t often break their “Russian only until after breakfast” rule, so he had his son’s full and undivided attention. Across the room, the steady whir of the cardio bike slowed as Adrien lifted his head, curious.
“We talked to Lyovushka last night.”
That one was more for Adrien than Luca, since Luca had been there for at least some of it, and Shane’s face softened into a proud little private smile as he looked between the two younger men.
“He’s decided not to cut his hair short any more. He has asked if I can grow my hair out again, so we match like before.”
Luca’s chest heaved on a breath, his shoulders dropping a whole inch, and the tight, worried lines around his eyes loosened all at once.
“Seriously?”
His breath caught on a grin, a real one, breaking straight through the exhaustion.
“He’s not cutting it, then?”
There was a bright, pleased grin on his oldest son’s pretty face, and it was the best thing Shane had seen all week.
“Seriously.”
Shane’s heart swelled at that instant joy, but he wasn’t finished.
“But that’s not all. He also decided to officially announce that he wants to learn to skate. He wants to do what his family does.”
Shane caught the sharp intake of breath from Adrien’s direction. Before either of the younger players could voice the obvious worry about Levi’s fragile little body, he cut in smoothly and laid out the safety net Ilya had mapped out.
“We will be doing it the right way.”
His eyes met Adrien’s, deliberately warm and steady; he was pleased, honestly, by the cub’s instinctive worry for his smallest son. It spoke volumes.
“Today, we’re taking him to get custom-moulded boots with reinforced counters for maximum ankle support. And Ilya is going to call Coach and see if we can have the rink after Mack has fitted them this afternoon. Just the five of us, no one else in the arena. No crowds. No risks. Just a human wall of the four of us keeping him safe while he takes his first steps.”
Shane smiled straight at the tall, grey-eyed cub on the bike.
“Which means, if you want to, you’re laced up and out there with us, Adrien. If he so much as wobbles, I expect one of us to catch him before he even thinks about hitting the ice.”
The change in Adrien was instant. The second the invitation left Shane’s mouth, joy flooded the young cub’s sharp features, pure and bright, followed right behind by a deep, startled sort of pride that seemed to straighten his entire spine. He froze on the bike, his eyes going wide as what Shane had just asked him sank in.
Shane watched it land, and he knew exactly what Adrien was hearing, because it was exactly what he had meant. Adrien wasn’t being tolerated. He wasn’t just Luca’s boyfriend, some temporary guest in their home who would be gone when the boxes were unpacked. He was being asked into the most precious circle this family had: the ring around the youngest, healing child. Being trusted to help shield little Levi on the ice was proof he belonged here, solid and real, the kind of proof his own shitty parents had never bothered to give him. He was family. Permanently. Whether he liked it or not, frankly, because Shane didn’t do returns.
The tall cub’s chest heaved on a sharp, emotional breath. Adrien looked over at Luca, and a radiant, slightly breathless smile broke through the careful blank face he had been wearing for days, before his gaze flicked back to Shane, so full of raw gratitude that Shane had to swallow.
“Yes, please. I’m in.”
Adrien’s voice was low and gravelly, but there wasn’t a shred of doubt in it. He gripped the handlebars of the bike so hard his knuckles went white, though this time it was from the effort of holding back the sudden rush of emotion.
“I want to be there, Shane. Thank you. I won’t let him stumble. I promise.”
Luca’s grin widened next to him, his blue eyes flashing with a bright, triumphant warmth as he watched his boyfriend finally accept his place at their table. Ilya let out a low, approving rumble from the weight bench and reached over to grip Adrien’s shoulder, firm and sure, a welcome without words. Shane had widened the inner circle of this family and claimed Adrien as one of their own, as much for Lukasha’s heart as for the boy sitting right in front of him.
Two cubs. Well, shit. Three, counting Levi.
His den was getting full.
 
The kitchen was warm and bright and noisy as the family gathered around the island, elbows bumping and chairs scraping, and Shane’s heart did a happy little flip at the sight of all of them crowded in together. After the morning workout, the four of them were focused on refuelling; just because it was a day off didn’t mean anyone got to slack, and Shane wouldn’t allow it. The clink of tea mugs made a steady backdrop to the morning. Adrien sat close to Luca, his shoulders noticeably relaxed as he expertly excavated a mountain of scrambled eggs, while Ilya kept a steady eye on Levi, making sure the little 7-year-old was slowly but surely working his way through his specially balanced, high-protein breakfast.
Shane had poured everyone’s tea before he picked up his phone: strong and black with one honey for Ilya, his mama’s way; milk and two honeys for himself; and the boys could fend for themselves, because they were grown men who had opinions about sugar that Shane didn’t share. Then he stood a few paces away by the floor-to-ceiling windows, phone pressed to his ear, his voice low and disciplined as he talked to Jahseh.
“Yes, please, Jahseh. The sooner the better.”
His eyes followed the way Lyovushka carefully picked up a piece of melon, those tiny fingers still looking far too thin.
“He has asked to learn to skate, but I need full medical clearance before he takes a real stride. We need someone who truly understands the long-term skeletal and joint impact of severe malnutrition. I won’t risk his safety.”
At the island, the scrape of forks slowed. Ilya looked up, his eyes tracking his husband’s face with sharp, supportive focus. Luca and Adrien paused too, both of them listening hard to a phone call that was about to decide the boundaries of Lyovushka’s brand-new dream.
On the other end of the line, Jahseh’s warm, familiar voice came through as he dug into his vast network of specialist contacts, the Jamaican lilt in it as steady as ever. Shane listened, nodding slowly as his brain filed every single detail away into neat little boxes.
“Perfect. That’s exactly what we need.”
Relief washed through his chest, loosening the tension that had been coiled tight around his heart since last night.
“An appointment this morning? Yes, book it. We’ll be there. Thank you, Jahseh. Truly.”
Shane ended the call, slipped the phone into his pocket, and turned back to the table with a reassuring smile that cleared the anxious silence hanging over the room in one go.
“Well, that was at least good news.”
He walked back to his seat beside Ilya and reached down to card his fingers through the long, silky curls of Levi’s freshly made braid.
“Jahseh pulled some strings. He got us an appointment this morning with a specialist doctor. A paediatrician who focuses entirely on helping children recover and rebuild their strength after surviving severe neglect. They’re going to look at Lyovushka’s joints and bone density, and give us the exact road map to make him strong enough for the ice.”
Ilya let out a deep, approving rumble, and his massive hand came to rest firmly on Shane’s thigh under the table. Luca grinned and leaned over to bump his shoulder against Adrien’s, then turned to his little brother.
“Told you Kaasan would get it sorted.”
Luca whispered delightedly into Lyovushka’s ear, his blue eyes bright with excitement.
“We get the green light this morning, and then we get to go out on the ice.”
Adrien nodded, his grey eyes bright with that same pride at being included, and his gaze landed on Levi. The little boy was looking between all of them with shy, happy curiosity. Shane could see him working it out from their faces; he could tell his family was already moving mountains for him, but he wasn’t following the English well enough to know what had actually been decided.
Shane reached down and scooped Lyovushka out of his chair, pulling the light, fragile weight of his youngest into his lap. It was second nature by now, easy and fluid. Levi didn’t hesitate for a single heartbeat. He nuzzled in at once, tucking his small, tanned face under Shane’s chin while his tiny hand curled into the fabric of Shane’s T-shirt. He fit perfectly against Shane’s chest, a warm, breathing reminder of exactly why they fought so hard every single day.
The kitchen went quiet, breakfast forgotten, as every pair of eyes locked onto the little nest Shane had made.
“Kaasan?”
Levi’s voice drifted up, a tentative whisper, half unsure. His eyes fluttered open and looked up at Shane with a mixture of frightened hope and trust that closed Shane’s throat instantly.
“Does this mean I get to learn to skate on the ice now, like you and Lukasha?”
Shane felt the whole table shift. Beside him, Ilya leaned in a fraction closer, a solid, protective wall at his back, and one muscular arm slid around his waist and held Shane and Levi together. Across the island, Luca and Adrien both stopped and looked up, their faces soft but intent, waiting to see how the smallest member of their family would take the news.
Shane let out a slow, smooth breath. He stroked the side of Levi’s neat, silky braid, then traced the slope of that half-Japanese cheekbone they shared. The protective anxiety was still there, a faint weight at the back of his mind, but looking down into his son’s face, the worry just vanished under a sudden surge of pure devotion.
“Da, Malen’kiy, you will.”
Shane murmured it back in his voice deep, low and rich with warmth; he leaned down and pressed a long, tender kiss to the crown of Lyovushka’s dark head.
“That is exactly what it means. We are going to see a very special doctor this morning who is going to help us make sure your body is ready. And then we are going to get you those warm, pretty fleece leggings you wanted and your very own custom skates. You are going to learn to skate with all of us, Lyovushka. We promise.”
Levi let out a tiny, breathless gasp, and his whole small body melted into Shane’s chest as a brilliant, radiant smile broke across his face. He squeezed Shane’s shirt tighter and pressed in closer, burrowing in so hard that Shane knew he would have crawled right inside his arms and lived there, if only he could.
Shane would let him. Shane would build him a room in there.
 
The trip to the specialised paediatric clinic felt different from their last, rushed medical visit, the one that bastard at the Russian Consulate had demanded. There were no harsh strip lights or hard plastic chairs here. The office was warm, with soft lighting and calming colours designed specifically to keep children at ease. Yet as Shane sat on the examination table with Lyovushka nestled in his lap, the old, familiar armour locked down tight around his chest anyway. Ilya stood right beside them, his broad frame casting a protective shadow over his husband and his son and one big hand resting warm and heavy on the back of Shane’s neck, while Luca and Adrien waited just outside the door, standing guard, the pair of them refusing point blank to go and sit in the waiting room.
Dr Melissa Ramos, a renowned specialist in childhood trauma recovery and skeletal rehabilitation, moved with an easy, patient gentleness that Shane approved of on sight. She didn’t rush Levi. She spoke to him in a low, kind voice, and let the 7-year-old keep a death grip on his shark while she carefully checked the range of motion in his small joints.
But when she pulled the digital X-rays and bone density scans up on the wall monitor, the room went silent.
Shane’s hand tightened around Levi’s waist on instinct, his golden skin stark against the pale fabric of his son’s shirt. Looking at those scans, he saw the brutal reality of the past 4 years laid out in black and white and grey.
From the snippets and scattered memories Lyovushka had let slip, bit by painful bit, Levi’s earliest years had been the gentlest of his life; the time before everything had gone so badly wrong. But once the protection around him was gone, there had been nothing left to keep him safe. And where the fuck had everyone else been? Shane still didn’t have an answer for that.
The years between three and seven, before Shane and Ilya had ripped him away from that monstrous sperm donor, had left deep, structural scars. The dark basement where Luca had discovered he was forced to sleep as punishment, starved of sunlight and vital nutrients while he was beaten, had badly damaged his growth.
“The bone density scans show clear signs of historical, severe malnutrition, specifically a severe lack of vitamin D and calcium during critical growth windows.”
Dr Ramos explained it gently, her eyes meeting Shane’s with real empathy.
“The cortical bone thickness in his long bones is thinner than it should be for a 7-year-old, which is why his joints appear so fragile and prone to stress fractures. The physical trauma he endured has left his ligamentous support quite lax.”
Shane felt a cold, familiar spike of fury and heartache twist in his gut. Before the darkness could swallow him, though, Dr Ramos smiled and switched the screen over to a comparison chart from three months ago.
“However.”
Her voice warmed right up.
“The progress he has made since moving in with you is nothing short of tremendous. The high-protein, calorie-dense diet you’ve implemented has already triggered a massive cellular rebound. His body is finally soaking up the nutrients it was denied. He is growing, Shane. His bone mineral density has increased by twelve per cent in just the last quarter.”
Twelve fucking per cent! Shane was going to frame that chart. He was going to put it on the fridge.
Ilya let out a low, deep rumble of relief, and his massive hand came down to rest heavy and warm between Shane’s shoulder blades, holding him up. Dr Ramos turned to look directly at a wide-eyed Levi, curled up in Shane’s lap and clutching tight to his hoodie.
“Because of this spectacular improvement, I am going to give the green light for him to start learning to skate.”
Shane’s head snapped up from where he had been murmuring Russian into Levi’s silky hair, his brain firing instantly.
“Are you certain? The ice is incredibly unforgiving, Doctor. His joints …”
She was smiling at him, patient, like she had heard this exact panic from every parent who had ever sat on that table.
“They need targeted, low-impact resistance to stimulate bone remodelling and muscle growth.”
Dr Ramos reassured him smoothly and held up a hand before he could argue.
“Skating, when controlled, is excellent for balance and core stabilisation. But it must be strictly monitored. No jumping, no high-impact training, and he needs maximum structural protection.”
Beside him, Ilya straightened to his full height and folded his arms, which was always a good look on him and, judging by the doctor’s raised eyebrows, quite a startling one in a small room.
“He will be getting it.”
Ilya stepped in with the full authority of their son’s Otousan as well as their Captain behind his deep voice.
“Our equipment manager at the Bears’ rink is personally building him custom, heat-moulded boots. Extra-stiff leather counters. Custom carbon-composite outsoles. Reinforced ankle stays. They lock his joints in perfect alignment. He could not roll an ankle if he tries.”
Dr Ramos looked visibly impressed and nodded her approval.
“Perfect. With that level of custom equipment, the risk drops significantly. Here is the rest of our road map. We will increase his daily intake of liquid calcium and prescription-strength vitamin D3. For exercise, alongside the private ice sessions, I want him doing daily, low-resistance floor work, with light resistance bands to strengthen the stabilising muscles around his knees and hips. We want to build a muscular sleeve to protect those fragile bones.”
Shane was already making the list in his head. Of course he fucking was. Colour-coded. Laminated, probably. Liquid calcium with breakfast; D3 with lunch; band work in the evenings before his bath, when he was warm and loose and sleepy; floor work on the gym mats with Luca, because Levi would do anything at all if Luca was doing it too. He would put a copy on the fridge, and one in Levi’s room, and one in his own notebook, and he would email one to his mother before they had even left the building.
Lyovushka nuzzled his face under Shane’s chin, his tiny fingers tightening in Shane’s T-shirt as he peered at the screen. He couldn’t understand the victory, but he had clearly picked up on how happy his Otousan and his Kaasan suddenly were.
“Kaasan?”
The whisper came in soft, sweet voice and a tentative little curl of a smile crept across his adorable, tanned face.
“Did the lady say I get to skate? Did she say yes?”
Shane closed his eyes for a second and pressed a long, hard kiss to the silky strands of his son’s braid, fighting back the happy tears burning hot behind his eyelids.
“Yes, you do, Lyovushka.”
He choked it out, so full of love it hurt.
“The nice lady doctor said yes. We’re going to get your new clothes, and then your skates.”
Relief loosened every muscle in his back all at once, so suddenly he had to lean into Ilya’s hand. He let his arms tighten around the warm weight of their son, but his mind was already racing ahead, calculating the next step, and the one after that.
 
A few yards away, Luca and Adrien were waiting impatiently by the front of the massive black SUV. As Shane came across the car park, his eyes went straight to the two younger men; Luca was being held tight in Adrien’s strong arms, his face buried in the taller cub’s neck. Adrien was leaning back against the hood of the car, his big, calloused hand moving in a steady, heavy stroke down the blond’s back, petting him in a slow rhythm to keep him calm. Shane could hear the low murmur of Adrien’s voice against Luca’s hair as he talked his boyfriend through the endless, gruelling wait.
The sight made Shane’s heart ache with a warm, protective sort of pride. Luca had been carrying so much hidden anxiety for his little brother, and it showed in the tight, exhausted grip he had on Adrien’s shirt.
Without a word, Shane did a seamless hand-off. He passed the sleepy, warm bundle of their youngest into Ilya’s massive, waiting arms, and the moment his own hands were free, he stepped right into the boys’ space. He didn’t hesitate. He reached out and gathered Luca straight out of Adrien’s arms and into his own, locking his oldest son tight against his chest.
Adrien stepped back a fraction, his grey eyes wide and anxious, one hand still hovering protectively in the air just out of reach as he waited for the verdict.
“I’ve got you, Lukasha.”
Shane murmured in gentle, calming voice, his fingers squeezing the back of Luca’s neck and holding his son against his own heartbeat. He held the 18-year-old tight, letting him feel how steady his Kaasan was.
“Look at me, sweetheart. It’s good news. The best news.”
Luca pulled back a little, his blue eyes searching Shane’s face with a desperate, raw sort of vulnerability.
“Lyovushka is improving tremendously.”
Shane’s voice carried all the certainty of a promise.
“The doctor is incredibly happy with his progress. He is growing stronger every single day, and he is going to keep improving. We have a full road map for his supplements and his training.”
Shane let out a breathless laugh, his whole face lighting up with pride as he looked between Luca and a visibly relieved Adrien.
“But most importantly? The doctor gave him the all-clear. Our Malen’kiy is officially allowed to start learning to skate with us.”
Lukasha’s breath hitched. His rigid shoulders shook on a huge, shuddering breath and then dropped, his fingers uncurling from Shane’s hoodie, and a brilliant, tearful smile spread across his face. Behind him, Adrien let out a rough, gravelly chuckle, his broad shoulders dropping about three inches as the awful tension of the morning finally lifted off into the fresh air.
 
Shane took the keys without a second thought and slid into the driver’s seat of the massive black SUV with the easy confidence of a man who didn’t let his husband drive when there were children in the car. Not after the incident with the speed bump. Beside him, Ilya sprawled into the passenger seat with zero ceremony. The big blond took up the entire space and then some, his long legs stretched into the footwell, before he twisted half around over his shoulder to face the back.
His eyes were bright with happy, relaxed amusement as he locked onto their oldest son.
“So, Lukasha.”
Ilya’s voice was a low, rumbling purr that carried easily over the hum of the engine starting up, and a slow, lazy smirk spread across his face.
“Today we finally end the great wardrobe robbery, da? Because if I have to watch you pull your still tiny hockey thighs into your Kaasan’s figure skating pants one more time, I skate you into the boards at next team practice. They are too big on you, Malen’kiy.”
Luca let out a low, indignant hiss from the middle row, his blue eyes flashing with bright, boyish embarrassment, and knocked his foot against the back of Ilya’s seat.
“They aren’t too big, Otousan! They’re broken in! They have better stretch for morning edge-work.”
Luca was pouting. Shane could see it perfectly in the rear-view mirror when he glanced back; that bottom lip was all Shane’s, apparently, learnt or inherited or just absorbed by osmosis; who even knew any more?
Shane laughed as Luca wrapped an arm around Levi, who leaned in close and snuggled into his big brother as much as the seat belt and the booster seat allowed; Luca didn’t even pause. He didn’t so much as blink. He just made room for his little brother, as automatic as breathing, and carried right on pouting at his Otousan.
“You have to roll them up at the waist, and they bunch at your knees, Lukasha.”
Shane cut in over the top of the sulking, checking his mirrors as he backed the SUV out of the clinic’s parking space. A knowing smile tugged at his mouth.
“I still have the denser, wider frame. I have larger thighs, wider hips and a significantly bigger ass than you do. You’re a leaner, long-limbed build, even if you’re filling out much better now. My figure skating pants are a full size too big for your waist, which means the fabric slips down your hips, and it’s a structural nightmare for your alignment. You’re getting your own today. Pick at least four pairs that actually fit, so I can have my dark blue ones back.”
Adrien, squashed in shoulder to shoulder with Luca, let out a rough, gravelly chuckle. The tall cub looked so much more relaxed now; his grey eyes held a rare, easy warmth as he nudged Luca’s shoulder with his own.
“Hear that? I told you so, Angel. You’re swimming in them. Though if you promise to tell me when a tighter pair makes your ass look good, I’ll help you pick them.”
Luca blushed, that petal-pink flush that matched Shane’s own so exactly it was a bit uncanny. Ilya snorted, and Shane grinned at the road. That had sounded exactly like something Ilya would have come out with, once upon a time; actually, Ilya still came out with it about once a week.
Luca turned in his seat, a brilliant, flustered grin breaking straight through his fake annoyance as the flush crept up over his pale, sharp cheekbones.
“Adrien!”
In the back, safely buckled into his booster seat, little Levi clutched his shark tight to his chest. His eyes followed the back-and-forth with shy, happy curiosity, his small frame tucked safe under the heavy, protective arm of his big brother.
When Shane finally pulled up outside the downtown boutique, he didn’t waste a second. He took charge and led the family straight to the specialised winter-sports section, bypassed the main displays entirely, and went to a rack of premium, ultra-soft youth clothing, where he pulled down a pair of tiny, heavily insulated, fleece-lined leggings in a sleek jet black. He crouched in front of Levi and held the impossibly small garment up against the boy’s 7-year-old frame. Because of the lingering effects of the starvation he had suffered under that monstrous sperm donor, Levi still struggled to regulate his core temperature, so he needed the highest grade of thermal insulation money could buy.
And Shane had a whole hell of a lot of money.
“Look at these, Lyovushka.”
Shane murmured showing him, as he stretched the thick, plush fabric between his fingers so the boy could feel how soft the inside was.
“These are exactly like the ones Kaasan wears. They will keep your little joints perfectly warm and safe while we skate. Do you like them?”
Levi reached out a tentative, delicate hand and sank his thin fingers into the soft, dense fleece. A brilliant smile broke across his golden face, his features mirroring Shane’s own high cheekbones and little nose so closely it still sometimes knocked the breath out of him, and he looked up with pure adoration.
“Like Kaasan’s.”
Levi whispered and leaned back against Ilya’s legs, his voice a tiny, happy purr, the little pants clutched to his chest like treasure.
“Black ones. So we match when we skate?”
Shane dropped to one knee and kissed those silky curls as he nodded.
“Da, we will match, Lyovushka.”
 
Shane kept a watchful eye on their youngest as Levi proudly carried his new black leggings towards the register with Ilya, who had his arms full of the thicker, padded and more insulated layers. Ilya had let Levi put every single item on the counter himself, one at a time, very seriously, and the girl at the till was visibly melting into a puddle over the pair of them; and could Shane blame her? Not even slightly. But his gaze kept drifting over to the fitting rooms, where Luca and Adrien had disappeared. Intrigued by Luca’s sudden departure from his usual darker, plainer colours, Shane wandered over to check on them and left his husband to deal with Lyovushka’s treasures.
Just outside the curtained changing room, Adrien was leaning against the wall with his arms folded over his broad chest. The guarded edge he had carried for days had vanished, leaving only a dark, intent focus locked onto the fitting-room curtain.
The curtain slid open, and Luca stepped out, a sheepish but undeniably pleased little smile playing on his lips. He had abandoned his usual theft of Shane’s oversized clothes for a pair of compression pants that were actually tailored to his lithe, athletic 18-year-old frame. The first pair was a deep, regal purple that hugged his thighs perfectly, without a single inch of sagging fabric at the waist.
“Well?”
Luca shifted his weight with a shy, slightly mischievous little swish of his hips, his blue eyes flashing with bright, pretty glee.
“Better than yours, Kaasan?”
Adrien’s throat clicked as he swallowed hard. His eyes darkened considerably as they raked down the smooth, unbroken line of Luca’s long legs, and a deep, heavy flush crept right up his neck.
“Fuck, yeah, Angel.”
The taller man half croaked, his voice thick and rough, and then he had to clear his throat and try again.
“Way better. Get those, please, Angel.”
Shane smiled from the edge of the hallway, thoroughly enjoying the sight of his oldest son finally embracing his own style. He didn’t interrupt; he just stayed and watched as Luca refused to stop at the purple. For the next 10 minutes, Luca darted in and out of that stall, utterly enthralled by his boyfriend’s reaction to the tighter fit. He picked out a rich midnight blue that made his pale skin glow, a couple of striking dark reds that looked lethal against his blond hair, and finally a sleek, jet-black pair with gold stripes running down the outer seams.
Black and gold. Bears colours. The kid had damn good taste.
When Luca stepped out in the black-and-gold pair, the material clung perfectly to his lithe, graceful build, none of the drag from Shane’s wider ones, and Adrien looked entirely undone. His big hand reached out on instinct, hooked around Luca’s hip and pulled his boyfriend flush against his side with a low, possessive rumble of approval.
Right. That was quite enough of that in a bloody public changing room.
“All right, fashion show’s over, you two.”
Shane stepped forward with an amused, knowing smirk that made Luca laugh and Adrien clear his throat, though the cub didn’t let go of Luca’s waist. Shane ruffled his son’s blond hair fondly and inspected the pile of colourful leggings.
“Those actually fit you, Lukasha. Your edge-work is going to be ten times sharper without the extra fabric holding you back. Bring them to the front. Your Otousan is waiting, and we need to get Lyovushka to the rink before Fergus starts texting to find out where we are.”
 
Shane pulled the black SUV into the familiar, secure parking structure of the practice arena. The moment the engine cut, the hum of the building took over: the distant, muffled scrape of steel on ice, and that crisp, refrigerated air that always tasted like home.
Ilya unfolded himself from his seat and went around to the back to scoop Lyovushka out of his booster seat. He carried the 7-year-old securely against his broad chest as they made their way down the concrete corridors towards the private, restricted part of the team’s facility. Shane walked shoulder to shoulder with his husband, while Luca and Adrien followed close behind, their heavy gear bags slung casually over their shoulders.
When Ilya pushed open the heavy security door, Shane took the lead and guided them into the spacious, wood-panelled locker room reserved for the team’s core roster.
“Here we are, Lyovushka.”
Shane’s voice carried in the empty space. He waved a hand at the sprawling cubbies that lined the walls.
“This is where Otousan, Kaasan, Lukasha and Adrien get ready with the rest of our team. This is where we put our bags, store our gear and get changed before we go out to win.”
Levi’s eyes were wide as he took in the row of nameplates, blinking in awe, his tiny hand clutching his shark tight against his chest. All four of them moved with practised, synchronised efficiency, breaking out their training gear. Shane watched Luca proudly pull on his new jet-black leggings with the sharp gold stripes, the material finally fitting his lean, plushly muscled frame properly, snug at the waist and smooth over his thighs, while Adrien pulled a heavy training sweater over his broad shoulders, his eyes tracking Luca’s every move in those new pants.
Shane and Ilya worked in tandem to get Levi into his new gear. They moved with slow, deliberate gentleness, guiding his fragile little limbs into the tiny, thick layers of thermal, fleece-lined leggings and the matching high-necked athletic top. The jet-black fabric fit snugly; it gave him an instant layer of warmth around his fragile joints and kept his core temperature steady against the arena’s deep chill. Looking down at him, Shane felt his heart swell so hard it nearly knocked him over.
Lyovushka looked like a tiny, perfect mirror image of him right now.
The moment the last zip was done up, Levi stood on the rubber flooring, looking impossibly small amid the four of them towering over him; he hesitated, his tiny fingers plucking nervously at the hem of his thermal top. His eyes flickered up to meet Shane’s, wide and suddenly swimming with a heavy layer of caution. The massive, cavernous reality of the arena was finally sinking in. And why wouldn’t it? The place could swallow him whole.
“Kaasan?”
Levi’s small voice trembled, just a fraction, and he reached his tiny arms up.
“Pick me up, please?”
Shane didn’t hesitate for a single microsecond. Like fuck was he going to let his son feel stranded in his own nerves.
He leaned down and gladly scooped the light, fragile weight of his son into his arms, locking him securely against his chest. Levi melted into the contact at once, his thin body losing its sudden stiffness as he tucked his dark, curly head into the golden crook of Shane’s neck and nuzzled in deep, looking for the safety of his Kaasan’s heartbeat. Shane wrapped both arms around him and held him flush against his body, while one hand moved to that narrow, dainty back and rubbed slow, soothing circles over the fragile bones to chase the anxiety away.
“I’ve got you, Lyovushka.”
Shane murmured against his son’s crown, his protective instincts flaring hot as he held him tighter.
“You are safe. Kaasan has you, and we are right here.”
He kept his hand moving in those steady circles against the narrow back, letting the heat of his own body seep through Levi’s new fleece top to soothe the trembling out of those little bones.
The shift of footsteps on the rubber matting announced the rest of their defensive wall moving in. Ilya stepped into their space first, his massive frame radiating that familiar, comforting warmth that shut out the vastness of the empty locker room. He kept quiet at first. Words weren’t what was wanted. He just leaned down, cupped the back of Shane’s neck in his big, calloused hand to hold him there, and pressed a deep, lingering kiss to his mouth.
Without breaking the connection, the bigger man shifted, and his lips moved to press a tender, feather-light kiss into the silky strands of Levi’s braid.
“You are a Hollander-Rozanov, Malen’kiy.”
Ilya’s voice was a deep, gravelly rumble that rattled right through Shane’s chest and gave their youngest the certainty he needed.
“The ice is our home. It belongs to you, too. No fear needed here.”
As he spoke, Ilya’s thick arm slid around Shane’s waist and pulled them both against his broad side. He squeezed them tight, snuggling his husband and his tiny son into a dense, unbreakable pack of heat and muscle. Shane let out a long breath and melted back into him, the last threads of his protective anxiety finally coming loose in that hug.
Just ahead of them, the heavy locker-room doors swung open as Luca and Adrien bounced out into the concrete corridor, and their energy flipped the whole mood from heavy emotion to bright, giddy excitement.
Luca led the charge, moving with a fluid new confidence now that he was wearing clothes that actually fit him. He turned half around over his shoulder, blue eyes flashing with bright, boyish charm, and started chattering loudly in clear, fluent Russian so his little brother could follow every single word, even if poor Adrien couldn’t.
“You wait till you see the rink, Lyovushka!”
Lukasha called it back down the corridor, his voice bouncing happily off the concrete walls.
“It’s huge, but it’s totally empty just for us. And Adri helped me pick out these new black-and-gold pants. They make me skate really, really fast. But your black ones are still cooler because you match Kaasan. Right, Adri?”
Shane was about to remind his oldest that Adrien wouldn’t have understood a word of that even if he had been studying, because Luca was far too fast now for anyone who wasn’t fluent to keep up. But Luca was already repeating the whole lot in English for his boyfriend.
Adrien let out a rough, gravelly chuckle, his grey eyes warm and relaxed as he kept pace with the blond.
“Yeah. You look like a tiny pro already, Levi.”
The taller cub nodded towards the bundle in Shane’s arms, his voice low and steady.
“No one’s going to touch you out there.”
Luca translated it, and Adrien pulled him in close and wrapped his arms around Luca’s hips, apparently completely incapable of keeping his hands to himself now that the smaller blond was wearing much tighter leggings.
Shane rolled his eyes. Ilya laughed. Fair enough, really; Shane couldn’t keep his own bloody hands to himself either.
Hearing his big brother’s voice ringing down the tunnel, Levi slowly lifted his dark, curly head out of the crook of Shane’s neck. He blinked, and the nervous caution started to fade, replaced by a shy, glowing spark of fascination. He held his shark a little looser, his small golden face mirroring the excitement of the boys ahead as they neared the bright, frosty mouth of the tunnel.
 
The moment they stepped out of the tunnel and onto the rubber matting by the players’ bench, a familiar, weathered figure was waiting for them. Fergus MacKinnon, known to the entire organisation as Mack, was laying out a specialised array of scanning tools and leather measuring gauges along the wooden bench.
The Bears’ equipment manager was a proud Irishman in his mid-fifties who carried himself with the sturdy authority of someone who had spent his whole life tailoring gear for some of the most aggressive athletes on the planet. He had thick salt-and-pepper hair cropped neat, but it was his green eyes that drew everyone in; sharp, piercing and impossible to dodge whenever he spoke. Under that rugged veteran edge, Mack was a soft-hearted family man. He had a grown son of his own and two young granddaughters, one of them almost exactly Levi’s age, and he adored the team’s kids, turning into a giant protective softie whenever the players brought their families around the rink.
As their little pack approached, Mack looked up, and his eyes went soft the second they landed on the tiny, jet-black-clad form tucked against Shane’s chest.
“Ah, the new star line-up arrives.”
Mack’s voice was a low, melodic Irish brogue that warmed up the chilly arena all on its own.
Shane didn’t make his son stand. He knew how the cavernous vastness of the rink could set off the little boy’s fear response, so he slid onto the wooden bench and kept the light, fragile frame of his youngest locked securely in his lap. Levi tensed slightly, his tiny fingers tightening their death grip on his shark, his eyes wide and wary as Mack came closer.
Mack didn’t rush. He dropped smoothly to his knees on the rubber flooring, well below eye level so he wouldn’t loom over the 7-year-old, and held out one big, rough hand for the shark to sniff first, a knowing crinkle spreading around his eyes.
“Don’t you worry, little lad.”
He spoke low and patiently in that heavily accented voice, and clicked open a digital calliper, every movement telegraphed so Levi could see exactly what he was doing.
“We’re just going to take a look at these brave little feet of yours. Make sure we build you a proper fortress of a boot.”
Levi blinked and looked up at Shane with a confused, anxious tilt of his head; he had no hope of parsing the English, never mind the thick Irish lilt on top of it. Shane leaned down at once, put his lips close to the silky strands of his son’s braid, and dropped his voice into a low, smooth purr of gentle Russian to translate.
“He says you are very brave, Lyovushka.”
Shane whispered it straight into his ear, rubbing his son’s narrow back.
“He is looking at your feet so he can build you a special set of boots. Like our body armour when we play. Unbreakable, so you will never fall. He wants to help us keep you safe.”
Hearing his Kaasan’s voice in his own language, Levi let out a tiny, shaky breath, and his thin body visibly melted back against Shane’s chest. He nodded once, a very small, shy little nod, and let his legs dangle off the edge of Shane’s thigh.
Mack smiled, a genuine, warm glint in his eyes as he clocked that trust. Then, oh so gently, his calloused hands reached out to touch Levi’s feet. Shane watched him work and knew he was doing far more than measuring for size; Mack was carefully reading the alignment, feeling for the delicate ankle bones, working out exactly where the reinforced, heat-moulded leather counters would need to lock in to support the boy’s fragile joints. Every touch was soft, patient and perfectly judged for a healing child, while Ilya, Luca and Adrien stood in a silent, massive semicircle behind the bench. A towering human wall around the whole space.
 
Shane and Levi watched as Mack worked with meticulous precision. He stepped away for a moment to put the custom youth boots into a specialised convection oven, and those sharp green eyes stayed fixed on the digital temperature gauge, making sure the extra-stiff leather counters and carbon-composite stays softened just enough to become fully pliable, while staying dense enough to support the 7-year-old’s fragile joints.
When the timer chimed, Mack pulled the warm, faintly steaming boots out with protective gloves and walked them back to the players’ bench, steady as a rock.
“All right, little man.”
He dropped back down to his knees on the rubber matting, his low Irish brogue patient and kind.
“These are nice and warm, like a pair of fresh socks out of the dryer. They’re going to feel a bit snug, but they’re going to mould perfectly to you.”
Levi whimpered. The sudden sight of the specialised gear made his tiny frame go rigid, and he scrambled backwards, refusing to leave the safety of Shane’s lap. He clung to his Kaasan’s chest and buried his face in the crook of Shane’s neck, his thin fingers clawing into the fleece of the hoodie.
“I’ve got you, Lyovushka.”
Shane murmured in a low, smooth purr, his arms locking safe and strong around his son’s narrow back.
“Stay right here. Kaasan isn’t moving. You can stay in my lap the whole time.”
Shane realised, with a sinking feeling and absolutely no fucking regret, that he was going to have to sit completely motionless for the next hour, so the boots could cure in perfect alignment without a single millimetre of distortion. A whole hour? Without moving? Fine. He had sat through worse; he had sat through Montreal. Ilya clearly realised it at the same moment, because he stepped forward. His massive husband came around the bench in three long strides, swung one leg over it to sit behind them and wrapped his immense, heavily muscled body around Shane and Levi from behind, so the two of them were blanketed in a dense, solid cage of heat and muscle. Ilya’s thick arms slid around Shane’s waist to take the strain off his lower back, and his chin settled on Shane’s shoulder, pinning all three of them to the wooden bench.
“We are right here, Malen’kiy.”
Ilya’s low voice vibrated straight through Shane’s spine and into the tiny body sandwiched between them.
With the three of them locked together like that, Mack moved in, careful as anything. He slipped a pair of thin, specialised fitting socks onto Levi’s scarred little feet, then guided the warm, pliable leather boots over the boy’s heels. Levi let out a tiny, startled gasp at the snug, squeezing warmth of the heat-moulded leather, but Shane’s hand was already rubbing slow, rhythmic circles into his dainty back while he whispered a mix of Japanese and Russian into his ear.
It’s all right. It’s all right, my little one. Kaasan has you. Kaasan won’t let go.
“Now comes the important part, lad.”
Mack’s eyes were locked onto the alignment of Levi’s lower legs. Since Levi couldn’t safely stand and put his full weight on his fragile bones yet, Mack used his own big, calloused hands to mimic the exact pressure instead. He held Levi’s ankles at a strict ninety-degree angle, his strong fingers smoothing and massaging the outside of the boot, coaxing the softened leather to mould perfectly to the unique shape of the boy’s delicate ankle bones and arches.
For a solid hour, the arena went hushed, save for the distant hum of the compressor. Luca and Adrien sat on the next bench along, keeping their voices down while Luca chattered away to Adrien about edge-work mechanics; Adrien, bless him, nodded along like he understood a third of it. The two of them made up the outer ring of the wall, and Levi kept glancing over to make sure they were still there. That his outer guard hadn’t left.
They hadn’t. They wouldn’t. Not a chance in hell.
Inside that tight embrace, Lyovushka gradually stopped trembling. The slow, steady thump of Shane’s heart under his cheek and the heavy, unyielding warmth of Ilya’s body wrapped around them both kept the rest of the cold, echoing arena well away from him. The 7-year-old melted, his thin body losing its brittleness, as the custom boots slowly cooled and set into a flawless, rigid fortress of leather and composite.
By the time Mack carefully unlaced the cured boots to check the deep, perfect imprints of Levi’s ankles in the lining, the little boy was half asleep under Shane’s chin. Safe. Loved. And officially ready for his first steps on the ice.
 
The cooling cycle was done, and Mack gave a slow, satisfied nod as he inspected the deep, flawless impressions moulded inside the rigid leather counters. The fortress was built.
Moving with practised, synchronised efficiency, Ilya, Luca and Adrien reached down and pulled off their own blade guards. The sharp, metallic clink of bare steel rang off the rubber matting; it was a sound that usually meant the violence of a pro hockey game was about to start, but today it made Shane’s stomach flutter with nerves and hope instead, because today it was for Levi.
Levi stayed tucked securely against Shane’s chest, his tiny fleece-clad legs dangling over his Kaasan’s thighs. His eyes, so strikingly identical to the dark, intense blue of the giant now kneeling in front of them, were wide and fixed on his Otousan.
Ilya had dropped gracefully to his knees on the rubber flooring right at Shane’s feet. The massive blond kept his mouth shut, his whole face given over to protective devotion as he took hold of Levi’s left boot. With those big, heavily calloused hands, the hands that routinely shattered sticks and threw bone-crushing checks, he began to lace their son’s skates. He used the same careful, painstakingly precise tension he used on his own gear, pulling each cross-lace tight enough to lock the fragile heel back into the reinforced carbon outsole, but keeping it just loose enough that it wouldn’t pinch the boy’s circulation.
Shane kept his golden arms wrapped tight around little Lyovushka’s waist, his chin resting on his son’s dark, silky head as they both watched Ilya’s hands. He could feel the slow, rhythmic thump of Ilya’s pulse through his own shins where his husband was leaning against them.
“Perfect alignment, Lyovushka.”
Ilya’s voice was low and soothing as he tied off the final double-knotted lock on the right boot. He patted the stiff, extra-reinforced leather ankle stays, making sure the second skin they had built for Levi was fully supporting him.
“Your ankles cannot move. You are locked in. You are safe.”
Lyovushka let out a tiny sigh of relief and melted back into Shane’s fleece hoodie, his fingers loosening their grip on his shark just enough to point down at the gleaming steel blades under his feet.
Without breaking the rhythm, Ilya reached out and unlatched the rubber guards from Shane’s own custom skates as well, since Shane’s hands were very much full of child, and bared the polished edges of his thinner, specialised figure blades. He looked up, and his eyes locked onto Shane’s with a look of such deep, steady love that Shane’s heart turned right over in his chest.
Shane tightened his grip on the light little frame in his lap, his heart swelling so heavily against his ribs it was almost painful. Their human wall was ready. With his husband at his side, and Luca and Adrien waiting right at the gate in their brilliant new gear, Shane stood up from the bench and carried his son out towards the pristine, empty sheet of white ice.
 
Ilya held out his massive arms, and a silent understanding passed between them. Shane eased the light, fragile frame of their son forward and let his husband take the tiny boy into that immense, unbreakable hold.
The moment they stepped past the plexiglass gate, Levi’s eyes went wide at the sharp blast of refrigerated cold that hit his golden face. His small fingers dug instantly into the fabric of Ilya’s training sweater as the sheer cavernous vastness of the empty arena opened up all around them.
Shane didn’t hesitate. He stepped over the threshold, and his polished blades bit into the pristine, untouched sheet of white with a familiar, authoritative crunch. Moving with the effortless, fluid grace of a figure skater who had spent his whole life pretending to be only a hockey player, Shane began to circle them, his edges silent and deadly, forming the inner ring of their safety net.
Ilya glided out a few yards, his imposing frame casting a protective shadow over the ice, before he slowly, deliberately dropped his centre of gravity. With massive care, he set Levi down, and the freshly heat-moulded, extra-reinforced boots touched the slick, frozen surface for the very first time.
Their little boy was incredibly unsteady. His underdeveloped leg muscles tensed in sudden, sharp panic as the blades tried to slide out from under him, and he let out a tiny, frightened gasp, his fingers clawing upwards. But he didn’t fall. He couldn’t. Ilya was standing right over him, his huge hockey skates bracketing the boy’s tiny ones, holding him balanced inside the solid cage of his own body.
Ever on guard, Ilya softened, his whole focus locked onto their son. Levi clung to him, his small frame trembling a little, but Shane could see it in the way he held on, in the way he tipped his face up to his father. Levi was sure, utterly sure, that his Otousan would never let go. That he was safe.
Ilya’s big, calloused hands, scarred from years of pro hockey, swallowed Levi’s tiny, delicate ones and held them firm and steady, his thumbs stroking over the backs of those little knuckles. A few feet away, steel bit the ice as Luca glided off. His graceful frame moved without a single restriction in his new black-and-gold leggings as he started a light, easy warm-up lap, chattering away in fluent Russian, a steady, comforting rhythm for his little brother to listen to. Adrien skated a tight, disciplined track right behind him, his grey eyes sweeping the perimeter like a hawk as he held down the outer wall.
Shane glided inside the circle, spun himself in a tight little twist to land directly in Lyovushka’s line of sight, and sank into a deep, stable kneel on the ice, ignoring the freezing cold biting into his shins. He reached out a strong, golden hand, hooked a single finger under his son’s adorable chin, and lifted Lyovushka’s head until those dark blue eyes met his own chocolate ones.
“Look up, Lyovushka.”
Shane murmured it low and smooth in gentle tone, every word of it a promise.
“Keep your eyes on us, okay? Don’t look at the ice. Let Otousan guide your hips. We won’t let you fall. Trust us.”
Lyovushka swallowed hard, his little chest heaving with a brave, deep breath. The rigid, trauma-taught stiffness in his narrow shoulders finally began to melt under the warmth of Shane’s gaze. He let out a tiny, happy murmur, and his eyes moved from Shane’s face up to the huge, smiling face of Ilya towering over him.
“Da, Kaasan.”
Levi’s whisper was a small, foggy puff of air in the chill.
“I trust you both.”
Ilya let out a low, deeply emotional rumble of approval that seemed to roll right through the ice and up into Shane’s knees.
“Well done, Malen’kiy.”
His voice dropped low, rough and thick with love. Slowly, rhythmically, he began to shift his weight from side to side, his massive hands guiding Lyovushka’s tiny body so his ankles could feel the natural glide of the steel. The heavily reinforced counters held the boy’s fragile joints in rigid alignment, so no slip could turn into a strain.
Lyovushka let out a sudden, breathless giggle as his tiny body slid forward a few inches without an ounce of pain. The joy that broke across his delicate features was blinding, his high cheekbones flushing a pretty, healthy pink in the cold air. He gripped Ilya’s hands tighter, and this time it was no longer terror; it was pure, giddy excitement.
Shane rose smoothly to his feet and kept pace an inch away, his arms hovering in a loose, ready cradle. Every elite instinct he had was locked onto his youngest son’s fragile frame. And yet, as he stood there, his chest went so tight and full and hot that it knocked the wind clean out of him, and he had to blink hard to keep his eyes clear.
He looked across the pristine white sheet. A few yards away, Luca was cutting a beautiful, deep edge, his graceful, muscular frame moving with soaring confidence in his new black-and-gold gear, his bright blond hair catching the arena lights. And right here, held securely at the very centre of the universe, was Lyovushka, his tiny jet-black form taking his very first inches of ice.
Pride and joy flooded every inch of him until he could barely breathe.
Both of his sons. On the ice. At the same time.
How the hell had they got this lucky?
It was something his brain could barely process. After everything they had both lived through, after the basement and the hospital and the years of hiding, here they were, and his hands were shaking with it. The sight of his boys sharing the frozen surface that had defined his own life since he was a tiny, breakable half-Japanese kid himself brought a hot, thick swell of happy tears burning up behind his eyes.
Look at them. Look at my boys.
His gaze flicked up to the massive, imposing form of his husband, and his heart seized with a deep, aching rush of love and gratitude. Ilya was terrifying on the ice, a man built for bone-crushing violence and dominance in the league. Yet right now, the massive Russian was being so fucking gentle.
He moved with slow, painstaking precision, his huge arms making a cradle, his massive hands holding Levi’s tiny ones with a patience so vast it left Shane breathless. He was perfectly tuned in to their little boy’s limits, tracking every tiny slip and making sure the 7-year-old’s fragile joints never took a single ounce of strain. Seeing that raw, protective devotion in every line of his husband’s body filled Shane with a warm, glowing pride, and a love so deep it almost hurt.
“Perfect, Lyovushka, just trust me.”
Ilya’s low voice dipped even lower, thick with that same unyielding devotion, as he guided Lyovushka through another tiny slide.
Levi let out another breathless, ringing giggle, his small body nestled safely between his Otousan’s bracketing skates. His cheeks were pink, his eyes were bright, and he gripped Ilya’s hands in pure, sparkling delight, the last of his fear completely forgotten.
Out on the far side of the circle, Luca swung past on another lap and called something bright and silly in Russian, and Levi tried to wave at him and nearly lost his balance; Ilya caught him before he had tipped more than an inch. Adrien, never more than a stride behind Luca, gave Levi a very serious thumbs up as he passed. Levi gave him one back, very carefully, with one hand still clamped onto his Otousan’s fingers.
Shane let out a slow, shaky breath, and his own edges carved a silent, protective circle around them both.
The basement. The starvation. The monstrous fucking sperm donor. All of it was being pushed further back with every scrape of those tiny blades and every breathless little giggle echoing around the empty arena.
Guarded by four powerhouse athletes who would gladly tear the world apart to keep him standing, the smallest member of their family was finally claiming the ice as his own.






      

  












      Chapter 80: Victor
  



    Chapter Notes

      Have some fluff, darlings, before I try my hand at more hockey ... I am not looking at the chapter count ticking down, and I am not crying .. you lot are.







  The two-day break between Games 3 and 4 of the Conference Finals was supposed to be a reprieve. A chance to get off their feet, let the bruises fade from angry purple to a dull, manageable yellow, and breathe for one hot second before the whole circus started up again.
Instead, Victor was sitting on the edge of the massive super-king bed he shared with Cliff, staring blindly at the sleek, built-in floor-to-ceiling wardrobes, with his chest feeling far too tight for a man who hadn’t even stepped onto the ice yet today. He had been sitting there for a while now. How long, exactly? Long enough for the sock in his hand to stop being a sock he was about to put on and become a sock he was just holding, apparently for moral support.
If they took Game 4 against the New York Admirals, that was it. The Bears would punch their ticket straight through to the Stanley Cup Finals. And honestly? It was right there, close enough to taste, metallic and sharp on his tongue like the blood from a split lip; Victor had tasted plenty of that in his time, and this was better. This was so much better.
If they won this next game, they would go into the gruelling seven-game series with the advantage, because the Bears would have locked down the higher seed. They would open the Finals right here at home in Boston, Game 1 and Game 2 on home ice, under their own rafters, with their own crowd tearing the roof off the place. The kids and the families would be able to come and watch. Vic knew for a fact that Shane’s parents wanted to bring Levi, and the Chouinard kids were desperate to come too; little Lola had already asked Victor, very seriously, if she could wear something sparkly to the Cup Final, and he had told her, just as seriously, that it was practically a requirement.
Victor really, really fucking hoped that Las Vegas would be the team stepping off the plane to meet them.
Not because of some easy narrative about playing a desert team, or because home-ice advantage against them felt like a guaranteed win. Nope. Victor wanted Vegas in their building for one very specific, very ugly reason.
Dallas fucking Kent.
Just thinking the name made the hair on the back of Victor’s neck stand up, a hot spike of pure disgust driving right through the calm he usually wore so well. He was the calm one, normally; Cliff was the loud one, Ilya was the scary one, Shane was the terrifying one (although most of the league still hadn’t worked that out yet, bless them), and Victor was the one who rolled his eyes and kept everyone out of jail. That was the deal. And today? Today, Victor didn’t feel calm at all.
He knew exactly what the man had done, because Troy, their newest trade, had finally opened up to their core team. The dark-haired younger man, who still mostly kept to himself unless Harris was in the room, had trusted them enough to lay out the horrific truth of what had actually caused that mysterious three-way trade that had landed him in a Bears jersey in the first place.
Ilya had known. Shane had told Victor, just the two of them in French in a corner of the gym, after Barrett had first told the Captain, right at the start; it had been part of the catalyst for the impressive turnaround in both Troy’s behaviour and his attitude. And honestly? It had explained a lot; it had explained almost everything.
Jesus Christ, it had made Victor physically sick.
The things that total, utter bastard had been doing. Grooming, assaulting, targeting women and young boys, people who couldn’t fight back, people who trusted the jersey; vulnerable, naive young teens who were either blinded by his attention or so desperately in need of money, for whatever reason, that they would do anything, anything, for the dollar signs Kent had been dangling in front of them. And how many of them had there been? Victor didn’t want to know. He needed to know. Some humans just didn’t deserve the privilege of walking around free. They didn’t deserve the air they breathed, let alone the millions they made playing a game for a living.
Victor’s hands curled into tight fists against his thighs, the sock crushed in one of them, his knuckles turning paler. The NHL was archaic, sure; he had known that since he was a skinny, too-tall kid in a borrowed helmet, the only Black boy in the change room, listening to grown men call each other things he wasn’t allowed to repeat at home. But this went so far past the usual old-boys’-club bullshit and into something monstrous.
If Vegas survived the West and came to Boston for Game 1, Victor was going to make it his personal mission to destroy them the second they stepped onto the TD Garden ice.
A hockey game? He wanted more than a hockey game now. He wanted to thrash them.
He wanted to feel the impact of a clean, devastating check that left Kent gasping for air on the scarred ice, right in front of the home crowd. And if a few bones happened to break in the process? If Kent left the ice on a stretcher, because he had crossed paths with a pissed-off Bear who knew exactly what kind of monster he was?
Well.
Victor wouldn’t lose a single second of sleep over it. Defending their home ice was going to take on a whole new, bloody meaning, and he knew that every one of them felt the same; Cliff had cracked his knuckles for a solid 5 minutes after Troy had finished talking, and Ilya had gone the kind of calm that made the rookies leave the room. Kent wouldn’t be walking off that ice. That was for sure. Not if they could help it.
The click of the bedroom door opening cut through the red-hot haze in his mind.
Cliff padded into the big, beautiful room on bare feet, which for a man his size was frankly a magic trick, and came to check on him with that massive, steady presence he always brought with him when the noise of everything got too loud. He kept his mouth shut, for once. He just looked at Victor, sweet concern in those dark, coffee-coloured eyes, in that handsome, rugged face with its permanent shadow of stubble, and Vic could see the way his partner was clocking the tight set of his jaw and the knots in his shoulders. He could see Cliff work it out, too. Cliff might not be the sharpest tool in the shed, by his own cheerful admission, but when it came to Victor he was a bloodhound.
Without a word, the bigger man moved to the bed. Cliff climbed up behind him, the mattress dipping under all that weight, his massive frame throwing off a familiar, soothing heat like a radiator. He spread his very long legs out in a wide V on either side of Victor before reaching out and pulling him backwards, gentle but firm, his big hands careful on Victor’s ribs, holding him the way he held the kids at team barbecues, all strength and no squeeze. Victor let himself go pliable and sank into the space between Cliff’s huge thighs, until his back came to rest flush against the solid, hulking wall of his partner’s chest.
Cliff’s thick, heavy arms wrapped right around his torso and waist and locked there, holding him tight enough to force the frantic, angry rhythm of his heart to slow down and match the big, slow thud he could feel at his back. Nestled there, hidden away in the safety of their room, the sheer scale of Cliff’s body wrapped all the way around him blocked out the rest of the world, the noise and the press and the playoffs and every single thing that wasn’t this bed. Victor was a big man. Six foot five, two hundred pounds, long everything; there weren’t many people on this earth who could make him feel tucked in.
Cliff could. Cliff did. Every time.
Vic’s mind began to find its usual calm again, one slow breath at a time.
 
Having Cliff solid and crushing at his back slowed the racing loops in Victor’s head first, and then it went further than that; it settled him right back into the skin he was wearing, into his own body, into this bed and this room and nowhere else. Cliff’s broad hands shifted from where they were locked across his chest and waist and slid slowly down the front of his tank, the heavy, calloused palms pressing firmly against his ribs and sweeping over his hardening nipples before they dipped beneath the hem to find bare skin. Victor let out a long, ragged breath (when had he started holding it?) and his head fell back against Cliff’s massive shoulder.
“You’re vibrating, babe.”
Cliff’s deep voice was a low, gravelly rumble right against the shell of Victor’s ear. It was the much lower tone that Cliff only ever used when the door was shut, and it was just the two of them, stripped of the usual booming laughter, the loud cadence and all that locker-room bravado. The voice no one else got to hear. Victor would fight anyone who tried.
“Let it go. Right now, it’s just us.”
Cliff’s large, rough hands were a direct contradiction to how gently he moved them. He dragged his palms up over Victor’s stomach, tracing the hard lines of his abs with a deliberate, bruising pressure that demanded Victor pay attention, that demanded he be here and not in some imaginary corner of the TD Garden with Dallas Kent’s face under his elbow. Each firm press of those hands sent little tongues of flame licking through him. The sheer, overwhelming size of the man, his man, with those massive thighs framing his hips and that hulking chest flush against his spine, made everything outside this room feel small.
Insignificant.
Victor reached back, his fingers sliding into the thick hair at the back of Cliff’s neck, and pulled him down into a hard, demanding kiss. He needed the taste of him to wash away the lingering poison of Troy’s story; he needed it like water. Cliff met him with a slow, possessive heat, his tongue tangling with Victor’s, and then he shifted his weight just enough to tip them both sideways and press Victor down into the massive mattress.
The shift from a tight knot of fury to pure, heated friction was seamless. Cliff stripped away the unnecessary barriers of their clothes with an impatient sort of efficiency, the tank, the sweats, the poor abandoned sock, his eyes on Victor’s the whole time. The contrast between Cliff’s pale, massive frame and Victor’s own deep brown skin under the warm bedroom lighting was a sight that usually made Victor’s chest ache with something hot and protective and too big to put into words in any of his languages.
Right now, it just made him hungry.
For once, Cliff wasn’t taking his time. Vic tugged the bigger man back down into a deep kiss, tangling their tongues and nipping at that full bottom lip, until Cliff shifted with a low growl, his long legs sliding over Victor’s and pinning him to the sheets under a heavy, delicious weight. Victor could feel Cliff’s cock against his hip, thick and hot and already hard, a slick smear of pre-come left on his skin every time the bigger man rocked down, and his own cock jerked in answer where it was trapped between them.
Large, rough-skinned hands ran over his chest, fingers catching on his dusky, pebbled nipples, rolling them, pinching just hard enough to make him gasp, before they stroked down his flanks. Heat bloomed under every touch. Vic groaned as desire flooded his blood and his cock pulsed, hard and wet and leaking against his abs.
Cliff took the hint. Cliff, for all his flaws, always took that particular hint, and the hint was Victor’s cock.
Rough but somehow silky stubble rasped against his thighs as Cliff worked his way down and traced his tongue along the inner line of each one, wet and lazy, and Victor’s legs were pushed firmly, steadily apart so that Cliff could make more space for himself between them. Victor let him; he liked being opened up like this, spread out on the sheets with his cock leaking and his hole on show and nowhere to hide, though he would deny it under oath.
Teeth followed. Cliff sank them into the tender skin high on Victor’s inner thigh, not hard enough to break it but hard enough that Victor’s hips jerked clean off the bed, and then he soothed the sting with the flat of his tongue, lapping slowly over the mark like he was proud of it.
He was proud of it. The smug bastard.
Cliff muttered against the reddening skin, the word almost lost in the rasp of his breath.
“Mine.”
Victor’s voice was already wrecked, and they had barely started. He threaded his fingers back into Cliff’s hair and tugged, not to pull him away- never that, just to make sure he was listening.
“Yours. Toujours, you ridiculous man. Now stop teasing me.”
Cliff huffed a laugh against his thigh and bit the other side, just to be sure. Just to match. Victor would be wearing a pair of perfect, tooth-shaped bruises under his shorts for days, and the thought shouldn’t have made his cock twitch the way it did.
Victor’s gaze tracked over that flushed, handsome face as Cliff lifted his mouth from his thighs and dragged a hot, wet line up over his hips and stomach, pausing to lick a broad stripe through the pre-come pooling under the head of Victor’s cock (and fuck, the way he hummed at the taste of it), before he moved higher to swipe his tongue over each hard nipple in turn. Victor wrapped one long, muscular leg around Cliff’s hips and tried to tug the bigger man closer, but the heavier, broader body refused to budge, and he was pushed back down into the mattress with one big hand planted on his sternum.
Bossy. Victor scowled up at him. Was it a convincing scowl? Not really, not with his cock leaking all over his own stomach.
When Cliff’s hand slid back down between them, slick and warm with lube from the bottle that lived in the bedside drawer, Victor lifted his arms and gripped the headboard behind him, his knuckles turning pale for an entirely different reason this time. Cliff circled his hole, once, twice, the pad of his thick finger rubbing slowly and slippery over the rim until Victor’s whole body clenched and fluttered with impatience. Then came the first slick, heavy push inside him, and it dragged an undone, breathless hitch out of Victor’s throat.
Cliff was much more confident at this now than he had been at first. Back then he had been so careful, so terrified of hurting him, checking in every 5 seconds, which had been sweet, honestly, and also had nearly driven Victor up the wall. Now he knew exactly what he was doing. He knew how Victor liked it. He crooked that thick finger and dragged it slowly against his walls, searching for his prostate, and Victor’s thighs shook.
Victor let go of the headboard with one hand to reach down for him, wanting the heavy, hot weight of Cliff’s cock in his palm, wanting to feel how hard he was and how wet he was leaking, but a huge hand closed around his wrist and pinned it back above his head before his fingers got anywhere near.
Cliff’s voice was low and amused, and a whole lot steadier than Victor’s.
“Nope. Hands up there, babe. Keep ’em there for me.”
Victor panted up at him, eyes narrowed, but he curled his fingers obediently back around the headboard anyway. He always did, in the end. That was rather the point.
“Bossy.”
Cliff grinned down at him, slow and wolfish, and twisted his finger just so.
“You love it.”
He did. Cliff knew he did, and the smug, possessive heat in that coffee-coloured stare told him so, loud and clear. Victor had spent years with women who had wanted him to lead, and men before that who had taken one look at his height and his shoulders and decided he was the one who did the fucking, that he was too big to be the one on his back. Too big to bottom. Who even said things like that? Someone had, actually, once, laughing, like it was a joke and not a door slammed in his face. Cliff Marlow had taken one look at him and decided, with all the subtlety of a freight train, that he wanted to hold Victor down and take him apart, and he hadn’t laughed once.
So yes. He loved it.
Cliff slid a second finger in alongside the first, and the stretch made Victor arch and hiss through his teeth. Then the bigger man leaned up over him, keeping those fingers buried deep and still in his ass, and cupped his face with the other hand.
“Look at me.”
Cliff’s thumb smoothed over Victor’s high cheekbone, dragging Victor’s tight, unfocused gaze until it locked onto his. Cliff’s eyes were nearly black now, dark with an intensity that burned right through the last lingering static in Victor’s brain. All that Kent shit, all that rage. Gone. There was no room for it with Cliff looking at him like that.
“Stay right here with me, babe.”
Vic liked to feel it. He liked the pressure and the forced stretch of his body when he was only just open enough, when it burned a little on the way in, and Cliff knew that about him, so he wasn’t rushing the opening part to be gentle; he was rushing it because he knew Victor wanted the bite. Vic let out a husky moan at the rasp of Cliff’s beard against his chest as the bigger man bent his head. Those two thick fingers scissored and pushed deeper, rubbing right over his prostate on the way, at the exact same moment Cliff took one pebbled nipple into his wet, hot mouth and sucked.
Victor arched up off the bed with a hiss at the drag of sharp stubble across his sensitive skin, and he forgot all about the rules. His hands left the headboard and dug into the heavy, muscular planes of those mountain-sized shoulders, holding on for dear life.
Cliff, generous for once, let it slide. Victor got the words out against his hair, barely.
“I am, mon chéri, I am.”
It was more gasped than spoken, and it was barely out of his mouth when Cliff pulled his fingers free, slicked himself with a rough, impatient fist and lined up. He replaced his fingers with the thick, uncompromising stretch of his cock, and pushed inside with a slow, deliberate thrust that didn’t stop until he had bottomed out fully, his heavy balls snug against Victor’s ass.
Victor’s eyes slid shut against the sheer intensity of it. He arched his back clean off the mattress, a low, guttural sound tearing from his throat. Cliff wasn’t Ilya-sized, thank God, and Victor had seen enough in that shower to know the difference, but he was thick, so thick, and seven inches of him buried all the way inside felt like plenty when he went in all at once like that. Cliff paused there, buried deep, his forehead dropping to Victor’s, letting him adjust to the heavy fullness filling him up. Then he began to fuck him, in long, heavy strokes that rocked Victor’s whole body, and the bed, and probably the house foundations, with the force of them.
“Alright like this, babe?”
Cliff growled into his mouth, still moving, and Victor dragged in enough air to answer him properly, because Cliff always wanted words, even now, especially now.
“Yes. Oui. Don’t you dare stop.”
He reached up between them and knocked his knuckles twice against Cliff’s, quick and light, the way Cliff touched gloves with his sparring partners before a round. It had been Cliff’s idea, their little code, half a joke when he first came up with it and then not a joke at all: two knuckle bumps meant good, more, keep going. A flat palm laid on the other man’s chest and held there, the referee’s hand stepping in between two fighters, meant stop, right now, no questions asked. Neither of them had ever needed the palm. Cliff still looked for the knuckles every single time, though, and every single time Victor gave them to him, because it made that big, scarred, ridiculous face go soft even while he was fucking Victor through the mattress.
Victor’s hands scrabbled at the headboard, then at Cliff’s shoulders again, then lower, leaving long red tracks down the pale skin of his back. Cliff snarled in approval, the noise rattling right through his chest and into Victor’s, and he hooked one arm under Victor’s knee to fold him open further, changing the angle until the head of his cock dragged right over his prostate. Victor’s whole body locked. A broken, startled sound tore out of him, one he would never, ever admit to making.
Cliff’s mouth found his throat, teeth scraping over his pulse and then biting down, hard, right where the collar of a shirt would never quite hide it. Good. Let them look. Then his hand closed around Victor’s cock, slick with the mess leaking from the tip, and he stroked him in time with each deep, grinding roll of his hips.
Cliff growled into the bite.
“Mine. Say it.”
Victor gasped, his heels digging into the backs of Cliff’s thighs, his ass clenching down hard around the cock fucking into him.
“Yours. Yours, yours, Cliff …”
Cliff’s voice cracked on the next word, rough and pleased and wrecked all at once.
“That’s it, babe. Just mine.”
Every thrust felt like Cliff was taking him back, reclaiming every inch of him from whatever ugly corner of the world had tried to get its hooks in. The friction of their sweat-slicked skin, the black pepper and lime of Cliff’s skin filling his lungs on every gasp, the wet, obscene sound of Cliff’s cock driving into his hole, and the rhythmic, heavy slap of hips against his ass drove the last scraps of anything else out of the room. Victor wrapped his legs tight around Cliff’s waist and pulled him deeper, demanding more of that bruising, filthy rhythm, more, harder, until he couldn’t catch his breath and didn’t care.
By the time Cliff sped up, his pace turning hard and frantic as he fucked into him, chasing his own release, Victor was lost to it, his mind wiped clean of everything but the man pinning him down and tearing him apart in the best possible way. Victor came first, his cock jerking in Cliff’s fist, working him in that merciless rhythm, hot ropes of come striping his own stomach and chest, so hard that his vision whited out at the edges. The helpless clench of his body around Cliff’s cock dragged the bigger man over the edge a moment later. Cliff buried a broken groan against Victor’s collarbone, drove deep one last time and held there, spilling his come hot and deep inside him while his whole huge frame shuddered.
They ended up in a tangled, gasping heap, the explosive release leaving Victor spent and boneless, his muscles twitching with a deep, thoroughly satisfied exhaustion.
Cliff collapsed heavily over him and buried his face in the crook of Victor’s neck, his chest heaving, while their heartbeats slowly fell into step with each other in the quiet room. Victor ran a lazy, trembling hand down the broad expanse of Cliff’s back, over the scratches he had left there, and felt the red-hot rage from earlier dissolve into the heavy, peaceful quiet of their bed.
He murmured it eventually, without a single bit of real complaint in it.
“You’re crushing me, Marlow.”
Cliff didn’t move an inch. If anything, he got heavier, the way a cat goes boneless when you try to lift it off your lap.
“You like it.”
Victor stared at the ceiling with all the poise he could manage, which wasn’t much, with a man the size of a small fridge lying on top of him and come cooling on his stomach.
“I tolerate it.”
Cliff lifted his head just long enough to grin down at him, flushed and wrecked and unbearably pleased with himself. He dragged one thumb through the mess on Victor’s stomach and sucked it clean with a deliberate, filthy slowness that made Victor’s cock twitch, pitifully, in spite of everything. Inside him, still buried to the hilt, Cliff’s own cock gave an answering, very interested throb.
Oh. Oh, that wasn’t fair.
Cliff grumbled it into his skin, low and smug and already a little breathless again.
“Tolerate this, then.”
He kissed him until he stopped arguing.
 
It turned out that Cliff, still buried inside him and only barely softened, was nowhere near done, and that Victor, for all his complaining, was nowhere near done either.
The kiss turned deep and dirty, Cliff licking into his mouth slow and greedy and taking his sweet time about it, and Victor felt him thicken again inside his body inch by inch, filling him back up until he was stretched tight around him all over again. Every tiny shift of Cliff’s hips pushed the come already inside him deeper, and the wet, slick feeling of it made Victor shiver all over. Cliff started to rock, barely moving, a lazy little grind that didn’t pull out at all, just pressed and pressed against that spot inside him until Victor was whining into his mouth.
Victor broke the kiss and planted a hand in the middle of that massive chest. He pushed. Cliff, being Cliff, didn’t budge a single inch until Victor narrowed his eyes at him, and then he went over like a felled tree, rolling onto his back and taking Victor with him, his hands clamped on Victor’s hips to keep them locked together all the way.
Victor ended up sitting astride him, every inch of that thick cock buried inside him, the new angle shoving it so deep that the breath punched right out of him. He braced both palms on Cliff’s chest and just sat there for a second, his head dropped forward, his thighs trembling on either side of Cliff’s ribs.
Then he looked down, and he smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. Cliff, who had seen that smile on the ice right before Victor stole a puck off some poor bastard’s stick, swallowed hard.
Victor let his voice drop, low and smooth, the way he knew Cliff liked it best.
“My turn, mon chéri. Lie still.”
Cliff didn’t speak a word of French beyond mon chéri, toujours and a few choice swear words Victor regretted teaching him, but he understood that well enough. His hands flexed on Victor’s hips. Victor reached down, peeled them off one at a time, and pressed them flat to the sheets on either side of Cliff’s head, and held them there, leaning his weight down on Cliff’s wrists, his face hovering just above Cliff’s.
Victor purred against his mouth, in English this time so there could be no mistake.
“If you move, I stop. Understood?”
Cliff groaned like he was dying, his head thudding back against the pillow. Victor waited, eyebrow raised, until he got his answer.
“Fuck. Yeah. Yes. Understood, babe.”
Victor let go of one wrist, just long enough to lay his palm flat in the centre of Cliff’s chest and hold it there for one slow heartbeat, a reminder of where the stop was, before he lifted it away again. Cliff’s freed fist came up at once and bumped twice against his knuckles, and then went obediently back down to the sheets where it had been put. That one, Victor decided, didn’t count as moving.
So Victor rode him.
He did it slowly, deliberately, torturously; he rose up until just the fat head of Cliff’s cock was stretching his rim, held himself there, quivering, just long enough to hear Cliff’s breath stutter, and then sank all the way back down, grinding his ass in a slow, filthy circle when he hit the bottom. Come, and lube slicked the slide so it was wet and messy and loud, and every time he sank down a little more of Cliff’s first load squeezed out around his cock and dripped down onto those pale balls. He could feel it. He could feel how full he was, how much Cliff had already put inside him, and the dirty, possessive thrill of it made him clench down so hard that Cliff cursed out loud.
Cliff was a big man, and he was strong enough to flip him in half a second if he wanted to. He didn’t want to. He lay there, his hands fisted in the sheets where Victor had put them, the cords of his neck standing out and his chest flushed red all the way down to his belly, and he took it. He took everything Victor gave him, and Victor gave him the slowest, cruellest ride of his life.
Making him work for it? Half the fun. Victor had always been a bit of a menace when he was allowed to be.
Cliff begged eventually. It took about 4 minutes.
“Vic … babe … please. Fuck, please, just let me …”
Victor leaned down, keeping that slow, steady rhythm going, and dragged his teeth along Cliff’s jaw, tasting salt and stubble. His own cock was hard and dripping again between them, smearing pre-come across Cliff’s stomach with every roll of his hips, and his thighs were starting to burn, a hot, shaking ache that told him he wouldn’t be able to keep this up much longer. Not that he was about to admit that.
“Patience, mon chéri.”
Cliff whined. A six-foot-six hockey player, the man who had once fought two Flyers at the same time and won, whined, and Victor felt drunk on it. He sped up, just a little, changing the angle so Cliff’s cock rubbed right over his prostate on every downstroke, and then he couldn’t stop the sounds coming out of his own mouth either, high and needy and shameless.
He let go of Cliff’s wrists.
He gasped it as he sat back up, the words breaking in the middle.
“Touch me. Now. You can move.”
Cliff moved. Christ, did he move. Both of those big hands came up at once, one wrapping around Victor’s cock and the other clamping onto his hip, and he planted his feet and started thrusting up into him, hard and fast and deep, hammering into Victor so hard that Victor had to brace both hands on the headboard over Cliff’s head just to stay upright. The bed slammed against the wall. Somewhere downstairs, something rattled in protest. Neither of them cared.
Cliff’s voice was shredded, but the praise kept coming, pouring out of him in a raw stream.
“So fucking good, babe. Look at you. Fuck, look at you, taking me like that. So pretty, Vic, so fucking pretty.”
Victor came with Cliff’s name and a few things in French that would have made his grandmother cross herself, spilling over Cliff’s fist and stomach for the second time, his body clamping down tight around the cock inside him. Cliff fucked him straight through it, three, four more brutal thrusts that knocked the air out of him, and then he slammed Victor down onto his lap and held him there, shaking, as he came again, deep inside him, filling him up even more.
Victor folded down on top of him, every muscle in his body giving out at once, his face in Cliff’s sweaty neck and his thighs still twitching, and he didn’t move.
For a while the only sounds in the room were their breathing and the tick of the radiator. Words could wait. Cliff’s hands stroked up and down his back, soothing and steady, over and over, and Victor listened to that huge heart thundering under his ear until it began to slow.
 
The explosive heat of it left Victor hollowed out, his muscles twitching with a deep, liquid exhaustion that felt entirely different from the bone-deep ache of the playoffs. At some point Cliff had rolled them both back over without ever slipping free, careful as anything, so that Victor ended up flat on his back again, his chest rising and falling in ragged, shallow breaths, his skin glistening with sweat under the warm light of the bedroom.
Cliff didn’t move away straight away. The massive winger stayed buried inside him, his forehead pressed against Victor’s shoulder and his breath hot and stuttering against Victor’s neck, while their heartbeats slowly fought their way down from a sprint to a steady, matching rhythm. Victor didn’t want him to move; he wanted to stay full and heavy and pinned just like this for the rest of the week, Conference Finals be damned.
When Cliff finally shifted, pulling out with a wet sound that made Victor let out a little whine and clench around nothing, he didn’t go far. Victor could feel the mess of him start to slide out, hot and sticky down the inside of his thighs, and Cliff made a low, rough noise at the sight of it that went straight to the part of Victor’s brain that was apparently never going to learn. Cliff slid down the mattress just enough to hook one massive arm under Victor’s knees and the other behind his shoulders.
“Come here, babe.”
Cliff’s voice was little more than a gravelly rasp; he had growled and groaned it raw.
Before Victor could even form a thought to protest, Cliff had hoisted him off the sheets. The sheer, casual display of the man’s strength always did something funny to Victor’s stomach. He was a professional athlete, the second tallest on their team, a solid two hundred pounds of muscle, and in Cliff’s arms, wrapped against that hulking, pale chest, he felt small and entirely taken care of. When had anyone else ever made him feel like that? No one. Not before this man. He had never even let himself want it, let alone ask for it. Victor let his head nestle into the crook of Cliff’s neck and looped his arms around the thick column of Cliff’s shoulders as he was carried across the plush carpet and into the en-suite.
Victor loved this bathroom. It was a massive, marble-tiled retreat with a double vanity and a walk-in shower big enough to park a car in, and it was a blessing when they were both battered and bruised from endless hits and still wanted, needed, to be close, even on the nights they were far too tired and sore for sex. Cliff handled the fixtures with one hand while keeping Victor securely pinned to his chest with the other. Vic held on too, his own arms tight around Cliff’s neck, even though he could stand. He was, in fact, perfectly capable of standing, thank you very much.
He just didn’t want to. Not yet.
The steam rose fast, filling the room with a thick, humid warmth that began to loosen the stiffness still lingering in Victor’s shoulders from stressing himself out earlier. The heat would help, as long as Cliff kept hold of him. Vic didn’t want to be alone right now; not even the length of the shower away.
Cliff stepped over the threshold into the shower and let the spray hit his own back first to check the temperature, because he was a sweetheart under all that noise, before he settled Victor down onto his feet. Victor’s legs were more than a little shaky, his thighs slick with the messy aftermath of how thoroughly Cliff had taken him (twice), and he immediately leaned forward and planted his forehead in the middle of Cliff’s wet chest.
They were both clinging to each other now, a desperate, wordless sort of neediness taking over where the frantic friction had left off.
Cliff grabbed the bottle of body wash and squeezed a generous dollop of the sharp black pepper and lime gel into his massive, calloused palms. He didn’t bother with a cloth. He worked the soap into a lather between his bare hands before pressing them flat against Victor’s shoulders. The broad, soapy palms slid down the length of Victor’s back, tracing the line of his spine and passing over the heavy bruises left by New York’s sticks, and Cliff treated the battered skin with such care, his thick fingers slowing over every dark patch, that Victor’s throat went tight and he had to close his eyes. He was careful between Victor’s legs, too, so gentle it made Victor’s face heat up all over again, cleaning him up with soft, slow fingers and a murmured apology when Victor flinched at the sting.
Victor let out a long, shuddering sigh, his eyes closed, as Cliff squeezed the water from a washcloth over his head and rinsed the sweat and soap away in slow, rhythmic tracks.
“I’ve got you, Vic.”
Cliff pressed a lingering kiss to the crown of Victor’s wet hair, his lips staying there through the next words, so Victor felt them as much as heard them.
“Right here.”
Victor swallowed hard against the sudden lump in his throat. He pulled back just far enough to take the soap from Cliff’s hands. His own fingers, trembling a little, began to work the lather into the massive breadth of Cliff’s chest, smoothing over the pale, hair-dusted skin and mapping the familiar landscape of the man who had turned his entire world upside down. He washed the heavy slope of Cliff’s shoulders, the thick biceps that did so much damage on the ice, the scratches he had left down that broad back (he winced; Cliff looked smug), and the solid, unyielding planes of his stomach.
Sex had left the room somewhere between the bed and the bathroom door; what was left was softer than that. Wordless. It was Victor looking at this beautiful, thick-skulled mountain of a man whore, who had reformed the second they had finally stopped circling each other, and reminding him, reminding himself, that they were safe here. The league could be as ugly and homophobic as it wanted. Dallas Kent could be a monster. But in this shower, under the hot stream of water, they belonged entirely to each other.
Victor leaned up on his tiptoes, his wet body sliding flush against Cliff’s, and pulled Cliff down into a slow, deep kiss that tasted of clean water and fresh soap. It was soft and lazy and full of a devotion that didn’t need shouting about. Cliff’s large hands came down to cup his ass and lift him slightly, holding him tight against his body, those big arms flexing and locking around him, with no intention whatsoever of letting go. Then one of those hands gave his ass a slow, appreciative squeeze, and Victor smacked his chest in half-hearted warning.
“Down, boy. I can’t feel my legs.”
Cliff didn’t look even a tiny bit sorry about that. He looked delighted.
“Not my fault.”
Victor gave him the most unimpressed look he could manage with water dripping off the end of his nose.
“It is entirely your fault, mon chéri.”
Cliff grinned against his hair, shameless, and squeezed again just to make his point.
“Yeah. It is.”
Then the grin faded into something softer, and Cliff breathed the next words right against his mouth, simple and plain and impossible to shake.
“Love you, babe.”
Victor breathed it back, burying his face in the wet warmth of Cliff’s neck, and felt the last traces of his red-hot tension and fury wash away down the drain while he let his partner take his weight and hold him close.
“Love you too, mon chéri.”
 
The move out of the spray was slow; neither of them was particularly willing to break the contact. Cliff stepped out first and grabbed two of the massive, plush bath towels from the heated rack. Instead of handing one to Victor, he wrapped it around Victor’s shoulders himself and used the thick fabric to buff the water from his skin with slow, careful strokes, crouching to do his legs, patting gently over the teeth marks on his thighs. Victor stood there and let himself be looked after; then he took the second towel and returned the favour, wiping the damp from the broad expanse of Cliff’s back and the heavy, thick slope of his thighs, standing on his toes to scrub at that messy dark hair until it stuck up in every direction.
They moved to the double vanity in an easy, matched rhythm that had become second nature over all their shared nights. Standing side by side in front of the wide mirror, they brushed their teeth, the silence between them thick and comfortable. It was very sweet and entirely domestic, and it felt far easier and far more natural with Cliff than it ever had with the woman he had nearly proposed to; with her, everything had been a performance, even the toothpaste. How had he ever thought that was normal? The softness of it was a stark contrast to the violent, high-adrenaline world they lived in for three-quarters of the year.
Victor caught Cliff’s eye in the glass, the bigger man’s lips still foaming with toothpaste, and felt a sudden, hard tug in his chest. It was lucky the man was so pretty, Victor thought, with an affectionate shake of his head, because he really did look ridiculous right now. Victor reached over, scooped a dab of foam from Cliff’s chin and, with great ceremony, flicked it onto the tip of his nose.
Cliff’s eyes narrowed in the mirror. A very large hand landed on Victor’s bare ass with a crack that rang off the marble, and then didn’t go anywhere, warm and possessive, squeezing once to make his point.
Victor glared at him in the mirror, which was hard to pull off with a toothbrush sticking out of his mouth.
“Behave.”
Cliff kept his hand exactly where it was and went on brushing his teeth with the other, as calm as you like.
“Never.”
Once they had finished rinsing, Cliff reached out and snagged Victor around the waist, pulling him into his side as they walked out of the warm, steamy bathroom and back into the cool air of the bedroom.
The bed was a rumpled wreck of sheets, with one very obvious wet patch, but neither of them cared. Cliff, who was a lot of things but not a heathen, threw a spare towel down over the worst of it, and they crawled beneath the heavy duvet. The sheer size of the mattress gave them all the room in the world, and within seconds they had shrunk the distance between them to nothing.
Victor settled on his side, and Cliff immediately shifted to curve around him from behind. It was Victor’s favourite way to sleep, and Cliff knew it. Cliff’s massive, hulking frame wrapped around his own, still damp and hot from the shower, and Victor sighed and sank back into all that heat. He spread his very long legs and tangled them with Victor’s, locking him in place. One heavy, muscular arm came over Victor’s side, his broad palm resting on Victor’s stomach, fingers splayed wide, and pulled him tight back against the solid wall of his chest.
Cliff nuzzled in and buried his face in the perfect hollow where Victor’s neck met his shoulder. The hot, steady puff of Cliff’s breath against his skin was the last thing Victor needed to finally let go.
Wrapped up like this, listening to the slow, deep rhythm of Cliff’s breathing as the bigger man began to drift off, Victor felt the last of the tightness in his bones melt away. The anger about Dallas Kent, the pressure of Game 4 against the Admirals, the sheer size of what their team was trying to do; all of it sank into the background. Right here, locked in Cliff’s arms, he was safe.
Victor closed his eyes and let himself sink into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 
The peaceful oblivion of their very comfortable bed didn’t last nearly long enough.
Within this tight two-day window between Games 3 and 4, Harris, their brilliant, relentlessly creative social media manager, had managed to throw together a brand-new photo shoot idea. It required a far too early start for their day off (who did that to a team in the middle of the Conference Finals? Harris, apparently), but despite an awful lot of good-natured grumbling, shuffling feet and yawning, they were all there. Even Cliff, who had needed to be physically pulled out of bed by his ankle and promised a breakfast burrito.
The whole thing had kicked off a little while ago in the arena car park, and it was entirely Harris’s fault. His parents ran a bit of an emergency rescue shelter back home, and they had driven out to a friend of a friend’s facility to pick up a batch of three lab-cross puppies and two adult females that the man hadn’t been able to rehome before he had been forced to close his doors for good. According to Harris, the poor owner of the original shelter had been reduced to begging other rescues to step in, since the site his kennels sat on was now earmarked to be flattened and sold off for some shiny new property development. Victor had heard the story three times now; it got sadder every time Harris told it, and Harris’s eyes got wetter.
Ilya and Shane had been heading out to their car after an extra practice session with Adrien and Luca when they ran into Harris and his parents, who were letting the dogs out for a break and a quick stretch before they all headed over to Harris’s new apartment. The moment one of the adult females had spotted Ilya, chaos ensued. Luca had been snuggling a baked potato of a puppy, and so had Adrien, when the last of the lab-cross puppies made a break for freedom; luckily Troy, who had also been practising with them, had been walking out to his own car and had somehow managed to catch the little escapee.
Victor hadn’t been there; he had heard about it from four different people, in four different versions, and in Cliff’s version the puppy had been the size of a small horse.
Amid the chaos, Harris had come up with this new idea, and Vic had to admit it was a good one.
Shane had beckoned Victor over at the rink the next morning, his best friend practically vibrating with a mix of exasperation and helpless fondness, and lamented the whole situation in mock-furious, rapid-fire French.
“Vic, she was so damn pretty, and so intelligent.”
Shane had groaned, throwing his hands up in the air, pink to the tips of his ears and very obviously beaten.
“He was a goner the second she looked at him. I swear to God, whatever you do, do not let Ilya know just how quickly I was ready to give in. He will never let me live it down.”
Victor had just listened, smirking, well aware by now of how the Hollander-Rozanov household actually operated. Shane could pretend to be the voice of reason all he liked. But Vic knew that Shane’s fate had truly been sealed the moment Luca had turned his own pleading big blue eyes, the ones that matched Ilya’s so closely it was spooky, onto his Kaasan. Shane was done for. Had he ever stood a chance? Not a hope. If there was one thing on this earth that Shane Hollander-Rozanov was weak to, other than his massive, loud Russian husband, it was his sons.
Watching the four of them and Troy outside the rink, all getting along so naturally with the dogs, had apparently given Harris a spark of inspiration. He had spotted a viral marketing goldmine: the big, tough, accepting Boston Bears posing with shelter dogs to raise awareness, bring in some funding and find them all homes.
So now, instead of resting his legs on the couch like any sensible man, Victor found himself standing under the bright, hot studio lights set up just off the main locker room area, watching the beautiful chaos unfold in front of him. How Harris had got the collie back down from wherever his parents had taken her in time for this, Victor had no idea, and he had decided it was safer not to ask. The man was a wizard. A ginger, slightly terrifying wizard, with a clipboard.
Cliff was standing right next to him with a massive, soppy grin plastered across his face, watching one of the tumbling lab-cross puppies trying to eat the laces of his skate.
“Look at ’em, babe.”
Cliff’s heavy arm came around Victor’s waist, entirely unbothered by the staff milling around them; he hadn’t been bothered about anyone seeing them since his Instagram post, and frankly Victor had stopped being bothered too.
“We gotta take one home. Look at those ears.”
Victor looked from the puppy at Cliff’s feet over to where Ilya was sitting on the floor, looking ridiculous and deeply content as the clever collie mix rested her chin on his massive knee, her tail thumping steadily against the rubber matting. Shane was standing a few feet away, pretending to talk to Harris, but his eyes were locked on his husband and the dog, and the soft, helpless look on his face wasn’t being hidden anywhere near as well as he clearly thought it was.
“We are not getting a dog in the middle of the Conference Finals, mon chéri.”
Victor sighed it, but there was no bite in his voice at all, and he leaned back against Cliff’s solid chest to soften it even more.
“Focus on the Admirals first. Then we can talk about expanding the family.”
 
And of course, karma was a swift, mocking bitch. About 30 seconds after he had told his now-pouting partner no, Jason marched right up and handed Victor a lovely little spaniel-type dog for his own part of the photo shoot.
The little brown-and-white pup was still at that half-grown, gangly stage where his ears, paws and tail were all just a bit too big for the rest of him, which gave him a clumsy, top-heavy charm. His coat fell in silky, curled waves, impossibly soft under Victor’s calloused fingers. Then the little thing looked up, and big, liquid, meltingly cute brown eyes blinked at him in that spellbinding way only puppies could manage.
Victor felt his chest hitch, a sudden, traitorous warmth spreading right through it and loosening his shoulders. He had to actively stop himself from snuggling the adorable thing right up against his chest.
He flat-out refused to look up at his partner. Why give him the satisfaction? He kept his eyes locked on the soft curls of the puppy and set his jaw. He wouldn’t look up. He wouldn’t acknowledge the smug, knowing look he just knew was plastered all over Cliff’s handsome, thick-skulled face right now.
“Oh, yeah …”
Cliff’s deep voice rumbled from right above him, practically purring with satisfaction. A heavy, warm hand came down, and those big fingers began stroking the spaniel’s oversized ears.
“No dogs during the playoffs. Totally. You look really like you mean it there, babe.”
Victor huffed and looked away, and then ruined the whole effect by kissing the puppy’s nose when the little creature reached up and licked his cheek. Traitor. Both of them were traitors.
“Shut up, Marlow.”
He muttered it even as he carefully adjusted his hold, so the pup’s gangly paws were cradled safely along his forearm. The spaniel let out a tiny huff and settled its chin over Victor’s wrist, and that was that. Defeat, signed and sealed.
Across the room, Harris was practically vibrating with glee as he directed the photographer to get the shot. Victor caught Shane looking over at them from where he stood with Luca and Adrien. Shane met his eye with a wry, sympathetic smirk. Welcome to the club, that look told him, plain as day.
 
The pretty brown and white collie mix, whom Ilya had already cheerfully announced was now called Anya, was glued to their Capitaine’s side. Wherever the massive Russian went, the collie went too, her adoring, focused eyes fixed on him as if he had personally hung the moon and then built her a kennel on it. Yet as Vic waited for his next instruction from the photography crew, Harris was busy clapping his hands and rounding up all the guys holding the smaller dogs, like the brown-and-white spaniel Vic was definitely, absolutely not snuggling against his shoulder.
“All right, let’s get the groups lined up!”
Harris called it out over the noise, his green eyes bright with happiness and excitement, while he walked around with a small, spotted puppy in his arms that kept trying to reach up and lick his face. It was succeeding about half the time.
Victor tried to keep his focus forward, but he couldn’t stop himself from tracking Anya. The collie mix was incredibly sharp. Even while she was stuck to Ilya like glue, she was keeping constant tabs on Luca and Shane too. Every single time Shane stepped anywhere near his husband, Anya would lean in, her snout nudging soft and persistent against Shane’s thigh. The moment Luca reached down, she was there brushing her nose sweetly into the kid’s palm, her tail giving a lazy, pleased swipe.
It was brilliant, really. Victor watched with practised hockey eyes as the collie subtly, calculatedly herded the three of them, like a centre setting up a play. A gentle nudge here, a lean there, until she had Shane, Luca and Ilya packed tight together into one single, domestic little space, right in the centre of the frame.
Shane caught Victor looking and let out a tiny, helpless huff of laughter. His shoulders dropped as he finally stopped resisting and slotted himself into Ilya’s side. Ilya’s arm went straight around his husband’s waist, and his other hand came down to bury his fingers in Anya’s thick fur. Luca crowded in on Ilya’s other side, grinning from ear to ear.
“Look at that, babe.”
Cliff whispered from right behind Victor, his broad chin resting heavily on Victor’s shoulder, his breath warm against his ear.
“That dog knows a package deal when she sees one. She’s already running the household.”
Victor laughed and turned his head just enough to press a quick peck to Cliff’s bristly cheek.
“She’s a herding dog, Cliff. It’s literally in her DNA.”
He muttered it back, though his grip on the gangly, curly spaniel loosened just enough to let the pup lick at his jaw. Then he watched Anya steer Ilya half a step to the left, purely so he would stop blocking Luca’s face, and he shook his head.
“Though if she can manage Ilya, Shane should probably put her on the payroll as an assistant coach.”
 
The final photo had started out as a joke, a bit of locker-room chirping that had somehow spiralled right out of control until they were actually doing it.
The concept was ridiculous, pure social media bait: the main three lines, bare from the waist up, wearing only the bottom half of their hockey gear. No skates, socks only, for the safety of the dogs, and each of them holding a rescue pup of a different shape and size. It was a circus. A topless circus, with dogs.
Nick had been cackling the whole time, trying to stir the pot, and when one of the shelter assistants approached Ilya with a tiny, trembling Yorkshire terrier, he saw his chance.
“Watch out, Captain.”
Nick’s voice bounced right off the walls, and half the room turned to look, which was obviously the point.
“You’re gonna get in trouble with your lady for ‘cheating’ on her if you hold that thing.”
He didn’t even get the chance to finish laughing at his own joke. The moment the assistant stepped close with the Yorkie, Anya decided she had seen quite enough. With the fluid, explosive grace of a dog that lived to work, the brown and white collie mix leapt clean off the floor, straight at Ilya’s chest.
Ilya didn’t even blink. Pure athlete’s instinct. His massive arms snapped up, and he caught the very much not small dog in mid-air, cradling her against his bare torso. Anya immediately let out a pleased huff, draped her front paws over his shoulder, and looked down at Nick with an entirely too smug expression on her pretty face.
The room erupted. Cliff was howling, his entire chest shaking against Victor’s back, and even Shane was covering his face, his shoulders shaking, while Ilya glared defensively at the whole team over the top of the collie’s head.
“Do not laugh! She is a good dog. She likes me!”
Ilya barked it, though he didn’t make a single move to put her down, his huge hands buried protectively in her fur. If anything, he held on tighter.
Harris yelled at the photographer, practically tripping over a light cord in his excitement.
“Take it! Take the shot right now!”
He flapped his free hand wildly at the rest of them, the little spotted puppy bouncing in the crook of his other arm.
“It’s perfect! Don’t move, anyone, it’s perfect!”
Harris wasn’t only taking photos, either. Victor could see the flash of his phone screen; the social media manager had been recording little video snippets of the entire chaotic afternoon. From the manic grin on his face, he had caught the exact second Anya launched herself, along with the incredibly impressive, heavy flex of their Captain’s biceps and shoulders as he snatched the near fifty-pound collie out of thin air like a dropped glove. It was going to break the hockey internet. Harris looked like Christmas had come early, and Easter, and his birthday.
“All right, no one move, hold the puppies up!”
Harris directed it while wiping a tear of laughter from his eye.
Cliff stepped in close behind Victor, one hand settling on his bare hip, his thumb stroking absent circles over the bone. One of the lighting assistants had been looking rather too long, and rather too obviously, at Victor’s chest, and Cliff shifted half a step to block the view without even seeming to notice he was doing it. Victor noticed. Victor noticed, and bit the inside of his cheek, and absolutely didn’t melt.
Cliff murmured the next part right against Victor’s ear, pitched low enough that only he could hear it.
“Keep holding that puppy against your chest like that, and I’m going to need a very cold shower before the photographer gets my angle.”
Victor kept his face perfectly straight for the camera, which took real, professional-level effort.
“Behave, Marlow.”
Cliff’s grin pressed into the side of his neck, quick and hot, there and gone.
“Not a chance. Save that look for tonight, babe.”
Victor’s ears went hot, and he could only hope the lights were bright enough to take the blame.
He sighed, finally giving in, and adjusted the gangly, brown-and-white spaniel so its soft chin rested against his bare collarbone, ignoring the way Cliff was still grinning down at him. They were supposed to be preparing for a brutal Game 4, weren’t they? But looking around at his team, bare-chested, legs stuffed into hockey pads, every single one of them completely captivated by an adorable pack of rescue dogs, Victor couldn’t even bring himself to be cynical about it.
 
The sudden lack of dogs left the space feeling cold, much to Victor’s silent, internal, very much pouting protest. His arms felt far too light without the gangly, curly-haired spaniel resting its chin on his collarbone, and he had to actively fight the urge to cross them like a sulky kid as the shelter assistants led the pack away.
As the chaotic energy of the shoot began to wind down into the familiar, low hum of the rink, Victor let his eyes wander across the room. He caught sight of Cliff standing near the exit, his massive, bare shoulders still gleaming under the fading heat of the studio lights. He was deep in conversation with the young woman who had been in charge of deciding which dogs were brought down to the arena. Cliff’s head was tilted, with that earnest, focused look on his face that usually meant he was taking something very seriously, which, with Cliff, was rare enough to be worth investigating.
Victor frowned, his protective instincts kicking in. What the hell was his partner up to? He started to take a step in their direction, wanting to go over and find out, but he didn’t even make it two paces before a hand clamped onto his bicep.
“Vic, wait, don’t move yet!”
Jason barged excitedly into his personal space, his phone already out and glowing, and showed Victor a quick preview of the video snippet he had just taken.
“Look at this, please. I need you to double-check the tagging for the caption before I send this to Harris for final editing.”
Victor let out a light, slightly exasperated sigh. Jason was a good kid, enthusiastic and eager, and Victor did his best to look at the screen, but his gaze kept drifting over Jason’s shoulder towards the doorway. By the time he looked back, Cliff had already turned away from the woman and was standing with Ilya and Anya, looking entirely innocent, leaving Victor to field all of Jason’s questions on his own.
Victor narrowed his eyes. Cliff never looked innocent. Not once, not ever. He filed it away for later.
 
The shift from the professional, cool air of the arena to Bood’s backyard was always a welcome one, especially with this being day two of their two-day buffer. Everyone had gone home to shower off the sweat of the shoot and pick the dog hair out of their clothes, trading the semi-professional mindset of the photo shoot for casual clothes and the promise of a lot of delicious charred meat. Bood was already at the grill in an apron with something unrepeatable printed on it about his sausages, which was, Victor was fairly sure, a gift from Cliff.
Ilya and Shane had made a quick detour to collect the youngest Hollander-Rozanov, seeing as Anya the collie mix had officially come home with them once everyone else had left. She was being added as a permanent resident, and they had promised little Levi that he wouldn’t be left out of the celebration.
Victor stood near the edge of the patio with a cold drink in his hand, feeling the late-afternoon breeze catch the tiny, heavy weights in his earlobes. Before they had left the house, he had decided to wear the new golden tiger’s-eye studs Cliff had given him a few days ago. The stones caught the sunlight beautifully, shifting from a deep, honeyed amber to a dark, rich brown with every turn of his head. He had caught himself checking them in the car mirror twice on the way over. Possibly three times.
Cliff, being the thick-skulled, casually wealthy man he was, had just shrugged when he handed them over and told Vic to “wear ’em as everyday ones; they look good on your skin.” So Victor had. He had assumed they were nice, a sweet, thoughtful little gift, something Cliff had picked up because they reminded him of Victor’s eyes. Why would he have? He hadn’t thought about it any harder than that.
He hadn’t realised exactly how good they were until the team’s inner circle descended.
“Oh my God, Victor …”
Lisa murmured, leaning in close enough to inspect the craftsmanship, her eyes narrowing in a mix of appreciation and blatant envy.
“Those are gorgeous. Are those custom? The settings are incredible. They look like the designer I had for my wedding ones.”
She was soon joined by Cassie, both of them leaning in so close to admire them that Victor had to tilt his head politely to the side like he was at the doctor’s.
“Just a gift from Cliff.”
Victor replied smoothly, though a small, private flush of pleased heat crept up the back of his neck, invisible on his darker skin. Thank God for small mercies.
Within minutes, a small cluster of the WAGs had gathered around him, making highly appreciative and rather jealous comments about the jewellery. Admiring the stones was only the start. They were openly lamenting that their own husbands lacked the artistic foresight to pick out something that made Victor look so effortlessly pretty and striking. Selena wanted to know where Cliff had found them; Caitlin wanted to know if Cliff gave lessons. Victor smiled, and sipped his drink, and kept his answers short; did he know the answer to either question? It turned out he didn’t.
Across the lawn, by the smoking grill, Cliff was standing with a beer in hand, talking with Bood and Nick. He looked up, and his coffee-coloured eyes tracked across the yard until they locked onto Victor. Seeing him surrounded by admiring women, wearing the gold he had bought him, Cliff let a slow, immensely proud and smug grin spread across his face. He raised his bottle in a silent toast, and his gaze darkened with a heavy, possessive warmth that told Victor exactly what was going to happen once they finally got back to their bed tonight.
Victor tilted his head just so, letting the late sun catch the amber stone against his jaw, and mouthed two words across the lawn.
Come on.
Cliff nearly dropped his beer.
 
The warm, lazy haze of the evening was settling in deep, the golden-hour light turning everything in Bood’s backyard a soft, honeyed orange. Victor pulled his phone out of his pocket, a rare, genuine smile tugging at his lips. He wanted to capture the sheer absurdity unfolding near the patio, for posterity. And for blackmail. Mostly for blackmail.
Ilya and Cliff, two grown-ass professional hockey players with a combined weight of nearly five hundred pounds, were down on their knees in the grass. They were mock-wrestling, snarling and shoving at each other, aggressively pretending to fight over a braided rope tug-of-war toy that had been bought for the dog.
The irony was lost on them, but not on the rest of the yard. Little Levi and Anya were sitting just two feet away at Shane’s feet, playing with a tennis ball in a far more civilised, grown-up manner; Levi rolled it, Anya nosed it gently back to him, and both of them looked at the two snarling idiots in the grass with the same faintly worried expression. Shane was looking down at his husband and Cliff with his head in his hands, muttering something in Russian that sounded suspiciously like a prayer for patience. Victor didn’t speak a word of Russian worth mentioning (his attempts made Ilya cry with laughter), but he knew that tone in any language.
Victor tapped his camera app, but he had barely snapped a few quick pictures and started to frame a better shot when a string of rapid-fire notifications flashed across the top of his screen.
His brow furrowed. Nick’s wife, Selena, had posted a candid photo of him from earlier in the evening, captioned with a playful joke about being utterly jealous of Victor’s tiger’s-eye earrings, and she had tagged his account. It was supposed to be a harmless bit of fun.
However, someone else had apparently spotted the tag. His ex-girlfriend, the one it had ended so badly with, had seen it.
And now she was flooding the comments underneath it with words that made his stomach lurch and his fingers go cold and clumsy on the glass.
She had jumped right into the public post and launched a venomous, unprovoked attack. A comment would have been bad enough; she had gone much further than that. She was slandering him, claiming Victor had stolen those very earrings from her when they broke up, calling him a thief and claiming the jewellery was an incredibly expensive family heirloom he had taken out of spite.
It was a lie, start to finish. The earrings had never been hers. They had never been anyone’s but his, from the moment Cliff had pressed the little box into his hands a few days ago, and she had never so much as seen them before tonight. But Victor knew her. He knew exactly what this was. She had seen one photo of him at a barbecue, wearing something hand-crafted and one-of-a-kind that very obviously cost a small fortune, looking happy without her, and she had decided to set a fire. Why else would she bother? The earrings were just the excuse; what she wanted was her name back next to his, and to make sure every rumour site and gossip account on the internet had something nasty to say about Victor St-Simone by morning.
As his eyes flickered over the words, familiar, toxic dread settled heavy in Victor’s gut. Being a Black man in a sport as archaic and traditionally white as the NHL meant he was already under a microscope. A public accusation of theft, no matter how made up, was exactly the kind of ugly scandal the league’s old boys’ club would run with, and run with gladly. And it was so soon after his and Cliff’s very public declaration of their relationship, in support of Ilya and Shane. He wasn’t only a person of colour in an environment that was snide with racism any more; now he was publicly not heterosexual, and, apparently, a thief. Merde.
His grip tightened on his phone, his jaw locking so hard it ached, as the peaceful bubble of the backyard barbecue shattered around him.
 
The sudden, violent lurch from the cheerful noise of the backyard to the cold, roaring panic in his own head was dizzying. Victor took a slow, careful step back into the shadow of the porch, his thumb frozen over the screen while the toxic words stared back at him.
Thief. Stolen.
The text blurred.
A cold sweat broke out along the back of his neck.
His chest squeezed until he could barely drag in enough air to keep his lungs happy.
He knew how this went; he knew exactly what the league, the media and the racist trolls online did with news like that, about a Black player, a Black man who was now publicly in a committed relationship with another man, another player. Facts didn’t matter when the story was already written in their heads. When had they ever? They had written it about him before he had ever laced up a skate.
He tried to swallow; he tried to smooth his features into the blank, unbreachable mask he had spent a lifetime perfecting, desperate to make sure no one saw his hands shaking.
But before the spiral could drag him all the way under, a firm, heavy hand settled on his shoulder.
The broad, solid form of Shane Hollander-Rozanov had appeared in front of him out of nowhere, blocking Victor perfectly from the view of the rest of the yard. How long had Shane been watching him? Long enough, clearly. Shane’s sharp, clever eyes swept over Victor’s face and cut straight through every defensive wall he had. Without a single glance at the crowd behind them, his best friend’s voice cut through the static, smooth and low and laced with that unshakeable calm, in rapid French pitched for Victor’s ears only.
“Vic. What’s wrong? Look at me. What’s going on?”
The sound of his native tongue, in the familiar, steady rhythm of the man who had become his rock on this team, his best friend, dragged Victor’s racing thoughts to a halt, and the warm weight of that hand on his shoulder kept them there.
Victor’s hands were trembling slightly as he forced his fingers to loosen their death grip on the phone. He couldn’t trust his voice not to give away the raw, suffocating panic stuck in his throat, so he kept his mouth shut and just turned the screen around and held it up, so Shane could read the venomous paragraphs his ex had posted.
Shane’s eyes scanned the screen, that dark chocolate gaze moving fast. Victor watched the change come over his friend’s face, the first flash of concern sharpening into something hard and cold and dangerous. The easy, relaxed enjoyment from a moment ago vanished, and in its place stood the lethal, uncompromising competitor who had single-handedly kicked down the league’s closet door, along with every other challenge anyone had been stupid enough to put in front of him.
Shane didn’t freak out. He didn’t make a scene. He just took a slow, deep breath, and his hand tightened reassuringly on Victor’s shoulder, squeezing hard enough to keep Victor right there with him.
“It’s utter shite, Vic. Lies and slander.”
Shane’s French turned sharp and dismissive, his accent rolling heavier the way it always did when he was hiding just how angry he was.
“Pure lies. Vic, look at me. Breathe. This changes nothing, you hear me? We are going to handle this before it even leaves that platform.”
Shane glanced over his shoulder towards the grass, where Cliff was still pinned under a laughing Ilya, completely oblivious to the bomb that had just gone off. Then Shane looked back at Victor, and his face had gone hard and flat, his mouth a tight line, every bit of him protective right down to the bone.
“Cliff bought those. I know he did, because he spent three weeks obsessing over the designer. We have the receipts, the certificates, everything. She has nothing but malice. Wyatt gave him the name of the designer, I think.”
 
Shane didn’t hesitate. He didn’t wait for the panic to leach any further into Victor’s veins. Keeping his body planted squarely between Victor and the rest of the party, he raised his free hand to his mouth and whistled, a sharp, commanding sound that cut cleanly through all the chatter.
“Cliff! Over here. Now.”
Shane’s voice carried that crisp, no-nonsense authority that made every man on the roster snap to attention, rookies and veterans alike; Victor had seen grown defencemen straighten up like schoolboys at that voice.
Across the lawn, Cliff untangled himself from Ilya with a grunt and shook the grass out of his hair. He caught the look on Shane’s face, then his eyes shifted to Victor’s rigid posture, and the easy, happy smile vanished from his face in an instant. He didn’t jog. He came across the grass with the heavy, purposeful stride of a man about to lay someone out on the boards.
Victor’s insides were a churning, chaotic mess of raw humiliation and suffocating fear, but with Shane keeping that steady pressure on his shoulder, gratitude welled up hot behind his eyes and loosened his throat enough to breathe. Did Shane judge? Did he ask stupid questions? No. He just stood there, a solid wall of steady, stubborn loyalty, and let Victor have a second to breathe.
“What’s wrong?”
Cliff demanded it the second he stepped up onto the patio, his deep voice dropping an octave, his coffee-coloured eyes locking onto Victor’s face and refusing to let go.
“Vic? Babe. What happened?”
Shane held his tongue. He just took the phone out of Victor’s hand and held it out for Cliff to see, and let the screen do the talking.
Victor watched Cliff’s face as he read. The change was terrifying and beautiful all at once. The confusion melted into a stark, frozen rage that Victor had only ever seen when someone dared to take a cheap shot at one of their teammates on the ice. The skin around Cliff’s jaw pulled so tight the bone looked ready to snap through it, and his nostrils flared as he took in the vicious, slanderous lies about the man he loved.
“The fuck she did.”
Cliff snarled it, his voice a dangerous, low vibration that made the hairs on Victor’s arms stand up. He didn’t look at Shane. He stepped right into Victor’s personal space, and his massive hands came up to cup Victor’s face, gentle but firm, tilting it up so Victor had no choice but to look into the burning, protective intensity of his gaze.
“Hey. Look at me, babe.”
Victor looked, his heart hammering against his ribs, his throat tight.
“This is complete and utter bullshit, and no one is going to believe a fucking word of it.”
Cliff’s tone was rock-solid and left zero room for doubt; it was his on-ice voice, the one that meant someone was about to have a very bad night.
“I have the digital certificate of authenticity in my email. I have the bank statements. I have the signed contract from the designer in New York with your exact name on it. She wants to play dirty? I’ll have my lawyer slap a defamation suit on her before the sun goes down. Or, you know, I’m sure Shane would ask Winchester.”
Victor’s chest went so tight and hot with love that it almost choked him, his eyes stinging, his knees not quite steady. Looking at this hulking, ferociously protective man, who didn’t care about the bad PR, didn’t care about the league’s opinions, and only cared about shielding Victor from the world’s ugliness, smashed what was left of his panic into tiny pieces. Who even did that? Cliff, apparently. His Cliff.
“Cliff …”
Victor breathed, his hands coming up to wrap around Cliff’s thick wrists, his thumb smoothing over the pulse point there. It was racing under his thumb, hard and fast; good to know he wasn’t the only one.
“I’ve got you, Vic. I told you, I meant it.”
Cliff’s expression softened just a fraction, for Victor alone, though the massive, rigid, protective line of his shoulders didn’t give an inch. He leaned down and pressed his forehead hard against Victor’s, and held it there. Victor could feel the promise in it, in the press of that forehead and the big, careful hands holding his face; it was the safest place in Boston.
“No one touches you. Not while I’m breathing.”
Shane let out an approving sigh from the side, and when Victor glanced over, his best friend had already pulled out his own phone, his thumb flying.
“I’ll call Harris. We drop the documentation tonight, before the media can even pick up a breath of it. Consider it dead, Vic.”
 
Ilya’s dark blue gaze snapped up to them. He hadn’t followed Cliff when Shane called; Levi had wandered over and crawled into his lap by the look of it, and he was still sprawled out in the grass near where he and Cliff had been mock-wrestling. The massive Russian sat on the lawn, entirely unbothered by grass stains, with Anya sitting alert at his hip and their little son tucked securely in his lap.
Ilya’s giant hands were guiding Levi’s small arms with endless patience, showing him how to properly throw the ball for the collie, murmuring to him in Russian too low for Victor to catch even if he had understood a word of it. His booming laugh rang across the yard every time Anya chased the ball down and trotted proudly back with it.
Victor watched Shane meet those dark blue eyes across the grass, just for a moment. Some sort of silent conversation passed between the two of them, the way it always did, the way that had probably fooled the entire league for years. Ilya gave the smallest nod and went back to Levi. Then Shane raised his head and caught Harris’s eye across the patio.
Harris had been sitting by the fire pit showing the group of WAGs the rough cut of the puppy video, but one look at the rigid, tight-knit huddle on the porch, Shane’s tense back, Cliff’s towering, furious posture and the way the two of them had boxed Victor in between them, and the social media manager stood up so fast he nearly knocked his chair over.
He jogged across the grass with his phone already gripped tight in his hand, his face shifting from happy to sudden, sharp professional focus in the space of three strides.
“What’s the emergency?”
Harris called it out as he stepped into the shade of the porch, a little out of breath, one hand pressed briefly to his chest; Victor had seen him do that before, and never mentioned it.
Shane handed over Victor’s phone and pointed to the screen, where the toxic notifications were still piling up one after another.
“Look at this. Vic’s official account was tagged in a public post. It’s slander, fabricated, and it’s building steam.”
Harris took the phone, his eyes darting across the text with the lightning-fast speed of someone who lived and breathed online algorithms. As he read the vicious accusations of theft, his jaw dropped for a fraction of a second before it hardened into a tight, professional grimace. Because Victor’s verified, league-monitored account was the target, this fell squarely under Harris’s jurisdiction as the Bears’ social media manager. And Harris took his job, and his team, very fucking seriously. Victor had seen him at seven in the morning with three phones and a cold coffee; he knew.
“Okay. No one panic.”
Harris’s voice dropped instantly into a rapid-fire, clinical rhythm. He looked right at Victor, clocking the lingering tightness in the line of his jaw.
“Vic, man, look at me. This is nothing. This is a temper tantrum on a timeline, and we are going to bury it before the hockey vultures even know it exists.”
The calm in Harris’s voice, and the cheerful, freckled face it belonged to, were at least reassuring. It was hard to believe the world was ending when Harris Drover was standing in front of you with grass stains on his knees from the puppies, completely unbothered.
“I have the paperwork, Harris.”
Cliff growled, his arm still locked around Victor’s waist like he was worried someone would try to take him, holding him tight against his side.
“The digital certificate, the invoice from the New York designer, the exact transaction records from my account. Everything is under my name, explicitly bought for Victor.”
Victor looked up at his partner in surprise. Invoice. Transaction records. A designer, in New York? He hadn’t been aware they were that special; he had honestly thought Cliff had picked them up somewhere nice on the way home from practice.
“Perfect. Send it to my secure email right now, please, Cliff.”
Harris was already tapping furiously at his own phone, logging into the Bears’ enterprise system and pulling up the verified team portal with the ease of a man who could probably do it in his sleep, and probably had.
“Here’s how we play this. We do not engage with her directly on Victor’s account. That’s what she wants. She wants a back-and-forth to make the drama look real. We don’t give her the oxygen.”
Harris paced a short, two-step line back and forth on the patio, and Victor could practically see the cogs turning behind those green eyes at a million miles a minute.
“Cliff, the second those receipts hit my inbox, I’m launching a pre-emptive strike through the official team handles. We’re not going to address her little post. We’re going to overwrite it. I’m dropping a high-res, beautifully lit close-up of Victor from the shoot today, focusing entirely on the earrings. The caption is going to explicitly credit the New York designer, state that it was a custom gift commissioned by Cliff Marlow for Victor St-Simone, and include the official design registry number. It makes it a matter of public record.”
He paused, looking up at Victor with a bright, protective confidence that sat oddly well on such a sweet face.
“Then I’m routing the documentation straight to the team’s legal counsel. By the time she checks her phone again, she’ll have a formal cease-and-desist for public defamation sitting in her inbox, backed by watertight financial proof. If any media outlet tries to screenshot her post, the team’s official statement will already be the dominant story on the timeline. We are making her look delusional, Vic. You are totally, utterly clear.”
Troy had been standing near the food table, his pale blue eyes, almost grey in the shade of the porch, steady on Victor the whole time. Now he stepped forward to flank the smaller, brighter figure of Harris, and one large hand came up to rest against the redhead’s lower back, steadying him without making a thing of it.
“He’s right, Vic. Don’t let her inside your head. We’ve got the receipts. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Troy Barrett, of all people. A few months ago Victor would have laughed at the idea; he wasn’t laughing now.
The tight, suffocating knot that had been crushing Victor’s chest finally loosened under all that steady support. Listening to Harris lay it all out, step by step, every receipt and lawyer and caption lined up and ready, backed by the furious, immovable defence of his partner and the loyalty of his friends, Victor felt the last of the fear drain out of him, leaving nothing but relief behind. When had he last been able to say that? He didn’t have to deal with everything on his own any more. He had this family, this team, and they weren’t letting anyone tear him down.
 
The ride home was always a balm to Victor’s frayed nerves, the one place where the noise of the day and the sudden, ugly intrusions of the outside world could finally be shut out.
The heavy door of Cliff’s car clicked shut and sealed them inside the quiet of the cabin. Cliff’s black pepper and lime filled the warm, close space, and Victor breathed it in deep and let it settle him. Outside, it was nearly dark, and the streetlights were just starting to flicker on down the road from Bood’s place.
Victor leaned his head back against the headrest and let his shoulders drop all the way for the first time in hours. It had all been going so well, too, right up until that blow-up over one light-hearted picture. The leftover adrenaline from the panic had left him feeling scooped out and empty, a dull, physical exhaustion settling deep into his bones. He reached up, his fingers lightly tracing the cool metal of the tiger’s-eye stud in his left ear, still slightly stunned by how fast his evening had flipped from a nice, relaxing hang-out to a fucking circus.
Before he could pull his hand down, a massive, warm palm reached across the centre console. Cliff didn’t start the engine. He just shifted in the driver’s seat, his big frame leaning towards the passenger side, and laced his fingers firmly through Victor’s.
“Babe, hey …”
Cliff’s deep voice carried that soft, gravelly weight he kept strictly for the two of them.
“Stop touching ’em like that. They belong to you. End of story.”
Victor let out a breathy huff of laughter and turned his head to look at his partner. Under the dim dashboard lights, Cliff’s coffee-coloured eyes were steady, all of that terrifying rage from the patio gone. There was only a deep, warm devotion left, an unshakeable certainty that made Victor’s throat tighten with a sudden, overwhelming rush of affection.
“I know.”
Victor’s whisper was barely there in the hushed car. He squeezed Cliff’s hand, his thumb smoothing over the thick, calloused knuckles, over the old scar on the second one from a fight in juniors that Cliff still swore he had won.
“Just … thank you, mon chéri. For supporting me in this. For not even hesitating.”
Cliff frowned, a tiny crease forming between his brows that Victor loved more than was probably reasonable; the very idea of hesitating was clearly foreign to him. He pulled Victor’s hand up to his mouth and pressed a lingering, warm kiss right into the centre of Victor’s palm, his breath hot against his skin.
“Don’t thank me for that, Vic.”
Cliff’s tone turned hard and protective again, though his hands stayed gentle.
“No one gets to touch you. No one gets to say shit about you. You’re mine. I’m always going to have your back, whether it’s some asshole on the ice or some toxic bullshit online. You don’t ever have to face that crap alone again.”
The raw honesty of it, simple, plain and without conditions, settled deep into Victor’s chest and filled up all the hollow spaces the panic had left behind. He leaned across the console, his free hand coming up to cup the heavy line of Cliff’s jaw, and pulled the bigger man down into a slow, sweet kiss. This one had no demand in it, none of the frantic friction they had shared the day before. This one was reassurance. A promise, from both of them, sealed in the dark of the front seat.
Cliff met him with a lingering warmth, his big hand shifting to cradle the back of Victor’s neck, his thumb smoothing along his jawline so carefully that Victor’s eyes stung. When they finally pulled apart, Victor rested his forehead against Cliff’s broad shoulder and left it there a while, breathing in black pepper and lime and warm skin, settled right down to his toes.
“Let’s go home.”
Victor whispered into the fabric of Cliff’s shirt.
“Whatever you want, babe.”
Cliff’s fingers tightened once more around Victor’s before he finally let go and reached for the ignition.
“Let’s go home and get some sleep. We’ve got a game to win tomorrow.”
Victor’s mouth curved into something wicked. He slid his hand, very deliberately, up the inside of Cliff’s thigh.
“Eventually.”
Cliff made a strangled sound and pulled out of the driveway a lot faster than was strictly legal.
 
Early the next morning, the locker room was buzzing with the low-key, gritty energy that only a playoff morning skate ever had. Tape was ripping, someone’s terrible music was leaking out of a speaker, and Bood was loudly losing an argument about cereal. Victor sat in his stall, methodically pulling on his skate socks, his mind dialled in on the New York Admirals. Harris’s digital firewall had worked perfectly; by the time Victor had checked his phone at breakfast, the official team photo of his custom earrings had taken over the story entirely, and his ex’s petty tantrum had been left looking exactly like what it was.
He felt a deep sense of relief. Right up until Wyatt, of all people, leaned across the aisle from his own stall.
“Hey, Vic.”
Wyatt piped up, nodding towards Victor’s left ear, where the tiger’s-eye stud was catching the harsh overhead lights. He hadn’t taken them out yet; he hadn’t wanted to.
“Glad you got that garbage your ex posted sorted out. But Jesus, I didn’t realise Cliff went that hard. I gave him the name because Lisa won’t shut up about them, sure, but I figured he’d look at the price and pass out.”
Victor paused, a strip of shin-guard tape held between his fingers.
“What do you mean?”
He tilted his head at their goalie in genuine curiosity, which was, as it turned out, a very big mistake.
“Those studs …”
Wyatt nodded towards his ears and shook his head with a low whistle.
“Lisa loves that designer. She’s been dropping hints for a year, but they only make one-of-a-kind pieces, and only by private appointment, and the price tag is fucking ridiculous. I’m saving the idea for a milestone anniversary because it’s a mortgage-payment kind of gift. You’re out here wearing them to morning practice like they’re just everyday gear.”
Victor froze.
The tape dropped from his hand.
He had no clue. Zero. A specialist, handcrafted jeweller who only worked by private appointment; a one-of-a-kind commission. Victor did some very fast, very horrified maths in his head and came out the other side with a number that was more than a decent used car. Was Cliff out of his mind? He had been casually wearing them around the house, to the grocery store, to the gym, just because he loved the tiger’s-eye stone and the way its rich, honeyed amber matched his own eyes so perfectly.
His head snapped up, and his gaze locked onto his partner three stalls down. Cliff was struggling to pull his jersey down over his massive shoulders and was entirely oblivious, right up until he caught the sudden, burning glare Victor was aiming at him.
“Cliff.”
Victor’s growl was a low, warning vibration.
Cliff popped his head out through the collar of his jersey, his hair standing up in a messy, dark halo. He blinked, looking from Wyatt’s smirking face to Victor’s deeply unimpressed one, and Victor watched the penny drop in slow motion. The massive winger didn’t offer any grand apology. He just gave a rolling, helpless shrug and a distinctly sheepish grin.
“What, babe?”
Cliff came closer and dropped his voice, so only the two of them could really catch it over the locker room noise. He rubbed the back of his neck, and his cheeks flushed a faint pink.
“At least it wasn’t a ring …”
The words knocked the breath clean out of Victor. A sudden, scorching heat flooded his face, and he snapped his head away and stared very hard at his skates, trying to hide the blush creeping up his neck, which even his dark skin couldn’t hide this time. The locker room dissolved into low chuckles from the guys who had overheard, and Victor kept his lips pressed into a tight, defensive line.
Noticeably, he didn’t deny it. He didn’t breathe one word to suggest a ring would have been unwelcome, or that he would have turned it down. And he certainly didn’t mention the tiny velvet box currently tucked away safe in the back drawer of Shane’s private study at their house. No one on this earth other than Shane knew about that box yet, and Victor intended to keep it that way until the Stanley Cup was raised high over their heads.
Victor pointed one stern finger at him without looking up.
“Just finish getting dressed, Cliff.”
His heart was hammering against his ribs for an entirely different reason now, and he made himself focus on his laces, on the tape, on anything but the man grinning at the side of his face.
“We have to practise.”
 
The ice was the one place where Victor always knew exactly who he was: the cold biting at his cheeks, the steel solid under his feet, his body doing what it had been trained to do since he was a skinny little kid in borrowed skates. Victor glided in a slow, easy circle near the blue line, his skates cutting clean tracks into the scarred surface while the team wrapped up their post-practice cooldown.
The adrenaline from the skate was still humming low in his chest, a comfortable, familiar buzz that usually helped him lock his focus down tight. But today the atmosphere on the ice was different. Victor could feel it.
The digital documentation Harris had dropped should have ended it, but Victor’s ex was apparently still online, sniffing around the edges of the conversation to keep her name attached to his. Cliff had seen that over breakfast, and he hadn’t liked it one bit. Victor knew exactly how that hyper-protective, gloriously possessive brain of his worked by now; in Cliff’s eyes, a bit of paperwork just wasn’t a big enough statement. He had told Victor, through a mouthful of eggs, that anyone stupid enough to let someone like Victor go in the first place was delusional, and that the whole hockey world was going to know exactly who Victor belonged to before they even stepped off the ice.
Victor had assumed he was being dramatic. Had he learnt nothing? He should have known better.
He watched through a haze of heavy breath as Cliff skated over to the bench, barking something at Harris, who was standing by the glass with his phone already held high in recording mode. The social media manager’s face lit up with that particular viral-marketing glee, and he waved the rest of the main lines over to the centre circle.
The guys had decided it was a fantastic idea to try and copy Ilya’s signature move, the one where he lifted Shane right off the ice without so much as a grunt, Shane’s legs swinging up around his waist and the whole arena screaming.
“All right, Marly, let’s see the big man strength!”
Nick chirped it, his skates spraying a fine mist of ice as he stopped near the red line, egging them on.
Cliff was already moving before Nick had finished the sentence. He carved a hard edge into the ice and glided straight into Victor’s personal space. His coffee-coloured eyes were flashing with a mix of playful defiance and deep, stubborn affection, the harsh overhead lights glinting off his dark hair. Before Victor could get out so much as a sarcastic protest, Cliff braced his skates, hooked his massive, heavy forearms under Victor’s thighs, and drove upwards.
Victor had expected him to try; he hadn’t expected him to make it look easy. Cliff hoisted the two-hundred-pound winger clear off the ice, showing off the terrifying, raw strength that made him such a menace on the boards.
Victor gasped. His hands clapped onto Cliff’s broad, jersey-clad shoulders for balance, and a bright, startled laugh burst out of him as his skates dangled a good two feet above the white surface. But before he could tell his partner to put him down, Cliff leaned up. In full, unedited view of Harris’s live feed, Cliff kissed him. Openly, thoroughly, with a deep, lingering possessiveness that left absolutely no room for interpretation.
The rink erupted into a chorus of catcalls, loud stick-taps against the boards and whistles. Victor felt the heat rush to his cheeks against the cold air, and his fingers tightened in the fabric of Cliff’s jersey as he melted right into the hold. Let her see that; let the whole world see it.
The romantic, statement-making moment lasted exactly three seconds before pure hockey-idiot chaos struck right next to them.
Nick had decided he was going to lift Evan. He lunged forward, grabbed Evan around the waist with a loud, theatrical grunt, and immediately lost his footing on the slick ice. Evan let out a dramatic yell as Nick failed spectacularly, his balance giving out from under him. The two of them went down in a tangled heap of pads and limbs, sliding across the ice and ploughing straight into Cliff’s very long legs.
“Whoa … fuck off, you idiots … look out!”
Cliff grunted it, but it was far too late.
The impact caused an immediate, catastrophic pile-up. Somehow, by some miracle or by sheer stubbornness, Cliff kept his feet and kept Victor in the air, but Wyatt and Zane, who had been gliding past with their water bottles, tried to leap out of the way and only managed to trip over the writhing mass of Nick and Evan. Within seconds, four professional athletes were stacked like firewood in a hilarious, cursing heap in the middle of the zone.
A few feet away, Ethan and Reece were folded in half. They hadn’t even been caught in the collision; they had dropped to their knees because the cubs were laughing their asses off, Reece’s booming, wheezing cackle ringing off the rafters as he clutched his stomach and banged his stick against the ice. Ethan was hanging on to him for dear life, howling too, tears streaming down his face.
Harris, keeping the camera steady through sheer professional willpower, panned the lens away from the disaster zone to find their Captain. Well out of the fray by the corner boards, Ilya had lazily spun Shane up into a perfect, flawless overhead lift, his skates rock-steady on the ice, and he was looking down at the pile of idiots in deep, profound Russian disappointment. Shane was just hanging up there, thoroughly amused, resting his chin on his hands while Ilya turned him in a slow, effortless circle, showing off, the smug bastard.
“And … cut! That is gold!”
Harris hollered it from the bench with bright, helpless laughter, and killed the feed.
Victor finally tumbled out of Cliff’s arms and landed safely on his skates, his chest heaving with laughter as he looked at the tangled mess of his teammates on the ice. Whatever anxiety had followed him into the morning was gone, and in its place was a deep, warm certainty that didn’t look likely to shift any time soon.
He looked at Cliff, who was already offering a hand to haul a grinning Nick up off the ice, and felt a sudden, sharp thrill of anticipation for the future. For all of it. That secret velvet box in Shane’s study felt a little heavier all of a sudden.
And a whole lot closer.
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  They were losing badly, and Scott was still trying to fix it with a handful of locker-room platitudes; Carter could see it from three seats down the bench, could practically hear it, the game slipping away from them shift by shift while their Captain stood there with a roll of tape and a pep talk. The mood in the building was thick and openly hostile, the stands a solid wall of black and gold with only a few scattered flecks of red where the brave, or the stupid, Admirals fans had dug in. This was why home ice made such a difference. It could make or break a team’s chances before the first puck had even dropped, and tonight? Tonight it was very much breaking theirs.
Carter skated a slow, weary circle back to the Admirals’ bench for the media timeout, his chest heaving under his pads, sweat running in a cold line down his spine. The Garden roared around him, a deafening, hostile sea of black and gold that almost drowned out the few pockets of red. The whole arena practically vibrated with the frantic, hungry energy of a Boston crowd that knew the Stanley Cup Finals were right there for the taking; you could feel it through the soles of your skates. The scoreboard overhead glared down at the ugly truth of it. The Bears were up by two, and the Admirals were out of sync.
Fucking perfect.
“Keep the pressure on the forecheck! Short shifts, look for the cross-ice lanes!”
Scott was barking it down the bench, his baby blue eyes wide and hyper-focused, the way they went when he was hiding how draining these games against Boston had been. And they had been draining, every single one of them, a two-week grind of bruises and bad bounces and Ilya Hollander-Rozanov grinning at them through his visor; his dark blond eyebrows were knitted tight beneath his helmet, and his big padded shoulders were hunched right up around his ears, every muscle in him locked tight.
Carter followed his line of sight across the red line towards the Boston bench, and the contrast was infuriating. The Bears looked happy, pads and muscle and smug faces all crammed together so tight you couldn’t have slid a credit card between them. Every one of them was leaning into the next guy. And why wouldn’t they? Every one of them knew the next guy would hold him up.
None of it made Scott blink, and that was exactly why Carter was already worried. Scott should have been rattled. Scott should have been swearing under his breath and glaring at them the way he glared at Ilya on a good day. So why wasn’t he? Instead, he was calm, and calm on Scott Hunter, after two goals down in a game they couldn’t afford to lose, was a very bad sign.
Carter slid down the bench as the screens around the arena flickered over to a replay: Cliff Marlow hoisting Victor St-Simone clean off the ice and kissing him, then the rest of the Boston lines collapsing on top of them in one big tangle of pads and howling laughter. The crowd ate it up. The roar rattled the glass behind their heads hard enough that Carter felt it in his teeth; it was loud and unhinged, and it was exactly the kind of easy, open affection that should have felt foreign in a professional hockey game, yet somehow, in this building, it didn’t. That video had gone viral overnight (who hadn’t seen it by now?), and from the noise in here, Boston was fully behind their boys. All of them. Every last one.
Victor himself was leaning against the boards on the far side, that unusual golden gaze sharp and locked on the ice, entirely unfazed by the playoff pressure crashing down around him. The custom tiger’s-eye earrings he had been wearing in the video yesterday were gone for the game, because of course they were; you didn’t wear a small fortune in your ears into a Conference Final, but the confidence they stood for, the kind that bordered on arrogance and wore it well, was still there in every line of him.
Right behind the handsome, dark-skinned winger loomed the hulking mass of Cliff Marlow, who was leaning in close to his partner and fussing with his own massive gloves like a man who needed something to do with his hands so he wouldn’t put them all over Victor on live television. Those already giant shoulders strained under the bulky pads, and he had planted himself so his bulk blocked Victor from the rest of the bench, one big glove resting on the boards beside Victor’s hip. Marlow radiated the easy swagger of a man who knew his team was firing on all cylinders, and honestly? Carter couldn’t even be mad about it. He would have swaggered too.
Scott didn’t look at any of it. He didn’t so much as glance up at the jumbotron.
Instead, he hunched over his stick, eyes down, hands working to rewind the blade with thick white friction tape; he did it so fast and so hard that the adhesive snapped loud and sharp in the cold, damp air. Those usually bright eyes had gone flat, fixed on the black composite like it had personally offended him. To anyone else, he would have looked like a captain dialling in his focus before the final frame. To Carter, who had spent years learning every line and shadow of Scott Hunter’s stupidly handsome face, it looked like a man shutting himself away, one tight wrap of tape at a time, his knuckles white and his jaw locked and no one, not even Carter, allowed in.
Carter knew that look. He had been on the wrong side of it for most of their friendship, and he was getting really fucking sick of the view.
The ease with which the Bears just accepted that they were different, that it was allowed, that it was supported and even celebrated, rolled around in Carter’s head and left a bitter taste behind. Scott was out to their team now, which was more than anyone could have hoped for a year ago, but their relationship wasn’t public. It couldn’t be public, not in any traditional sense, possibly not ever. And where was the league handbook for this? There wasn’t one; no one had written the rules on how three men were meant to love each other in a sport that still had trouble with two.
And yet St-Simone walked around with custom, mortgage-payment-worth jewellery in his pretty ears like it was as good as a ring.
Which, honestly, it was.
Carter had scrolled through the comments. Of course he had; he was only human, and it had been two in the morning, and Scott had been snoring on his chest. Women all over the place were hugely supportive. Between Marlow and Rozanov (Hollander-Rozanov, now, and the man would correct you on it with a smile that showed a lot of teeth), the men of the world were going to find themselves very thoroughly outclassed if this carried on. The Bears had the freedom to lose their minds in public, safe in the knowledge that their team would catch them before they hit the concrete.
 
There had always been questions about Scott. They turned up on socials more than in official interviews: the little sideways digs about the Captain who never brought a date to anything, but they were there all the same, and Carter had watched Scott read every single one of them with that same flat face. And Carter? Carter had more of a buffer. He had been seen publicly with women before; Gloria had lasted long enough to make it into a few photos at a charity gala, and the internet had a long memory for that sort of thing. Kip was well out of reach of the cameras right now, since their younger partner wasn’t linked to either of them in that way, not in the eyes of the world.
And yet Carter was jealous. That was the real truth of it, the ugly little thing sitting at the bottom of his chest when he stripped everything else away. He was thoroughly, hopelessly jealous of the Boston fucking Bears.
Did he like the feeling? Not one bit. They were his friends; they had helped him more than once, and they had dragged Scott back from the edge when Carter hadn’t been able to do it on his own. But he was only human, and a possessive one at that. Carter wanted to put his claim on his two men. He wanted to drape them both in beautiful things, to put rings on their fingers, and somehow, someday, make one name out of all three of theirs. Was that so much to ask?
They hadn’t talked about this. Carter had never said any of it out loud, not to Scott and not to Kip, but the urge was growing; it got a little bigger every time he saw Victor touch his earlobe without thinking about it, and the fact that the Admirals were about to be knocked out of the running for this season’s Cup wasn’t nearly enough to dull it.
It had only been thanks to those guys that Scott hadn’t lost Kip for good; they hadn’t stayed broken up, thank fuck, and now the three of them were tangled so deeply together that Carter couldn’t imagine pulling any one thread loose without unravelling the whole thing. But keeping a three-way relationship under wraps in a league this archaic was hard work, a constant, low-level strain that sat in Carter’s shoulders and kept him awake some nights, listening to the two of them breathe, especially when both he and Kip were prepared to take the risk, and Scott wasn’t there yet.
That was a big part of what was wrong with Scott today.
Kip was here. In the stands. Carter’s gaze had found that sweet, handsome face the moment they had skated out for the first period, because of course it had; he could have found Kip in a stadium of fifty thousand. Scott had followed his eyeline and clocked those hazel-brown eyes under a red Admirals cap, a cap Kip had stolen out of Carter’s drawer the other morning to match the red number 21 jersey he was wearing. Scott’s number. Right there on his back in front of twenty thousand people, and Carter had watched Scott’s whole face go soft and terrified at the same time.
If they lost with Kip in the stands, and it was looking far more like when than if, not that Carter would ever say so out loud to his team, it was going to hit Scott much harder than if Kip had stayed back in the hotel suite and watched from there. But Kip had wanted to come. He had insisted on it, in fact, when Scott had tried to plead with those huge, bright, puppy-dog eyes that their third was safer away from the arena. Unfortunately for Scott, Carter had backed Kip, and two against one was two against one. Kip was safe here. If anything, he was almost safer than in their own stands, judging by the way Boston treated their “gayest team in the league”. If something did go catastrophically wrong, if they were somehow outed tonight, this crowd would be the kindest one Kip could possibly be standing in.
Was he letting his imagination run away with him now? Yes. Yes, he was.
They weren’t going to be outed. No one was looking at them. The three of them weren’t the main attraction right now, thank you very much; that honour belonged to the massive blond Russian skating lazy little circles beside the Bears’ bench and leaning in to whisper what were most likely filthy Russian words into Shane Hollander-Rozanov’s ear whenever he thought he could get away with it. Which was always. Did the man have any shame? None whatsoever. Carter would have admired it more if they weren’t currently losing to him.
Carter let out a slow, burning breath, his fingers tightening around the shaft of his stick until the tape squeaked.
He remembered the night they had finally dragged Hayden Pike back to their apartment after the trade Shane had so masterfully orchestrated; he remembered the sheer, system-crash level of shock on the not-so-rookie’s face when he had seen the truth for himself: the way Carter’s hands had settled on Scott’s waist in a sure, familiar, possessive grip, without either of them even thinking about it. He remembered greeting Kip in the kitchen, their younger third, shorter than both of them but powerfully built and so prettily handsome, as he stepped up to press a sweet, familiar hello against Scott’s mouth first, and then his. Hayden had walked straight into the doorframe. Twice.
They were a package deal. A triad locked so tightly together that dislodging one of them would bring the other two down with him. And right now, the stress of constantly shielding Kip, and the exact nature of what they were to each other, from the public eye, while trying to haul their fresh, not yet broken-in roster through a series against the fucking Boston Bears, was what had Scott looking like he was carrying the whole world on those broad shoulders.
If this had been last season, before the Voyageurs had fumbled The Shane Fucking Hollander, the Admirals might have stood a chance against Ilya and the Bears alone. But against the pair of them together, and this version of Boston they had built between them, with Hayden, Jake and Adam now running the Admirals’ own third line, it wasn’t looking good.
It wasn’t looking good at all.
“Lines two and three, you’re up first, out of the gate.”
Scott finally spoke, his voice flat and perfectly level, with none of the panic a two-goal deficit should have put in it. He didn’t look at Carter. He never looked at Carter when he was in this specific state, and Carter was pretty sure that was because Scott knew he was too fucking smart to buy the act. They knew each other far too well for that. That didn’t stop the dismissal from stinging, or the way Scott deliberately ignored every offer of help and support from stinging even more. Carter understood that this was just how Scott worked; he really did. Scott had got better at not shutting them out; he had, but there was clearly still a way to go.
Had the trade worked? Truthfully, yes, it had. Bringing in Hayden and his two rookies had revitalised their depth in a way Carter honestly hadn’t expected. Pike was a breath of fresh air, a good, dependable player who had done an admirable job of protecting the younger guys while they found their feet. The Admirals had improved dramatically since the shake-up. Their passes were crisper, the energy was higher, and they were finally playing as one team, every man on the ice knowing where the others were without having to look.
They just weren’t a match for Shane and Ilya on the same team.
No one was.
Each of them had been a generational talent in his draft year, terrifying enough alone. But together? On the same ice, in the same jersey, sharing the same fucking house? They were the kind of hockey monsters that haunted real nightmares, and Carter had had a couple of those this week, thanks. Shane’s legendary hockey IQ, his speed and his unbeatable edge work, combined with Ilya’s explosive physical dominance, made one hell of a lethal trap. You could see it coming from a mile away, and you still walked straight into it.
The Admirals had just needed more than a few weeks to readjust and rebuild their system around a massive trade. By the look of things, they were going to have to accept the loss this season and come back hungrier. Boston was a juggernaut, and time had officially run out.
Carter’s thoughts were racing as he approached his boyfriend, his jaw locked so hard his teeth clicked against his mouthguard.
“Hey.”
He leaned his shoulder into Scott’s pad, a solid, deliberate pressure, forcing the bigger man to acknowledge the contact whether he wanted to or not.
“Don’t choke the stick, Scott. We need you breathing if we’re going to turn this around. Kip’s watching from up there, and you know he hates it when you over-tape.”
Carter was being a bit underhanded, invoking Kip at a time like this; he knew it, and he would apologise later, probably. But sometimes desperate times called for desperate measures. His heart gave a painful clench at the tiny, barely there flinch in Scott’s blue eyes. Why was this man such a stubborn creature? If he would just let Carter help, Carter’s shoulders were more than wide enough to hold him up. He had offered. He had offered over and over.
If only the other man would fucking let him.
Scott’s thumb paused on the tape. For a fraction of a second, his eyes flickered up, wide and raw with a sudden, terrifying vulnerability that sent a swell of affection and protective fury through Carter’s chest so hard it nearly knocked the air out of him; Scott was going under, right there in front of twenty thousand people, and he was praying no one would notice.
Then, as quickly as Carter had seen through it, the mask slammed back down. The wall went up. The Captain was back, and the boyfriend was locked away.
“I’m fine, Vaughny.”
Scott muttered at the tape, with a single short nod that didn’t come anywhere near his eyes.
“Let’s just get the puck.”
He stepped off the bench, his skates biting the ice with a sharp, aggressive crunch as he made for the faceoff circle; Carter watched him go, and a cold, calculating resolve settled low in his gut, the same feeling he got when he looked at a play on the whiteboard and saw exactly where it was going to fail.
If they lost tonight, the season was done. Fine. Seasons ended. But the Admirals’ line issues weren’t going to be the thing that broke them, and neither was this; Scott was pushing them away again, shutting them out exactly the way he always did when it got bad, and Carter wasn’t going to let it fucking happen.
Not this time.
 
The final 20 minutes of the season were slow and brutal and fucking miserable, and Carter felt every second of them in his legs.
The puck dropped, and the whole Garden came crashing down on top of them; Carter was out for the first shift, his skates digging into the gouged, snowy surface as he tried to set up a forecheck that would actually stick. Beside him, Hayden Pike was playing his heart out, throwing himself into the corners with desperate, stubborn grit and grinding his shoulders against the boards to separate the Boston wingers from the puck. Carter had always liked Pike. Tonight? Tonight he could have kissed him.
The trade had helped. It had given them teeth. Pike and the two rookies were doing exactly what Shane Hollander-Rozanov had designed them to do when he engineered the whole move from his kitchen table, or wherever it was the man did his scheming; they had steadied a leaking ship, and they fought for every inch of ice as if their lives depended on it.
But it wasn’t enough.
It was never going to be enough, not against the monsters across the red line.
Shane and Ilya were a freak of nature, an impossible alignment of talent that defied the laws of the league and possibly physics. Separately, they were lethal. Together, they were a living nightmare with matching rings.
Carter watched, with a clinical, helpless dread, as the two of them synchronised on the transition. Did Shane even look? He didn’t have to; his speed let him calculate the exact microsecond Ilya would break away from the defenceman, and he put the puck there before Ilya had even finished turning. They were fucking telepathic, if such a thing was possible, and Carter was starting to think it was. A crisp, tape-to-tape backhand pass sliced straight through the Admirals’ neutral zone trap and landed perfectly on Ilya’s stick.
A weak backhand, his arse. The puck hit Ilya’s blade with one hell of a crack.
Then Ilya detonated. There was no other word for it; he went from gliding to gone in one stride, and the sheer violence of it sent a spray of ice up the glass as he blew past their second defensive pairing like they were pylons at a kids’ clinic. His huge frame shielded the puck with an arrogant, immovable strength that made him look untouchable, and the worst part? He basically was.
Scott threw himself into the lane, blue eyes wide and frantic behind his visor, his powerful thighs braced to absorb the impact as he tried to cut off the angle; it was a captain’s sacrifice, and Carter’s heart went with him. But Shane was already filling the empty space, ghosting along behind Ilya where not one of them had thought to look. A soft, blind drop pass from Ilya found Shane’s blade, and before their goaltender could even reset his post, the puck was in the back of the net.
The red light flashed. The siren wailed, a deafening, piercing shriek that went straight through Carter’s skull and turned his stomach over.
Three to zero.
Fuck.
“Back on the bench! Let’s go, reset.”
Scott grunted it as they skated back, his breath coming in ragged, painful gasps, his face pale and slick with sweat under the cage; he was still trying to build the wall, still trying to project the All-American, unshakeable leader, but the cracks were wide open now, and Carter could see straight through them. His hands trembled on his stick. His eyes were flat and hollow.
Carter slotted his shoulder flush against Scott’s pad on the bench and leaned in close enough that no one else could hear him over the crowd.
“We’ve got you, Scott. Hold it together.”
His voice was hard and steady, thick with all the devotion he couldn’t show in front of the cameras.
“Kip will meet us back at the hotel. We go back to him tonight. Just play the 20 minutes. Let the rest of it go.”
A shuddering breath racked Scott’s big frame. He didn’t look up, but his shoulder pressed back against Carter’s and held, clinging to the contact, leaning his weight into it, and Carter pressed back just as hard and didn’t let up.
The last 10 minutes ticked away with a slow, grinding cruelty. The Admirals fought; Jesus Christ, they fought, every one of them, but the ice felt a mile long, and the clock didn’t care how hard anyone tried. And what good had it done them? Every pass the Bears made was one Shane Hollander-Rozanov, that cool, ruthless, calculating genius in his polite Canadian wrapper, had planned for months ago, and then he had sat back to wait. It was a perfect, inescapable trap, and it was strangling them.
With 30 seconds left, the crowd at TD Garden rose to its feet, a thundering wall of black and gold that made the glass rattle against Carter’s back. Out on the ice, Victor St-Simone was logging the final shift, his golden gaze cool, relaxed and victorious as he worked the puck along the boards on the left wing and lazily shoved an Admirals rookie off it with one arm; he didn’t even look like he was trying. And wasn’t that the insulting part?
10 seconds.
Carter looked across at Scott, who stood at the boards with his head dropped, the C on his jersey looking far too heavy for any one man to bear.
Five. Four. Three. Two. One.
The final horn blew, a long, flat scream that marked the end of their season.
The Admirals’ bench went silent. Twenty men froze in the sudden, crushing reality of it, and no one moved, no one spoke; there was nothing to say. Across the ice, the Bears erupted. Gloves and sticks flew into the air as they swarmed their net in one ecstatic, tangled pile, and somewhere in the middle of it Carter was fairly sure Marlow had picked up Victor again.
Carter didn’t watch the celebration. He turned his head, dark eyes locking onto his captain, onto his partner, onto the only thing in this whole building that mattered to him right now; he reached out and wrapped his big gloved hand around the back of Scott’s neck, squeezing firmly until Scott finally looked up, his blue eyes swimming with raw, heartbreaking grief.
“Come on.”
Carter kept his voice low and even, something steady for Scott to hold onto through the noise of the arena.
“Let’s go shake their hands. Then we go back to that fucking huge hotel room you booked. Kip will have left the stands and be waiting for us.”
 
The ice felt colder the moment they stepped over the boards for the handshake line, and Carter’s legs felt heavier than they had all night; every stride towards the Bears was one more reminder that their season was over.
Carter kept his hand planted on the back of Scott’s neck for as long as he could get away with it, a solid brace to help hold up the defences Scott was rebuilding in real time. Scott’s shoulders were rigid under his jersey, the C on his chest gleaming under the harsh arena lights as he forced his chin up and slid back into the role of the proud, beaten captain. But Carter could feel the tremors running down the big man’s spine; he knew the exact moment the boyfriend was locked away for good and the stoic leader took his place, the one who had to look twenty men in the eye and pretend he wasn’t bleeding out inside.
The line moved in a slow, grinding crawl. Glove off. A brief, tight squeeze. The hollow murmur of good game, good luck passing between men who had spent two weeks trying to tear chunks out of each other.
When they finally reached the core of the Boston Bears, the mood shifted.
Shane Hollander-Rozanov stood there, broad and powerful in spite of his shorter height, those sharp chocolate-brown eyes taking the pair of them in at once. There was no mockery in his face and no arrogant swagger, just a deep, steady respect that told Carter Shane knew exactly what it cost to drag a team this far. Of course he did; he had done it for years in Montreal with a team that hated him. When Shane gripped Scott’s hand, his gaze flicked to Carter, and a subtle, knowing nod passed between them.
I see you, the look told him plainly. I see what you’re carrying.
Right behind him came Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, horrifyingly huge and entirely victorious, but as he shook Scott’s hand, those dark blue eyes turned surprisingly steady.
“Good battle, Hunter, for a dinosaur.”
Ilya grunted it, and Carter caught the rare flicker of genuine respect hidden inside the familiar insult. Then the Russian looked at Carter and jerked his chin towards the end of the line, where Hayden Pike was shaking hands with Evan Dykstra.
“Take care of Pike. Shane still worries.”
The accent thickened as the Bears’ captain dropped his voice so only the four of them could hear it. The four team leaders, captains and alternates, faced each other in one last show of respect, and for a second the noise of the Garden seemed very far away.
“Always do.”
Carter muttered it back, his jaw aching from how hard he was holding himself together.
Then came Victor.
St-Simone’s golden gaze locked onto Carter’s, sharp and perceptive and fully tuned in to everything that hung between the Admirals’ leadership. He let the viral video lie. He let the earrings lie, and the fact that the Bears were heading to the Finals while the Admirals went home to a silent off-season. But as their palms met, Victor squeezed Carter’s hand hard, a solid, unyielding pressure that steadied him on the spot.
“Text me later, Vaughny.”
Victor murmured it below the noise of the lingering crowd, a cheeky glint coming back into those eyes for a split second.
“I’ll make sure Shane and Ilya come too this time. Take care of your boys.”
It was one more offer of support and friendship from men who had already given Carter more than he had ever expected to receive. How was he ever supposed to pay that back?
“Thanks, Vic.”
Carter breathed it out, the knot in his throat pulling tighter with gratitude.
Behind Victor, Cliff Marlow was waiting. The mountain of a man didn’t bother with the polite, media-trained handshake. He gripped Carter’s arm instead, his intense coffee-coloured eyes hard and protective as he looked between Carter and the rigid back of Scott’s jersey a few feet ahead of them.
“You played like a fucking bastard, Vaughan.”
Cliff grunted it, but his grip was warm, and Carter read the acknowledgement in it: one possessive, territorial bastard to another, two men who would both cheerfully put someone through the boards for the people in their households.
“Go home. Fix your lines for next year.”
It wasn’t harsh, and it wasn’t gloating, but there was a little touch of smugness in it, and could Carter blame him? Honestly, no. He would have been smug too.
“Count on it.”
Carter tightened his fingers on Cliff’s pads once, before he moved along.
The walk down the concrete tunnel to the visitors’ locker room was a silent, hollow-sounding nightmare. The thunder of the Garden faded behind them, replaced by the sharp, rhythmic click of skate blades on rubber matting and the occasional thud of a stick hitting a wall. The guest locker room was full of discarded tape, sweat-soaked gear and twenty men who had run out of time, and not one of them could look anyone else in the eye.
Scott didn’t stop to take off his skates. He marched straight to the cubby where he had left his bag, slumped onto the bench, and dropped his head into his gloved hands. His broad back heaved, once, twice, and the wall he had been holding up all night finally came down.
Carter didn’t hesitate. He stripped off his gloves and threw them on the floor, then stepped into Scott’s space and sat down right beside him; he looped one strong arm around Scott’s shoulders and pulled the bigger man bodily against his side, and he didn’t give a single shit who saw. Across the room, Hayden Pike looked over, his green eyes wide and full of an understanding kind of sorrow, before he turned his back on purpose to give them a sliver of privacy. Good man. Carter was going to buy him a very expensive drink.
“I’ve got you, Scott.”
Carter whispered it hard and low into the damp fabric of Scott’s collar, his hand tangling in the sweaty hair at the back of his neck.
“The season’s over, Princess. Let the Captain go. We have you now. Kip is waiting.”
 
The walk from the visitors’ locker room to the arena’s private exit was a blur of fluorescent lights, bare concrete and the dull, metallic ache of a playoff exit; Scott walked beside him with his eyes fixed on the floor and his shoulders hunched up around his ears, his face pale beneath his stubble, his jaw clamped so tight the muscles in his throat looked ready to snap.
The media had tried to corner them, of course, throwing rapid-fire questions about line depth and the generational nightmare of facing Hollander and Rozanov together, as if the Admirals hadn’t just spent two weeks finding that out first-hand. Carter iced them out. He blocked the cameras with his own broad frame, gave them one short, polite, utterly useless answer, and steered his captain straight towards the black car waiting in the underbelly of the TD Garden.
They weren’t rushing back to New York. The one silver lining to that final horn was that Kip would already be waiting for them; Scott had booked an expensive, high-end, entirely private retreat for the three of them: the John Adams Presidential Suite, right in the heart of Boston. Victor had recommended it weeks ago, when Carter had asked where they could all stay, swearing up and down that it was the only place in the city with security tight enough and walls thick enough to hide from the public and from the league’s prying eyes. They didn’t want paparazzi, and they very much didn’t want a social media blow-up, if three of them were ever even remotely linked to the same suite of rooms for the night.
It helped that Carter had then insisted on booking Hayden into the same hotel, in a much smaller, less extravagant suite than theirs. It was good additional cover, since it was common knowledge that Shane and Hayden were friends; no one would blink at the Admirals’ leadership hanging around Boston for a night with their third-line winger and his famous best friend a few miles away. It was lucky that neither Shane nor Hayden had made their difficulties obvious to the public, so hopefully no one would look too closely at why the Admirals’ captain and alternate were staying overnight after a loss.
Scott had booked the suite under Kip’s legal name, Christopher Grady, so no sports bloggers or nosy fans could track the Admirals’ leadership after the game. Even if they had won, the plan had always been to steal twenty-four hours of real privacy. Now, with the season dead and buried, the promise of that room was the only thing keeping Carter from losing his own goddamn mind.
The ride over was silent, the hum of tyres on tarmac the only sound in the car; Scott stared blindly out of the tinted window at the passing Boston streetlights, his hands resting on his thighs, his knuckles still white. The Captain mask was on life support, and the rigid wall of his defences still refused to give an inch.
Carter sat back, his whisky-dark eyes tracking the tight, exhausted line of his partner’s shoulders.
Did he know exactly what Scott was doing? Of course he fucking did. He was running the loops, replaying every third-period shift backwards in his head and punishing himself for failing to match a pair of literal hockey anomalies, and since when was that a reasonable thing to expect of any human being? He was trying to protect Carter and Kip from his own failure, shutting everything down before the grief could make him weak in front of them.
Not tonight.
There was no way Carter was letting Scott spiral any deeper. The thought dug in, deep and possessive and absolutely certain. Were they doing this again? No. They fucking weren’t.
He already had a plan forming, a calculated strategy to take Scott’s walls apart piece by piece the second they crossed the threshold. Carter knew how Scott’s brain worked after a loss; he had a lot of data on it by now, years of it. Words didn’t help, and neither did logic. You couldn’t argue Scott Hunter out of a spiral; Carter had tried, and it had gone about as well as arguing with a brick. So what did work? The only way to get Scott out of his own head, to make the stoic leader break down and actually talk, was pure, bone-deep physical exhaustion. Carter needed to get him floating, thoroughly sated and undone between himself and Kip. Once Scott was stripped of his armour, both the literal and the emotional kind, the truth would finally bleed out of him. Getting him there was going to take a little creative persuasion from Kip and some very firm, uncompromising direction from Carter himself.
Carter was looking forward to it, actually. He was only human.
The private lift carried them straight up to the penthouse level, its gentle chime announcing their arrival in a world that felt a very long way from the freezing ice of the Garden.
When the heavy, dark wood door of the suite clicked open, the first thing Carter noticed was Kip: honey and orange blossom, warm and sweet and so familiar it was in his lungs and loosening his chest before he had even laid eyes on him. The suite was breathtaking, a vast, elegant spread of plush carpet, high ceilings and deep leather furniture, the kind of place that probably had a name for every chair, but Carter didn’t look at any of it.
His eyes went straight to the middle of the room.
Kip stood near the tall windows overlooking the city skyline, powerful and compactly muscled under a soft, oversized dark jersey that belonged to Carter; he must have changed out of Scott’s 21 the minute he got back. His dark hair was a little mussed, like he had been running his hands through it while he waited, and the moment he heard the door lock behind them, those hazel eyes swept over the two bigger men and read the suffocating static coming off Scott’s frame in about half a second. Kip always could.
Scott stopped just inside the entryway. His gear bag dropped to the floor with a heavy thud. He looked at Kip, his baby blue eyes wide, flat and hollowed out by raw grief.
“Kip …”
His voice was little more than a gravelly rasp.
“I’m sorry. We couldn’t …”
Kip had half turned towards them, lips already parting, but Carter got there first.
“Shut up, Princess.”
He let it roll out smooth and low, dropping into the deep, authoritative register he only used when he was taking full control of them both. He watched both of them hear it. He watched both of them react.
Carter stepped up behind Scott and settled his big hands on his shoulders, thumbs digging firmly into the rock-hard knots at the base of his neck; he squeezed with a firm, borderline bruising pressure that made Scott’s chest hitch, and walked him deeper into the room, straight towards Kip, who was already moving to meet them.
“The jersey’s off. You can stand down now. The season is over. We fought fucking hard, and we will get them next year.”
He murmured against the shell of Scott’s ear, in a tone that left no room for argument at all.
“You don’t get to be the captain in this room, Princess. You’re just ours. And we’re going to take care of you now.”
Kip reached them and set his strong, compact hands on Scott’s chest, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt as he looked up into that cracking mask with steady, unwavering devotion. Scott swayed into him. Just a little. Just enough.
The trap was set. The walls were already starting to tremble, and Carter had no intention of letting either of his boyfriends breathe until he had Scott thoroughly undone.
 
Scott’s defences didn’t stand a chance against the united front of his partners; Carter kept his hands locked on Scott’s shoulders, thumbs keeping up that firm, steady pressure at the base of his neck, and steered him forward into the marble bathroom. It was a vast, glittering space of heated stone floors and soft golden light, with a deep, oversized soaking tub against the far wall that was big enough to make Carter’s tired muscles ache with longing. Had Victor been exaggerating? Not even a little. Carter made a mental note to send the man a fruit basket. Or a very large hot chocolate.
“Kip, love.”
Carter murmured, low and even, his deep voice carrying the kind of authority that brooked no argument from either of them.
“Undress him.”
Kip didn’t hesitate. He never did, not when Carter used that voice; he stepped into Scott’s personal space, those beautiful hazel eyes gone dark and knowing, and Carter could see he had already worked out exactly what Scott needed to get through tonight’s heartbreak and his own stupid, stubborn sense of failure. While Carter reached past them to turn the gleaming brass taps, sending a roaring cascade of steaming water into the tub, Kip’s strong, compact fingers went to the hem of Scott’s shirt.
Scott didn’t move. He just stood there and let it happen, his tall frame trembling slightly as Kip stripped the layers away one at a time. The fabric came off to reveal the battered muscle of Scott’s torso, dark purple smudges from Boston’s sticks mapping out the brutal cost of the game across his ribs and his sides, most of them earned in the last 20 minutes. Carter’s jaw ticked. Did he know exactly which Bear had put the worst one there? He did. And he was choosing, magnanimously, to let it go.
Probably.
Kip’s bare hands followed the trail of the bruises, his palms warm and incredibly tender on the pale, still sweat-slicked skin of Scott’s ribs. He pressed a kiss to the worst of them, low on the left side, and Carter heard Scott’s breath stutter from where he stood by the taps, and watched his cock twitch. Then Kip unbuckled the belt and slid the fitted trousers and boxers down Scott’s powerful thighs, easing them over his ankles one foot at a time, and left him bare under the soft light. Scott’s cock was already half hard, thickening and flushing darker as the cool air hit it, his heavy balls drawn up tight beneath it, and Kip glanced up at it with a small, satisfied smile before he rose. He couldn’t resist; he leaned in and pressed one wet, open-mouthed kiss to the head of Scott’s cock, licked the first bead of pre-come off the slit, and only then stood up, licking his lips.
Oh, he was pleased with himself. Carter could tell.
Only when Scott was entirely uncovered did Kip turn his attention to Carter; Carter held his ground and let him, his dark skin a stark contrast to the white marble all around them, his hot gaze fixed on Scott’s face while Kip worked the buttons of his shirt open and stripped him with the same practised, seamless efficiency. Kip let his knuckles drag all the way down the centre of Carter’s abs on the way to his belt, nice and deliberate, and then brushed the back of his hand over the hard line of Carter’s cock through his trousers like it had been an accident.
It hadn’t been an accident.
That earned him a low rumble of warning, which Kip ignored completely, the little brat.
The tub was filling fast. Dense, humid steam rose to blanket the room in a warm fog that began to soak the cold of the arena out of their bones; it wasn’t quite big enough for all three of their large, athletic frames to fit comfortably, not really, but Carter’s quick mind had already worked out exactly how this layout would serve his plan. Two in the water. One on the outside. All the leverage in the world.
“Get in, Princess.”
Carter gave the order low, his hand settling on the curve of Scott’s hip, big and sure, to guide him towards the water.
“Kip, love, get in with him.”
Scott went pliable. His naturally submissive streak was bleeding through every crack the exhaustion had opened up, and he stepped over the marble edge without a single word of protest, his eyes heavy and his hand reaching for Kip’s; he sank down into the hot water with a low, rough groan that vibrated up from somewhere deep in his chest. Kip followed straight after, his shorter, powerfully muscled body sliding down between Scott’s long, parted legs, and settled back against Scott’s chest with his head tucked into the hollow of Scott’s shoulder. He reached back to tangle their fingers together beneath the swirling surface. Scott held on.
Carter didn’t join them. Why would he, when he had a much better view from out here? Instead, he dropped to his knees on the plush bath mat at the side of the tub, his dark skin gleaming in the rising steam, and looked his fill. His presence filled the room; he could feel it, could see both of them feel it. He intended to use every single second of their privacy to dismantle whatever static was left in Scott’s head.
Kip had read them both perfectly and slotted into exactly where he was needed, and Carter was keen to reward him for it. Before he turned to Scott, he leaned over the rim and kissed Kip, hot and full of promise; he smiled against his mouth when Kip nipped at his lip and chased him with a little growl as he pulled back. Feisty. Always so feisty. Carter soothed him with one large hand curved loosely around his throat, felt the pulse there kick against his palm, and nudged him gently but firmly back down into Scott’s lap.
“Patience, love.”
Then he turned back to Scott, trusting Kip to settle and follow his lead. Kip would. Eventually.
“Close your eyes, Princess.”
Carter pitched it low and smooth, a slow baritone he could feel Scott leaning into before he had even finished the sentence.
He reached for the bottle on the ledge and tipped Kip’s expensive orange-blossom bath oil into his palms, then brought his slick hands to the broad slope of Scott’s shoulders. He squeezed. His fingers dug deep into the rock-hard knots, working out the tension that had been building since the first whistle of Game 1 and had been sitting there, hard and stubborn under Carter’s thumbs, ever since. Scott’s head dropped back against the rim of the tub. A shaky, undone breath slipped past his lips as Carter’s thumbs traced the long lines of his neck, forcing the blood to flow and reminding the body under his hands how to relax.
His left hand kept kneading the corded muscle of Scott’s upper back. His right dipped deeper beneath the surface, smoothing over the tight plane of Scott’s stomach, past the trail of dark blond hair and the thick, hardening length of his cock, before it slid down between his thighs.
Kip shifted in the cramped space, his breathing going short and shallow; Carter watched it happen, watched him feel the change in the angle of the body under him. Then Kip reached up and pressed sweet, wet, demanding kisses along the line of Scott’s jaw, the perfect distraction while Carter’s fingers found their target. Teamwork. Carter could have wept with pride.
The water was thick and slick with oil, which made every movement seamless. Carter’s fingers slipped between Scott’s glorious ass cheeks, dragged slowly through the cleft, circled the puckered rim once, twice, slick with oil, and pressed firm against the tight, resisting muscle of his hole. Scott’s hips hitched at once beneath the water, a sudden, breathless sound catching in his throat as his baby blue eyes fluttered open in surprise.
“Stay still, Princess.”
Carter growled it low and lazy, bringing his other thumb up to press against Scott’s lower lip and pull it open. Scott had no choice but to look straight into his eyes. Carter made sure he did.
“I told you, the Captain mask is gone now. You don’t have to carry anything with us anymore. Just let me take care of you both. Let us take it.”
Scott’s jaw trembled against Carter’s thumb. For a second Carter saw it, the old reflex, the instinct to argue and push back and put the wall back up. But under the steady, uncompromising weight of Carter’s stare, the fight drained right out of him; he let out a long, shuddering sigh. His powerful thighs relaxed and fell wider in the hot water, and he surrendered to the slow, deliberate press of Carter’s first finger sinking into his hole.
There he was.
The slick, scalding clasp around that finger under the water was mesmerising; Carter worked him slowly, each movement meticulous and patient, in and out, a little deeper every time, until Scott’s rim softened and gave for him. Then he added a second finger, then a third, stretching and mapping the tight, velvety heat of his partner inch by careful inch. He crooked his fingers on the next stroke and found Scott’s prostate, and the whole tub sloshed as Scott jolted.
Scott’s cock stood hard and leaking against his stomach beneath the water, brushing low on Kip’s back with every shift, smearing pre-come over his skin, and Kip rocked back against it on purpose every single time, drawing another helpless noise out of their Captain. By the time Scott was whining into the crook of Kip’s neck, his hips rolling in a lazy, boneless rhythm against Carter’s hand, fucking himself back onto those three thick fingers, Carter drew back. The wet, slick sound of it was swallowed by the splash of water against the edge of the tub, and Scott’s needy little whine of protest wasn’t.
Carter didn’t give either of them a chance to breathe. His oil-slicked fingers dipped forward to find Kip’s hole, and he opened him with the same firm, territorial precision, until both of his men were floating, helpless and wholly focused on what was coming next.
 
Carter didn’t rush them. He held the reins here, and by now he knew exactly what he was doing with them; he knew that keeping the balance in a three-way arrangement like theirs meant making sure no one ever felt like an afterthought, not even for a second, not even when one of them needed more than the others. Scott was already starting to unspool, his big body gone soft and heavy and his mind sinking down into that warm, quiet place he only went when he stopped fighting, drifting against the marble rim with his eyes half closed. So Carter leaned further over the edge of the tub to give Kip the full weight of his attention.
“Come here, Beautiful.”
Carter murmured as he slid a hand up out of the water to cup Kip’s jaw, his broad, dark thumb sweeping over Kip’s cheekbone.
Kip didn’t wait for a second invitation. He was far less passive than their blond; even trapped between two larger men, he carried himself with an unshakeable, sharp confidence that went straight to Carter’s cock every time. He tilted his head back, hazel eyes dark and fixed on Carter, and met him halfway, hauling him down into a deep, bruising kiss that tasted of hot steam and orange blossom. Kip’s tongue tangled with his at once, hungry and aggressive. His hands came out of the water to clamp onto Carter’s bare bicep and shoulder, fingers digging in hard, holding Carter right where Kip wanted him, like Kip was the one in charge.
Cute.
While their mouths clashed, Carter’s other hand plunged back beneath the oil-slick surface. He didn’t go straight for that sweet, tight rim of muscle, no matter how hard all three of them were by now; he wasn’t an animal. He worshipped that stunning body first. He smoothed his palm over the hard, compact breadth of Kip’s chest, rolling and pinching the tight little nipples until they were pebbled and swollen, and Kip let out a sharp, broken gasp into the kiss. His hand tracked lower, mapping the dense, powerful muscle of Kip’s core, feeling his stomach tense and ripple under his touch. He circled Kip’s navel with two fingers, then dragged one slow knuckle all the way up the underside of Kip’s cock, from his balls to the swollen head, light enough to torment and nothing more, and felt Kip’s whole body jerk.
Kip wasn’t just lying back and taking it, either. Of course he wasn’t. Sprawled back into the V of Scott’s long, submerged legs, he began to shift his weight on purpose; he ground his perfect ass back against the hard length of Scott’s cock in a deliberate, rolling motion, dragging himself up and down the shaft, and wrung a strangled, needy grunt out of Scott behind him. Scott’s huge hands came up to wrap around Kip’s hips and steady him, or hold him there, or both. At the same time, Kip reached down and squeezed the broad slabs of muscle in Scott’s thighs to spur him on, then brought one hand out of the water to trace the line of Scott’s jaw, his thumb dragging rough across Scott’s lower lip, right where Carter’s had been.
“Don’t make me wait, Handsome.”
Kip panted it against Carter’s mouth, those hazel eyes flashing with a sharp, demanding heat that cut straight through the humid fog.
“Settle, Beautiful. I am in charge now.”
Carter growled into the kiss, though his chest swelled with possessive pride at the challenge. God, he loved it when Kip pushed.
He dipped his oil-slicked fingers lower and found the tight, slick heat of Kip’s hole again, already loosened by his first pass. Where Scott had gone loose and pliant at the very first touch, Kip pushed back against the intrusion; he arched his spine and braced his shoulders against Scott’s chest for leverage as Carter pressed two fingers inside him, all the way to the knuckle. Kip hissed through his teeth. His grip on Carter’s shoulder tightened until his knuckles went white, and his hips picked up a slow, demanding counter-rhythm that drove Carter’s fingers deeper into him, fucking himself on Carter’s hand with no shame at all.
Carter worked them both now, his hands moving in tandem beneath the water, steady and patient and relentless. One hand kept Scott open and whining, fingers sliding lazily in and out of the blond’s pliant, clenching heat and crooking now and then to rub a slow, merciless circle over his prostate, never quite long enough to give him anything. The other stretched Kip, matching the confident, aggressive tilts of Kip’s hips with three fingers now, scissoring them wide and slow until Kip was cursing breathlessly into his mouth and Kip’s cock was bobbing, flushed and leaking, just under the surface of the water, so hard it slapped against his abs every time he fucked himself back onto Carter’s fingers.
The air in the room grew thicker as the heat between them built, steam pouring up off the scented water and beading on every surface. Scott lay back against the marble rim, relaxed and trusting the pace Carter was setting, his mouth hanging open. Kip, true to his nature, kept more of his head; his gaze stayed locked on Carter as he adjusted his position in Scott’s lap, keeping both of his partners tied tight to the moment. At one point he turned his face and caught Scott’s mouth in a slow, filthy kiss over his own shoulder, his fingers buried in damp blond hair, and Scott moaned into him, low and helpless, his whole body arching after Kip’s mouth.
Carter watched them, and something in his chest turned right over.
This was the balance he had been trying to find for months; Scott gave himself up entirely when Carter held him. Kip took what he wanted and gave it right back, twice as hard. Between the two of them, Carter had never felt more certain of where he belonged in his whole damn life. He split his focus carefully between them, meeting Kip’s confident pushback with a firm, reassuring hand at his throat and a deep kiss, then turning to check on Scott again, his thumb stroking along the sharp line of his hip bone underwater.
“Still with me, Scotty? I need to hear it.”
Scott’s eyes cracked open, hazy and soft and blown black.
“Yeah. Yes, babe. Don’t … don’t stop.”
So Carter didn’t. They had a safe word, the three of them, settled months ago on a lazy Sunday on the couch, and in all that time none of them had ever needed it, but Carter asked anyway, every time. He always would. They had one for when words wouldn’t come, too, because with a cock in your mouth or your face pressed into a pillow they sometimes didn’t, and it was pure hockey, because of course it was. Two flat-handed slaps against whatever was closest, the mattress, the headboard, a thigh, the same way you slapped the boards to call for a line change. Change meant off. Change meant everything stopped and all three of them came back to the bench, no questions and no sulking. A squeeze of whichever hand was nearest meant the opposite: still in the play, still good, keep going. He made sure both men felt wanted. He made sure both men felt safe. The understanding between the three of them settled and strengthened under his hands, moving past the first worry for Scott and the hesitation it had caused, into a shared, aching anticipation of exactly where Carter was taking this.
 
Carter wasn’t going to let the heat break. Not now. The humid air of the marble bathroom was thick and heavy, but a cooler draught drifted in from the bedroom through the open door, a reminder that they were going to need dry sheets and a lot more room.
Before he collected either of them, he leaned down over the rim of the tub and captured Kip’s mouth first, a deep, bruising kiss that left them both tasting of orange blossom and salt. Then he shifted to Scott and pressed a slow, lingering, thoroughly claiming kiss to the blond’s parted lips, pinning the big man right where he sat with nothing more than his mouth.
When Carter stood, his dark skin glistening under the golden lights and his own cock jutting hard and heavy in front of him, he left Kip to turn around in the water. Kip didn’t need telling twice. He slid right around in Scott’s lap until his strong, compact frame was pressed flush against Scott’s front, their cocks trapped and grinding together between their bellies, slick with oil and leaking pre-come into the water; he went to work with his mouth on Scott’s neck and the swell of his pecs, teeth nipping sharp and intentional, sucking hard, leaving a lovely blooming map of red, pretty bruises across Scott’s pale skin. Then he caught one of Scott’s nipples between his teeth and tugged. Scott let out a low, undone moan, his head rolling back against the marble, helpless under their younger partner’s mouth.
Carter had to physically wrench his eyes away from the sight; his cock was aching, actually aching, as he grabbed a stack of plush spare towels from the heated rail. He strode, unashamedly naked, into the main bedroom and spread the towels across the middle of the massive super-king bed to protect the linen from the bath oil, and from the rest of the mess they were absolutely going to make.
He moved with practised, smooth efficiency, setting up the field the way he would a power play; he tapped the wall panel to kill the main lights and dropped the room into the lowest, warmest glow, which turned the dark wood and leather into a smoky, intimate den of long shadows. He set the bottle of lube on the nightstand, cap loosened, ready, and turned on his heel.
When he stepped back into the bathroom, the water was lapping gently against the marble, and Kip had Scott’s head tipped back, his throat bared and covered in marks.
Fuck, but they were beautiful.
Carter went right to the edge of the tub, braced his thighs, and scooped Kip cleanly out of Scott’s lap, carrying him bridal style into the bedroom while the water streamed off them both. The display of strength was effortless, and it was supposed to be; it was a reminder of exactly who held the reins tonight. The second Carter laid him down on the towel-lined bed, Kip hooked those gleaming, muscular thighs around Carter’s waist and pulled him down into a hard, deep, scorching kiss, rolling his hips up so his hard cock slid wet and slippery against Carter’s. The friction was dizzying. Carter was nearly swallowed by it before he found the strength to pull back, wrap one huge, dark hand around Kip’s strong throat, and pin him to the mattress with a low, husky growl.
“Stay.”
One word. Flat and final, and he felt it land.
Kip’s hazel eyes flared with dark, satisfied heat, but he obeyed. He stopped squirming at once and locked his limbs in place on the towels, legs falling open, exactly as he had been told.
Good boy.
Carter kissed him quickly as a reward and brushed a warm hand over those pebbled nipples, rolling one between his finger and thumb until Kip’s breath caught, then turned back to the bathroom for Scott. Those lovely, blown blue eyes were watching him through the archway, hot and desperate and stripped right down past the captain’s armour to the man underneath; Carter walked back to the tub, reached down into the warm water, and hoisted his big, two-hundred-and-ten-pound captain clean out of the bath. Scott made a startled, embarrassing little noise that Carter was going to treasure forever. He carried that big, dripping frame bridal style into the shadows of the bedroom, the muscles in his arms and back flexing under the weight, and laid him on the bed beside Kip, knitting the three of them back into one solid, unbroken circle.
 
With both of his men open and pliant on the towel-lined mattress, Carter moved with the seamless precision of someone who knew exactly how he wanted his own bed arranged.
He leaned down and set his large, dark hands on Scott’s hips. Without a word, he manhandled their blond into place, shifting that big, long-limbed frame until Scott lay on his back right in the middle of the sprawling bed; Scott let out a breathy huff as he settled into the towels, baby blue eyes blown wide, tracking Carter’s every move with a heated, willing submission that was a whole world away from the rigid wall he had hidden behind all evening. The sight of it sent another lick of heat straight up Carter’s spine.
Once Scott was positioned, Carter turned to Kip, who had sat up and was kneeling at the foot of the bed now, because of course he hadn’t stayed put for longer than strictly required. The silence in the room was thick and warm, the low lamplight throwing long shadows over the dark wood furniture. Carter didn’t speak. He just raised his eyebrows, a dark, wordless question in his whisky-brown eyes: was his younger partner ready, was he fully on board with the arrangement Carter had so clearly mapped out in his head?
Kip looked from Carter’s hard, jutting cock to Scott’s flushed, waiting face and back again. A slow, very confident grin spread across his face. He didn’t bother answering. He crawled forward on his knees instead, his compact, powerful thighs brushing over the towels as he moved into place, those hazel eyes flashing with the sharp, switchy heat that told Carter he was in, all the way in, and eager about it.
Had it always been this way around? Not even close.
Carter remembered the Tuesday before the series had started, when Kip had been the one with Scott face down in the middle of a mattress very much like this one, his strong hands pinning those big shoulders flat while he drove his cock in slow and deep, over and over, with Scott shuddering and swearing into the pillow; Carter had sat propped against the headboard with a hand wrapped around himself, giving low, filthy directions and watching Kip take his sweet time fucking Scott apart. Kip switched as easily as he breathed. He took, and he gave, and he was just as good at either, and Carter loved him for it so much it was sometimes hard to look at directly. Tonight, because Scott needed to be held down and filled and kept safe, Kip had read it in a single glance and chosen the lower, softer place without a word of complaint.
“That’s beautiful, so good for us.”
Carter growled and watched Kip preen.
He shifted his weight and slid onto the bed behind Scott, bracing his back against the pile of pillows so he sat half upright against the headboard. Then he reached forward and hauled Scott bodily backwards into his lap. The contact was total, Scott’s powerful, pale back pressed flush to Carter’s broad, dark chest, the contrast of their skin striking in the dim light; Carter reached for the bottle on the nightstand, slicked his palms, and coated his own cock thoroughly from root to tip, the slick, wet sound of his fist on his cock loud in the quiet room, then worked three fingers back into Scott’s hole one last time to be sure he was ready. He was. He was loose and slick and hot and clenching greedily around Carter’s knuckles. Scott rocked down onto them with a muffled groan, and Carter kissed the side of his throat and told him, low and steady against his skin, that he was doing so well, that he was perfect, that he had done enough today and he could stop now.
Scott’s breath hitched. His head rolled back against Carter’s shoulder, and a low, guttural whine escaped his throat as Carter pulled his fingers free and lined up the fat head of his cock against Scott’s rim.
“Breathe, Princess.”
Carter murmured it right against his ear, his large hands curving around to grip Scott’s hips and hold him steady.
With one slow, deliberate roll of his hips, Carter eased Scott down onto his cock. The rim gave, stretched, swallowed the head, and then Scott was sinking, inch by thick inch, until he bottomed out in Carter’s lap with Carter’s balls pressed snug against his ass. The fullness was stretching and uncompromising; it made the blond arch his spine and claw blindly at the towels on either side of him as he took the whole weight of his boyfriend inside him. Carter let out a low, shaky breath, his chest expanding against Scott’s back, and held them both there to let them adjust to the intense friction, the scalding heat and the sheer, choking tightness, despite how well he had opened him earlier.
Which left only one piece to set.
Kip shifted forward and moved his compact frame up over Scott’s tense, powerful thighs; he reached down and wrapped a hand around Scott’s hard cock, poured on extra lube, and gave it a few quick, tight pulls to coat it, which made Scott’s hips buck and Carter’s cock jolt inside him. Then Kip lined it up with his own prepared hole. Looking directly into Scott’s wide, desperate eyes, Kip lowered himself onto it, taking the blond’s cock in one slow, confident slide until they were fully seated together and his ass was pressed down flush in Scott’s lap.
“Fuck, Scott.”
Kip panted it, pressing both hands to Scott’s chest, fingers digging into the pale muscle right over the map of bruises he had left there.
“Carter … come on, Handsome, you need to move …”
A panted plea, a needy little whine, even as Carter shifted underneath to take the weight of them both.
Carter let out a low, rough growl, and the raw demand in Kip’s voice finally broke the last of his restraint; he widened his thighs on the towel-lined mattress and settled back against the sturdy pile of pillows and the mahogany headboard, planting his feet and locking his core to take the combined mass of both his men. His large, dark palms slid up the broad plane of Scott’s torso, and his calloused thumbs caught those pale, hardened nipples and rolled them, firm and slow.
Scott choked on a sob. His cock jerked inside Kip’s ass. It was a desperate, undone sound, torn out of his throat as he was caught in the crush of heat between them, Carter’s cock buried deep in his ass and Kip’s tight hole wrapped around his own cock. Carter didn’t let him go. He hooked a large hand around the side of Scott’s jaw, tipped the blond’s head back and turned his face so he could take his mouth in a deep, claiming kiss. There was nothing gentle in it. Carter kissed him hard and demanding, and didn’t give Scott an inch: an order without words to stop running from them, to finally stop trying to carry everything all on his own. Scott melted into it. His tongue tangled with Carter’s in a frantic, messy, unravelled rhythm, and his long fingers reached blindly back to clamp onto Carter’s corded forearms for something to hold.
Above them, Kip braced himself on Scott’s shoulders, breathing ragged as he began to move, rising and sinking in slow, grinding rolls that dragged Scott’s cock deep inside him and back out again. Every time he came down, he clenched on purpose. Every single time, Scott’s whole body jerked in Carter’s arms and clamped down around Carter’s cock in return.
Oh, that was evil. Carter was so proud of him.
Scott’s breath caught and stuck, trapped between the solid weight of Carter behind him and the intense focus of Kip above. The vulnerability was raw and exposed, written in the tense set of his shoulders and in how tightly his hands gripped Carter’s forearms, like he thought he might float away if he let go.
Carter kept a steady, unbreakable hold on Scott’s hips and let the rhythm of his own thrusts build; he fucked up into Scott’s pliant, scorching heat in short, hard drives that held the bigger man in place while Kip rode him from above, so that every thrust Carter gave him pushed Scott’s cock up deeper into Kip. Carter snarled at the view over Scott’s shoulder: Kip’s solid, powerful thighs flexing and rolling as he worked himself on the hard length inside him, his own pretty cock bobbing, flushed and wet against his abs with every movement, a steady string of pre-come dripping onto Scott’s belly. The physical intensity was matched only by everything that hung in the room with them, the love none of them had put into words yet. Not in so many words. Not yet.
Carter reached around Scott’s waist, found Kip’s hip, and squeezed to guide him, tilting him so the head of Scott’s cock rubbed right where it would undo him fastest; Kip let out a cracked cry and threw his head back. Scott, with Kip tightening around his cock and Carter filling his ass to the root, started to babble, half-broken words and Carter’s name and Kip’s name, over and over, until none of it made any sense and Carter’s heart was pounding with how much he loved him.
“Look at him, Princess.”
Carter growled it low and husky against Scott’s ear, breaking the silence that held nothing but their panting and the wet, slick sound of skin on skin.
“You aren’t alone. We’ve got you. Open your eyes.”
He punctuated the last three words by slamming his hips up as hard as he could, three brutal, perfect thrusts straight into Scott’s prostate, while Kip’s weight on top of them both kept Scott trapped right where they wanted him. A low, deep moan tore out of Scott’s chest. His eyes flew open and fixed on Kip. Carter felt Scott’s hole clamp down hard around his cock, felt his whole body arch into a crashing orgasm, the combined pleasure finally too much for him to bear; Scott came hard and deep inside Kip with a broken shout.
Scott coming set them both off.
The hot, slick pull of those walls milking him dragged Carter over the edge with a snarl, his hips stuttering up as he spilt deep inside Scott, filling him with his come; Kip arched in the same breath, head thrown back, and his pretty, flushed cock spilt hot, wet ropes of come over all three of them, up Scott’s chest and across Carter’s forearms, without anyone even touching it.
Kip dropped forward onto Scott with a happy, wrecked moan; Carter melted back into the pillows, his muscles flexing as they took the now boneless weight of all three of them. Scott’s eyes fluttered open again and searched the faces of the two men holding him, and Carter, looking down over his shoulder, saw that the guarded look he usually wore had gone. In its place there was only open, unshielded vulnerability, as the last of the tension finally broke and left them tangled together in the warm dark. Carter wrapped his arms around both of them, felt his softening cock slip free, and his come begin to trickle out of Scott onto the towels, and held on for a few long minutes, content and warm in the only place he had ever really wanted to be.
 
The slow, heavy breathing of the two men pinning him to the mattress was the only sound in the shadowed expanse of the hotel suite.
The red-hot urgency had long since cooled into a slow, lazy warmth that glued their bodies together, in more ways than one; Carter lay flat on his back now, having slid down the pillows at some point without really noticing, thighs still sprawled wide on the crumpled, oil-slicked towels, his chest rising and falling in deep, slow tides under his partners. Scott was dead to the world, every heavy, exhausted inch of him draped right over Carter’s body, his face buried so deep in the crook of Carter’s neck that his warm, even breath puffed steadily against dark skin. Kip was curled over both of them, his powerful, compact frame tucked into Scott’s hip, one leg tangled with Carter’s shins and his lovely eyes closed as he drifted on the very edge of sleep.
Carter knew he had to move them. Did he want to? Not even slightly.
The sensible, less lust-addled part of his brain sent up a low warning that they needed to get cleaned up, and that sleeping in the sticky aftermath of bath oil, sweat and come was going to be miserable in a few hours. He knew this. He had a whole checklist for this. He was the responsible one.
But fucking hell, it was hard.
He was warm and comfortable despite the bone-deep ache in his own muscles and the two big bodies pressing him down into the mattress; Carter rested his large hands low on Kip’s back and on the slope of Scott’s shoulder, fingers splayed wide to draw them both in closer. Looking at them like this, unravelled, the stress of the game and the past few days dissolving under their combined weight, their breathing falling into step in the low glow of the lamp, Carter’s chest went tight and hot with love and possessive pride, so much of it that his eyes stung and he had to tighten his hands on both of them just to hold it in.
Who had done this? Him. He had.
The media could talk all the shit they liked about the Admirals’ line depth, and the league could stay as archaic and stifling as it damn well pleased, but in this room, under these sheets, his men were safe; he had dragged Scott out of his own head, used Kip’s sharp confidence to shatter the blond’s walls, and brought all of them to this exact place of peace. Mission accomplished. Carter would like a medal, please.
Scott let out a tiny murmur in his sleep. His fingers twitched where they lay curled against Carter’s ribcage, and he pressed closer into the touch, chasing the warmth of Carter’s skin even in his sleep.
“I’ve got you, Princess.”
Carter whispered into the dark, a low, gravelly vibration that barely stirred the air; he pressed a lingering kiss to the crown of Scott’s blond head, then reached over to smooth a stray lock of dark hair off Kip’s forehead, his chest aching with a devotion so thick he could hardly breathe around it.
They could deal with the towels and the shower in a minute. Just a minute. For now, Carter closed his eyes, held his whole world steady in his arms, and let himself float in the afterglow.
 
When Carter opened his eyes again an hour or so later, the low glow of the lamps was still casting long shadows over the plush carpets of the Presidential Suite. The city skyline beyond the massive windows had gone dark, the distant lights of Boston twinkling through the evening haze.
Damn it.
His jaw tightened in an irritated little self-correction. Had he meant to fall asleep? Absolutely not. So much for the responsible one.
But his body had caught up with him. The bone-deep ache of skating hard against the Bears, combined with the liquid exhaustion of the afterglow, had pulled him right under. Now the practical side of his brain took back over. Could it wait until morning? No. He needed to get all of them clean and comfortable before they caught a chill sleeping in the tacky, oil-slicked remains of their frenzy.
Extracting himself was a delicate, strategic operation, the kind that would have had him drawing diagrams if he’d had a whiteboard; Scott was still a vast, pale dead weight on Carter’s left side, his blond head heavy against Carter’s shoulder, while Kip was a warm, compact weight draped across their legs. Carter moved with slow, painstaking care, sliding his thighs out from under Kip’s shins and easing Scott’s broad shoulder down onto a dry stretch of pillow. Scott let out a tiny, discontented huff at the loss of contact and of his nice warm pillow, his brow furrowing in his sleep, but he didn’t wake.
Big baby.
Carter slipped out of the bed, his dark skin prickling in the cooler air of the room, and padded silently into the marble bathroom.
He didn’t waste time. He ran the tap until the water steamed and washed the mess of the night off his own body first. Then he gathered a stack of plush white washcloths and a basin of warm water, adding a tiny drop of the expensive, gentle liquid soap Kip liked; Carter liked the way its soft orange blossom and honey mixed with Scott’s heavier amber and cedar musk. He liked it a lot. He liked the way it meant all three of them smelled like each other for days afterwards.
He carried the basin back into the bedroom and climbed onto the edge of the super-king mattress; he started with Kip, knowing the smaller man was the lighter sleeper. Tenderly, ever so carefully, Carter used the warm, soapy cloth to wipe the sweat and oil and dried come from Kip’s powerful chest and the curve of his hips, and cleaned between his thighs, where the evidence of Scott still clung, slick and sticky around his puffy hole. Kip stirred. His hazel eyes fluttered open for a fraction of a second, heavy-lidded and thoroughly sated.
“Mmm …”
Kip mumbled, his voice a slurred, needy whisper as he reached out a blind hand for whoever was closest.
“I’ve got you, Beautiful. Go back to sleep.”
Carter whispered it back in a low, rough rumble that settled him at once. He pressed a kiss to Kip’s forehead and waited until the younger man had drifted right back under before he turned his attention to their captain.
Cleaning Scott was a different kind of task. Carter was meticulous about it, treating the solid, battered muscle of Scott’s torso with slow, careful hands, his throat tight at every bruise; he wiped the warm cloth carefully over the angry, dark purple bruises on Scott’s ribs, then down the long, pale line of his thighs and over the softened, spent length of his cock. He eased Scott’s legs apart and cleaned him there too, gentle around the swollen, well-used rim where Carter’s come was still leaking out of him, smoothing away the grit of the ice and the messy remains of their night until Scott’s skin was warm and clean. Through all of it, Scott stayed deeply, profoundly asleep, and the soft, open sprawl of his body was all the proof Carter needed of how thoroughly his plan had worked on those stubborn walls.
Once both men were clean, Carter moved with efficient, practised hands; he rolled up the wet, oil-stained towels and tossed them towards the bathroom door, then reached for the plump, down-filled duvet at the foot of the bed. He pulled the covers up and tucked the edges in around Scott’s broad shoulders and Kip’s compact frame to hold in the heat.
He slid back into the middle of the bed, the cool sheets warming quickly beneath his skin as he slotted himself back into the centre of his world. At once, the gravity of the bed shifted. Scott rolled inward, his long arms reaching out blindly until his chest was pressed flush against Carter’s side again and his face had tucked itself back into that perfect, familiar spot at Carter’s neck; Kip crowded in from the other side, muscular thighs tangling with Carter’s shins, one arm draped possessively over Carter’s stomach.
Wrapped up warm and snug under the duvet, Carter reached over and tapped the wall panel, plunging the room into a deep, peaceful darkness. The season was over. The loss was heavy, and it would still be heavy in the morning. But as he listened to the matched, deep breathing of his two men, he knew they had everything they needed to rebuild for next year.
 
The grey, pale light of a Boston morning was just beginning to filter in around the edges of the blackout drapes when Carter was pulled out of a deep sleep. He hadn’t meant to wake yet. His muscles were still leaden with the lingering ache of the game against the Bears, but his body, it turned out, had other plans.
Kip had turned over in his sleep. The younger man was still technically dead to the world, breathing shallow and even, but his compact, powerful frame was squirming restlessly against the mattress. With every lazy tilt of his hips, Kip pressed his lovely, plush ass straight back into Carter’s lap, right against the very hard, very interested erection that tended to accompany Carter’s first waking thoughts these days.
And how could it not, when he woke up like this most mornings?
Carter’s eyes snapped open in the dim light, his jaw locking as a sharp spike of heat shot straight down his spine and settled heavy in his balls. He was very quickly wide awake.
Before he could even draw a steady breath, Kip let out a needy little moan into his pillow. Moving on pure instinct, he hooked one strong, muscular leg backwards over Carter’s hips and shifted his weight just enough to lock himself into place. The movement was devastatingly precise for a man who was supposedly still asleep; it pulled them so tight together that the head of Carter’s hard cock nudged flush against the sensitive, still-soft rim of Kip’s hole, which was loose and warm and puffy from taking Scott the night before.
“Fuck, Kip.”
Carter breathed it out, barely more than a rough rasp in the quiet of the bedroom.
He didn’t move yet. His hands came up to grip Kip’s hip and steady him, dark fingers splayed wide against the smooth, bare skin; he was thoroughly trapped between his two boyfriends. Scott was still a massive dead weight on his other side, snoring away with his face buried in the crook of Carter’s shoulder, oblivious to the fire catching on the other half of the mattress.
Kip shifted again. Those plush cheeks dragged snug along the hard length of Carter’s cock, the friction maddening, and Carter had to bite down on his own lip to keep a low, undone growl from escaping. Kip’s lashes fluttered. His hazel eyes cracked open, dark and hazy with sleep, and Carter watched the exact second it dawned on him what he had woken up to. A slow, knowing smile spread across Kip’s face, and he deliberately ground back one more time, testing Carter’s restraint.
Brat.
“Morning, Handsome.”
Kip whispered, his voice still slurred with sleep but carrying that unmistakable, wanting lilt that announced he knew exactly what he had been doing, thank you very much, and he wasn’t sorry.
Carter took over. He buried the rasp of his own breath in Kip’s mouth, twisting him around enough to reach it, and the kiss was deep, sharp and hungry; it built the heat between them so fast that the room beyond the edges of the mattress just stopped existing. Keeping one large, dark hand locked on Kip’s hip so the bed wouldn’t shift too wildly, he rolled Kip onto his front and pinned him there with his broad chest. He reached blindly over Kip’s shoulder for the lube, which was, luckily, on Kip’s side of the bed, moving with sharp, careful precision, because he didn’t want to wake Scott just yet. Scott was still snoring into the pillows on the other half of the mattress like a contented bear.
He popped the cap with his thumb and poured a generous, cool puddle of gel into his palm; Carter trailed slow kisses down the smooth, strong line of Kip’s back while he warmed the lube between his fingers. He bit down gently all along the column of Kip’s spine and across the broad muscle of his shoulders, sucking little bruises in the shape of his mouth that would bloom red by midday, and worked his way down every single inch until he reached Kip’s ass. There he paused to press an open-mouthed kiss into each dimple above the swell of it, and then, because he could, one more right on the curve of one cheek, with teeth, and heard Kip’s breath break.
Kip was already moaning into the pillow, the sound muffled and breathless; he hitched his hips with a needy, desperate whine and pushed his ass back up towards Carter’s mouth, those plush cheeks parting just a little as he begged for contact. Carter didn’t make him wait. He spread him open with one hand and slid two slick fingers into his hole to check, found Kip still soft and open and wet from the night before, and drew them out again slowly, with a wet sound that made Kip swear into the cotton. He slicked his cock with one slow stroke, nudged Kip’s thighs wider with his knee, lined himself up, and pressed straight into that hot, tight heat in one long, unstoppable slide.
Fuck.
The grip around his cock was snug and smooth and blindingly hot. To smother both their moans, and to keep from rattling the whole frame of the bed, Carter leaned right down over Kip’s damp, muscular back until there wasn’t an inch of space between them; he reached around with one hand, gripped Kip’s chin, and turned his head back to kiss him. It was messy at that sharp an angle, but hot and wet and desperate, their tongues tangling in a panting rhythm, swallowing each other’s gasps, while Carter fucked him in a deep, torturously slow, circling grind that dragged the head of his cock over Kip’s prostate with every roll of his hips.
“Quiet, Beautiful.”
Carter breathed against Kip’s lips, felt Kip’s grin, felt him clench deliberately in answer.
“You’ll wake him.”
Kip whined something into his mouth that sounded a lot like let him, and then stopped making words at all.
Kip clenched hard around his cock with every stroke, his powerful thighs shaking against the sheets, and hauled Carter higher and higher towards the edge with every squeeze; Carter slid his free hand underneath him and wrapped it around Kip’s cock, trapped hot and leaking between his belly and the mattress, and just held it, let every thrust drive Kip into his fist. Kip came apart completely. Carter felt the sudden, violent ripple of Kip’s inner muscles clamping down as the smaller man began to come, hot and wet over his fingers and the sheets, and that was the end of Carter’s restraint. He had to bite down on Kip’s bare shoulder to smother the guttural groan tearing out of his chest as Kip hauled him over the edge into a rolling, shattering orgasm of his own, his hips jerking as he pumped his come deep into Kip’s ass. Their spent, shaking bodies collapsed against each other in the grey morning light.
They lay there through a long, drawn-out minute, the harsh sound of their breathing the only thing breaking the silence; Carter stayed buried deep in Kip’s wet heat, his forehead pressed to the crown of Kip’s dark hair, one large hand smoothing over the damp, trembling muscle of his lower back while their heartbeats fought their way down from a sprint.
 
Kip dozed off again beneath him, spent and heavy with sleep. Carter pulled out with a soft, wet slip that made Kip grumble, and slid his arms under that compact frame, drawing the smaller man against his side until Kip’s dark head lay pillowed on his chest.
He let his body cool and his breathing steady. He very nearly drifted off himself.
Then a large arm and a heavy thigh snaked over his chest and legs from the other side, pinning him flat to the mattress. The massive shape under the duvet gave a slow, rhythmic stir; Scott shifted, long arms reaching across the sheets to wrap around Carter, his baby blue eyes blinking hazily open against the dim light.
Instead of going back to sleep like a sensible person, Scott rubbed himself along Carter’s muscular flank, slow and needy, nosing at his neck and begging for attention without a single word. The hard, hot length of his cock pressed against Carter’s hip, rock hard and demanding, the fat head already sticky with pre-come and smearing a wet trail over Carter’s skin, despite the bone-deep exhaustion that should have kept him pinned to the bed for another 6 hours at least. Tired? Apparently not.
Carter let out a low, rough huff of laughter, his fingers sliding up into the messy blond curls at the back of Scott’s neck and tightening there. The captain’s mask was gone, replaced by the needy, possessive creature Scott only ever let out behind locked doors.
“Thought you were tired, Princess.”
Carter murmured, a low vibration in the grey light, and shifted his hips just a fraction, a deliberate counter-pressure that ground Scott’s cock against the jut of his hip and drew a low, rolling grunt from deep in Scott’s chest. Scott’s nose was buried in the hot skin of Carter’s neck, and he was breathing him in, deep and slow and greedy.
Next to them, Kip gave a sleepy, discontented wriggle, his compact body limp and sprawled off to one side, but he didn’t wake; he burrowed deeper into the warm hollow where he and Carter had been lying, fingers curling loosely into the sheet as the two larger men shifted beside him, and the warm air in the room thickened all over again into a sleepy haze of affection and rising friction.
Carter let out another low huff of laughter and tightened his fingers in the blond curls to hold Scott right there. Rather than shifting his hips to meet the friction, he braced his core and went stone still against the sheets, deliberately holding back the relief Scott was so busy rubbing his flank for.
“Hold on, Princess.”
Carter murmured in that low, uncompromising register, and he felt Scott shiver.
“You don’t just get to slide your way in after pretending I didn’t exist on the bench for three periods. You want it? Look at me.”
Scott let out a low, frustrated grunt from deep in his chest, his powerful frame twitching with a sudden, restless spike of need; he tried to nudge his hips forward again, to fuck that hard, hot cock back in between Carter’s muscular thighs, but Carter’s hand in his hair didn’t budge an inch, and it held him right where he was.
Slowly, the bigger man turned his head. Those glittering blue eyes blinked open in the dim grey light of the suite; they were blown wide, thick with sleep and with a raw, unshielded desperation that made Carter’s chest ache with a deep, hot wave of satisfaction. There wasn’t a shred of the All-American leader left in him. He looked undone, stripped down to the bare, needy reality of a man who just wanted to be handled by his boyfriends. And Carter? Carter loved every second of it.
“Carter … please …”
Scott rasped it, his throat working as he swallowed, one big hand coming up to grip Carter’s bicep, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks.
“Come on, babe. Please. Don’t make me wait. I’m right here.”
Carter tightened his grip.
“Not yet …”
He whispered, leaning in to press a teasing, torturously slow kiss to the corner of Scott’s full, parted lips, savouring the sharp hitch in the blond’s breathing.
“You’re going to tell me exactly what you need first. No more ignoring me. No more carrying the sky on your own. Tell me, Princess.”
That name, Carter had discovered, went straight through Scott every time, cutting through the last layers of his pride. A sudden, violent shudder ran right through that big frame; his eyes went wide and beautifully dark in the dim light, and his grip on Carter’s bicep tightened until his knuckles went stark white, his breath catching on a high, ragged gasp.
“Carter …”
Scott choked it out, his face flushing a hot, deep crimson that crept all the way down his neck and over the marks Kip had left there; he tried to turn his head away, to look down at the sheets, anywhere else, but Carter’s large hand stayed fixed in his blond hair and kept him right there, laid bare.
“I’m waiting, Princess.”
Carter murmured against Scott’s cheek, his deep voice a slow, steady pressure; he leaned in just enough to brush his lips along the sensitive line of Scott’s jaw, while his own cock, hard again already and how about that- pressed a ruthless, teasing line against Scott’s hip, so close to his ass that Scott could feel exactly what he was being denied.
“Tell me.”
Scott swallowed hard, and a small, desperate whine finally broke past his lips. The total, unguarded vulnerability of it was intoxicating. He dropped his forehead against Carter’s shoulder, his broad chest heaving against Carter’s side as he finally, finally gave up the fight.
“I need you.”
Scott whispered, the words raw and bare and broken open.
“I need … I need you to take it. Please, Carter. I don’t want to think anymore.”
Beside them, the sudden static of Scott’s surrender finally broke through Kip’s sleep; his lashes fluttered open, and his hazel eyes were clear and sharp in an instant, flashing with a lazy, thoroughly satisfied confidence as he took in the sight of their big blond undone and begging in Carter’s hands. A slow, wicked smile curled his mouth. He slithered over Carter’s body and slid a hand up the inside of Scott’s thigh under the duvet, fingers curling possessively into the muscle, a few teasing inches short of his balls.
“Well, well.”
Kip murmured, that husky, wanting lilt back in his voice at once to match the rising heat.
“Look who finally learned how to ask nicely. You heard him, Handsome. Move him.”
Carter didn’t hesitate. The raw, broken sound of Scott’s surrender, combined with the wicked heat in Kip’s waking eyes, tore through the last of his patience. Keeping one large hand buried in Scott’s blond curls, he used the other to shift the blond’s big, unresisting body and roll him over onto his back in the centre of the rumpled sheets. Then he wedged the pillows up behind himself against the headboard and hauled Scott right back up the bed into his arms, so that the big man lay reclined against Carter’s chest with his head tipped back on Carter’s shoulder and Carter’s legs bracketing his hips.
Exactly where Carter wanted him.
“Get up here, Beautiful.”
Carter growled, low and rough, a vibration Scott would have felt right through his back, with no room in it at all for delay.
Kip moved at once. Every trace of sleepiness gone, his compact, powerfully muscled body slid up the mattress until he was kneeling between Scott’s long, pale, spread thighs; his hazel eyes had gone dark with a proud, sure confidence as he leaned over Scott’s torso and framed the blond’s face in his strong hands. He didn’t wait. He took Scott’s mouth in a deep, wet kiss that swallowed the older man’s needy gasp whole, his tongue tangling with Scott’s in an aggressive, reassuring rhythm.
Carter settled himself in behind Scott properly. He picked up the bottle from the nightstand and poured another cool, slick pool of lube into his palm; he reached down under Scott’s raised thigh and worked his slicked fingers into Scott’s pliant, waiting hole, still loose from last night, the rim still a little puffy and swollen, still wet with Carter’s come from the night before, spreading the fresh lube inside him with a meticulous care that had Scott’s hips lifting off the mattress and Carter’s fingers sinking in to the knuckle. Scott was a wreck under their hands. His chest heaved, and his pale skin was flushing a deep, beautiful crimson right beneath the map of bruises Kip had left the night before.
“Carter … please …”
Scott whimpered it into Kip’s mouth, his fingers tangling blindly in the sheets as he felt Carter take his fingers away and line himself up.
“We have you, Princess, relax now.”
Carter murmured with his whole focus narrowed to the man in his arms, holding him steady as the intensity of the moment took over.
The link between the three of them tightened at once, physical and emotional, pulling them closer together; Kip stayed fixed on Scott, a steady, reassuring presence at the front, one hand framing Scott’s face to keep him right here with them. His other hand dropped to Scott’s straining cock and began to smear the leaking beads of pre-come down the length of it, working to distract Scott from the sting and stretch of taking Carter twice in a few hours.
Carter wrapped himself around Scott’s back, his broad chest flush against Scott’s trembling shoulders, and set the head of his cock against that tight, familiar rim. The slick left over from the night and the fresh lube made the first push effortless, but Carter didn’t slam home. He knew the strain on Scott’s body; he had put it there. So he pushed in with one slow, devastatingly deep thrust instead, letting every inch of his considerable girth open Scott back up, until he bottomed out with a rough, breathless grunt and his balls were pressed tight against Scott’s ass. Scott’s cock jerked in Kip’s slick fist and spat a fresh string of pre-come over Kip’s knuckles.
“Ah … fuck, Carter!”
Scott cried out, his voice cracking up into a high, undone whine against Kip’s lips. His whole big frame arched, his head slamming back onto Carter’s shoulder as his fingers ripped at the sheets, his long, powerful legs shaking at the sudden, overwhelming fullness.
“I’ve got you. I’ve got you, Princess. Breathe through it, love.”
Carter rasped it, low and rough against the shell of Scott’s ear. His big hands slid around and locked over Scott’s tensed hip bones, fingers digging in hard to give him something solid and unyielding to push against, so he couldn’t bolt from the pressure.
At the front, Kip came to the rescue, beautifully; he didn’t let Scott sink into the sting. He leaned right down and buried his mouth back in Scott’s in a wet, messy, deeply claiming kiss that swallowed every one of the blond’s shaky gasps, while his strong, slick fingers kept working Scott’s straining, rock-hard cock, smoothing the leaking pre-come down the shaft in long, rhythmic strokes.
The double sensation was a devastating overload. Every time the sting of Carter’s girth stretched him from behind, Kip’s thumb dragged firm over the head of his cock and scrambled Scott’s circuits all over again, until the blond was unravelled and sobbing helplessly into the kiss.
Once Scott’s inner muscles gave up the fight, shifting from a defensive clench to a desperate, milking pull that drew Carter in deeper, Carter began to move; he set a slow, ruthless, circling rhythm, his hips driving up into Scott with a deep, precise force that rocked the whole bed and hit Scott’s prostate on every single stroke, the head of his cock dragging over it, going in and coming out, the wet, slick slap of his balls against Scott’s ass loud in the room.
“Look at me, Scott. Eyes on me.”
Kip panted it against his lips, breaking the kiss just far enough to demand his focus, hazel eyes dark and flashing with that wicked, hot confidence.
Scott’s eyes fluttered open, glassy and wet with tears of pure release, and fixed on Kip’s face while Carter took him apart from behind. The combination was lethal. Caught between Carter’s deep, dominant thrusts and Kip’s steady, intent worship at the front, there was nothing left of the Captain now, nothing left to hold up or hide behind. He was floating, wrung out, entirely at the mercy of his two men, his hips rocking to match the frantic cadence as the morning heat climbed towards a deafening, explosive peak.
Carter slid one hand up from Scott’s hip and fisted it in Kip’s hair, tilting Kip’s head up to look at him. Kip’s smile was lazy and wicked and very, very sure of itself.
“Let me. I want to taste him.”
Kip whispered, and Carter let him go.
Kip slid down Scott’s body, nipping at the taut muscle of his abs on the way, and took Scott’s cock into his mouth in one slow, wet, swallowing pull, all the way down until his nose was pressed into the blond curls at the root. Scott’s whole body bowed. Between Kip’s hot mouth sucking him down to the root and Carter’s cock grinding against his prostate with every thrust, he made a sound Carter had never heard from him before, high and raw and utterly lost, and came so hard his spine bent in Carter’s arms; Kip took every pulse down his throat, swallowing around him, easing him through the shivering, oversensitive aftershocks with one hand on his hip and a wordless, soothing hum. The tight, wet heat clenching around Carter’s cock tipped him over the edge a few thrusts later. The force of it tore right through him, and as he filled Scott with his come for the second time, he leaned up and sank his teeth into the solid muscle of Scott’s pale neck.
Now both of his men had matching marks from him, clear and unmistakable as to exactly whose they were. Was that petty? Maybe. Did Carter care? Not even slightly.
“Fuck …”
The curse was torn out of Carter’s mouth. He reached down to haul Kip up off Scott and into the crook of his arm, licking the taste of Scott off Kip’s lips, and Scott sprawled boneless over Carter’s chest and seemed perfectly content to stay there for a good long while. The intensity of the morning gradually gave way to a shared, warm exhaustion. As the frantic rhythm slowed, a deep calm settled over the room and left the three of them tangled together in the pale Boston light, cut off from the rest of the world.
 
By the time Carter decided it was time to get moving and try to get out of the tangled bedding, it turned into a very slow process indeed. This time the afterglow was entirely peaceful. There was no lingering static, no hidden panic under the surface, just the warm, liquid exhaustion of three men who had emptied themselves into each other and had nothing left to hide.
Carter was first to shift, carefully untangling his long, muscular legs from Kip’s plush thighs and easing his shoulder out from under Scott’s very heavy, very uncooperative arm.
“Come on.”
Carter murmured, his voice a deep morning rasp in the quiet room.
“Up. Both of you. Let’s go get the mess off.”
Their suite had a vast, state-of-the-art walk-in waterfall shower that was meant for two people, according to the little card on the vanity. But with a bit of creative crowding, Carter could see that they would all fit, cutting the distance between them down to nothing, just the way they liked it at home. Two people. Please. The hotel had clearly never met a hockey player.
He stepped in first and turned the polished brass handles until a roaring cascade of steaming water began to fall from the massive overhead tile, filling the slate-lined space with a dense, humid fog.
Scott padded in right behind him, looking massive, pale and thoroughly ruined, with marks all down his throat and a slight hitch in his walk that Carter wasn’t even a little bit sorry about; his baby blue eyes were soft and lazy. He walked straight into Carter’s space and planted his forehead between Carter’s shoulder blades from behind. Carter felt the rasp of his stubble, the press of his lips on the skin beneath his mouth, and then Scott wound himself even closer. He let the hot water pound down onto his broad back with a long, shuddering sigh and wrapped his thick arms around Carter’s waist, clinging on, heavy and warm and boneless, with no intention of letting go any time soon.
“I’ve got you, Princess.”
Carter whispered, tilting his head back to press a kiss to Scott’s wet jaw, then his cheek.
Kip slid into the space a second later, utterly unbothered by the tight fit, and squeezed himself into the stream beside them, his compact, powerful torso glistening under the spray and a whole constellation of Carter’s bite marks blooming across his shoulders. He didn’t waste time. He grabbed a bottle of the hotel’s expensive body wash and worked up a thick lather between his palms.
“Let Carter go and turn around, Scott, love.”
Kip teased it, low and fond, hazel eyes flashing with a tender, wanting lilt as he reached out to peel Scott off Carter’s back.
Scott went. He always did go, in the end, for either of them; he turned obediently under the deluge and let Kip work. Kip’s strong hands smoothed the soap over Scott’s chest and shoulders, treating the dark purple bruises from the Boston game with a meticulous, careful reverence, thumbing the lather gently over each one and frowning at the worst of them. Carter joined in from behind Kip, his large, dark hands slick with lather as he worked the tension out of the base of Kip’s spine and down the thick slope of his thighs. He let his soapy fingers slip between Kip’s cheeks on the way past, gentle, and washed the last of the night out of him while Kip hummed and leaned back into his chest.
It was a slow, domestic rhythm of care and wordless worship; they washed each other with a deep, lingering possessiveness, skin sliding wet and warm against skin under the pounding water, and no one hurried. Every touch was a promise. They were here, they were together, and this time all of them were here to stay.
Kip rinsed the soap from Scott’s chest, then went up on his toes and murmured against his ear, deliberately loud enough for Carter to hear.
“Next time, Gorgeous, it’s my turn to take you apart. Slowly. For hours.”
Scott flushed from his collarbones to his hairline and let out a strangled sound that wasn’t quite a word, and his spent cock gave a very hopeful twitch that all three of them noticed. Carter laughed, low in his chest, and smacked a soapy palm lightly across Kip’s ass in warning.
Not that it put a dent in the wicked grin. Not one bit.
By the time Carter had rinsed the soap from Kip’s dark hair and pulled the smaller man in for a wet, lazy kiss that tasted of clean water and Kip, Scott was leaning back against the slate wall, loose and floating, watching the pair of them with a soft, stupid look on his face that Carter wanted to photograph and frame.
“We’re going to fix the lines next season. Next year we win.”
Scott murmured it out of nowhere, his voice low and rumbling over the rush of the water. It was the first piece of the captain stepping back into his eyes. But this time it was clear and focused, with none of the suffocating grief from before, nothing white-knuckled about it. So Carter allowed it.
Carter smiled, his whisky-brown eyes dark with pride as he reached past them and shut off the water.
“Yeah, Princess, we are. But first, we’re getting room service.”
 
They stepped out of the steam in a slow, dripping line, the grey slate tiles catching the water, as Carter reached for the stack of oversized hotel bath towels. Rather than handing them out, he took charge, of course; he wrapped one around Kip’s compact, muscular shoulders first and used the plush, cloud-soft cotton to buff the damp from his dark hair and his powerful back, rubbing until Kip’s hair stuck up in every direction.
Kip leaned into the touch with a cat-like purr, his hazel eyes lazy with the unbothered satisfaction of a man who knew perfectly well he had broken their blond third down to bedrock and was thoroughly pleased with himself about it. Carter could see it written all over that pretty face.
Scott stood by the vanity, letting the warm air hit his pale skin, the angry purple bruises along his ribcage still dark and sore, but Scott wasn’t hunching around them any more, and that was what mattered to Carter.
Carter stepped up behind him and used the second towel to buff the water from Scott’s broad shoulders; his hands were meticulous, mapping the long lines of the blond’s back and tracing the dense muscle until he felt the captain’s frame let go of the very last of its rigid alignment. Scott let out a long, unsteady breath. His head dropped back against Carter’s shoulder, and he reached back to slide a large, damp hand around Carter’s hip and hold himself there, tucked in against his side.
“Robe’s on.”
Carter rumbled against Scott’s neck before he stepped back, rough and warm.
“I’m ordering the kitchen out.”
They padded into the main stretch of the suite, the plush carpet soft under their bare feet. The warm glow of the night before was gone, replaced by crisp, sweet early light pouring through the huge floor-to-ceiling windows. Boston was waking up outside the glass, all traffic and gulls and somewhere a siren, but inside the dark-wood calm of the penthouse, the world was still locked out. For now. They had time and space to enjoy this, just a little bit longer.
Kip claimed the massive plush sectional at once, sprawling across the cushions in a thick, dark velvet robe that belonged to the hotel, bare legs tangled in the silk ties; he looked wholly domestic and unbothered, and that sweet smile of his came straight back the second he saw Carter pick up the suite’s landline from the writing desk.
“Get the waffles, Handsome.”
Kip called it over the back of the sofa, a teasing smirk pulling at the corner of his full lips as he took in the contrast of Carter’s dark skin against the white terrycloth of his own robe. He took it in for quite a while, actually.
“And the heavy cream. Gorgeous needs the calories if he’s going to walk straight today.”
It was only gentle teasing, but Scott still went red.
“Shut up, Kip, love.”
Scott muttered, but there was no bite in it at all.
The blond sat down heavily on the edge of the sectional, wincing a little and pretending he hadn’t, stretched out his long legs, and pulled Kip’s feet straight into his lap. His large hands started rubbing the smaller man’s ankles in a lazy, familiar, proprietary rhythm, like he had been doing it for years. His baby blue eyes were bright now, clear and fully present; the suffocating grief of the TD Garden had well and truly washed down the drain.
Carter rattled off a huge room service order: black coffee, double portions of steak and eggs, the waffles, the heavy cream, and enough carbs to fuel a second-round series. The poor man on the other end of the line repeated it back twice to be sure. Then Carter set the receiver back in its cradle.
He didn’t join them on the couch right away. Instead, he crouched and fished in the pocket of his discarded trousers on the floor until he found his phone. The screen lit up with a string of notifications, most of which he had no intention of reading, but one banner at the very top caught his eye at once.
 
V St-Simone ➡️ Text when you are alive. Everything’s ready at the house. Let us know your ETA so Ilya can make sure the gates are open.
 
A slow, pleased grin spread across Carter’s face, his whisky-brown eyes darkening with a deep, dangerous kind of satisfaction; he walked over and slid his large frame into the V between Scott’s long legs and Kip’s hips, letting his boyfriends curl in around him, and held the screen out, tilting it so both Scott and Kip could read the message glowing in the morning light.
Going straight to Shane and Ilya’s massive house on the outskirts of the city had always been the plan, win or lose. There was no way they were going anywhere in public. Ilya and Shane were famously protective parents, and they flatly refused to expose little Levi to a media circus or any kind of public scrutiny before the Stanley Cup Finals had even started. And could Carter blame them? Not for a second; he had seen what the press did to people. Besides, with Anya, their brand-new collie mix, now officially part of the family, neither of them liked leaving her home alone a second longer than they had to.
On top of all that, the stunning Hollander-Rozanov house was the perfect, airtight base for an inner circle meeting; Luca was now their oldest son, according to what Victor had told him, and the official announcement to the public would be coming soon, as would the fact that Luca and his boyfriend, who Carter was fairly sure was one of the tallest of the Bears rookies, already lived under that vast roof. Carter also knew that Victor had all but moved in with Cliff, not officially yet, but give it a month, and the two of them would live just a short drive away. The house was clearly the undisputed hub for the team and their families. If you wanted to find a Bear on a day off, you went to the Hollander-Rozanovs ’, and you followed the noise.
“Vic says the gates are cleared to open whenever we’re ready.”
Carter murmured it while his thumb tapped out a quick confirmation to the Boston winger.
“Everyone’s already hanging out at the house.”
Scott’s large hand came down over Carter’s shoulder, fingers digging firmly into the muscle, his baby blue eyes locked on the screen. A deeply relaxed warmth settled over his features, and Carter felt the last of the tension go out of the hand on his shoulder.
“Good.”
The blond whispered, low and steady and certain.
“No cameras. Just us.”
Kip let out a sharp, delighted laugh from the cushions, his toes digging playfully into Scott’s thigh.
“Perfect. I want to meet this famous collie mix who has Ilya wrapped around her paw. Did you see the posts he put up? She looked so cute. And you know Cliff’s going to try to cook breakfast. We need to get there before he burns all the eggs.”
 
Room service arrived in a rattling parade of silver cloches and dark porcelain, and Kip made a very happy noise at the sight of the waffles; they ate like athletes who had spent two weeks tearing strips out of each other on the ice: hungry, steady and entirely at ease in the warmth of the sectional. Kip snuggled in close on one side, stealing bites off Carter’s plate, while Scott sat with one massive arm hooked around Carter’s waist, pliant and flushing a faint, happy pink under the blanket they had dragged off the bed.
Once the plates were cleared and the heavy robes had been swapped for clean, casual clothes, Carter took charge of the arrangements.
He pulled his phone from his pocket, scrolling past the media alerts and the viral notifications from the team accounts until he found the contact he needed. He tapped dial, lifted the phone to his ear, and paced a short line beside the floor-to-ceiling windows while it rang.
“Hayden …”
Carter murmured as soon as the line clicked open, his deep baritone carrying the same steady authority that had held the Admirals’ locker room together through the entire trade shake-up.
“Get your gear together. Meet us downstairs in the lobby in 15 minutes.”
On the other end, Hayden let out a muffled, tired grunt. Carter could hear a zip running along a hockey bag behind him, and something that might have been a shoe hitting a wall.
“I’m almost ready, Vaughny.”
Hayden muttered, and his tone carried a familiar, nervous weight that Carter recognised from every road trip since the trade.
“Just … are you sure about this? Going to Shane’s place? I still feel like a complete shit friend, man. I don’t know if I’m ready to look him in the eye after the last few months.”
Carter wasn’t letting him wriggle out of it. Not today.
“We’re sure.”
Carter put enough weight behind it to leave no room at all for the rookie’s self-pity to take root.
“That was half the fucking point of telling you to book a room in this hotel last night. We got you out of that bad situation in Montreal thanks to Shane, and to you having the balls to say yes when it counted, but you don’t get to carry the bad feeling into your friendships anymore. Shane’s been worried about you. You’re going to face him, you’re going to talk, and then we’re going to eat Ilya’s food. 15 minutes. Don’t be late.”
He ended the call before Hayden could think up an excuse. Carter grinned, dangerous and deeply protective, as he slid the phone back into his pocket and turned to the room; Scott was hoisting their travel bags onto his broad shoulders, baby blue eyes clear and focused now, while Kip stood by the door with his hazel eyes flashing that sharp, confident spark as he adjusted the collar of his jacket.
“Rookie’s moving.”
Carter announced as he walked over to plant a firm, claiming hand low on each of their backs and nudge both his partners towards the threshold, just the way he liked to.
“Let’s go pack him into the car before he short-circuits in the lift.”
 
The three of them crossed from the lift into the expansive, marble-tiled lobby, shoulders brushing, with Kip tucked safely between Carter’s and Scott’s big frames. The second the doors slid open, Carter spotted their rookie. Hayden wasn’t really a rookie any more, not by a long shot, but Scott had called Shane “Rook” back in the day, and somewhere along the line the nickname had passed down to Hayden too, and now the whole Admirals locker room used it. Hayden had stopped arguing about a month ago.
Hayden was standing beside a massive decorative pillar, his hands white-knuckled around the strap of his duffel; he was practically vibrating with anxiety, his green eyes darting to the revolving glass doors every three seconds like a rabbit looking for a bolt-hole. Pure, system-crash panic was written all over his face. What was going through his head? Carter would have put money on it: he was terrified of looking Shane, his supposed best friend, in the eye after months of self-imposed silence, and he was right on the very edge of bolting back up to his room and locking the door.
Carter wasn’t having that.
His jaw set with a pragmatic snap, and in three strides they were on him.
Before Hayden could even register their approach, the triad descended. Scott, towering in his casual jacket, took the left flank. Carter, broad and immovable, claimed the right, while Kip slotted neatly in front; they formed a tight, almost military semicircle, boxing in the skittish rookie with no gaps and no exits. Textbook. Carter was quite proud of it.
“Vaughny, look, I really think maybe I should just catch a flight back to New York …”
Hayden started, his voice cracking as he took a step back, only to walk straight into the solid wall of Scott’s chest. He made a small, startled squeak that Scott was clearly never going to let him forget.
“Move, Pike.”
Carter put his deep baritone behind it, leaving no room at all for negotiation. His patience was very nearly gone, and was it even ten o’clock yet? It was not.
Without breaking stride, he laid a large, firm palm low on Hayden’s back while Scott clamped a big hand on his shoulder. In perfect, authoritative sync, the two bigger men propelled the rookie across the lobby floor, keeping him sandwiched between them so he couldn’t veer off course. A woman at the front desk watched them go with her eyebrows somewhere up near her hairline. Carter gave her a polite nod.
They marched him straight through the revolving doors and into the back seat of the high-end private car Scott had ordered for the trip. Carter shoved Hayden into the middle of the leather bench and slid in right after him to block the door, while Scott took the front passenger seat. Kip slipped gracefully into the back on Hayden’s other side, and the door shut with a heavy, expensive thud that sealed the man’s fate.
As the car pulled smoothly away from the kerb and made for the outskirts of the city, Hayden let out a shaky, defensive breath and stared rigidly at the back of Scott’s headrest as if it might save him.
Kip, easily the gentlest and most intuitive of the three of them when it came to handling frayed nerves, shifted his weight at once. He didn’t reach for the hard captain’s authority that Carter and Scott leaned on; he didn’t need it, he had never needed it. Instead, he leaned into Hayden’s space, his hazel eyes soft and warm and brimming with steady calm, and laid a strong, sure hand on Hayden’s trembling knee.
“Hey.”
Kip murmured, his voice dropping into the gentle, soothing lilt that Carter had heard him use on panicking customers at Straw+berry, and it cut straight through the static in the car.
“Breathe, Hayden. Look at me. No one is taking you to a firing squad. You’re going to a house with your best friend, a child and, from what we just heard, a new dog. It’s going to be loud, it’s going to be chaotic, and Shane is just worried about his friend. That’s it.”
Hayden swallowed hard. His shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch from around his ears, though his grip on the bag didn’t loosen one bit.
“I know. It’s just … I was such a shit friend, Kip. After everything Shane did to get me out of Montreal, I just froze him out. How do I even start that conversation?”
Kip huffed out a fond little breath.
“You start by saying ‘I’m sorry’, and then you let him hug you, because Shane is your friend, and that is what friends do when they accept your stupidity and your apology.”
Kip gave the instruction briskly, no nonsense at all, along with a warm, encouraging squeeze of Hayden’s knee.
“And if Ilya looks at you funny, you just hide behind Scott and Carter. And hope they’re bigger than him.”
Carter let out a low rumble of laughter from the other side, his whisky-brown eyes catching Hayden’s skittish gaze in the dim light of the car.
“He’s right, Rook. Relax. We’ve got you shielded. Just listen to Kip, okay?”
Carter caught Scott’s bright blue gaze in the rear-view mirror from the seat in front, and watched that mouth curl up.
“And for the record, Rook.”
Scott’s pleasant baritone rumbled back from the front seat. His big frame shifted as he turned his head just enough to catch the rookie’s eye, a relaxed, knowing smirk on his handsome face that Carter hadn’t seen in weeks.
“We are bigger than him. Combined, we definitely have the weight advantage. So stop vibrating.”
The car turned smoothly onto a quiet, tree-lined avenue on the outskirts of the city. The urban sprawl of Boston gave way to high private stone walls and huge hedges, security gates and long gravel drives, the kind of street where the trees cost more than most people’s cars. Hayden let out a long, shaky breath, and his fingers finally loosened their death grip on the duffel strap. Kip’s steady hand on his knee was doing more to keep the panic at bay than anything either of the captains could have managed, and was Carter secure enough to admit it? More than.
“Okay.”
Hayden muttered, looking between Kip’s soft, encouraging hazel eyes and Carter’s steady, protective bulk beside him. Did Carter feel a little bad for him? Honestly, yes. It was the first time Hayden had been to Shane’s home in Boston, and it wasn’t under the most comfortable of circumstances.
“Okay. I’ll just … I’ll just tell him.”
The car slowed to a stop before a pair of towering wrought-iron gates. Carter watched out of the window as the security camera blinked, clocking the car Scott had chartered. Within seconds, the gates swung inward, revealing a sweeping gravel drive that led straight up to the gorgeous, sprawling house Ilya had bought after selling his downtown apartment. It was a fortress of a place, all stone and glass, tucked into its own quiet pocket of safety, far away from the archaic, high-adrenaline world of the NHL and the nosy, gossip-hungry public.
The moment the tyres crunched to a halt out front, there was movement at the top of the stone steps by the front door.
A flash of brown and white stood sentinel on the porch. Anya, the clever collie mix Ilya had so triumphantly brought home from the Bears’ photo shoot and then plastered all over his Instagram, was watching them. Her soft brown eyes weren’t hostile, but they were wary, her tail sweeping slowly from side to side even though her posture was a little defensive. She looked like a dog doing a headcount.
Carter popped his door and stepped out into the crisp morning air, his dark skin catching the bright sunlight.
“Alright, let’s go.”
He called it over his shoulder as he reached back in to offer Kip a hand, then shifted to block Hayden’s path just enough to make sure the rookie stepped out into the middle of their circle and not straight back into the car.
Shane Hollander-Rozanov was standing on the porch now, wearing a soft, oversized hoodie that was very clearly his husband’s and a pair of gym pants that fitted him very well indeed. Carter had eyes. He looked nothing like the legendary, terrifying hockey genius who had just dismantled the Admirals’ whole season.
His sharp brown eyes scanned the drive, skipped right over Carter and Scott, and locked straight onto Hayden’s nervous form.
For a fraction of a second, no one on the drive moved. Hayden froze, his defensive posture threatening to hunch his shoulders right back up around his ears. But before he could short-circuit or bolt back to the leather seats of the car, Kip gave him a firm, gentle nudge from behind, and Carter stepped slightly to the side, keeping the path wide and open in front of him.
“Go on, Rook.”
Carter murmured it low, his whisky-brown eyes dark with steady, unshakeable support.
“Your friend is waiting.”
 
Hayden took a hesitant, leaden step forward, his trainers heavy on the gravel as he left the shelter of the triad behind.
Shane didn’t wait for him to cross the whole distance. The moment Hayden broke from the circle Carter and Scott had made, Shane came down the porch steps with that fluid, light-footed grace that made him such a nightmare on the ice. The oversized hoodie, ROZANOV embroidered in faded block letters across the back, hung down to his thighs, in sharp contrast to the gym pants that showed off the compact, powerful leg muscle he used to out-skate the entire league. Carter had seen those legs chewing up the neutral zone for two weeks straight. Was he ever going to look at them the same way again? No. No, he was not.
“Hayden.”
Shane pitched it low, but it cut clean through the crisp air, and the sharp, hyper-analytical gaze vanished at once. In its place was a raw, unguarded look of relief that made him look about nineteen.
Hayden stopped a few feet away, his jaw working as he tried to swallow down the lump of self-pity and guilt in his throat. His shoulders were still hitched up around his ears, his fingers white-knuckled on the duffel strap.
“Shane … I’m … I’m so sorry, man. I was a complete shit friend. After everything you did with the trade, I just froze you out. I didn’t know how to …”
Carter raised an eyebrow at the look Shane shot Hayden, and the man’s jaw snapped shut at once. Huh. How did he do that? Carter needed to learn that one. That would be useful with the rookies. Hell, it would be useful with Scott.
“Cut the fucking crap, Hayden.”
Shane cut across him, though there wasn’t a single drop of malice in his tone.
He closed the remaining distance in one stride and pulled the taller man into his arms, hauling him down into a hard, unyielding hug that squeezed the defensive posture right out of Hayden’s frame. Hayden froze for a fraction of a second; from where Carter stood, it looked like his brain had just short-circuited at the sheer immediacy of the forgiveness. Then the duffel slipped out of his fingers and hit the gravel with a soft thud. He wrapped his long arms around Shane’s shoulders and buried his face in the soft cotton of the black hoodie, and a long, shaky breath of release finally left his chest.
“You are a fucking idiot.”
Shane muttered into Hayden’s shoulder, his grip tightening before he finally pulled back. He kept his hands on Hayden’s upper arms, steadying him.
“A total, stubborn idiot. I was worried sick, Hayden. Don’t you ever do that to me again.”
Carter could see the tears standing in Hayden’s green eyes from all the way over by the car.
“I won’t.”
Hayden whispered, his voice thick, a small, watery smile breaking through his nervous mask as he looked down at his friend.
“I promise.”
Behind them, Carter watched the reunion with a warm, proud sort of satisfaction settling deep in his chest; he had dragged that kid here, and look at him now. Kip let out a satisfied little huff, hazel eyes warm, and slid an arm around Carter’s waist to lean his compact weight against Carter’s muscular side. Carter ran a large, dark hand down Kip’s back, his whisky-brown eyes calm and settled as he looked over at Scott.
Scott was leaning against the bonnet of the chartered car, his broad chest rising and falling in a deep, peaceful rhythm. His baby blue eyes were bright and relaxed under the Boston sun as he watched their rookie finally shed the darkness, all the layers of sadness he had been carrying around for months.
“See?”
Kip whispered, his fingers curling into the fabric of Carter’s shirt.
“Told you he was a softie.”
Before Carter could rumble out a reply, the front doors were pushed open wider, and Cliff Marlow’s massive, booming voice rang out across the sweeping drive and broke the moment wide open.
 
“Hunter! Vaughan! Get your asses up here before this ravenous rookie cub loses his mind and eats all the breakfast himself!”
Cliff stood framed in the doorway, towering in a loose tee, a mug of black coffee already steaming in his thick fingers. Right over his shoulder appeared Victor, leaning effortlessly pretty against the doorframe, his custom tiger’s-eye studs catching the bright morning light with a rich, honeyed glint. Back in. Of course they were. Had Victor even taken them out last night? Carter had his doubts.
Carter let out a low, gravelly chuckle, and the last of the playoff fatigue finally dissolved out of his shoulders. He shifted and pressed a large palm, firm and sure, low against Scott’s back, and steered his captain up the stone steps just the way he liked to. Shane had already turned and was leading Hayden back up ahead of them.
“Come on, Princess.”
Carter murmured against Scott’s ear, teasing, and watched a faint, happy pink flush climb the blond’s neck and race over all of Kip’s marks.
“Let’s go inside before Cliff starts hoarding food, or worse, tries to cook it again.”
As they reached the top of the porch, the pretty brown-and-white collie mix didn’t move an inch from Shane’s side. She sat perfectly alert, her whole body tense and planted to the spot. She was clearly an intelligent, obedient dog, and from the sharp, focused tilt of her head, she didn’t trust Hayden yet. Not even a little. Her ears were pinned forward, and her dark eyes tracked every tiny movement the skittish rookie made with a calculating, working-dog intensity. Shane kept a steady, reassuring hand buried in the thick fur at her neck, settling her without a word as Hayden edged past.
“Don’t take it personally, Pike.”
Victor murmured, his accent soft and lilting, as they all filed into the warm, spacious hallway, and flashed Carter a quick, knowing wink.
“She’s a herding dog. If you aren’t on the Boston line-up, you’re a defensive liability to her.”
The mood in the entryway softened at once as Ilya Hollander-Rozanov stepped out of the sunlit corridor. The usual loud, wild bravado that trailed the huge Russian everywhere was gone, dialled right back into a low, protective warmth that Carter had never seen on the ice. He was holding the small, fragile form of their youngest son securely in his massive arms. The little boy was tucked against his father’s chest, rubbing a sleepy blue eye with one tiny fist, while his other hand kept a tight grip on the soft collar of Ilya’s shirt and a plush grey shark sat wedged in the crook of his elbow.
“Cliff, inside voice.”
Ilya grunted it in a low, rumbling stage whisper, shooting a mock glare over his shoulder at Cliff before his blue eyes, the exact same blue as the little boy’s, moved to the newcomers. Easy, genuine warmth settled over his broad, handsome features as he took in the triad.
That was, until he looked at Hayden.
When those eyes landed on Hayden, a distinctly glacial tint crept into them. Hayden visibly wilted.
“Come in. We have plenty of food from the morning market. Lyubimyy, make sure Pike does not trip over the mat.”
Luca and Adrien appeared right behind Ilya on silent feet, and both of them shared a soft, knowing look with him as they took in how tightly Hayden was still holding onto Shane’s arm. The whole Hollander-Rozanov household seemed to gather in around them in the entryway, and the presence of the youngest son seemed to calm the whole room down into an atmosphere of safe, accepting domesticity. It was like walking into a warm bath. Carter could feel it in his shoulders.
Carter took a slow breath, his arm tightening around Kip’s waist without him even thinking about it, to draw that compact frame closer, his whisky-brown eyes bright with pride. Scott stood steady right beside them, his stance firm but his shoulders low, as he watched the huge Russian captain holding his son. The league, the media, the loss from the night before: none of it existed in this house. In this home.
“Alright, Rook.”
Carter bumped Hayden with his shoulder, smooth and gentle, to steer him further inside, while Anya tracked them all with her quiet, protective gaze.
“Get inside. Let’s go get some more breakfast.”
 
The steady rhythm of the Hollander-Rozanov household settled over the sunlit kitchen, and Carter found himself leaning his broad frame against the marble counter, his whisky-brown eyes dark with a hushed, fascinated attention. He had seen plenty of locker rooms in his time. He knew how deep team bonds could run; hadn’t he bled for a few of them? But watching the way this family moved together in the privacy of their own home was something else entirely.
Ilya sat easily in a chair at the head of the kitchen island, still holding the sleepy, black-haired child against his chest. Levi’s little fingers stayed curled tight in the collar of Ilya’s black tank, his small body melted into the vast, coiled power of his father’s arms like it was the safest place in the world. Which, Carter supposed, it probably was. He wouldn’t have wanted to try and get past those arms.
“Is the tea ready, Lyubimyy?”
Ilya’s deep, gravelly voice rumbled low through the room in Russian, the thick cadence dropping into a gentle, protective murmur that barely rippled the air around the boy in his arms.
“Almost, Ilyusha.”
Shane answered from over by the kettle, a very fancy-looking teapot in his hands, with a fond, amused lilt in his voice at his husband’s favourite name for him. He didn’t look up from what he was doing, but his whole posture was loose, relaxed and easy, nothing like the coiled spring Carter had been chasing around the ice for two weeks.
Before the water could even whistle, Luca padded into the kitchen, his bare feet silent on the heated hardwood. The younger blond centre looked a little pale, his shoulders slightly rounded as the lingering exhaustion of the series weighed on him, but the moment he reached the island, his movements turned automatic. Without a word, Luca ducked right under Ilya’s big, resting arm, snuggled against the Russian’s side, and reached out to run a hand over the dark hair of his little brother, who gave the older blond a sleepy, delighted smile and reached for him with one tiny hand.
“Good morning, Lyovushka. Did you sleep okay, little brother?”
The Russian flowed out of Luca as naturally as English ever had, and did that surprise, Carter? A bit, yes. He had known Shane spoke it. He hadn’t known that even Luca was now this fluent, or that the kid could sound so completely at home in it.
Carter watched, his jaw tightening a fraction as he corrected every assumption he had walked in with. This was nothing surface-deep. It was a natural, unthinking move, worn smooth from use. Ilya didn’t even break off his low conversation with Cliff to look down. He just slid his arm out, shifted the little dark-haired boy over to make space, and dropped that massive arm around Luca’s shoulders, pulling his oldest son tight into his side. A large, heavily calloused hand came up, long, strong fingers gently stroking the back of Luca’s pale neck, while Ilya bent his head to nuzzle into the younger man’s wavy blond hair.
“Good morning, Lukasha.”
Ilya murmured against Luca’s hair, his touch full of a deep, unguarded reverence, and Carter’s chest ached as he suddenly, finally understood.
Oh.
So this was what it looked like. When no one had to hide.
Luca just sighed. A long, shaky breath of pure safety escaped him as he let his weight go loose against Ilya’s side, his eyes falling closed as he melted into the hold.
Shane moved then, stepping away from the counter with the teapot in his hands. As he came over to the island, those sharp, chocolate-brown eyes took in the deep, steady devotion running between his family, and then they locked on Luca. Shane was reading something there that Carter couldn’t see, because he set the teapot down with a gentle click and then, with no warning at all, dropped into a low crouch. He scooped Luca cleanly up from where he was half leaning, half held in Ilya’s arm, shifted the slimmer blond into his chest, and rose from a dead squat to standing with Luca’s lithe frame in his arms, all through sheer, terrifying core strength.
Carter’s eyebrows shot right up, and a low, appreciative grunt escaped his throat before he could stop it. He knew Shane was strong; every testing metric in the league agreed, and Carter had felt it personally along the boards more than once. But seeing him casually use that strength to carry his son across the room to the long sectional sofa, Luca’s long legs dangling over his forearm and not a single wobble in his stride, was something else. Breathtaking, honestly.
Victor caught his eye across the island and grinned like he had been waiting for exactly that reaction.
Shane sat down on the deep cushions and pulled Luca down to curl up between himself and the space where Ilya was already moving to join them, Levi still tucked against his chest. The blond folded into Shane at once, hiding his face against Shane’s broad shoulder for a good while, while Shane wrapped his arms all the way around him and held him inside that safe, unbroken circle without a word.
Levi stirred against Ilya’s chest as his father settled into the corner of the sofa. His big, dark blue eyes blinked hazily open, and he looked from his big brother over to where Carter, Scott and Kip stood in the archway. Did the child look scared? Not of them, not of anything. The wall his parents and his brother had built around this room made it impossible for the outside world to touch him.
Love and territorial pride tightened in Carter’s gut as he looked down at Kip, still tucked firmly against his ribs, and then at Scott, whose baby blue eyes were clear and relaxed beside them. The Bears had their refuge under this roof. But right here, wrapped in the soft morning light, Carter knew the Admirals’ leadership was learning, one step at a time, exactly how to build their own.
And if Carter had to haul his mind away from the picture of a tiny blond-haired, hazel-eyed child nestled against Scott’s broad chest, and a dark-skinned, dark-haired little girl with bright blue eyes in Kip’s arms … well. No one but him could see it, could they. It was a quiet, wistful picture, the kind that belonged to a long future and very much not to this morning. Watching this family, though, was giving Carter far too much hope and far too many ideas.
 
None of them ate much more, having already eaten, apart from Hayden, who ate like a man who hadn’t seen food since Montreal. Once they all had fresh, steaming mugs of tea or coffee in their hands, Victor headed for the living room, subtly herding the rest of them through the arched doorway with a hand here and a nudge there and that serene little smile that meant no one was getting a say. Anya would have approved. Carter stepped in last, his arm still wrapped sure and possessive around Kip’s waist and his coffee in his other hand, his whisky-brown eyes calm and settled as he took in the sight in front of them.
The five of them were still cuddled up tight on the massive sectional. Ilya was wedged deep into the corner cushions, his huge arms a solid, protective frame around both Shane and little Levi, who had dropped back into a deep, peaceful sleep against his father’s chest, shark and all.
Luca was tucked flush against Shane’s side, his blond waves messy from where Shane had been nuzzling into them, and Shane’s fingers were still carding through the silky strands. Adrien had followed the four of them over and settled on the floor at Luca’s feet, his broad shoulders leaning comfortably back against the sofa, one hand resting lazily around Luca’s ankle, his thumb making slow, idle circles there like he didn’t even know he was doing it.
It looked like a safe, unbreakable little world.
This was what was possible. Even for people like them. It struck a spark of hope in Carter’s gut, hope for something even he wasn’t ready to put a voice to.
Not yet.
Hayden was hovering just inside the archway, his long frame looking skittish all over again as he took in the family scene in front of him. But Shane didn’t let him freeze this time.
Shane shifted, loosening his hold on Luca just enough to sit up, and Luca just resettled so he was curled into Ilya’s side rather than Shane’s. Carter watched those sharp chocolate-brown eyes lock straight onto their rookie. Shane patted the empty cushion beside him.
“Hayden. Sit down.”
Shane’s voice was smooth and level and calm, and it cut straight through the low hum of the room. It wasn’t a request. Carter recognised the tone; he used it himself.
Hayden swallowed hard. His defensive posture melted away an inch at a time as he crossed the plush carpet and sank heavily onto the sofa beside his former captain. Anya didn’t ease her guard one bit. She stayed pressed flat against Ilya’s shins, her intelligent, working-dog eyes tracking Hayden’s hands with a calculating, protective intensity, ready to spring across the cushions at one wrong move. Ilya murmured to her in Russian, low and rumbling, and Luca reached over Ilya’s huge legs to run his fingers through her fur, murmuring gentler Russian words of his own until her ears softened a fraction.
“I didn’t mean to freeze you out, Shane.”
Hayden whispered, his voice thick, his gaze dropping to his own large hands resting on his knees.
“In Montreal, everything was just … toxic. When you engineered the trade to get the rookies and me to the Admirals, I felt like a failure. Like I was just baggage you had to dump to save me. I was ashamed, man. I didn’t know how to talk to you without carrying all that bad feeling back into your life.”
Shane let out a breathy little huff, a lilt of pure, unvarnished fondness in it. He reached out, and a strong, calloused hand came down to grip the back of Hayden’s neck, squeezing with that familiar, bruising hockey-player affection that left absolutely no room for doubt.
“You’re an idiot, Hayden.”
Shane sighed it, his eyes wide open and unguarded as he looked at him.
“You were never baggage. I didn’t get you out of Montreal to get rid of you. I got you out because you’re a good man and a phenomenal hockey player, and you deserved a room where you could breathe. I never minded the unanswered texts or the radio silence because I was angry with you. I minded because I was worried about my friend.”
Hayden’s shoulders dropped all the way down from around his ears. A long, shuddering breath of relief escaped his chest, and he let his head dip under Shane’s hand, the layers of darkness and sadness he had been carrying for months finally sliding off him, right there on Shane’s sofa.
“Thanks, Shane. I’m so … fucking sorry.”
Carter felt the sob in his own chest, in sympathy, and had to look at the ceiling for a second.
“I know.”
Shane murmured, giving the back of the taller man’s neck one last reassuring tug before he let go and settled back into the hold of his husband and sons.
“Apology accepted. Now stop vibrating in my living room. You’re on a good team now. Scott and Carter will look after you.”
Carter smiled from his spot by the wall, and pressed his large palm, firm and steady, low against Scott’s back, and felt his captain relax entirely beside him. Kip leaned in on his other side, warm and solid. The last piece clicked into place.
The Admirals had lost the series. Fine. But standing inside this house, with his two men on either side of him, watching their rookie finally find his peace, Carter knew they had everything they needed to build their own empire next year.
And he was going to build it. Brick by fucking brick.
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      I tried. This took so long because I tried to write a full hockey game ... If it is terrible, I sincerely apologise. However, there are bricks as well here: warnings for abuse, flashbacks, horrible people and nasty language, as well as a decent amount of violence.

Then I give you all the fluff, so much fluff and, to finish, have a lovely serving of smut and think ch38 on a lot of steroids ... Enjoy and let me know what you think. We are so close to the end here, and  I both want to finish and don't because I will cry my eyes out when it is done.  ❤️ Oh, and what Ilya calls Cliff, when talking to Levi is the Japanese for 'uncle '...







  The walls of their home locker room were thick, but they still shook. Twenty thousand fans were packed into the rafters above them, stamping and chanting and roaring, and the raw, rhythmic thunder of it came down through the concrete and into the benches and into the soles of Ilya’s feet. Inside the cubbies it was hot and close, twenty-odd big bodies packed in shoulder to shoulder, knees bouncing and fingers fiddling with tape, and over all of it sat the buzzing, crushing pressure of a Game Seven, so thick that Ilya could feel it pressing on the back of his neck and squeezing at his lungs every time he breathed in.
The Bears were a room of bruised skin and battered armour tonight. Every man in here was carrying the deep, purpling debts of six games of brutal, bone-rattling hockey against Las Vegas; there were strapped ribs and taped wrists and at least two black eyes that Terry had sighed at, loudly, that morning. Ilya could feel that some of his own bruises had darkened even since last night. The big one across his hip had gone the colour of a plum, and his left shoulder clicked when he rolled it. Did he care? Not even a little bit.
Las Vegas had scraped their way to a seventh game mainly by hurting the Bears so badly in the earlier games that Boston had been playing short for most of them. Kent’s team was overaggressive and dirty with it; they traded goals for physical harm and seemed perfectly happy with the deal, and everyone was starting to feel it in their bodies. But beneath the raw, gnawing hunger of their playoff appetite, the quiet in the locker room had no poison in it; it was a family pulling in tight around itself. Every man on the roster was already buckled into his pads, the straps pulled snug over armoured shoulders, and their shared adrenaline hummed through the room, fizzing under Ilya’s skin and prickling up the back of his arms until his fingers itched to get hold of a stick. They knew the outside world was pressing in on their refuge tonight, and the instinct to close ranks was something Ilya could almost touch.
Good.
Ilya moved to stand in the exact centre of the room. He did not speak straight away. He let his bulk throw its long shadow across the floor and waited until twenty pairs of hungry, exhausted, stubborn eyes had locked onto his face. He knew what his own looked like right now; he had been told often enough, by referees and by Shane and by more than one terrified rookie, that when he got like this his eyes went dark and narrow and flat, the look that made opposing wingers freeze on the blue line. Tonight they were blackened by a cold, predatory need to win. He had promised Shane. He had promised him, back when all of this was still new and terrifying, that they would take home the Cup in their first year together, open and married and no one’s secret. Nothing, and especially not Dallas fucking Kent, was going to stop him from keeping that promise.
Shane stepped in right behind him and leaned into his side, a calm, lethal little presence with his arms crossed over his chest. His Alternate’s A was stark and white against the black of his jersey. He did not say a word. In game mode, his husband went somewhere very clear and very cold, and those sharp chocolate eyes tracked every movement in the room, every twitch and fidget, every taped hand and bouncing knee. Having him there, pressed solid against Ilya’s side, was the only thing that kept Ilya’s own aggressive edge from tearing the walls down before the puck even dropped; Shane was the steady one. Shane was always the steady one.
From where he stood, Ilya took in the whole room in one long, sweeping pass. He caught the focus in Shane’s posture, the way his husband had already angled himself to keep Luca close, his protective watch locked down tight. Adrien was staying inside Luca’s orbit too, the bigger rookie pressed in near the smaller blond, his big shoulder brushing Luca’s and his worried grey eyes flicking to him every few seconds to check he was still there; he was better now, the Cub, steadier than he had been in the days after that horrible breakdown in their kitchen, but he still did not like to be more than an arm’s length from his boyfriend, and no one in this room was going to tease him for it. Shane had the pair of them in hand regardless. Not one single variable was getting out of his husband’s analytical sight tonight. No one was getting near their boys.
Ilya’s gaze moved on across the cubbies. He met the knowing gold of Victor’s eyes; Vic was watching the rookies too, keeping half an eye on them while he checked and adjusted the straps on Cliff’s leg pads, because Cliff could not be trusted to do his own properly when he was wound up. He clocked Troy sitting rigid on the end of the bench, his sharp face pale beneath his dark hair, his knuckles bone-white around his stick. Ilya knew that look. That was the phantom weight of Toronto clawing at the younger man’s chest. This run against Kent had dragged up all sorts of raw, ugly things for Troy, and Ilya had made a point of checking in a little extra all series, a hand on his shoulder here, a stupid joke there, so that his friend knew he was not alone with it any more. And honestly? Ilya would have done the same for any of them.
His gaze narrowed on a still-subdued Ethan in the corner. The other Cub had not forgiven himself for his misstep, even if Adrien had, and Ilya knew he would have to step in soon if it dragged on much longer; there was only so much moping a man could do before it set like concrete. But to his credit, Ethan had not let it follow him onto the ice. He had been holding the third line together remarkably well through this whole gruelling, violent Cup run, and Ilya was proud of him for it. Would he tell him so? Yes. Later.
Only then did Ilya let his eyes land fully on his oldest son, his second-line centre.
Lukasha’s jersey carried his new surname. HOLLANDER-ROZANOV. Their name. It was the first time it had ever been seen in public, the bold letters stretched across the back of his shoulders and catching the harsh locker-room lights every time he moved, and every single time Ilya looked at it, something hot and proud and molten rolled over in his chest. This would be Luca’s first shift on the ice under that name. Were the reactions going to be fascinating? Fuck, yes. Ilya bit down hard on the dark, delighted smirk that wanted out. He was the Captain. He was meant to look serious.
They all knew who was sitting in the visitors’ room across the concrete corridor.
This was the last game against Kent, one way or another, and the violence that had been building for days was right at breaking point. Ilya was pretty fucking sure a fight would break out when they won. Not if. When. Kent was a vile bastard who ran his bench through fear and bullying, a monstrous piece of filth who groomed the vulnerable and the young and believed that his millions bought him a free pass to ruin whatever lives he liked.
The debt was being collected tonight.
“Okay, listen up.”
His voice came out low and rough, and it sliced clean through the distant whine of the skate sharpener down the hall and silenced the room. Ilya stepped forward. He could hear his own accent thickening, his voice rasping and heavy; it always did that when something mattered.
“Look.”
He paused, his jaw tightening until the bone clicked, and pointed one gloved finger down at the Bear logo painted on the locker-room floor. The one no one ever stepped on.
“I do not give a fuck how many goals we have scored this series. I do not give a fuck how we played last game. That was yesterday. That was before.”
He took a slow, deliberate breath, his chest swelling under his gear, and held the gaze of every Bear on the roster one at a time; he made sure every one of them saw him look. Every one of them mattered.
“Now I only need one thing.”
He dropped his voice an octave, down into the rumble that he usually saved for Shane and for referees he was about to make cry, and he felt it travel out through the floor and into their boots.
“We need to win. Here at home. Tonight. There is noise outside. We will cause a stir tonight. They will think they can get inside this room. They think they can mess with us. They will think that they have a say about the fact that Luca’s name has changed.”
Ilya leaned in. His gaze moved from Troy to Adrien to the veterans, and then it settled on Luca, who was leaning into Shane’s side, pressed close and plainly luxuriating in the strong, ungloved hand that was carding through his blond hair as they both listened. The boy looked about fifteen like that. He looked like a kitten in a hockey jersey, and he could also skate rings around anyone in this building except Shane, and Ilya loved him so much he could hardly breathe with it.
“As much fun as it would be to go to Vegas and humiliate them on their own fucking ice, I want to hear our fans tonight. I want to hear them scream. I want to crush them. I know you can do it. I have seen every single one of you do it. We will do it.”
He let the silence stretch then, on purpose. He let it stretch until the air felt ready to combust with all that shared will, until Reece’s knee had stopped bouncing and Bood had stopped chewing his gum.
“So leave it all out there tonight.”
And then he let it go. His voice rose into a raw, primal roar that rattled the walls of the cubbies.
“Everything. The anger, the disgust at Kent, the noise, the bullshit. You put it into the red line. Because this is our night. This is our home. And no one touches what belongs to this room. Let’s go!”
The answer was deafening: a chorus of composite sticks slammed against the floor, a violent, rhythmic explosion that shook the concrete under their feet. Shane let out a sharp, piercing whistle and was the first one off the bench, yanking his helmet on, and as he passed, he flicked a look up at Ilya. Those chocolate eyes were flashing with a hot, wordless promise that sent a spike of heat straight down Ilya’s spine and into places that had no business being interested before a Cup Final. Fuck. Later. The team surged towards the tunnel as one, a single synchronised wall of muscle and pads, and the buzzing, screaming energy of the Garden waited for them just beyond the threshold.
High up in the arena, tucked safely into the Bears’ family-only seats, little Levi was already settled between Yuna and David. Ilya had checked on them three times before warm-ups, and he would have checked a fourth if LeClaire had not physically pointed him at the door. Shane’s parents sat on either side of their youngest, close enough that their arms pressed against his small shoulders and no one could get near him without going through one of them first; Levi was proudly wearing a custom Bears jersey with all three of their numbers on it, 81 and 24 and 6, and his grey plush shark was clutched tight to his chest. He knew all their numbers now, and ‘Rozanov’ was easy enough for him to read, and he had traced the letters on the back of that jersey with one careful finger at breakfast while he sounded them out. Was he safe? He was safe, and Ilya would make very sure they did not lose with all of his family here to see it. Like fuck was anyone leaving their building in one piece until the Cup belonged to his team. To Shane’s team. Their team.
The wall of sound inside the arena slammed into Ilya’s chest the second his blades cleared the tunnel, knocking the breath out of him and setting his heart pounding hard against his ribs. It was a vibrating, raw thunder that rattled the glass and hummed deep in the soles of his skates; the refrigerated air sliced down into his lungs with the sharp, metallic bite of the ice, and he grinned behind his visor, because there was nothing in the world like it. Nothing except Shane.
But as the team flooded out onto the ice for warm-ups, the rhythm of the roar changed. It shifted, sudden and staggering, into something else.
 
It started as a ripple along the glass near the players’ bench, a spike of breathless, high-pitched murmuring that tore through the lower bowl and kept building until it crested into a huge wave of sheer realisation. Ilya felt it before he understood it. Then he did understand it, and he had to bite the inside of his cheek.
The crowd had spotted it.
Luca was skating a tight, fluid circle around the defensive zone. He moved with that lovely, steady confidence he had only really found this season, his gold-striped black pants flashing against the white sheet, but it was the back of his number 6 jersey that turned the stadium upside down. The old name was gone. In its place, bold white block letters stretched across the upper curve of his shoulder pads and told twenty thousand people exactly where his home was, and who his family was.
HOLLANDER-ROZANOV.
The visible proof of his son’s legal name change went through the building all at once, and Ilya felt it hit his own chest too, a hot, giddy rush of pride that made his grip tighten on his stick. Fans leapt to their feet all around the bowl, and the roar tore the roof off the place as the realisation slammed through the media boxes and the concourses alike; Ilya could see phones going up everywhere, a whole glittering sea of little screens. It was a historic moment written in black and gold, the final, undeniable statement of exactly who Luca belonged to. There would be speculation, of course; the reason for the change had not been officially announced yet. But there were plenty of images out there of Luca and Shane together, affectionate and close in that obviously parental way, Shane’s hand in Luca’s hair, Luca tucked under Shane’s arm right where he so clearly belonged, and most people would come to the right conclusion. And even if they did not, they would know in the end. Shane had offered Levi the choice of coming down onto the ice with the families when they won, and Levi had shyly, bravely said yes; it would all come out with the Cup anyway.
High in the stands, Ilya caught movement where he had spotted Yuna and David earlier. Tucked safely into David’s lap, little Lyovushka let out a tiny, breathless giggle that Ilya could not possibly hear from down here but could see, clear as anything, in the scrunch of his face; his small frame melted back against his grandfather as he pointed down at the white sheet of ice. Yuna sat on David’s far side, one hand firm around their youngest’s waist to steady him as he leaned forward, peering down to find them. Ilya’s chest swelled so hard with love and fatherly pride that it actually hurt, a sweet, tight ache right under his breastbone. He set his jaw against it and glided into his stance at right wing.
The first line was ready: Shane at centre, Ilya on his right, and Bood tracking the left wing, all solid shoulders and stubborn weight, his skates already digging in and his big body leaning forward, ready to flatten anything in white that came near them.
Even through the bulk of all that CCM armour, the sheer grace of his husband pulled at Ilya, tugged his eyes over and kept them there and made his chest go warm and tight, just as it had when they were seventeen and stupid outside a rink in Regina. Shane looked magnificent. His A caught the high arena lights, and his golden-tan face was set into a rigid mask of game readiness and pure analytical focus. He had kept Luca inside his line of sight from the second they had left the tunnel; Ilya could see him tracking the crowd’s reaction with sharp, protective calculation, keeping both of their sons within reach. The one on the ice and the one in the stands.
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. A slow, heated spark of possessiveness curled low in his belly as he followed the clean lines of his husband’s body, the thick thighs, the curve of that ass that no amount of padding was ever going to hide from Ilya. His Shane was so fucking beautiful. So perfectly, terrifyingly clever. And out here, under the lights, the steadiest thing in Ilya’s entire world.
Ilya lifted his stick and tapped the ice twice.
That little double tap was for Shane and Shane alone, and somehow, through all that white noise, his husband heard it; those chocolate eyes snapped straight up to lock onto his, and a jolt of heat went right through Ilya’s belly.
Ilya flicked his fingers in the small signal they used on the ice, the one that meant ‘I have your back, Lyubimyy.’
But across the red line, the sight of one particular white jersey raised the hair on the back of Ilya’s neck in a hot spike of pure disgust.
Dallas Kent.
The vile bastard who ran his bench through fear and bullying. The monster who groomed the vulnerable, who went after kids, because he believed millions in the bank and a jersey on his back made him untouchable. Kent was staring back at them, his mouth sneering beneath his visor, and his dark eyes kept darting towards Luca. Even after seven games against the man, Ilya could feel the rage crawl up his throat like bile every single time. Did the bastard have a death wish? Apparently. He watched the direction of that look, saw it zero in on Luca and hold, picking his son apart with those cold, greedy eyes, looking for the soft places he could hurt, and Ilya’s muscles flexed and strained against his pads until he could hear the straps creaking in warning; he looked at Shane. Shane had already seen it too.
The puck dropped.
Shane’s response was instant. A fluid, split-second lift of Kent’s stick, a beautiful, blindingly fast twist of his hands, and the puck was tucked against his blade and snapped hard across onto Ilya’s, and Ilya was already moving, because he had caught the faintest flicker of his husband’s intent before Shane had even made the play. He always did. Years and years of watching that man had to be good for something.
Kent came barreling at them both, his eyes locked on Ilya’s numbers, clearly looking for a dirty, late blindside. Ilya’s blades cut hard into the ice, and Shane slipped around the other centre’s hulking, too-slow body with one quick, neat shift of his hips, gone before Kent had even finished turning his head.
“Vic!”
Ilya snarled it, low and dangerous.
Victor had already seen it. He converged on Kent at the blue line, his long legs eating up the ice in three huge strides. He was the second-tallest Bear at 6’5”, beautifully built and broad, but he did not have the tank-like mass of Cliff or Ilya’s own lethal combination of size and strength; he was long and lean, built like a swimmer, and what he lacked in raw weight he more than made up for in calculated angles and that tall, formidable frame. He played the game with his head first, did Vic, always working out the angle three moves ahead. Ilya loved watching him work.
As Kent surged forward to illegally level Ilya, Victor stepped directly into his lane. He claimed the ice and dropped his centre of gravity, his skates glued to the surface, and he funnelled every single ounce of the locker room’s shared outrage straight up into his hips.
The impact was a catastrophic, bone-rattling crunch of composite pads. It was perfectly legal, a textbook shoulder-to-chest gap-control check, and it delivered Kent his first round of punishment for the night. Victor drove up through the hit with such explosive leverage that Kent actually left his skates. His unbuckled helmet popped loose and went skittering away into the neutral zone, and his whole body flipped parallel to the ice before he slammed down flat in front of the Bears’ bench with a sickeningly loud thud; Ilya heard the air leave his lungs from ten feet away. Across the ice, the referee’s arms stayed down. On the opposing bench, the fuses were already lit.
The Garden went feral.
Kent lay where he had landed. His eyes rolled white for a second, and Ilya saw him grab at his shoulder and gasp like a landed fish, his mouth opening and closing on nothing. Victor stood over him for one fraction of a second, knuckles pale on his stick, his dark jaw ticking as he stared down at the groaning man. Then he skated away without a word. Defending home ice had taken on a bloody, beautiful new meaning tonight, and Vic? Ilya was going to buy that man the most expensive hot chocolate in Boston.
Vegas scrambled. Their defensive lines fractured under the force of the hit. Nick snapped a tape-to-tape pass up to Shane, who was already accelerating past the red line, and Ilya tracked his husband with everything he had, Shane moving with that effortless, fluid grace, executing a tight twist that completely fooled the Vegas defenceman and cutting hard into the slot. He did not look at the net. He never had to look at the net. Ilya could see it in the set of his shoulders: that beautiful, lightning-fast brain had already worked out the goalie’s weakness, low on the blocker side, and set the whole thing up to exploit it.
With a resonant crack, Shane blasted the puck straight into the top shelf.
The red light exploded. The horn wailed, a screaming, beautiful roar, just 4 minutes into the game.
Boston 1, Las Vegas 0.
As the Bears piled in to celebrate, Kent dragged his aching body up off the ice. His face had gone a deep, humiliated purple, and he skated past their bench spitting vitriol, his eyes cutting sideways towards Troy.
“You think you’re safe here, you pathetic little faggot?”
Kent hissed through the gap in the glass, his voice raw with ugly, desperate malice.
“You’re nothing without me.”
Troy did not give the bastard the satisfaction. Ilya watched him close his fists so tight inside his gloves that his knuckles had to be bloodless, watched him lean his weight down on his stick, and then Troy’s pale eyes came up and found Ilya’s. Ilya let him see it: the knowing, steady look that said his Captain was right there behind him, that his whole team was. That no one was letting him fall. Ilya could almost see the black, gaping wound in Troy’s chest pulling closed, as healed as it was ever going to get, as healed as the man could be. Troy turned his head away. He did not look back at Kent. The garbage could not touch him now.
Vegas tried to push back after that. Their top line ran a heavy forecheck as the minutes ticked down, and they managed one clean snapshot from the top of the circles, but Wyatt Hayes was fantastic tonight. Their goalie moved with flawless, almost bored precision; his glove snapped shut over the puck with a loud, authoritative smack that silenced the Vegas bench, and he flipped it to the ref with a lazy little flick of his wrist, not even looking, completely unbothered. Hazy was not letting anything through tonight. Could Ilya have kissed him? Absolutely. He would probably try later, and Lisa would probably let him.
With less than two minutes left in the period, the first line locked the zone down again. Bood delivered a punishing body-check along the half-boards, stripping the puck from the Vegas defenceman with ruthless ease, and dropped a short cycle pass onto Ilya’s stick.
Ilya did not rush, because rushing would cost him. He used his bulk to shield the puck, his long legs driving him hard towards the crease, and he felt Kent trying to hook his waist from behind, the bastard’s stick digging into his ribs in a dirty, desperate attempt to slow him down. Ilya did not even flinch. He took the slash, his thighs flexing and burning as he powered straight through the contact, his weight driving forward and Kent’s stick scraping uselessly off his side, and lifted his stick to roof a vicious backhand over the goalie’s shoulder.
The red light exploded a second time.
Boston 2, Las Vegas 0.
Kent snapped. As the buzzer sounded to end the period, the Vegas captain marched straight at Ilya, his face twisted into a mask of ugly disgust, and shoved his glove into Ilya’s cage, screaming abuse right into his face.
“You’re a dead man, Rozanov! You and your whole faggot line! I’ll break your fucking neck!”
Ilya did not move an inch. He stood there like a brick wall while the referees rushed in to drag Kent off him, and he let out a low, deeply contented rumble of satisfaction that he knew Kent would hear. He let his eyes promise the man every single thing he was not allowed to say out loud on a live broadcast. Then he turned his back on the monster, which was the worst insult he had, and led his team, his family, off towards the locker room.
 
The second period opened with a statement of intent, and it had nothing to do with hockey. Vegas did not look at the puck when it dropped. They looked for black-and-gold jerseys to break.
Kent spent the first 5 minutes hunting Troy’s number. Ilya could see the history between them bleeding into every one of the bastard’s strides: all that lingering rage from their time in Toronto, the furious, bigoted resentment that it had been Troy, quiet, prickly, closeted Troy, who had found him out and exposed what he was doing in that locker room, Troy who had broken his cheekbone and set off the explosion that had got them both traded. Kent wanted to break him for it; it was written all over him.
Every time Troy touched the puck along the boards, a Vegas jersey was there to deliver an extra cross-check to his spine. But Troy absorbed the blows. He got back up every single time, and every single time he rose, Cliff was looming right there behind him, huge and sweaty and scowling, his big shoulders hunched over the smaller man and shielding him with that massive body and hauling the smaller winger back onto his skates by the scruff of his jersey like a mother cat with a kitten. Did Troy even notice any more? Ilya did not think so. A month ago he would have snarled at Cliff for it. Now he just let himself be picked up and went again.
The abuse only made the Bears sharper. When Kent took a blatant slashing penalty for hacking at Shane’s wrists away from the play, the Garden erupted in a chorus of boos so loud Ilya felt them in his teeth, and the Bears’ power-play unit stepped over the boards.
“Make them fucking pay.”
Ilya snarled it at the faceoff, cold and final, staring down the Vegas penalty killers one by one until two of them looked away.
The puck dropped, and the Bears put on a masterclass. They moved the puck without even needing to look for each other, every man knowing exactly where the others would be, passing with a rapid, tiki-taka rhythm that left the Vegas box spinning and breathless. Shane worked the blue line, reading the defenders’ shifting lanes in real time; Ilya watched him do it, watched those dark eyes flick and calculate, and then Shane wound up for a big, heavy slapshot. It drew the Vegas defenceman right out of position. It was a lie, of course. Did the defenceman see it coming? Of course he fucking did not. At the last instant, Shane turned it into a no-look slap-pass and fired it straight into the slot.
Troy was already there, parked perfectly in the dirty area in front of the net.
Kent could only watch from the penalty box as Troy timed his arrival to the millisecond. With a sharp, defiant flex of his core, Troy redirected Shane’s rocket of a pass, his stick making clean, ringing contact, and the puck screamed past the goalie’s blocker and buried itself in the top shelf.
The red light exploded. The siren wailed.
Boston 3, Las Vegas 0.
Troy did not celebrate with any flashy fist-pump. He skated hard for the bench and let his line engulf him, gloves thumping on his helmet and shoulders, and as he passed the penalty box, he finally turned his head. He looked Kent dead in the eye. His face was untroubled, wholly healed, the face of a man with a whole team at his back, a slowly forming family that Kent could never understand if he lived to be a hundred; Ilya smirked darkly behind his visor. The small, petty pleasure of seeing Kent’s face just then only sharpened his appetite to flatten the whole lot of them into the ice. They would win this. There was no question about it in Ilya’s mind. None at all.
Furious and haemorrhaging momentum, Vegas fell back on psychological warfare. They started hurling homophobic slurs from their bench as the Bears’ lines rotated, the same tired shit Ilya had been hearing his whole career, louder now and more desperate. When the third line took the ice, a Vegas defenceman tried a late, away-from-the-puck run at Victor, and Vic just was not there; his speed left the man hitting nothing but air and very nearly going through the glass on his own. On the next shift Cliff stepped over the boards and took his place on the left wing, all of his hulking weight settling in at the dot with his feet planted wide and his chin down. He did not open his mouth once. He just stood there at the faceoff dot and stared at the Vegas bench, his whole hulking presence a promise of violence, until every pair of eyes over there dropped to the ice.
By the time the first line was back out at five-on-five, Shane and Ilya were in devastating harmony. Shane cut through the neutral zone and drew two defenders onto his hip with one tiny dip of his shoulder, both of them falling for it at once, then threaded a backhand pass through a gap so small Ilya would not have bet on it, straight onto Ilya’s tape. Ilya shielded the puck with his bulk, drove hard at the crease, and flipped a sharp shot up over the goalie’s pads. Less than three minutes later, he returned the favour; he forced a turnover at the blue line and hammered a pass onto Shane’s stick, and Shane blasted it home from the high slot without even breaking stride.
The horn wailed twice more in quick succession. The Garden was a roaring cauldron of black and gold.
Boston 5, Las Vegas 0.
The third period was pure survival. The Stanley Cup was in Boston’s grasp, and Vegas had become a wounded, humiliated animal, and wounded animals bite.
They swarmed the Bears’ zone and went after Wyatt Hayes’ crease. A Vegas winger deliberately snowed him after a whistle, spraying a fan of ice up into his face cage. Hazy did not even blink. He just shoved the man out of his blue paint with a cold, flat glare and went back to his work, and he turned away twenty consecutive shots with mechanical precision. Nothing was getting past him.
Desperate to break their spirit, Kent’s line trapped the Bears out on a brutally long shift. Ilya had double-shifted Luca, sending him straight back out to centre the third line between Adrien and Victor, and the shift had dragged on far too long. Luca and Adrien were visibly exhausted, their lungs burning; Ilya could see it in the drop of their shoulders, as they fought along the half-boards. Kent saw it too. Ilya watched him sense the opening, watched him skate hard through the neutral zone and deliberately lead with his knee, aiming a vicious, illegal knee-on-knee hit straight at Adrien.
Adrien went down with a sharp cry of pain, clutching his leg.
Luca’s response was instant. Ilya saw it happen, a terrifying spark of protective rage that swept the exhaustion right off his son. Before Kent could even turn around, Luca dropped his shoulder and launched his whole weight into Kent’s chest, flattening the Vegas captain with a clean, devastating body-check that rattled the glass. He did not look back at Kent at all. He scrambled straight to Adrien’s side, his hands finding Adrien’s shoulders, and Adrien grimaced, but his eyes found Luca’s, and a tight, defiant little nod passed between them; he was not staying down. Evan and Reece were already there, forming a wall over the pair of them, refusing to let Vegas anywhere close.
That was his boy. That was Lukasha, who had flinched at raised voices when he first came to them.
With less than two minutes left on the clock, the whole Garden was on its feet, a deafening chant of victory rolling around the rafters. The second line forced one last turnover in the neutral zone. Troy stripped the puck from a thoroughly beaten Vegas defenceman and drove it hard down the right wing.
The arena held its breath. Everyone expected Troy to take the shot; Ilya expected it, Kent certainly expected it. Instead, Troy spotted Luca cutting hard into the slot, wide open, and with selfless, perfect precision he snapped a crisp pass across the ice.
Luca connected perfectly. In the exact move Shane had spent hours and hours drilling into him, their son hammered the puck with every last ounce of strength he had left and sent it screaming into the back of the net.
The red light exploded for the final time.
Boston 6, Las Vegas 0.
 
The final horn sounded, a long, triumphant blare that announced the Boston Bears as Stanley Cup Champions. The bench cleared in an instant; players vaulted over the boards and poured across the ice to celebrate near the crease, gloves and sticks flying, and someone, probably Bood, was howling like a wolf.
That horn was the end of the game. It was also a detonator. Before it had even died away in the rafters, the ugly poison that had been simmering along the red line all night finally ruptured. The Bears were Stanley Cup Champions, and the war was not over yet.
In the middle of the black-and-gold celebration near the crease, Ilya caught the exact moment Kent came apart. Humiliated by the shutout, stripped of every scrap of the power he thought he had, the predator snapped. He did not look at Troy, which was what they had all been expecting, what Ilya had positioned half the team to deal with. Ilya watched the bastard zero in on the back of Luca’s jersey instead. His face twisted with something ugly and desperate as his gaze locked onto the freshly stitched name.
HOLLANDER-ROZANOV.
This was Luca’s first game in his new surname; it was the official, legal stamp on the young man they had adopted and brought into their lives and their home. All night pride had been burning through Ilya’s veins, hot and bright and making his chest ache, with every flash he caught of that shared name stretched across those lithe shoulder blades. And all night he had watched Kent stewing over it. Kent had plainly seen his son as a weakness to exploit, a way to aim at both of them, the queer and out players who had beaten him, and at Luca himself, the boy who had just put the sixth one past his goalie.
Kent skated hard around the edge of the crowd, closing the distance fast as Luca turned. He did not drop his gloves for a hit. Instead, he reached out one filthy gloved hand, low and tracking inward, with a dirty, lecherous sneer twisting his mouth, and he tried to grab Luca’s ass in a disgusting, public show of dominance.
He did not get to touch him.
Luca had moved. All those months of gruelling figure-skating training with Shane had made the edge-work almost instinctive by now, and the blond executed a razor-sharp twist and a glide, his blades cutting one clean, pretty arc through the ice, and left Kent grabbing at nothing but cold air.
Ilya watched Kent see red. He took a step forward himself as he watched the haze come down over those hate-filled eyes, the colour flooding up the man’s neck. Kent had just been made to look a fool by a rookie’s grace in front of twenty thousand people and a live broadcast, and Ilya saw the very last of his sense go; he raised his stick. He meant to bring it down in a cowardly cross-check right across the spine of the young man who had embarrassed him.
He never reached him.
Ilya did not get more than one more stride closer. What happened next was something out of a nightmare, instant and raw and explosive, but there was no roar to it. It came in a terrifying silence.
Shane had not hesitated. He had not given a second chance. Had Ilya expected anything else? Not for one second. Ilya could not have torn his gaze away if he had tried. His husband was a beautiful, deadly predator who had finally, finally reached his limit; that perfect, analytical brain that calculated every play on the ice had sharpened down into a razor blade, and Ilya could see it in his face. The lioness’s teeth were out. There was no going back now.
The whole crowd stared, transfixed, as the league’s golden boy glided across the ice. Only a handful of men in black and gold knew that he had the same precise, lethal figure-skating training as their son, only on a wholly different level, and Ilya was one of them, and he had watched Shane land a double axel at five in the morning with no one else in the building. Shane did not rush in with blind, frantic strides. He closed the gap with a chilling, effortless speed before Kent’s stick had even begun to come down.
Heat spiked through Ilya’s whole body as Shane dropped both gloves with a dry, matched thud. There was no blind rage. No clumsy, flailing swings. What Shane unleashed was a controlled, graceful power, and it was far more terrifying than brute strength; he stepped into Kent’s space with a dancer’s balance, his hips turning with a skater’s precision to generate an unthinkable amount of torque.
Shane’s fist snapped out. It was a fluid, almost beautiful motion.
It broke Kent’s jaw with a single resonant crack.
Before Kent could even stumble, Shane pivoted on his inside edge and clamped one hand onto Kent’s collar to hold him upright. With just the flex of one bicep, he had the taller man hanging from his grip; then, cold and precise and completely in control, he delivered a short, devastating combination to that rapist piece of shit’s ribs. Two distinct, wet snaps rang out across the ice as the bones gave way. Shane did not even look angry. Ilya was drinking in every inch of him, and that devastatingly pretty face was a mask of aristocratic calm, lethal and composed, as he methodically took apart the man who had dared to look at their son, let alone try to touch him.
Without taking his eyes off the sight, Ilya skated in and gathered Luca against his chest. His arms closed around the smaller, slightly trembling body, and Luca turned into him at once, tucking himself in against Ilya’s bulk so that the bigger body made a wall between him and the crowd, and the cameras, and all the fights that were starting to erupt across the ice.
As Ilya shifted them around, making sure neither his own back nor Luca was exposed to anyone, Shane delivered one last, precise straight right. It burst open Kent’s lip and most likely his cheekbone, and blood sprayed in a deeply satisfying arc across the front of the Vegas jersey. Then Shane let go. His chocolate eyes had gone almost black with all that controlled rage. Kent crumpled to the ice in a heap of gushing crimson and already-blooming bruises, and he did not get back up.
“You fucking do not get to touch my son.”
Shane’s voice was dangerously low. It cut through the sudden vacuum in the zone as he stood over the groaning wreckage, not even breathing hard.
“You are nothing. You’re not some tragic asshole who made a mistake. You’re a predator who got comfortable because everyone around you kept calling you a hockey player instead of what you actually are.”
For a fraction of a second, the whole arena froze, stunned by the sheer, uncharacteristic violence that had just come off the league’s most elegant skater.
Then everything exploded. Every player on the ice dropped gloves, sticks and armour as both rosters swarmed the surface, and an all-out brawl ignited across the whole sheet. The Vegas players who tried to pull Shane off their captain ran straight into a wall of destruction.
Ilya had read the movement before it happened. He let go of Luca with a quick squeeze to the back of his neck and pressed a kiss to his damp hair.
“Stay against the boards. If they come near, you know how to fight, Lukasha.”
Then he was in front of Shane, every ounce of his weight behind the three hard strides it took to get there, and his blood was roaring in his ears. With his strength fully unleashed, Ilya grabbed the first two Vegas players aiming for his husband by the fronts of their jerseys and hurled them into the boards with enough force to shake the glass, and he planted himself between Shane and Luca and let his eyes do the talking. No one was touching his husband. No one was touching his son.
 
Across the zone, the Bears deployed with ruthless efficiency, and this was no standard hockey scrum where everyone grabbed a jersey and danced. This was an execution. They were a team built on protection and on violence when it was needed, a room full of trained and dangerous fighters, and there was a reason mandatory sparring was part of their conditioning; Ilya had insisted on it, and Shane had written it into the programme, and no one had complained after the first month. Ilya glanced away from the Vegas player he was busy twisting into an arm lock, one that promised a broken bone and a torn shoulder if the idiot kept wriggling, just in time to catch how Cliff and Victor were moving.
The pair of them worked together on pure instinct. Neither of them ever had to look to know where the other one was, shoulder to shoulder and back to back, a dark, close cohesion that mirrored Ilya’s own with Shane, and Ilya felt a hot little flicker of pride in his chest at the sight. Cliff had left his usual cleaner boxing somewhere back on the bench; this was rougher, more savage, and the damage they were dealing out was turning into a bloodbath far worse than Montreal had been weeks before; that one spark from Kent had cranked every single one of them up to a terrifying pitch, and Ilya could feel it in his own fists too, the hot, buzzing itch to hurt someone.
Cliff intercepted the heavy Vegas defenceman and put every ounce of his hulking frame behind a textbook hook to the ribs that folded the man in half instantly, with a hollow, sickening crunch. Right beside him, Vic did not wait. Moving with that sleek speed that belied his height, he caught a second man trying to slip past the line and drove his bare fist straight into the man’s temple. Blood sprayed across the torn white ice. Victor hissed something low and dangerous in French, his golden eyes blazing with murderous intent, and worked the man over until he dropped into a groaning heap. Behind them, Bood caught a third forward crossing the blue line and dropped him cold with one clinical, bone-cracking right straight, and then looked faintly disappointed that it was over so fast.
Nick and Evan worked the back end with their heads down and their elbows up, using their big frames to pin Vegas’s remaining wingers against the glass, while Reece carved a genuinely impressive path through the lineup, all that new defensive bulk finally being put to use. Kent’s team fought back in a desperate, vicious frenzy; gloves were ripped off, fingers went gouging for eyes, cheap shots flew, and knees drove into the worst possible places. But the Bears’ defencemen were tanks. They were immovable, and their bare fists worked ruthlessly over kidneys and faces, breaking down resistance along with cartilage and bone, until the ice was flecked with dark drops of crimson.
Down at the other end of the rink, the goalie war had erupted. Wyatt skated out to meet the Vegas goalie without a second’s hesitation, his padded gear making him look twice as broad as he was, the thick pads clicking as he smoothly blocked what looked like a clumsy left hook. Ilya knew the Vegas goalie was not actually that weak; Hazy was just that much fucking better. The other man wore a foul, twisted snarl as he joined the fray with his blocker raised, but Wyatt pinned him ruthlessly against his own net, took a sharp, dirty punch to the ribs without seeming to notice, and then landed a run of solid, blocker-reinforced blows to the head that left the other man helpless and gasping beneath him.
Adrien had the Vegas alternate captain dangling from his fists. The tall rookie was staring the older man down with a feral gleam in those grey eyes, and that gleam told Ilya everything; the Cub had seen exactly what Kent had tried to do to his boyfriend, and he was making someone pay for it. Ilya made a mental note to keep Adrien contained before they had to talk him down from a murder charge. Blood was already streaming from the alternate’s temple. Adrien hissed a low, dangerous threat into his face, then dropped him to the ice to join his teammates.
Through the blur of flashing steel and flailing limbs, Ilya tracked the far side of the zone, making sure the perimeter was locked. The refs were circling desperately, trying to split the pile, but the Bears were not having it. They were intent on burying Kent’s legacy once and for all, right here on their own ice.
His gaze swept the carnage and found Troy near the centre of it, with Ethan and Nick planted on either side of him, close enough that their shoulders bumped his. Troy did not have to fight. He was surrounded by a tight, unbreakable wall of his teammates, men who had put their own bodies on the line to shield him, and Ilya watched the realisation light up in those pale blue eyes. Then he watched Troy step forward anyway to block a punch that was swinging at Ethan’s shoulder. Of course he did. Idiot. Brave, lovely idiot.
The linesmen finally swarmed the pile. Their faces were pale as they took in how badly Vegas had been dismantled, and they did not even try to hand out penalties; the game was technically over, and Ilya suspected no one had a rulebook for this. They just shepherded the bleeding, broken Vegas roster towards their tunnel, those who could walk carrying or half-dragging those who could not, and they left a trail of dark crimson smeared across the white sheet behind them.
Kent was one of the ones being dragged. Ilya watched him go, slung between two of his own teammates with his head lolling and his jersey soaked red down the front, and he watched the arena security officers in their yellow jackets step in at the mouth of the visitors’ tunnel to take him off their hands. One of them, a stocky, grey-haired man, got a hand on Kent’s arm to steer him in through the opening.
That was when Kent came alive again.
He wrenched his arm free and threw his whole bleeding weight sideways into the security officer. He drove the man shoulder-first into the concrete wall of the tunnel so hard that Ilya saw his head snap back, and then Kent swung at him, a wild, ugly forearm across the face, before he twisted around towards the ice; his jaw was hanging wrong. Shane had broken it, and every word came out mangled and wet and slurred, but the name carried. Ilya heard it over the whole Garden.
“BARRETT! This is you, Barrett! This is all you!”
More yellow jackets piled in from inside the tunnel. Two of them took Kent down onto the rubber matting, and a Boston police officer was already shouldering through behind them, and the grey-haired officer was sitting against the wall with one hand pressed to his face. Ilya’s head whipped around. Out on the ice, Troy had gone still, his face blank and white, his name hanging in the air between him and the tunnel, and Ilya’s gut twisted hard on his friend’s behalf. Ethan and Nick closed in on either side of him without a word. Ethan’s glove settled on the back of his neck. Troy did not turn around to look at the tunnel again.
Ilya breathed out through his nose, his chest still heaving under his gear, and a deep, elemental satisfaction settled low in his gut. Good. Let the cameras have that one too. Let a judge watch it. Was it petty? Absolutely. Did Ilya care? Not one bit. The trash was being cleared from their ice. The debt had been collected. The monsters of the past were finished here, left behind on the cold, scarred ice under their feet, and Ilya’s whole body finally began to loosen with the relief of it.
Shane skated into his space the moment the whistles and the crowd noise began to die down. His breathing was steady; his gaze was warm and clear. There was still a lethal, coiled stillness humming through those broad shoulders and lean thighs, but the second he looked at Ilya, it softened. Shane slid a bare hand up the back of Ilya’s neck, and his other hand went to Luca, his fingers grazing the name on their son’s jersey as he pulled him into a tight, protective embrace. Ilya did not wait. He wrapped his arms around both of them and drew them in hard against his chest.
“You did good, Lukasha.”
Ilya rumbled in Russian, his voice a low gravel of pride, and pressed a firm kiss to the top of his son’s damp blond waves. Luca burrowed deeper into Shane’s shoulder, his pale face flushing that pretty pink, and Ilya felt the last of the tremor go out of him. Whatever fear Kent had managed to put into him was gone now, and Ilya was glad, and also still very much wanted to go into that tunnel and finish the job. Would Shane let him? Probably not.
 
The ice was quickly cleared of the broken Vegas bodies, and then the barrier opened.
High up in the secure family-only section, the gate swung wide, and the families began coming down the steps. Ilya watched them come, a great rolling swell of adoration surging up through his chest as he spotted Levi. His youngest was held securely in Yuna’s arms, with David a step behind them, shielding the pair of them from the press of bodies with his broad back. The 7-year-old was proudly pointing between the three of them on the ice and the three different numbers on his custom black Bears jersey, and under his thermal fleece leggings he was wearing his new favourite fluffy socks, the ones with the bright, colourful fish all over them; Ilya knew that because he had put them on him that morning. The smile Lyovushka had given his Kaasan when Shane came into the bedroom to find out what was taking them so long had been so soft and sweet that Ilya had buried his face in that silky black hair to hide the tears creeping up on him.
As Levi’s trainers met the ice, worry flickered through Ilya. There were so many people crowding close to those still-healing bones, so many elbows and sticks and careless bodies; but those blue eyes, so like his own, were glittering with determination, and Ilya could see that his son would not thank him for stepping in right now. Was he afraid of the noise? He was not. He was not trembling. He was clutching his shark plushie tight against his chest, and his gaze was fixed on Ilya and Shane and his big brother, and nothing else.
When Levi reached them, Luca dropped to both knees on the ice, his gold-striped black pants catching the light from the rafters, and held out his arms. Levi let out a soft, happy sound and tumbled the last few feet into those waiting arms, and burrowed in against his big brother’s neck. Ilya half-turned so that both his boys were right at the centre of himself and Shane, safe inside a solid, unbreakable huddle of heat and muscle.
Yuna and David were right behind. David had his arm wrapped around Yuna’s shoulders as they came, and both of them were wet-eyed and beaming with the same overwhelming pride. Ilya felt Shane’s hand snake around his waist, those strong fingers digging into his hip. It steadied him. It let him feel all of it at once: the elation of winning, of winning with his husband and his oldest son beside him on the ice; and beneath it, sudden and crushing, the ache that his Mama was not here with the Hollanders to see it.
Shane leaned up and brushed soft, slightly chapped lips against his jaw. He knew. Of course he knew.
“I know, Ilyusha. I know. She would be so proud of you, love. I promise.”
Ilya dragged in a few deep, shuddering breaths until his heart stopped stumbling over the grief of it. He was not alone. He would never be alone again, and Shane was right. He liked to think his Mama was proud of him, of who he had become, of the man and the father and the husband he was trying so hard to be; he hoped she was watching. Was she? He liked to think so. He hoped she was smiling down at all of them, her long golden hair loose and full of ribbons, even if he missed her more right now than he had in a long time. Just for this one moment. He touched the cross under his gear with two fingers. This was for her too.
The rest of the Bears had already formed a wide ring around centre ice, and they were slamming their bare hands against the glass and the boards in a rhythmic, violent chorus of pure joy. Coach LeClaire stood by the bench with a massive, proud grin splitting his weathered face, watching all the history he had filed away in that plain brown folder of his set itself permanently into the ice.
Ilya rose to his full height. He breathed out hard, and the silver silhouette of the Stanley Cup was carried out towards them. He looked down at Shane, at his husband, his Alternate, and those beautiful chocolate eyes were glittering with overwhelmed, happy tears. Ilya reached down and laced his calloused fingers through Shane’s right hand, and their matching gold-and-meteorite rings glinted together under the arena lights.
Together they hoisted the heavy silver Cup up towards the rafters, while the announcer’s voice boomed out through the speakers and rolled away over the empty visitors’ tunnel:
“For the first time in NHL history, one family name will stand three times on the same Cup: Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, Shane Hollander-Rozanov and Luca Hollander-Rozanov. Your Stanley Cup Champions.”
Shane buried his face in Ilya’s shoulder. His whole body shook with one broken, happy sob, and Ilya pulled Levi up into their arms between them while Luca pressed in flush against their side. It was all over. The abuse Shane had suffered in Montreal, the devastating spiral of pain and fear and dark basement rooms, everything Luca had endured before he found them, all the small-minded prejudice they had waded through to get here: none of it was erased, but all of it had been beaten. They were a home. They were a family, and like fuck was anyone ever going to make his family feel small again.
The Cup felt solid and real in Ilya’s hands as he and Shane lowered it from the rafters, the metal cold and gleaming under the lights. Twenty thousand fans were still tearing the roof off the building, a beautiful, deafening thunder that washed down over the white sheet; Ilya did not want to let go of it. His chest was swelling with so much love and pride that he thought he might crack a rib from the inside. Was this really his life? Apparently it was. But he knew his team was waiting.
With slow, deliberate care, Ilya passed the Cup to Cliff for his turn. The big winger let out a loud, raucous shout of victory, and his arms all but swallowed the silver.
The second his hands were free, Ilya turned back to his husband.
He did not care about the flashing cameras, or the media boxes, or the vultures in the league offices. He did not care that this was live on air across two countries. Moving with that practised, easy grace, Ilya reached out and snaked his arms around Shane’s waist and hauled his Alternate, his husband, his whole world, flush against his chest. He wrapped his palm around the back of Shane’s neck, sank his fingers into those silky dark strands to tilt his head up, and kissed him.
He kissed him properly, right there on the centre-ice logo, in front of the entire hockey world. There was nothing quick or chaste about it. It was deep and consuming and hot, his tongue sliding along the seam of those plump lips until Shane opened for him with a low, helpless moan that dissolved into the roar of the crowd. Shane’s bare hand slid up the back of Ilya’s neck, his fingers tightening in Ilya’s curls as he melted against him, and he met Ilya’s intensity with a devastating, wide-open devotion that made Ilya’s knees go stupid.
Forever now.
Ilya did not care who saw. He wanted them all to see; he wanted every camera in the building to catch his hand in Shane’s hair and Shane’s body, pressed to his, so that no one could ever pretend again that this was not real, that his husband was not his and their team was not theirs. When Ilya finally pulled back just far enough to rest his forehead against Shane’s, he caught the pretty pink blush creeping up his husband’s cheeks, making that constellation of freckles stand out beneath damp, sooty lashes. Shane was breathless and half gone, looking up at him through those dark eyes gone soft with love.
“Ya tebya lyublyu, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya rumbled it right into his skin, his voice thick and deep.
“Kokoro kara aishiteru, Ilyusha.”
Shane whispered it back, and the lilting Japanese sent a small, sharp flash of heat through Ilya’s blood; those strong fingers gave the back of his neck one last firm squeeze, and then Shane turned his attention back to their boys.
Luca had dropped to his knees to help Levi pretend to skate beside them on the ice. He had his helmet off now, his gold-striped black pants dusted with flecks of snow, and his hands were steady and patient as Lyovushka clung to his arms and tried to copy his footwork; now and then Levi looked up at the blond with a shy, pleased little smile, and Luca grinned back at him so wide and happy that his cheeks went pink with it, and Ilya’s heart turned right over in his chest. The small pocket of space around their sons had shifted. With families flooding the ice, a gap had opened, and the last member of their little group had arrived.
Adrien glided into the centre circle beside Luca, his tall frame moving smoothly now, the knee evidently holding, after finishing his own celebrations with the other rookie cubs. Behind him, Ethan had tears streaming down his face. Ilya was fairly certain that was because Adrien had just pulled him into a long, hard hug, the smaller, chestnut-haired centre swallowed whole in those arms, and Ethan had not yet recovered from being forgiven out loud in front of everyone.
Ilya cocked his head and drew back a step, keeping Shane with him, as he watched Adrien’s eyes lock onto Lukasha.
The Cub stopped dead on the ice, plainly mesmerised. Those storm-cloud grey eyes were overbright, shimmering with a deep, unshakeable love, and a dark flush was creeping up his neck and turning his tanned cheeks a deep, healthy pink in the cold air. He looked undone. All his usual model-worthy composure had been swallowed up by the sheer crushing depth of what he felt as he watched the smaller blond nuzzle into Lyovushka’s dark hair; it was written in every line of his body. Ilya would have bet his Cup ring on what was going on inside that handsome head. Luca, and the pure technical brilliance of that championship goal, and the jaw-dropping grace with which he had dodged Kent’s cowardly grab, had filled the Cub up so completely that everything else in there had just short-circuited.
Adrien took a slow, deep breath; his knuckles whitened against his thighs, and he dropped his gaze to the ice. Ilya read the set of those shoulders, the clenched fists, the look in those grey eyes, and he would have put money on what was about to happen: something impulsive, something deeply romantic, and something undoubtedly a little stupid, right in front of the cameras and the whole Bears roster.
The Cub skated the last two feet into Lukasha’s space with sudden, focused determination. Without a word, Adrien dropped gracefully to both knees on the ice beside them, his broader frame casting a sheltering shadow over Luca and the slight form of Levi. He did not glance at Shane or Ilya once. His eyes were fixed on his boyfriend as he reached out with his large, calloused hands.
With aching gentleness, Adrien slid his palms around Luca’s waist, his fingers bracing against the gold-striped fabric, and drew the smaller blond and the quiet, safe little weight of Levi with him, flush against his chest. He buried his face in the crook of Luca’s neck, his big shoulders rolling inward as he clung.
Luca let out a soft, sharp breath. Those dark blue eyes went wide with breathless confusion for just a moment, and then he sank into the touch. Lyovushka held his arms out, and Shane darted forward at once to scoop their son up, which freed Luca to turn his whole attention to his boyfriend. He wrapped his uninjured arm around Adrien’s neck, his pale skin flushing a brilliant crimson, and let Adrien take his weight.
“Angel …”
Adrien whispered it hard and low into those soft blond waves, a private rumble meant only for the tiny pocket of air between them, though Ilya was close enough to catch it.
“You are so amazing. I can’t fucking believe it. I love you so much.”
Sweaty, bruised and slightly bloody from the brawl, Adrien did not loosen his grip for a single breath. He kept his arms locked around the younger blond’s trembling shoulders, his broad palm cupped at the back of Luca’s head, sealing him off from the last lingering poison of Kent and everything Kent had tried to do.
“Angel?”
He murmured against Luca’s sweaty temple, and his voice was thick and shaking, and his big hands were trembling where they held Luca against him.
“I love you, Luca Hollander-Rozanov.”
Ilya watched it all from where he still had his arm around Shane’s waist, and a slow, proud smile broke across his face. He leaned down, his jaw brushing Shane’s hair, and his hand dropped to tap the firm, plush curve of Shane’s hip as he purred in Russian into his husband’s ear.
“Look at them, Lyubimyy.”
He was so smug he could feel it in his chest, warm and heavy as a cat.
“The Cub learnt well. I warned him those big puppy eyes would be the death of him.”
Shane let out a soft, breathless laugh. His pretty face broke into a proud, private smile as he watched their oldest son look so wanted and so loved, and he reached down with his free hand to cover Ilya’s fingers on his hip and squeeze tight.
“He’s ours now too, Ilyusha.”
Shane murmured with Levi still tucked against his shoulder, and his chocolate eyes were glittering with pride and with something almost savage as they watched the scene unfold.
 
Adrien did not give Luca a single second to take in the words, and he did not give the broadcast cameras time to pan away either. Ilya watched him move with the raw, impulsive desperation of a man pushed well past his breaking point. He shifted his grip from Luca’s waist; his hands, battered and sweaty and stained with a fresh copper smear of Vegas blood from the brawl, came up and took hold of the smaller blond’s jaw, and he pulled him into a kiss.
He kissed him senseless. Right there on the centre-ice logo, in front of twenty thousand screaming fans and the entire stunned hockey world, Adrien LaPointe kissed their son deep and unguarded and all-consuming, a kiss that demanded every scrap of Luca’s attention. He plundered the soft, wet heat of Luca’s mouth with an intense, driving rhythm, sliding his tongue past those parted lips, until Luca let out a high, reedy whimper of staggered surrender and clung to his shoulders as he might fall over otherwise.
Ilya should probably have looked away. He was the boy’s Otousan. Did he look away? He did not; he was too proud, and too smug, and far too entertained.
It went on and on, right in front of the bleeding, broken Vegas bench, and Ilya found he was grinning so hard his face hurt. When Adrien finally pulled back, he looked dazed. He was breathing hard, his chest heaving under his bulky CCM gear, and his big hands were shaking where they still cupped Luca’s jaw, his whole body plainly overwhelmed by the rush of everything he felt. His storm-cloud eyes had gone blown and black with want as they tracked the pale, beautiful curve of Luca’s jaw and the deep crimson staining those sharp cheekbones.
Luca was trembling against his chest. His ocean-blue eyes were wide and glossy with a helpless, overwhelmed haze as he stared back, and his long blond lashes were glistening with happy, proud tears. He looked like he had just been claimed in front of the whole world and could not quite believe he was allowed to have it.
And then Ilya watched the Cub’s brain stall out completely. He actually saw it happen: the rush of love and the high-voltage adrenaline of the win, both together, and something behind those grey eyes just switched off. The words were out before his mind could possibly have caught them, a desperate, breathless blurt that cut straight through the roaring white noise of the rafters.
“Marry me, Luca.”
Adrien croaked it, his voice raw and rough and so wide open that it hurt to hear.
“Marry me, please, Angel.”
Luca let out a sharp, startled gasp and nodded, unable to form anything else as his fingers tightened on Adrien’s shoulders, and his legs very nearly went out from under him.
He scrambled for his edges on pure instinct and pushed himself upright on the slick ice, his whole body shaking so violently that he had to hold onto Adrien just to stay standing.
Adrien, however, was far too thoroughly unravelled to follow the movement. As Luca stood, he made it only halfway up off the ice. His long, padded legs slid sideways on the chewed-up sheet, and his broad 6’2” frame dropped straight back down onto one knee at Luca’s feet. He stayed there, sweaty and bruised and slightly bloody, gazing up like a giant golden retriever puppy, his large hands still locked around Luca’s hips.
The sight of a rookie forward accidentally, or perhaps on purpose, performing a textbook one-knee proposal on live national television in the middle of the Stanley Cup presentation sent a fresh shockwave of breathless, high-pitched murmuring rolling through the whole lower bowl of the Garden.
 
Ilya let out a low, deeply emotional rumble of a laugh that shook straight through Shane’s back. His eyes were alight with triumphant delight as he watched the wreckage of Adrien’s composure. Again? This was the gym all over again. He tightened his arms around his husband’s waist and pulled Shane’s full, well-muscled body closer against his side, and he purred in velvet Russian into those damp dark strands, knowing exactly what his voice did to the man.
“Look. Our Lukasha is just like you, sweetheart. Too pretty for his boyfriend to resist.”
He chuckled, low and broad with smug pride, and nosed at Shane’s cheek.
“Our son has not even played a full season, and he already has the man on one knee. He is definitely a Hollander-Rozanov. Very much your son, sweetheart.”
Shane let out a low, breathless huff of a laugh that softened into a proud smile; his golden-tan face was glowing as he watched Luca melt into Adrien’s hands. He did not spare a single glance for the scowling league officials who were beginning to shuffle restlessly at the edge of the ice over the Bears’ unorthodox celebrations. Ilya would break more bones before he let any of them spoil this moment for his boys, and Shane knew it. His chocolate eyes glittered with an almost savage enjoyment as he ran his fingers through the back of Ilya’s damp curls.
“Da, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s voice dropped into that smooth, low cadence that made the hair on Ilya’s arms stand up.
“They are ours now. Let the world try and say one fucking word about it.”
Was it romantic? Ilya had to admit that it was. It was also entirely on brand for the Cub, who had managed exactly the same thing in their home gym when he blurted out that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Luca: no warning, no build-up, just the truth arriving before his brain could stop it. Ilya chuckled again, low and deep, and pulled Shane closer, wrapping his arms around both his husband and his youngest. Lyovushka had curled into Shane’s chest by now, his eyes drifting closed, his little body gone slack and happy in his Kaasan’s arms. It had been a lot for him. It was no wonder he was tired; it was time to start herding his team, his family, off the ice.
They had a celebration to get to.
Ilya let out a sharp, authoritative whistle that sliced through the lingering thunder of the Garden, and the Bears began to form up for the slow, triumphant march towards the tunnel. The white sheet was a wreck of deep scars, discarded sticks, and black-and-gold confetti still drifting down from the high rafters, but not one of them cared. The Cup was theirs. The home ice had been defended. The boundary lines around his pack were locked down tight.
Cliff and Victor were already skating side by side towards the gate, Cliff still hoisting the silver overhead with one massive, tree-trunk arm while Victor kept a firm, territorial hand on his hip, utterly unbothered by the cameras or by the rest of the league. Bood and Hazy trailed just behind them, herding the rookies and keeping a protective barrier around Adrien and Luca as the tall winger finally got himself up off the ice and hauled his shorter, deeply blushing boyfriend along with him. Adrien still looked thoroughly unravelled, his grey eyes wide and dazed, but he did not let go of Luca’s waist for a single stride; his large hand stayed on the freshly stitched Hollander-Rozanov on Ilya’s son’s back.
Troy walked in the middle of all of them. Ethan had slung a heavy arm around his neck the moment they stepped off the ice, and he did not let go of him all the way down the tunnel, and Nick stayed so close on Troy’s other side that their shoulders bumped with every step. Troy let them. He kept his eyes on the floor and his jaw tight, and he let them. Ilya made a note of that too.
As they cleared the threshold of the ice and the rubber matting of the tunnel swallowed the raw edge of the crowd’s roar, Ilya felt the last, heavy drop of the night’s adrenaline begin to settle onto Shane’s shoulders. His husband did not speak. His breathing was deep and even against Ilya’s chest as he carried the safe, quiet weight of Lyovushka, but those chocolate eyes were already clearing, already settling back into the calm, meticulous focus that meant he was working out the logistics of the next few hours down to the minute.
The visitors’ corridor across the concrete was silent now. The Vegas roster had already been shepherded away to nurse their broken bones and shattered jaws somewhere dark, and Kent had gone with a police officer on each arm. But inside the Bears’ end of the building, the air hummed with a very different kind of heat. They were home, and they were whole, and that was all Ilya had ever fucking wanted.
 
Back in their locker room, every Bear was shedding his gear. The bulky pieces of composite padding were hitting the floor all around the room with dry, overlapping thuds, and the exhausting, ridiculous reality of what they had just done was beginning to sink in, one face at a time. Reece kept laughing at nothing. Bood had sat down on the bench in his socks and was staring at the wall with his mouth hanging open, a slow, dazed grin spreading across his face. They were the Stanley Cup Champions. How the fuck was that real?
Shane was standing by his cubby, half out of his gear, his black jersey already draped over the back of the bench. He was down to his skintight black compression top, the fabric dark with sweat and clinging to every powerful, well-muscled line of his shoulders and chest, and Ilya’s mouth went dry just looking at him. He was still moving with those light, balanced steps, his fingers unlacing his skates with steady precision, but his deep chocolate eyes were sweeping the room over and over, making sure everyone was in one piece. Terry would be hauling them all in over the next few days anyway, poking at ribs and tutting, but Ilya knew they had all taken some dirty hits in the last few games, and would Shane rest before he had counted every one of them himself? Of course not.
Ilya did not wait. He did not care that the rest of the team was crowding into the cubbies around them, or that Coach LeClaire was standing by the whiteboard with a huge, proud grin on his face. He prowled forward, his long stride near silent on the rubber matting, and closed the gap before Shane had even looked up; he took hold of those full, plush hips. His big, calloused hands yanked his husband flush against his chest, and he took his mouth.
He kissed him full-on, deep and hot, because he could not help himself and did not want to. It was a heavy, consuming claim that drew a low, helpless mewl out of Shane against his lips, and Shane’s arms wound around Ilya’s waist to haul him closer still. Ilya plundered the wet, familiar heat of Shane’s mouth with his chest flooding full of adoration and wonder and a primal, chest-beating pride that they had actually done it. He had kept his promise. He had brought his beautiful, genius playmaker to Boston, and they had taken home the Cup together, open and married and his.
Shane’s fingers tightened in the fabric of Ilya’s base layer, and his powerful thighs pressed hard against Ilya’s own until Ilya could feel that his husband was, in fact, getting hard in his pants. Oh, that was interesting. The dazed, hazy want that lit up in those gorgeous chocolate eyes when Ilya finally pulled back a fraction was enough to send a sharp spike of heat straight through him. Shane was breathless, his devastatingly pretty face flushed a beautiful pink that picked out every one of his freckles beneath damp, sooty lashes.
“Ilya …”
Shane murmured in a low, husky purr, his fingers still fisted in Ilya’s base layer and not letting go, even as he tried to glance around the room.
“Not here. The others.”
Ilya just smirked, smug and proprietary and not even slightly sorry, and pressed one more quick, deep kiss to those plump, bitten lips before he finally let him go. Not far, though. He kept one large hand on the curve of Shane’s hip, because he needed the warmth of his husband under his palm the way he needed air, and Shane leaned into it without even seeming to notice.
Raucous, joyful celebration erupted around them as the rest of the Bears began herding each other towards the showers. Cliff let out a loud roar of victory, threw a huge wingspan of an arm around Victor’s bare shoulders and hauled him into a headlock so he could kiss him. Victor channelled his inner gold-eyed panther and delivered a sharp, playful elbow to Cliff’s ribs that had the bigger man howling and faking a flinch, though he did not let go; his big hand only slid down to rest possessively on Victor’s waist instead.
Bood and Hazy were already in the middle of a towel-whipping fight near the steaming showers, their loud, boisterous laughter rolling over the noise of the water, and the rookies were caught in the crossfire. Adrien had Luca tucked firmly against his side, his large hand pressed to the smaller blond’s lower back, his grey eyes still wide and dazed as he watched Luca try to hide his bright crimson face in Adrien’s neck.
Over by the end cubby, Troy was peeling his tape off one strip at a time with his head down. He was not alone for a second. Ilya noticed it because he was looking for it; someone was always within an arm’s length of him, Nick leaning on the next cubby, Ethan sitting cross-legged on the floor at his feet pretending to have trouble with a skate lace, Reece wandering past to bump his shoulder and ruffle his damp hair on the way to the showers, grinning when Troy swatted at him. No one said a word about Kent. No one needed telling. Ilya’s chest went warm and tight with it.
“Hey, Cub!”
Bood called it out with a gleeful, sharp leer on his handsome face, and he launched a wet towel straight at the rookie winger’s legs.
“You need to go ask your future in-laws for some advice on wedding planning, since you can’t keep your mouth shut on live television!”
The whole locker room burst out laughing. Evan and Nick stamped their feet on the rubber mats to add to the din, and someone started humming the wedding march, badly. Adrien went a deep, sallow puce colour but only tightened his hold on Luca, who looked ready to drill a hole straight through the concrete floor and escape down it.
Shane let out a soft, breathless laugh at their antics. His face cleared into a proud smile as he watched their boys, but his focus was already shifting; he had his phone out, his thumb tapping at the screen with sharp, anxious speed. The period-ending text from Yuna was there, all fine, all safe, and nothing since. Both Ilya and Shane were keen to get back out and meet up with Levi and Shane’s parents. The Cup was won, but the need to have his family, every last one of them, inside the circle of his arms was coiling heavier and heavier in Ilya’s gut.
 
Freya pushed her way in through the locker-room door. Her long silver-blonde hair was a bit messy, and her expression was tight behind her gold glasses, and the light, joking air in the room died down a little as everyone turned to look at her. Freya did not come into the locker room after a win unless something was wrong.
“Jon, we have a bit of a situation outside.”
She pitched it at LeClaire, her voice dropping into that strict, PR-vetted register that meant the outside world was pressing in again.
“There’s some unrest in the crowd near the south concourse. A small group of Las Vegas fans had to be forcibly removed by security for throwing things at the family entrance. It’s contained now, but the police are advising that we keep the corridor clear for a few more minutes until the lower bowl empties out.”
Ilya’s jaw tightened until the bone clicked; his eyes narrowed to a hunting slit as a hot spike of disgust crawled up his throat. Kent’s garbage. Ilya did not doubt it for one second; who the fuck else would it be? Even defeated and broken and dragged off down a tunnel with his jaw hanging off its hinges, that vile bastard’s legacy was still trying to touch his people.
Shane had gone stiff as a board beside him. His crossed arms tightened over his chest, and his chocolate eyes went dark and lethal, and Ilya watched that beautiful, slightly terrifying analytical brain sharpen itself into a razor all over again. Shane looked down at his phone, then up at Ilya, and the question passed between them without a word. Levi was out there. Yuna and David were out there, shielding their youngest, and the thought of those still-healing little bones anywhere near a volatile crowd was turning Shane’s fingers white where they dug into his own biceps.
“We are going out there now, Freya.”
Shane’s voice was dangerously low. He had dropped into the smooth, polite Alternate’s cadence that no one in this building had ever successfully argued with. He did not raise his voice even a little; he never had to, and the way his fingers had gone white on his phone said more than any shouting could.
Ilya stepped up beside him. He let his whole frame fill out, and a low, rumbling growl of warning came up out of his chest and rattled through the cubbies.
“Da. No one touches my family. Cliff, Vic, get your shirts on. We are going to the secure box.”
Cliff stopped laughing instantly. His dark, stubbled jaw ticked as he dropped the towel and reached for his white undershirt, and Victor was right behind him, those golden eyes flashing with hot, murderous fury. The core of the Bears deployed around them with ruthless efficiency. The rookies scrambled to follow, Adrien planting his big body in front of Luca with his feet wide and his shoulders squared, and Troy was up off the bench before anyone had called his name, already yanking a hoodie over his head with his jaw set. They moved with a silent, easy grace, a wall of muscle, a whole room of trained and dangerous wolves.
Primed and ready.
 
The double doors of the locker room did not so much swing open as get thrown back against the concrete, hard enough that the metal hardware shuddered on its hinges.
Ilya kept his stride long and relentless as he led the line down the corridor, his broad frame throwing a looming shadow along the narrow brick passage. Shane was right on his flank, an ice-cold little presence, all that light, balanced grace of his turned to stalking. Behind them, the rhythmic, thunderous scuff of heavy training boots rang off the walls: Cliff, Victor, Bood and Hazy formed an impenetrable phalanx of black and gold, with the four rookie cubs and Troy packed tight into the middle of the formation, and Evan and Nick made a towering rearguard at the back.
They broke through into the lower bowl and burst out onto the grand concourse, where the atmosphere was already a chaotic, vibrating pressure cooker.
The security perimeter near the family entrance had ruptured. A small, ugly pocket of Vegas fans, plainly humiliated by the six-nothing blowout and by the public execution of Dallas Kent’s career, had crossed the line and were screaming raw, bigoted filth up at the secure boxes. But the Garden crowd was having none of it. The Boston fans had surged up in a vast, violent wave of solidarity, dropping their beers and launching themselves over the railings to meet the Vegas hostility head-on.
It was an all-out, nasty brawl in the stands. Bare fists were flying, jerseys were being torn, and the sterile concrete floor was already slick with spilt beer and the first dark drops of crimson.
Ilya’s eyes went black as his gaze swept past the toppled guardrails and landed on the security alcove.
David and Yuna were there. They looked unharmed, but they were backed right into the stone recess, with David’s big frame curled forward over the two of them and his broad shoulders blocking out the worst of the flying cups and debris. Yuna was tucked in beneath his chest, both her hands wrapped tight around little Levi’s waist, trying to keep him pressed against her as best she could.
But Levi was coming apart.
Ilya could see it from forty feet away. The roaring white noise of the crowd, the frantic slamming of bodies against the glass, all that raw, aggressive shouting: it had dragged something up out of him, something deep and old and structural. Their child had gone bloodless under his tan skin. His wide blue eyes were glossy and blank with high-voltage panic, and he was shaking violently, his tiny fingers clawing at the front of Yuna’s coat. Ilya knew that look. He had seen it on the night of the bat. How had they let this happen? How the fuck had they let this happen again? Wherever Lyovushka was right now, it was not this concourse; it was somewhere cold and dark with Zaytsev’s voice in it, and he could not see Yuna, could not hear David murmuring to him, could not feel the hands holding him safe.
Through the reedy, terrified gasps of his breathing, Levi let out one sharp, heartbroken scream that cut straight through the din of the brawl and went right through Ilya’s chest with it.
“Kaasan! Kaasan!”
Shane went rigid.
Ilya felt the shift in the air a split second before the vacuum hit the concourse. His elegant playmaker, the man who never lost his temper on camera, came apart at the seams. That analytical brain that tracked every tiny weakness on the opposing bench short-circuited and then sharpened, all in the same heartbeat, down to one lethal edge. Shane did not yell. He did not make a single sound. But that pretty, lovely face twisted into a mask of savage rage more terrifying than any roar Ilya could ever have managed.
Shane darted into the chaos and took off.
“Move.”
Ilya growled at his team, low and dangerous, his own chest tight with fury and bone-chilling fear, and he launched his bulk forward to clear the path in front of his husband.
The Bears deployed with dark, ruthless efficiency. They did not rush in with blind, clumsy strides; they moved together, fast and silent and furious, every man of them knowing exactly where the others were. Cliff and Victor hit the first line of Vegas rioters together, shoulders down and every ounce of their weight behind it. Cliff did not even bother with boxing form. He used his overwhelming size to grab two solid Vegas supporters by the collars of their shirts and just hurl them over the concrete barrier, and they went crashing down into the lower seats. Right beside him, Victor’s golden eyes blazed with murderous fury, and his bare fist snapped out and caught a third man square in the temple with a sickening, resonant crack that dropped him cold before he had even registered the big winger coming at him.
Nick and Evan worked the flank, using their big frames to pin three more of the aggressive fans against the brick pillars, their fists working over ribs and kidneys with clinical, detached precision until the Vegas resistance shattered.
And Troy went straight through the middle. Ilya caught it out of the corner of his eye as he shouldered a drunk out of Shane’s way: a big man in a Vegas jersey with KENT across his shoulders was screaming the same filthy word up at the boxes, and Troy just walked into him; he did not look angry. His face was white and blank and very far away, his eyes not really seeing the man in front of him, and he hit the man in the mouth, and then again, and then again, and Ilya saw his bare knuckles split open on teeth and keep going. Nick was the one who got an arm around his chest and hauled him backwards, and Ethan was there on the other side, and Troy let them pull him off and stood there between them, breathing hard and staring at his bleeding hand like it belonged to someone else. Ilya did not think he would remember any of it in the morning. He would make sure someone did the remembering for him.
Adrien had the wet, bedraggled body of a Vegas fan in his hands. He was hauling the drunk, bleeding men sprawled across the path up off the floor and handing them off to Bood and Hazy, who were ruthlessly sorting them into Security’s hands like bags of laundry. The Cub’s grey eyes were alive with a feral, murderous gleam that told Ilya he was perfectly willing to break a jaw if anyone so much as breathed in Luca’s direction. Luca stayed right at his side, his sharp blond face flushed that beautiful pink, and he was fishing out any stray fan who was not part of the fight, kids and old men and one woman in a Bears scarf who had been knocked off her feet; his smaller, less intimidating frame frightened them less than the rest of the team did, and Ethan and Reece held a defensive line around anyone Luca pulled clear.
 
Shane covered the final ten yards in a chilling, effortless sprint. His skates were long gone, but his balanced, powerful core was still generating that unthinkable torque as he broke through the security line. He did not look at the police. He did not look at the brawling fans. He slid to a stop, his shoes skidding a little on the beer-soaked concrete beside David, and his strong, long-fingered hands reached out and all but tore Levi out of Yuna’s arms to haul the small, trembling boy in hard against his chest.
“I’ve got you, Lyovushka. Kaasan has you.”
Shane hushed it into the dark hair, and his voice dropped into that smooth, deep purr he only ever used for their boys. He tucked Levi’s head into the warm crook of his neck and cradled the back of that little skull in his palm, blocking out the roaring world.
“Kaasan is here, love. You are safe. We are here now. I promise.”
Inside those beautiful, strong arms, Levi gave one great, shuddering hiccup, and Ilya watched his tiny shoulders jerk as the warmth of his Kaasan finally reached him. The reedy, terrified gasps slowly began to loosen. His tiny body shed some of its rigid stiffness, and he buried his face in the familiar, sweet scent of Shane’s skin, sea salt and coconut and home, and fisted his small fingers in Shane’s compression shirt. He held on like Shane was the only solid thing left in the world. Ilya supposed, right now, that he was.
Ilya arrived a second later. His bulk filled the alcove, and he squared his shoulders to throw a shadow over his family and shield them from whatever was still flying; he planted his feet and spread his arms and let his back take anything that came. He could see the calm Shane was already pouring into their son as Levi cuddled closer, and that helped, but the beast in his chest was still snapping and snarling in fury when the lights caught the fresh tear tracks glistening on those tiny, freckled cheeks. Someone was going to pay for those tears. Who, exactly? Ilya did not mind much.
David reached out and put his big hand on Yuna’s shoulder, and the two of them stepped out of the recess together. Both their eyes were wet with relief and with overwhelmed, happy tears at the sight of the huddle. Yuna produced a tissue from absolutely nowhere to wipe her face, and Ilya could practically see that sharp manager’s mind of hers already compiling the list of lawsuits she was going to hurl at the league over this security failure, alphabetised and colour-coded; but her features cleared into a proud, private smile as she watched her son hold her grandson so carefully, one big hand spread over that tiny back, the other cupping his head.
Coach LeClaire appeared at the edge of the alcove just then with the head of arena security at his elbow, a broad, grey-faced woman with a radio clipped to her shoulder. LeClaire’s face was pale and drawn and deadly serious.
“Kent’s in custody. He put one of her officers into the wall in the visitors’ tunnel on his way out, screaming Barrett’s name at the top of his lungs. The officer’s giving his statement now. Boston PD have the rest of them.”
LeClaire pitched it low for Ilya, and his eyes flicked once to where Troy was standing between Nick and Ethan with blood running off his knuckles onto the concrete.
“We are getting out of here now, Coach.”
Ilya snarled it over his shoulder, and he did not wait for an answer. He reached down and laced his calloused hand tight through Shane’s right, their matching gold-and-meteorite rings glinting under the dim concourse lamps, and then he hoisted his husband and his youngest up into his arms in one single, effortless motion. His other arm locked tight around Shane’s waist, his fingers digging into that warm, solid hip, his own body a wall around the two of them if anyone was stupid enough to try anything else.
“Cliff, Victor, clear a path to the back team exit.”
Ilya dropped his voice an octave, and no one argued.
“We are going home.”
Even as they moved, Ilya was well aware of the cameras still flashing in their direction. They would be lucky if this stayed out of the news, never mind what was most likely exploding online right now. Harris was going to have their heads for this little stunt. Did Ilya regret it? Not for one fucking second.
LeClaire would have to deal with the press. Ilya was not putting his sons in any more danger tonight. Hockey was one thing; this was a fucking breakdown in security that the League would have to answer for, and soon, Yuna would make very sure they did. Freya was good. Would she manage? She always did.
 
Cliff and Victor went to work without a word. Their broad frames cut a clean, merciless wedge through the last of the wreckage in the crowd, all the way down to the private side entrance of the Garden, and the team moved in tight, lock-step formation around Ilya’s stride, their boots thudding on the cold concrete, until the steel fire doors flew open and the cool, biting night air hit their flushed faces. Only then did Ilya set Shane back down on his own feet on the tarmac. He did not take his arm from around his husband’s waist.
The car park was a hive of waiting vehicles, engines already idling with a low, rumbling hum against the brick of the building. Nick and Evan were the first to split off, herding Selena, Caitlin and the children quickly towards their big trucks, while Bood and Hazy did the same with Cassie and Lisa. Everyone moved fast. The agreement had already settled across the lines without anyone needing to say it out loud: they would clear out of the public eye first, and then they would all converge on Ilya and Shane’s house to start the real celebration, where the kids could run around safely, and Levi would not have to face any more of the outside noise.
“See you at the house, Cap.”
Cliff muttered with his dark jaw still tight. He gave Ilya a brief, steady nod and patted Shane’s shoulder once, gently, before he steered Victor away towards his own car.
 
The car park emptied with rapid, professional calm until the only ones left under the dim, buzzing security lights were the five of them. Ilya still had his arm locked tight around Shane’s waist; he could feel every slight, trembling shift of his husband’s breathing against his side as Shane held a quiet, exhausted Lyovushka close against his collarbone. Luca was tucked right into Shane’s other side, his pale face hidden beneath his soft blond waves, and Adrien was guarding their flank, his grey eyes still dark and twitchy, as they crossed the last stretch of tarmac to the sleek black Mercedes.
Could they not have one fucking night? Apparently not. They did not even make it to the door handles.
A sudden, sharp screech of tyres cut through the quiet as a silver sedan swerved aggressively across the lane and boxed the Mercedes into its bay with a rough, intrusive rattle of its engine. Its doors had not even swung all the way open before the shouting started, furious and venomous, cutting through the night air.
“Adrien! Get the hell away from that faggot boy right now!”
The elder LaPointes stormed across the gravel. Their faces were set into the same stiff, aristocratic masks of pure displeasure that Ilya remembered all too well from the morning they had turned up at the gate of the house; he had hoped very sincerely never to see them again. Adrien’s father marched at them with his jaw set in a hard, aggressive line, his wool overcoat flying open as he puffed out his chest, very obviously trying to reassert some sort of dominance over his son.
“You think you can humiliate my family on national television?”
The older man barked it, and his voice cracked a little with indignant rage as he zeroed in on Adrien’s flushed cheeks.
“Kissing some blond deviant slut on the ice? Proposing to a boy in front of millions? We did not finance your career for you to throw our name into the dirt!”
Adrien did not move an inch. His big body stood there, rigid and trembling with rage, his fists clenched at his sides, and then he stepped directly into his father’s path, his grey eyes flashing with a cold, protective fury that, by the look on the older man’s face, was brand new to both his parents.
“Shut your mouth.”
Adrien growled, low and deep and dangerous, and it cut straight through his mother’s sudden, hysterical sobbing behind them.
“You have no say about my life. Not anymore.”
But the LaPointes were not the only ones who had broken through their perimeter tonight.
From the shadow of the brick pillars near the secondary gate, two more figures stepped out into the light. The moment Luca’s blue eyes landed on them, every drop of colour drained out of their son’s face. He went white as a sheet. A tiny, reedy whimper of pure terror escaped his chapped lips, and his whole body began to shake; without a second’s hesitation, Luca twisted sideways and collapsed into Shane’s side. He pressed in so hard that Shane had to brace himself against Ilya’s bulk at the sudden weight, and Luca’s fingers were clawing desperately into his Kaasan’s shirt like it was the only thing keeping him upright; Ilya did not have to ask what he was seeing. He knew that look on a child’s face; he had worn it himself, once, at the sound of his father’s belt buckle. Whatever was hitting Luca now was years old, and it had fists.
Shane caught him instantly. His arm locked around Luca with a savage, protective heat, and his chocolate eyes went black with a dark, lethal rage.
 
The newcomers were a horrible, sallow-faced couple in cheap, flashy clothes, the man’s jacket shiny at the elbows and the woman’s nails chipped and bitten, both of them twitchy and grasping, and the sight of them made Ilya’s skin crawl. The man’s bloodshot, wild eyes darted over the expensive SUV and the floodlit stadium behind them, and a greasy, vicious leer twisted his mouth as he looked at the 18-year-old hiding behind Shane’s shoulder. Ilya knew at once who they were. Lukasha did not really look like either of them. And there was a savage, deeply possessive little flicker in Ilya’s chest as he noted, with real satisfaction, that Lukasha actually looked a lot more like him and Shane.
This was Lukasha’s birth mother, the absent gambling addict who had treated her son like an inconvenience and a curse; and this was the abusive bastard of a father whose raging temper and quick fists had driven a little boy to run to his grandfather’s house years ago. Now the old man was dead, and Luca’s name change was trending at the top of every hockey feed in North America, and the monsters had crawled out of their dark rooms looking for money and fame from the son they had abandoned in the dirt.
“Look at you, Luca.”
The woman hissed in a shrill, high screech that turned Ilya’s stomach with a dark hatred that bordered on disgust.
“Living in luxury with these perverts, pretending you’re too good for your own blood! You owe us for your upbringing! We know how much that contract is worth!”
The man took a thundering step forward. His meaty hand came out as if he could still manhandle the boy who used to cower in the corner of his rotting apartment.
Ilya did not waste a word on filth that did not deserve one.
The primal, defensive beast that had been coiling in his chest all night broke its leash. Moving with a silent, terrifying speed, Ilya stepped into the middle of the tarmac, his far larger body filling the space and throwing a dense, literal shadow over both sets of parents. He stood tall, his broad shoulders squared into a rigid, dangerous line that towered over all of them, and his knuckles whitened as his hands curled into loose fists at his sides.
“You will step back from my family.”
Ilya growled, his deep velvet voice dropping into the thick snarl that usually came right before a bench-clearing brawl. He could hear his accent thickening; it rasped through the quiet car park, heavy with every single thing he wanted to do to these people.
“You think you can come here? Speak to my son like this? Look at my husband and tell me what he owes you?”
Adrien did not wait for his father to take another step. A sudden, wild surge of adrenaline swept right over the deep, bruising exhaustion of 60 minutes on the ice, and the rookie winger lunged into the gap. He was in far better shape than he had ever been, his core and shoulders packed with the solid bulk built through months of Ilya’s brutal conditioning drills, and he was categorically not standing for the way they had treated him or Luca. Not this time. Not ever again.
He caught his father mid-stride. There was nothing polite about it. Adrien dropped his shoulder and caught his father’s raised fist in one strong hand, and the raw leverage of that powerful young body sent the older man staggering backwards across the gravel with a sharp, choked gasp of shock.
“I told you to shut your mouth.”
Adrien hissed, his storm-cloud grey eyes wide and blown black with a feral fury his father had clearly never seen from his son. He stepped right into the older man’s space and towered over him, his large hands clenching into fists at his sides.
“You don’t get to stand here and call him a deviant. You don’t get to breathe the same air as him. Get back in your car and get out of our faces before I fucking forget you’re meant to be my blood.”
The elder LaPointe went white, then a deep, humiliated purple. Behind him, Adrien’s mother let out a fractured, high-pitched wail of hysterics, but Adrien did not look back. He stood there with his feet planted and his chest heaving, refusing to give an inch, his broad back cutting off their line of sight to where Lukasha was huddled against Shane.
That was the Cub sorted, then. Good fucking boy.
Behind his flank, Ilya was already dealing with the real filth.
 
The Haas father had ignored all of that. His bloodshot eyes were still locked onto the pale, trembling blond hidden behind Ilya’s husband’s shoulder, and he took another heavy step, his meaty, sallow hand reaching for the boy he used to trap in the dark. Fear and anger had always been as much his weapons as his fists; Ilya could see that; his mouth twisted into an ugly, aggressive sneer.
“Luca! You little parasite, look at me when I’m speaking to you! You think some fancy jersey makes you too clean for us? You owe us everything you’ve earned!”
He never reached him.
Ilya moved. He shifted his weight and pivoted on the balls of his feet, just enough, and his massive body cut through the air with a lethal, ugly grace. Training he had not used in years came swimming up to the surface; his hands itched to break the man’s neck. Could he do it? Easily. It would not even take much. The bastard would not have time to flinch. Ilya did not bother wasting another word on him. With his full strength unleashed, his right hand snapped out, and his big, calloused fingers clamped onto the front of the Haas father’s greasy jacket and hoisted the heavier, rounder man clean off his feet with one single, fluid flex of his arm.
The man let out a pained, reedy whimper as he dangled there; his feet kicked uselessly at the air several inches above the tarmac. Ilya brought that sallow face right up to his own and let his eyes make the man a cold, wordless promise of death.
“You will not look at him.”
Ilya rumbled, low and deep, a snarl of pure disgust that carried right across the quiet lot. He watched the gooseflesh rise along the man’s bare forearms as his accent thickened.
“You think because his grandfather is dead you can come back? Looking for his money? If you put one finger towards my son again, I will break your bones myself. All of them. Do you understand my English, da?”
The birth mother let out an indignant hiss. Her badly manicured talons clawed at the air, reaching for Ilya’s arm to drag him off her husband, but she stopped dead when Shane stepped out from behind Ilya’s shoulder.
Shane’s chocolate eyes had gone black with a calculated, savage rage. He was still holding a quiet, worn-out Lyovushka close against his neck, his left arm wrapped firmly around their child’s waist and tiny back to support him; his right arm was wrapped around Lukasha’s shaking shoulders, pulling the 18-year-old flush into his broad, muscular chest. Both their boys at once. Ilya’s eyes snapped to that devastatingly pretty face, and he watched the mask of deadly, perfect calm come down over it as Shane looked at the hysterical woman.
“You are nothing to him.”
Shane’s voice was calm and freezing cold, every word clipped and polite and absolutely lethal, and it sliced straight through the woman’s ear-splitting screeching.
“You abandoned him in the dirt when he was a child, and you treated him like an inconvenience. If I see your faces anywhere near my sons, my husband, or our arena again, our lawyers will make sure you spend the next 10 years inside a cell for the abuse you’ve already committed. Now. Move.”
Luca burrowed deeper into Shane’s shoulder. His pale face was flushing a dusky pink now, and Ilya watched the steady, solid heat of his Kaasan’s voice do its work on him, watched the stifling terror that seeing these people had dragged up in him start, finally, to let go. Luca fisted his fingers in Shane’s shirt, his long blond eyelashes wet with tears, but he was not trembling any more. He was almost drinking the strength out of Shane, pulling in deep, steadying breaths, in and out, in and out, the way Shane had taught him.
Ilya shook the Haas father once, hard enough to rattle his teeth in his skull, and then opened his fist and let him fall straight down onto the unforgiving tarmac, where the man landed in a groaning heap. Ilya did not look back at the bastard. He turned his back on them and let his body block his family from the pair of them, opened the door of the Mercedes and gestured sharply for Shane, Luca and Adrien to get inside.
“Get in.”
Ilya pitched the command low, in Russian, and his hand dropped to tap the firm, plush curve of Shane’s hip to guide him through the door. Adrien followed close behind. He did not understand the words, but he clearly understood the tone.
“We are going home now.”
Adrien stayed outside just long enough to give his father one last, ice-cold look of warning, making very sure the silver sedan stayed where it was, before he swung himself into the back seat beside Luca. He reeled the smaller blond straight back into his arms and pressed his bare palm flat to the Hollander-Rozanov name on Luca’s back, holding him there, his thumb stroking over the letters while Luca shook against him. Levi was happy enough to snuggle sleepily in the middle, between the two of them, when Ilya glanced back through the rear-view mirror to check.
The engine purred to life, a low, heavy rumble in the crisp night air, and the SUV swept around the silver car and shot out past the security gates. Ilya kept his hand clamped over Shane’s on the middle console the whole way, his calloused fingers pressing steady and firm, and he drove as close to the speed limit as his roiling, snarling brain would allow, which was not very. Their phones were already buzzing on the dashboard with alert after alert, and neither of them looked. The trash was behind them. The Cup was won. They had a family to protect.
 
The tyres crunched over the stone-paved gravel at the end of the drive, and the Mercedes rolled to a halt in front of the sweeping angles of the front entrance. Their house, tucked away on the edge of the city behind its gates and its trees, was still mostly dark. The small amber lamps outside were casting long, peaceful shadows across the stone front and the wide lawn, and the dark line of the forest along the boundary hid them from the rest of the world, entirely cut off from the violent, flashing chaos of the Garden. Had Ilya ever been so fucking glad to see a building? He did not think so.
He did not even wait for the engine to finish dying before he was out of his seat. The ambush had left its adrenaline buzzing hot under his skin, and his shoulders were still tense, his muscles still rolling, half ready for another fight as he threw his door open. Beside him in the front, Shane was already moving too. The tension was all too visible in the set of those strong shoulders and that gorgeous jaw, and his white teeth were clamped down into that plush bottom lip hard enough that Ilya knew he would break the skin if he was not careful; Ilya made a note to kiss it better later. Thoroughly.
He went straight past his own side and around to the back door. Inside, the huddle of cubs was still locked tight together, like kittens in a nest. The second they had all scrambled into the car, Adrien had apparently reeled Luca straight back into his arms, his broad palm spread wide over Ilya’s son’s back to hold him close; and little Levi had spent the whole drive home nestled in the middle, bracketed securely between his big brother and his big brother’s very large boyfriend, safe and warm and calm.
“Pass Lyovushka up to me, Lukasha, then you can get out easier.”
Ilya kept it low and deep, barely more than a rumble, so as not to wake the youngest as Shane climbed out of the front. He reached into the back seat, his big hands careful but sure, and eased little Levi out from between the two of them.
The lift was seamless; they had practised it often enough. Levi did not even stir, other than to nuzzle into Ilya’s chest at the shift. The second his tiny hands were eased out of Luca’s sleeve,e they curled straight into the collar of Ilya’s jacket, and the 7-year-old let out a soft little whimper of relief and melted into the furnace heat of Ilya’s body, burying his face against the side of Ilya’s throat. Up this high, swallowed whole by the sheer bulk of his Otousan, the last of the fear went out of the tired boy. Ilya felt it go. He felt every little muscle unlock, one at a time.
Ilya pressed a tender kiss to that silky dark hair and turned to make sure the other two could ease their way out. They were all more than a little battered and bruised, after all, every one of them.
With Lyovushka out of the back seat, Shane could turn his whole attention to Luca, who was staggering out of the car. The blond still looked far too pale, his fine-featured face drained of every bit of colour and his ocean-blue eyes wide and glossy, the poison of the Haases still all over him.
“I’ve got you, Lukasha.”
Shane murmured, his voice warm and loving, as he stepped into the blond’s space. He caught him carefully. His strong arms wrapped around Luca’s back and waist, gentle and absolutely unbreakable, and Lukasha melted flush against his broad chest as one big hand came up to cradle the back of his head and hold him there. Luca collapsed into it with a ragged, fractured sob, his long blond eyelashes wet with tears, and let his Kaasan take the whole weight of it.
Adrien came around the side of the car carrying both their bags. His storm-cloud grey eyes were still raw and worried, and his posture was weary and drained as he brought up the rear, and they all headed in through the front door together.
David was already waiting in the hallway, with his hand on Yuna’s shoulder, as the front door clicked shut behind them; they must have broken every speed limit in Massachusetts to beat them home. Anya came padding over, her broad tail sweeping from side to side and her ears pricked up in welcome; Ilya dropped one hand to stroke those silky ears, and she nosed at his palm, then put one worried paw up on his leg so she could lick gently at Levi, whining very low and nosing at the little boy’s dangling foot. Only when Ilya rubbed under her chin and murmured to her did she settle back down onto all four feet.
“He is alright, Anya, love, just exhausted, I promise.”
Anya tilted her head to one side at his words, considering, and then she seemed to accept them. She wiggled her way under Luca’s free hand instead and let him use her for balance as Shane helped their oldest up the stairs to his bedroom.
A displeased, raspy mew came from above, and a flash of neon-pink bandage and a huge brush of a tail came out of the shadows on the stairs. Yuki’s blue eyes locked onto Ilya with her usual flat contempt as she stalked, as gracefully as three good legs allowed, down to meet Shane and Luca. Ilya raised an eyebrow at her, the spoilt little shit. Then he broke, as he always did, and crooned at her anyway, because she went straight to Luca and started sniffing him all over and purring loud enough to hear from the hall, rubbing against his legs and Shane’s until she was all but herding the pair of them up the stairs, butting her big fluffy head against Luca’s shins every time he slowed down.
“Good girl, Yuki.”
Shane’s voice was warm and low as he all but carried Lukasha up the last few steps. The blond’s strength seemed to be giving out entirely now that they were all home and safe.
Yuna’s sharp gaze swept over the rest of them. One glance at the pale faces of the boys, and at the way Ilya was cradling Levi, told her everything she needed to know, and Ilya watched the exact same shift that his Shane had inherited spark into life in her; she changed gears into organising mode right in front of him.
“David, go help Adrien with the bags, please.”
Yuna gave the order gently, her features set into calm determination, and she stepped forward and laid her hand on Ilya’s arm. Her small hand was warm, and her grip was firm, and she squeezed once.
“Shane, come back down once you have Luca and Adrien settled. Ilya, honey, take Levi to bed, then we can start ordering enough food for everyone. Meanwhile I’ll put the kettle on.”
The division of labour was instant and beautiful. David gave Adrien a brief, supportive squeeze on his broad shoulder as he took the heavy gear bags off him, and Ilya watched that quiet, solid presence lower the Cub’s guard by just a fraction.
Until a small voice fluttered up out of Ilya’s arms, and everyone stopped.
“Otousan, I want to see everyone. Can I stay?”
Ilya’s heart gave a little lurch. How was he supposed to say no to that tiny, hopeful request? He could not. He looked helplessly up the stairs at his husband. Shane ran his dark, worried eyes over their younger son in Ilya’s arms, then cast a glance at Luca, who was still being held up more by Shane than by his own legs.
“Okay, okay. Lyovushka, you can join us all for a bit, but if it’s too much, you have to promise to tell one of us.”
There was a little nod against Ilya’s collarbone, and earnest blue eyes met beautiful chocolate.
“Promise, Kaasan.”
Ilya knew Lyovushka had won that one, so he carried the small, quiet weight of his youngest son down into the sunken living room on slow, tired legs. He lowered himself into the deep cushions of the sectional with a groan he did not bother to hide, and kept Lyovushka tucked against his chest, his big, calloused hand rubbing up and down the little boy’s back to keep the tremors from coming back into those small bones.
Shane came down a little while later with Luca, who apparently had not wanted to be put to bed either. Across from Ilya, Shane guided their oldest down into the corner of the next sofa and rearranged the pillows around him with the ease of a man who knew exactly how both his sons liked to nest. Luca was still wringing his hands, his fingers catching at the fabric of a cushion as he tried to hide his face in it, but Shane would not let him retreat into the dark. He sat close, their sides pressed flush together, and his long-fingered hand carded automatically through Luca’s messy blond waves, smoothing them back with a steady care that told the boy he was cherished, and wanted, and safe.
Adrien slid into the space on Luca’s other side. His taller frame dropped heavily into the cushions, and he drew Luca’s legs across his lap so that Luca did not have to choose between him and his Kaasan, and that earned the dark-haired young man a long, approving look from Ilya. Right now Luca needed both of them, and he would not react well to being made to choose; the Cub had worked that out all by himself, and Ilya was proud of him. Adrien’s big hand began rubbing soothing little circles on Luca’s thigh, kneading gently at the sore muscle there. Luca let out a tiny, hitching breath and let him, his head dropping onto Shane’s shoulder, and his breathing finally began to settle under all that warmth on both sides.
Yuna bustled back into the room a few minutes later with a big tray: the solid ceramic teapot, five big mugs and a plate. She had made the strong loose-leaf black tea that Ilya preferred, sweetened properly with thick honey, his Mama’s tea, alongside the lighter herbal blend Shane drank for his panic attacks. She handed the mugs around to the right people without a word, and Ilya wrapped his free hand around his and felt the heat soak into his sore fingers; his shoulders finally began to drop, and around the room he watched everyone else’s do the same.
Levi peeked out from inside Ilya’s arms. His big blue eyes had fixed on the plate of freshly baked cookies Yuna had snuck onto the tray, and he let out a tiny snuffle against Ilya’s neck and loosened the clawing grip of his small fingers just enough to reach out.
“Obaachan … soup?”
Levi whispered in his still-unsure English, his voice raw and small in the quiet room.
Yuna’s eyes went soft behind her glasses. A proud, private smile broke through all the tiredness in her face as she reached over and patted his foot gently, where his bright fish socks were sticking out from under the weighted blanket Ilya had pulled over the pair of them.
“The miso soup is already warming on the stove, sweetie.”
Yuna murmured in Japanese, smooth and comforting, and her eyes went from Levi to Luca and back again, making sure both of her grandchildren were truly alright.
“We will eat in a moment. You just rest now.”
Luca looked up from Shane’s chest. His glossy eyes caught the light from the lamp as he took a bracing sip of his tea, and that lovely pink flush was slowly coming back into his cheeks as he watched Levi. Ilya watched the last hour start to slide off his oldest, bit by bit, under the plain warmth of being home, and being safe.
Yuki mewed huffily as she stepped down off the back of the sofa and draped her big body across both Shane and Luca at once, as was her right, apparently. Her husky, deep purr rumbled out through the room as she sank into her chosen humans’ warmth, and colour was really coming back into Lukasha’s face now as he sank his free hand into all that long, luscious black fur.
As Ilya tightened his hold on his youngest, his chin hooked over Levi’s dark hair, he met his husband’s steady, beautiful chocolate eyes across the gap between the sofas. Shane gave him a tiny, firm nod, and brushed his lips over the crown of Luca’s blond head before he looked back up. All good. All of them here.
Anya whined. Her liquid brown eyes were pleading as she looked at Ilya, then at the empty space beside him, then back at Ilya, and Ilya sighed through his nose and patted the cushion.
“Come on then, only fair, I suppose.”
The instant permission was given, the collie mix leapt lightly up and curled in close, her head tucked right beside Lyovushka. Ilya watched one tiny hand reach out for her, and she slid her snout in under it, and the two of them let out matching contented sighs as they settled.
They had a little time. Ilya knew they were not done yet, not tonight, but they could take this moment, this little pocket of breathing room, before the noise and chaos announced the rest of the Bears arriving.
 
The quiet did not last long. It was shattered cleanly by the rumble of several high-powered engines cutting out on the drive; the low vibration of them rattled through the windows, and then the front door was thrown open with the usual raucous lack of manners that Ilya associated with his best friend and no one else on earth.
“That is Cliff and Vic, then.”
Ilya grumbled it into Levi’s hair. Shane paused in his rhythmic petting of the half-asleep Luca and smiled up at him over the boy’s head.
“Lucky that door is sturdy enough.”
Cliff and Victor came through the hallway first, and judging by the stampede of footsteps behind them, they had organised an entire charge of hungry Bears. The house was instantly flooded with big, loud, grinning bodies and a small army’s worth of takeaway, bags and boxes of every kind of food piled precariously in everyone’s arms, and Ilya felt something in his chest loosen at the sheer noise of them.
“In here, you idiots!”
Cliff’s voice was noticeably quieter than his usual boom; he was clearly making an effort to keep it down, though they could all still hear him from halfway down the corridor before his vast body had even cleared the threshold of the sunken living room. Anya jumped off the sofa and trotted over to greet him and Victor both. Cliff strode in, so huge he had to turn sideways to get through the doorway with his arms full, carrying three separate family-sized containers of the high-end Italian pasta he knew Ilya and Adrien liked best, his dark, stubbled jaw split by a wide, triumphant grin.
Victor was right behind him, loaded down with brown paper bags full of plain, ordinary chicken parm, hot broth and seared greens that Shane and Luca could always eat, alongside enough extra to feed far too many massive hockey players and their families. Those golden eyes made a quick, protective sweep over the sofas, taking in the layout of their huddle, and softened the second he saw that the boys were settled and safe.
Bood and Hazy tumbled into the room just behind them, their arms piled high with boxes of local pizza and garlic bread and a stack of premium steaks that Bood had insisted on grilling before they left his place. He was muttering under his breath that he would make Ilya buy a matching grill if it killed him.
Nick and Evan shepherded the kids in, while Caitlin and Selena brought more bags of salads, prepared veg and desserts. The sweet, boisterous chatter turned the living room from a quiet retreat into a buzzing, chaotic hive of children’s noise in under 30 seconds. None of it felt like an intrusion, though. It was the familiar, protective warmth of the pack closing ranks around them, and Ilya felt his shoulders come down an inch for the first time since the bloody final horn.
“Hazy suggested none of us was up for cooking after the game, so we hit every drive-through on the Shane-approved list, and some that weren’t.”
Bood called it across the room as he dropped a container of hot rolls onto the coffee table, with a broad, white-toothed grin.
“The rookies are camped out in the kitchen with the pizzas, Cap, so you better go claim your share before they inhale the lot.”
Ilya let out a low rumble of a laugh into Levi’s dark hair. His chest filled up with the warmth and the noise of his family as he looked around at his friends, and the atmosphere felt lighter already, all the destruction of the night washing away. They were all here. Every single one of them had turned up, not just to celebrate the Cup but to stand together. Did most teams go out and get blind drunk after a win like that? Of course they did; they had won the fucking Stanley Cup tonight. And they were all here, in his living room, eating pizza off their knees, perfectly happy to give up the party because Ilya’s family had taken a hit.
Shane lifted his head from Luca’s blond waves. His pretty face broke into a proud, private smile as he watched the chaos come pouring down into the room, and the calculated, savage stillness that had locked his broad shoulders during the confrontation was gone. In its place was the steady, maternal focus that Ilya was thoroughly, hopelessly obsessed with. Shane nudged Luca’s shoulder gently and lifted his fingers from the long fur of the cat still draped across their laps.
“Think you are up for a quick shower, Lukasha?”
Shane murmured the Russian smooth and low, almost a purr.
“And make sure Adrien actually goes too, if you can behave.”
Luca went that beautiful, bright pink. Adrien had wandered off into the kitchen to help set things out, and now he reappeared and dropped his tall frame into the gap at the end of the sofa, like he had been summoned.
The tall rookie’s grey eyes were still a bit wide and dazed after his parents, and he was ignoring the teasing wolf-whistles Cliff was throwing at him from across the rug, where the bigger man was folding slices of pizza in half to eat them faster. Adrien just reached out and laid his large, calloused hand against Luca’s lower back, over his shirt, and kept it there. It was a silent, steady sort of reassurance, and it had the younger blond blushing and climbing slowly to his feet, reluctant to pull away from his Kaasan but knowing very well that Shane was right.
“We won’t be long, Kaasan.”
Luca tugged Adrien up after him by the wrist, and the pair of them disappeared up the stairs, Yuki thumping down off the sofa to follow them like a chaperone.
Levi peeked out from under the weighted blanket, his navy eyes wide, as Yuna passed a small, separate bowl of hot, clear broth with soft rice noodles over Ilya’s shoulder. The little boy let out a tiny purr of thanks against the collie’s snout and let go of Anya’s fur just long enough to take the warm soup, with a shy, pleased smile up at his Obaachan.
“Thank you, Obaachan.”
Yuna stroked a hand through his hair and smiled warmly down at him.
“You are most welcome, little one.”
Ilya adjusted his arm around his youngest to hold him securely against his side, rather than on top of him, so that Lyovushka could eat his soup in peace. No doubt he would be picking at Shane’s plate too before long, since he was not allowed most of what Ilya was about to indulge in. Most of it was banned from the house nowadays anyway, with his husband and both his sons all keeping diets and preferences that mirrored their Kaasan’s; Ilya was outnumbered three to one in his own kitchen, and he would not have changed it for the world; he would just eat the pizza while they were not looking. Who would know? No one; that was who.
 
Shane padded over, his chocolate eyes warm with love, and for one quick moment as they met Ilya’s there was a spark of heat in them, a little private flare that Ilya felt right down low in his stomach. Then those eyes dropped to Lyovushka and went soft in a completely different way, a wholly tender way, and Ilya’s chest ached with how much he adored the pair of them. There was nothing he could do about that first look right now. Not with a living room full of hockey players and children. Later, though. Later, Ilya had plans for his gorgeous husband.
As Lyovushka finished the last of the first little bowl of his favourite soup, Shane leaned down and scooped him up off Ilya’s lap.
“Let’s go see if Obaachan has more, hmm? Then we can let Otousan go and get some food too, da?”
Tired, half-lidded blue eyes flickered between the two of them. Then Levi very seriously lifted his empty bowl towards Ilya, a silent offering, as if Ilya might like to lick it, and Ilya chuckled and rose to his feet.
“Thank you for the offer, Lyovushka. However, I am going to take advantage and join your Ojisan Cliff before he eats all the pizza.”
That got a low, lovely laugh out of Shane and an indignant snort from Cliff down on the rug.
“Oi … What are you saying about me, man? I can hear my name even if I can’t understand the rest of your complicated words.”
Ilya gave his friend a half smirk as he sank down on the rug in front of the pizza box and helped himself to the biggest slice. Out of the corner of his eye, he unashamedly tracked the graceful rise of those massive thighs and that gorgeous ass as his husband carried their son out to the kitchen, Levi nestled against his shoulder, all that quiet, solid sweetness that Ilya never got tired of watching. Would he ever? No. Probably not. Cliff just laughed at him and handed him another slice before he had finished the first.
“We did good, brother. We did so fucking good.”
Cliff knocked their shoulders together and leaned back on his elbows, just as the Chouinard brood came racing through to ask if they could please, please take Anya outside with her ball. Nick turned to Ilya with one powerful eyebrow raised in question, and Ilya just grinned and nodded. Anya would behave perfectly. She always did, for children. It was only Hayden she had a problem with.
“Sure, take the pink one. It is her favourite.”
Then he gestured to Anya, and the collie rose to her feet with her eyes locked onto his.
“Go play, Anya. Keep an eye on them.”
Cliff scoffed as Anya trotted out with the kids trailing after her like ducklings. Ilya quirked a brow at him and nudged him in one massive leg with his foot, and then sniggered when his friend let out a yelp and grabbed at the bruise Ilya had apparently hit dead on.
“Ow. Bastard, that hurt. There is no way you found a dog that understands Russian. You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”
Ilya did not dignify that with an answer; he just ate his pizza, smugly.
Shane came back through the doorway a few minutes later with Levi still snuggled against his chest. The little boy’s eyes were drooping heavily now, and the soup bowl was long gone.
“He’s fading.”
Shane murmured over Levi’s head, and he cupped the back of that little skull in his palm as Levi yawned hugely into his neck.
“I’m going to take him up.”
Ilya was on his feet again before he had even thought about it. He crossed the room to cup the back of Levi’s small head too and press a kiss into his silky dark hair.
“Sleep well, Lyovushka.”
Levi gave a sleepy, wordless hum against Shane’s neck, and then he was carried off up the stairs, one little hand still curled into the collar of Shane’s shirt and his shark dangling from the other by one fin.
Back on the rug, Ilya could barely tear his eyes off Shane, and then beside him Cliff made a low, needy whine, so quiet that only Ilya could possibly have caught it. Ilya followed his line of sight. Victor was a step behind Shane at the bottom of the stairs with the littlest Chouinard girl in his arms, and the flex and bulge of his biceps were on full display; he had somehow lost his hoodie in the kitchen and was down to a tight-fitting black tank. Ilya shoved his elbow into Cliff’s side to break the all-too-familiar spell he knew the older man was under. He knew it intimately, that spell. He had been under it for almost a decade.
“Do not fucking jump him in my living room, Marly.”
Although Ilya completely understood the reaction. Of course he did. He felt exactly the same rush of heat and desire, the same caveman-like need to throw his husband over his shoulder and pin him on his cock until he was pregnant, and he suspected that was precisely what Cliff was getting his very first taste of right now. In all fairness to Cliff, Victor did look good with a little girl on his hip. Those arms were steady and firm, and the hold looked natural on him; those golden eyes had gone soft and heavy and warm as Vic tilted his head down to listen to the little voice and watch the small hands waving in excitement. She was explaining, very seriously, that she had not meant to throw Anya’s ball into the pond, but that it was very funny that her brother had tried to reach it and fallen in.
Ilya dragged his own eyes back to his husband on the stairs. He let them travel down the line of Shane’s throat, bared by the black, silky hair that was already a tad longer than he usually wore it, over the strong, rounded line of his shoulders, to where his shirt was bunched up under the curve of his chest where their son was cuddled. One side of it was pulled tight into that lovely waist, and over one side of his full hips, and down to those gorgeous, plush, muscular thighs that could crush Ilya’s head. Ilya would thank him for it, too.
“Is this how it starts, Roz? I’mma about to die …”
Cliff sounded wrecked. His eyes were blown dark, and he had dragged one of Shane’s good cushions off the sofa to cover the very obvious tent in his jeans; Ilya patted his shoulder in deep, mock sympathy.
“Da, good luck with that one, Cliff. You will spend the rest of your life half hard.”
There was a groan and a thump as Cliff very possibly threw himself backwards onto the rug in misery, but Ilya had already stopped paying attention.
Shane had come back down the stairs alone. One hand was trailing along the bannister; he had changed while he was up there into a skintight black top that clung to every line of his chest and a pair of soft joggers that sat low on his hips, and his hair was still a little damp from the shower he had snatched. He stopped on the bottom step and looked at Ilya through his long, sooty lashes, and asked for him with nothing but his eyes.
It hit Ilya just as hard the second time. He looked his husband over from the top all over again: the bare line of his throat, the black, silky strands already a touch longer than he usually let them grow, the strong, rounded shoulders, and that skintight shirt pulled across his chest and drawn in at his lovely waist, then the full curve of his hips and those plush, muscular thighs that could crush his head. Ilya was across the room and standing in front of him before he had decided to move.
“Da, I am here. Lyovushka is asleep?”
Shane’s free hand came up and curled around Ilya’s neck, along his jaw and into the back of his curls, and his strong fingers scratched lightly at Ilya’s neck.
“Out like a light. He didn’t even finish his story about the fish socks.”
He kept scratching, slow and lazy, and Ilya very nearly purred like the damn cat.
“Can you go and help them rescue Anya’s ball, please, Ilyusha?”
Ilya nodded, but he paused first to cup Shane’s face and kiss him, long and deep. He slid an arm around that lovely slim waist and pulled Shane in as close as the bottom step would allow, which, with Shane standing up there, put that pretty mouth at exactly the right height for once.
“Da, anything for you, sweetheart. Do not let me find you asleep on the stairs.”
Shane pulled back and gave Ilya’s chest a light push, but there was heat flaring deep in those beautiful eyes. Ilya ran his hand across the softer patch of skin just under Shane’s navel as he went past, his big palm pressing in for just a second, right in the middle, and he felt Shane’s breath catch under it. Then he was off to help with the great ball retrieval escapade of the night. If he was also more than a little half-hard in his sweats, well, he took a moment by the back door to adjust himself and haul in a few deep breaths before he stepped outside, and then no one would know.
 
The garden air was crisp. It nipped at Ilya’s bare forearms and the back of his neck as he stepped out, cold and damp off the forest line at the bottom of the lawns, and still the heat coiled in his veins would not settle; he could still feel the warm weight of Shane’s hand on his neck, the scratch of those fingers in his curls. He led the way down the stone steps, his sliders silent on the rock, and followed the loud, raucous commotion down to the pond.
Bood and Hazy were already there, half bent over the water with their sleeves rolled up and their arms soaked to the elbows, poking at the reeds with a couple of sticks. Reece and Ethan were a wet mess on the grass, both of them shivering under one huge shared fleece blanket that Yuna must have hurled at them when they stumbled in through the back door. Reece’s hair was plastered to his forehead in dark, sodden clumps, and he was glaring defensively at Bood, who was howling with laughter from the bank, his white teeth gleaming in the amber glow of the deck lights.
“Don’t look at me like that, cub.”
Bood cackled and waved his stick in the air to point at the middle of the dark water.
“You’re the one who thought you could glide across the top of the lily pads like you’re Shane fucking Hollander. News flash: you weigh nearly two hundred pounds, kid.”
Ilya snorted.
“I was trying to get the ball!”
Reece whined it, his voice gone high and thin, and tucked the blanket tighter around his shoulders, his bottom lip pushed out and his teeth chattering, the very picture of wounded rookie pride.
“The kid was gonna cry if Anya didn’t get her ball back!”
Ilya rumbled a low chuckle as he stepped onto the grass, and the boisterous energy of his team soothed some of the heat back down where it belonged. He did not speak straight away. He let his height throw its shadow over the bank until Hazy looked up, and that handsome face broke into a wide, familiar grin.
“Glad you made it, Cap.”
Hazy grumbled it half-heartedly. His bare fist drove down into the water one last time, and he hauled up a slime-covered, bright pink rubber ball with a triumphant splash.
“Cliff sent you out to hide, didn’t he? Because Vic’s tank top was too much for his tiny brain to process.”
So they had all noticed, then. Of course they fucking had. The look on Cliff’s face had been far too good to miss; the big man had lost all brain function in an instant, every drop of blood heading south faster than he could pass a puck.
“Cliff has had his eyes opened. Give him a break. His brain was not prepared for that.”
Ilya smirked, his accent thick and deep in the quiet of the yard, as he took the soggy ball out of Hazy’s hand and whistled sharply.
Anya came flying out of the shadow of the privacy hedges in a second flat. Her liquid brown eyes were bright with adoring focus as she ran a tight circle around Ilya’s feet, and he dropped to one knee, ignoring the damp seeping through his sweats, and used a corner of Hazy’s discarded towel to wipe the worst of the pond scum off the rubber before he handed it over. The collie let out a soft, contented huff and pushed her snout under his huge palm for a good, firm scruff, and then trotted happily back towards the safety of the porch and her small, waiting audience.
Ilya stood back up to his full height and let his chest swell on a long exhale as he looked back at the wide, lit windows of the house. Through the glass he could see the shape of his husband moving about the kitchen, those light, balanced steps perfectly visible even from all the way down here. Shane was alone by the stove. His long-fingered hands were meticulously organising the containers of hot miso soup that had not been eaten, lining them up, lids on, labels facing the same way.
The primal, possessive need punched Ilya right in the gut.
He did not care about the steaks Bood was currently refiring on the grill, or that his team was still rowdy and loud and flinging wet grass at the rookies on the lawn. He turned his back on the whole yard and let his long legs carry him towards the back door, his stride more of a deliberate stalk than a walk as the hard, aching want in his sweats got too big to ignore. He was careful to keep his steps even as he crossed the mudroom, and he hauled in a few deep, steadying breaths to force himself into something resembling normal human composure before he went into the kitchen. Did it work? Not very well.
Shane did not look up when the door clicked shut behind him, but his shoulders shifted. His skintight top clung to the flex of his core as he shifted along the counter to make room for Ilya without a word, and Ilya’s mouth watered. He knew Ilya was there. He always knew.
Ilya slunk into his space and snaked his big arms around that lovely, slim waist from behind before Shane could even turn. He pressed his palms to the softer patch of skin under Shane’s navel, his fingers digging into the soft fabric of those joggers, and he hauled his husband’s full, well-muscled body hard back against his front, nestling that round, sweet ass right up against his thick, straining cock.
Shane let out a soft, needy little moan into the steam rising off the soup pot. His eyes fluttered closed, and he leaned his whole weight back into Ilya’s broader body, and his strong hands came up and wrapped around Ilya’s wrists to keep him right there.
“I told you … not while the others are here, Ilyusha.”
Shane whispered in a low, husky purr of pure want, his hands tightening on Ilya’s wrists instead of pushing them away, while the heat of Ilya’s body seeped through the layers of their soft clothes and into his back.
“They are in the garden, Lyubimyy. There is no one watching right now.”
Ilya growled it low into his neck. Then his mouth fastened onto the sensitive spot just below Shane’s ear and set about working a deep mark into all that tanned skin. He nipped, sharp, his teeth catching the flesh, until Shane shivered violently in his arms and his powerful thighs tightened back against Ilya’s own. Ilya rolled his hips forward, deliberate and filthy, and ground his cock right into the soft give of that ass through two layers of cotton, and Shane’s fingers dug into his wrists hard enough to leave marks.
“No one is looking. Let me feel you.”
Shane turned in his arms. His dazed chocolate eyes were wide and blown black with a sudden flash of desire, and his hands slid up into the back of Ilya’s curls and tugged at his neck to angle the kiss deeper, and for one glorious second Ilya thought he had won.
“No, Ilyusha.”
Shane murmured it breathlessly against his lips, and his thumb traced a slow line along Ilya’s jaw, gentle and stubborn and immovable all at once.
“We have the whole summer now. Just … wait until they leave.”
 
Blyat. Ilya let out a low, frustrated rumble against his husband’s mouth, but he let his hands drop from Shane’s waist; his palms were still buzzing from the warmth of skin under soft cotton. He took a slow, deep breath and forced his body back into something resembling normal just as the back door swung open and the first of the shivering, damp rookies came trailing back inside.
“Right, this is enough.”
Ilya’s voice was a low, gravelly rasp that carried easily through to the living room as he stepped out of Shane’s space. The moment Cliff appeared by the fridge, Ilya slung an arm over his hulking shoulders and started steering the older man, none too gently, towards the front hallway.
“It is past midnight, the kids are all flat out on my furniture, and my husband needs to sleep. Time to take your beautiful partner home, Cliff.”
Cliff let out a dramatic, pained groan, but he did not argue. His dark coffee eyes were still a little dazed, heavy with the exhaustion of the finals, full of food, and, Ilya was quite sure, still half aroused from the sight of Victor earlier. Victor came up beside him, those golden eyes bright with an amused, knowing glint.
“He’s right, mon chéri. Come on, it is late.”
Victor murmured in his lilting French accent, and his hand slid possessively low on Cliff’s back to steer him towards the door.
Between them, the older Bears took the hint with easy, unspoken efficiency. Bood and Hazy helped gather up the rest of the boxes and the rubbish, while Nick and Evan expertly herded the sleepy, blinking children and their equally sleepy wives out into the cool night air. There was a lot of low-voiced laughter, a few murmured congratulations at the threshold, back slaps, and one very wet kiss from Reece on Shane’s cheek that he claimed was for luck; and then the steady purr of engines starting up one after another and moving off down the stone-paved drive as the cars finally pulled away.
Then the house went silent.
Ilya locked the front door. The little beep of the security system and the gate alarms arming rang out in the hallway, and the amber glow of the lamps cast long, peaceful shadows across the floor, and for the first time in days the air felt clear. Unburdened. Theirs.
He padded back into the kitchen, his slippers silent on the floor, and found Shane standing exactly where he had left him by the stove. His husband had his arms crossed over his chest, and those stunning chocolate eyes were watching the empty doorway until they finally settled on Ilya’s face. The no from earlier had melted into a dazed, heavy want, and Ilya’s blood was boiling in the time it took him to breathe in. He had waited, had he not? He had been a fucking saint about it.
He did not waste time on words. He prowled forward, one long stride, and closed the distance before Shane could even lift a hand. He did not give him the chance to escape. Instead, Ilya swept Shane up into his arms in a single, effortless bridal carry.
Shane let out a soft, startled mewl. His powerful arms wound around Ilya’s shoulders to hold on, and his strong fingers threaded deep into Ilya’s curls as he was hoisted up against that broad chest. Ilya happily palmed a full, delicious handful of that round, sweet ass through the soft joggers, and his cock gave a delighted twitch in response; Shane buried his face in Ilya’s neck and let out a low, needy whine against his skin, and his hips gave a tiny, helpless roll into Ilya’s grip.
He carried his husband up the stairs, his stride sure in the dark, quiet house, and kicked their bedroom door shut behind them. The solid wood latched with a final thud that sealed off their own small world. He laid Shane down on the massive king-sized bed and pinned him there under his bulk, his thick, straining cock pressing hard into Shane’s hip as he kissed him. He drove his tongue deep to tangle with Shane’s and ground down, slow, so that Shane could feel exactly how much all that teasing earlier had done to him. Every bit of it.
Shane’s eyes fluttered closed. A beautiful, deep flush crept up those sharp cheekbones, and he wound his arms tight around Ilya’s waist and pulled him down, tighter and tighter, until there was not an inch of space left between them anywhere.
“Mine.”
Ilya pulled back just far enough to growl it into the silky black strands of hair framing Shane’s face, his voice a low, gravelly purr.
“Forever now, sweetheart. No escape.”
 
He pinned Shane beneath him and caught both of his husband’s wrists in one big, calloused hand, one grip that Shane could have broken if he had really wanted to, and never had, and stretched them up over his head to press them down hard into the pillows. The move had Shane’s back arching on pure instinct. His powerful chest flexed under that skintight top, and he let out a low, ragged moan that went straight through Ilya and settled heavy and hot in his balls.
Ilya’s free hand stroked down Shane’s flanks and slipped in under the clinging fabric, stretching it taut and snug against his wrist as he peeled it up and up, over that firm belly, over the swell of his chest, catching on each nipple on the way so that Shane hissed. He let go of Shane’s wrists just long enough to drag the top off over his head and toss it over his shoulder in the general direction of the laundry basket; he would hear about it in the morning if it missed, and he did not care. Then he hooked his fingers into the waistband of Shane’s joggers, and his briefs went with them. He slid them down those plush, solid thighs and followed the fabric down with his mouth, kissing and biting a path along the creamy, sensitive skin of Shane’s inner thighs, until the clothes were gone and he was kneeling up over his husband on the bed.
Shane just watched him. His eyes were dark and hot, his chest rising and falling, and his cock was already flushed and half hard against his hip, but he seemed perfectly content for the moment to lie there and let Ilya do all the work. Brat. Ilya flashed him a cocky smirk as he stripped his own clothes off with far less care than he had shown Shane’s; his sweats went somewhere on the floor, and his cock sprang free, thick and heavy and already wet at the tip, and Shane’s eyes dropped straight to it. Of course they fucking did. Ilya lowered his head and kissed him again, wet and deep and messy, and when Shane surged up off the mattress to chase his lips, Ilya pressed him back down with a firm hand around his throat.
“Stay.”
Ilya held him there, his palm warm and broad across that throat, not enough to restrict, just enough for Shane to feel the strength in it. He watched Shane’s eyes follow every movement as he sat back on his heels and let his muscles flex, and he savoured the needy, desperate little whimper that slipped out of those plump lips, and the way Shane’s gorgeous pink tongue swept across his bottom lip in naked want.
Then Shane growled at him, low and rough and filthy.
“If I am yours, then prove it. Breed me. Fuck me until I can’t walk. Fuck me so that I get pregnant and everyone can see your claim on me, Ilyusha.”
Fuck.
Did his husband know exactly what he was doing? Of course he did. He was gorgeous, and he was playing a very dangerous game here, and he knew it.
Ilya paused anyway. He made himself pause, just to look, just to devour the sight Shane made spread out across their bed: all that golden skin against the dark sheets, the black hair fanned out over the pillow, the plush thighs already falling open, the pretty cock lying flushed and twitching against the silvery stripes low on his belly. Shane blushed under his stare. He still blushed so easily, even now, after all these years and everything they had done to each other in this bed, and Ilya hoped he never stopped.
He crawled up Shane’s body slowly, trapping his smaller husband beneath him, and took that irresistible mouth with his own; Shane arched up into him and answered at once, eager and wanting. Ilya wrapped his hand around Shane’s throat again and squeezed, just enough to draw a moan out of him, his thumb running along the edge of Shane’s jaw, and he used the hold to tilt Shane’s head and take the kiss deeper. He dragged his tongue along those plump lips until Shane opened for him with a low, shaky sound.
Ilya groaned and dived in. He licked into that hot, wet mouth and stroked his tongue along Shane’s, and Shane nipped at him and then sucked on his tongue and pulled at it, exactly the way he sucked Ilya’s cock, and that made Ilya pin him harder with a groan that came from somewhere around his knees. When Ilya tried to draw back, Shane chased him; sharp white teeth sank into his bottom lip as Shane arched up to meet him, and the sting shot hot and bright straight down Ilya’s spine and into his already aching cock, so that he groaned and ground down helplessly against his husband’s hip.
Slowly, he trailed his mouth down Shane’s neck, leaving a line of wet kisses over the pulse hammering there, until he reached that beautiful chest. He licked a broad stripe across one nipple, already hardening for him, while he palmed the other, kneading and playing with the solid, heavy weight of it in his hand. God, those tits. He had been thinking about them since the locker room.
“So perfect. You want me to fuck you? Then beg for it, sweetheart.”
Shane shuddered at the low growl of the command. He did not beg. He bit his lip instead and glared up at Ilya through his lashes, and Ilya grinned against his skin, because of course he did not. Of course he was going to make Ilya work for it.
Good.
Ilya gave the sensitive nipple in his mouth one hard suck. Then he curled his tongue around the pebbled little nub and drew it up with a strong tug of his lips, and when he finally eased off and let it go, the result was a stunningly reddened peak, already starting to swell and plump under his attention, wet and pretty.
He moved to the other and lapped at the curve beneath the swell first, mouthing and nipping at the softer muscle there until Shane was moaning and writhing under him; and still Shane held his mouth stubbornly shut. Ilya could feel the war going on in him. So Ilya worked his way up to the neglected nipple and sucked on that one too until it was just as nicely plumped, the dusky skin around it already darkening with fresh, lovely little bruises.
Shane was almost thrashing beneath him by now. His nipples and his chest had always been so sensitive, and Ilya’s heavier body had him pinned so completely that all he could manage was to push his chest up into Ilya’s mouth, begging with his body for more; not unless he was ready to give in and beg with words; Ilya knew he was not. Not yet.
He cupped underneath both of them again and rubbed his thumb almost lazily over one bruised, swollen peak, petting it, circling it, while he let Shane try to grind his cock up against his thigh. He knew perfectly well that friction alone was not going to be enough. Not when Shane wanted so badly to be filled.
“Look at them, Lyubimyy, all lovely, all weighty and full. Look at how your perfect tits fill my palms. Glorious.”
Shane whined and moaned. His cock throbbed against Ilya’s thigh, pretty, pearly beads of pre-come sliding down the flushed, thick length of it, and he threw his head back into the pillows. Pink stained his cheeks and made that stunning constellation of freckles stand out all the more.
Ilya growled and began to knead both sides at once. He cupped the soft mounds and circled his thumbs over those pebbled, wet nipples, then pressed them slowly, almost gently, together, and relished the low cry Shane gave as he ducked his head and lapped at each one in turn. He sucked each nipple and pressed his tongue flat to the hard, bruised bud, back and forth, back and forth, until Shane’s hips were jerking under him.
“You want me to fuck you, sweetheart, you need to beg me, or I will just fuck your lovely, beautiful chest like this instead.”
The moan that tore out of Shane’s throat was dark and throaty, with a hiss underneath it, as Ilya ground his rock-hard cock down into Shane’s thigh; he could not stop himself, not at his own words, not with the picture of it in his head, his cock sliding wet between those tits, Shane’s mouth open underneath it.
Instead, he leaned over and grabbed the lube out of the drawer of his bedside table. Shane’s pretty, flushed cock was leaking a steady stream of pre-come across both of them now, the thick length wet and glistening in the light from the lamp. How was any man meant to resist that?
He pushed Shane’s plush, solid thighs apart and settled himself between them in a better position, so he could see everything. Then he paused. He made his face as calm and patient as he could manage with his own cock throbbing against Shane’s balls.
“Well? What is it going to be, sweetheart?”
Shane’s eyes were glazed and blown almost black. His hips were shifting and twitching under Ilya’s weight, rocking up into empty air, his thighs trembling with the effort of trying to get closer when Ilya would not give him an inch, and he knew it. His husband hissed at him in frustration, those heat-filled chocolate eyes blazing up at him from under tear-flecked lashes. Ilya almost laughed. He did not; he valued his life.
“Please …”
The whisper was so faint that Ilya knew Shane was beginning to break. But he did not move. He slowly opened the bottle and warmed the lube between his fingers, taking his sweet time about it, and then he looked back down at Shane’s devastatingly beautiful face, made even lovelier by the tears gathering at the corners of those eyes.
“Please what, Lyubimyy?”
As he spoke, he circled his slick fingers around the rim of Shane’s already twitching hole. Shane’s hips hitched so hard that Ilya had to shift his weight to pin him down again, and he dragged his fingers back and forth, back and forth, over that tight, greedy ring of muscle, and never pushed in. Not even a little.
Ilya glanced up at the heaving rise and fall of Shane’s chest and locked eyes with those almost-black ones, the pupils blown wide with need.
“Is this what you want? You want me to fuck my baby into you?”
The keen Shane let out was beautiful. It had Ilya rutting his own cock against Shane’s plush thigh with a growl, but only for a moment, before he wrestled himself back under control. He would not lose this game first. He would not. Instead, he stroked his fingers over that fluttering hole again and again, and listened to the broken sob Shane finally let out. He would break any second now, Ilya knew it, one more push; so Ilya slowly pressed the tips of two slick fingers inside him at once and relished the way Shane’s muscles tried to clamp down greedily around them. But he did not move them any further.
“Words, Shane, sweetheart. You need to beg me.”
Shane hissed at the sensation of two fingers at once, and then mewled in displeasure when Ilya drew them back out. Those hazy chocolate eyes came up to meet Ilya’s, and the heat in them was simmering with pure annoyance at losing their little game, which only made his husband look hotter, enough that Ilya’s cock twitched hard against the sheets. But he would be patient; he could be patient. Probably.
“Yes. Oh fuck. Yes, Ilyusha. Please … fucking breed me. Give me your baby …”
The words were almost snarled. They were also all Ilya had been waiting for.
He leaned down and pressed his mouth to the sensitive skin of Shane’s lower belly, to that silky patch of tiger stripes, as he pushed a finger back inside. The touch to that soft spot had Shane locking up hard around his finger, but Ilya drew his mouth away again. He had a plan, and he was sticking to it.
His patience for drawing this out was gone, though. Shane had held out longer than he had expected, and now they were both far too wound up, especially with Shane already pressing back onto his hand, fucking himself on that one finger in tiny, desperate rolls; so Ilya wasted no more time and opened him up. Just enough. He wanted Shane to stay tight for as long as possible, because he was taking his husband more than once tonight.
Two fingers were all he was giving him. Shane could take him after only two; it would be tight, but two fingers sat just on the limit of not enough for the girth of Ilya’s cock, and that was exactly where Ilya wanted him. He scissored them slowly, crooked them, found that little swollen spot inside and stroked it once, only once, and watched Shane’s whole body jolt and his cock spill a fresh string of pre-come onto his belly.
“Ready?”
Ilya half growled, half snarled it.
Shane nodded at once, his cheeks glistening with fresh tears. Ilya waited, his fingers still, until Shane’s eyes came back to him.
“Words, Lyubimyy.”
Shane swallowed, and his lashes fluttered, and he pushed the answer up out of himself like it weighed a ton.
“Yes. I’m ready. Ilya, please, I’m ready.”
Shane’s voice broke on it, and Ilya leaned down and kissed his wet cheek once, gentle, a promise, before he went back to being a bastard.
He eased his fingers out and squeezed more lube into his palm to run over the swollen, hot length of his cock, coating it generously and giving himself one long, slow stroke while Shane watched. Then he turned Shane over onto his front and lifted his hips. One big hand pressed down between his shoulder blades and held his head to the pillow, and the deep arch of that beautiful spine presented Shane to him perfectly: that round, plush ass up in the air, that pink, slick hole fluttering and wet and waiting for him.
“Fuck … Yes … Now fuck me.”
The snarl was a little muffled by the pillow, but Ilya heard him anyway.
He took the base of his throbbing cock in his fist and gave it a tight, warning squeeze to fight down his own need. Then he slapped the heavy, wet head of it right across Shane’s dripping, swollen hole, and let the weight of his cock sting that sensitive rim.
Shane’s hips jerked, and he let out a startled moan at the slap. He shifted, trying desperately to line Ilya’s cock up and push back onto it himself, and Ilya snarled a warning and laid one big hand on that muscled back to still him.
“Sweetheart, patience.”
Shane moaned and dropped his head lower, which only sank his spine further into that arch, and Ilya groaned at the sight. He rubbed the head of his cock over that soaking hole a few more times, dragging it up and down through the slick, catching on the rim and slipping away again, until he could not take it anymore either.
“Ilya … fuck me … please.”
Ilya broke.
He thrust inside, hard and forceful, bullying his cock into those velvet, burning walls as Shane relaxed and softened around him. There was no stopping halfway; he kept going.
Shane keened and moaned at the full stretch, and Ilya felt the give of him, felt his husband submit and let him in as he kept pushing, relentless, his own mouth hanging open in a panting groan at the heat and the sheer tightness wrapped around his aching, throbbing cock. When he bottomed out, with his hips flush to that ass and his balls snug against Shane’s, he leaned down over him and tilted Shane’s head to the side to bring their mouths together over one shoulder in a wet, messy kiss, grateful all over again that his husband was so utterly, ridiculously flexible. Ilya groaned and dropped his forehead to Shane’s muscular back as those walls tightened around him.
Ilya shifted his hips to change the angle and began to pound into his husband with powerful, rolling thrusts, every coiled muscle in his body put to work. Shane moaned and mewled and pressed his hips back to meet every one of them. The wet, solid slap of Ilya’s hips and balls against Shane’s ass was loud, almost obscene in the quiet room, and their moans rose and tangled with the near-constant low, rasping purr that was falling out of Shane’s mouth now, like he did not even know he was making it.
He dragged Shane down the bed a little and braced his knees wider for more leverage, and then he felt Shane start to spasm around him. Those moans were turning into a low, keening wail as he got closer and closer, and Ilya had not even touched that gorgeous, dripping cock. He was not going to.
“You are going to come just on my cock. I will fill you, and you will take every last drop.”
Ilya drove into Shane’s prostate, again and again. Every thrust of his hips and every drag of his cock over all those sensitive walls inside sent Shane higher, and dragged Ilya closer to the edge with him.
He reached up and wrapped a hand around the back of Shane’s neck to hold him tight on his cock. With the other, he reached in under Shane’s stomach and spread his fingers over that patch of skin low on his belly. Carefully, he pressed his hand firmer, just so that Shane could feel the strength of it, could feel himself being held down and fucked from the inside and the outside both, the heel of Ilya’s palm pressing in over the bulge of his cock, broad and deep inside Shane’s body.
Shane’s back bowed deeper. He moaned and clenched down so hard and hot around Ilya’s cock that Ilya saw stars, and his body tipped over the edge; his cock jerked untouched under Ilya’s palm and spilt hot across the sheets. Ilya ground in as deep as he could go as his own orgasm was dragged out of him, and he followed Shane over with his heavy thighs shaking, while Shane’s ass clamped down around him and milked every drop of come out of him, desperate and needy for it, pulling it deeper.
“Fuck …”
He collapsed onto Shane’s sweat-slick, muscular back, and the pair of them lay there panting, far too warm in the heat of the room. Ilya wrapped his arms around Shane and rolled them slightly onto their sides so that he was not crushing his smaller husband while their chests heaved, Ilya fighting to get his breathing back under control. He did not pull out. Not yet. Instead, he stayed right where he was and drew Shane back tighter into the cradle of his body, and his hand stayed curled over that sweet little curve of belly.
When he finally did start to ease out of him, Shane let out a sad, upset little whine at the loss, and Ilya hushed it, stopping with just the head of his cock still caught in that puffy rim. He soothed his hand over Shane’s belly and hips, and his cock stirred all over again as he traced the glowing silver stretch marks across his husband’s stomach; Ilya groaned at the feel of them under his hand. He wanted that little curve back. He wanted Shane round and full; he was not wasting a single drop of the big load he had already emptied into him. He needed his Shane as full as he could possibly get him. They lay there a while, Shane pleasure-drunk enough to just let Ilya hold him there on the tip of his half-softened cock.
Ilya’s hand stroked Shane’s belly, then tracked up to those sensitive, puffy nipples, then dragged back down again to press on that softer curve. The pressure made Shane whine and shift, and his lovely, pretty cock was slowly plumping up again under Ilya’s touch. Ilya had not pulled out all the way, and his cock twitched with real interest as Shane wiggled and mewled on the end of it; Ilya pulled him back tighter and wrapped his free hand around Shane’s throat, so that his husband was trapped between the hand across his belly and the hand cupping his throat.
Shane whined and pushed back into Ilya’s hips. Ilya tightened his hold and ground up into him, keeping his movements small and steady, letting his cock slide back in by inches to keep all his come locked inside.
“You ready, sweetheart?”
Shane was nodding and pressing closer, and he managed a slurred, breathy yes that Ilya felt more than heard, so Ilya gripped his hips and flexed his core and drove his now fully hard cock up into that tight, wet heat. Ilya groaned at the feeling. Shane was still so tight, still clenching around him the moment he thrust in deep, and the come already inside him made everything slippery and filthy and hot. He slid his arm in under Shane’s neck and coiled his hand around his throat to turn his head, firm, so that he could reach to kiss him. The stretch and twist of Shane’s flexible body meant he now had that full, perfect ass pressed even harder down onto Ilya’s cock.
He ground into Shane in a steady, deep circle of his hips. He did not pull out, and he did not thrust all the way; that way he could keep a constant pressure on Shane’s prostate and keep all his come sealed up inside that desperate, greedy hole. Ilya loved Shane like this, soft and pliant and fucked-out. He loved grinding up into him and feeling every single inch of that muscled power willingly handed over to him. And honestly? That was the gift. That was always the gift: that this strong, terrifying man who had broken a predator’s jaw on live television three hours ago chose this, chose him.
He slipped his other arm from around Shane’s waist and traced his way back up to play with those still-puffy, hard nipples. Shane moaned, low and husky, as Ilya kneaded and tugged at one until he was happy with how swollen it was, then swapped to the other.
Shane mewled and arched into the hand as Ilya cupped his chest in his palm and squeezed, hard enough to leave bruises in the shape of his fingers. Shane’s whole body jerked, and Ilya clamped down around his throat and his chest to keep him pressed down onto the thick, heavy weight of his cock.
“So full, so soft. Heavy with milk. Perfect.”
Ilya murmured in a deep, rumbling croon as he played with the plush, full handfuls of Shane’s chest, his mouth lapping and nipping at the back of Shane’s neck, while he circled his hips and tightened his hold to press even deeper.
Shane moaned and tightened around Ilya’s cock at the words, every time, like his body could not help it. Ilya groaned and gave in, and dropped his hand from Shane’s beautifully swollen chest to his belly, cupping that softer, silky patch of skin and pressing down as he ground his cock up deep and slow and powerful.
“Feel how deep inside my cock is. I am going to fill you up, round and full.”
Shane was keening as he writhed. His cock was dripping pre-come just from being trapped like that, between Ilya’s hold and Ilya’s words, and the sheets under him were soaked.
Ilya bit down on the shoulder under his mouth as Shane trembled, his whole body locked tight, while Ilya drove up into his prostate with every deep, heavy roll of his hips. He moaned, deep and husky, as Shane’s ass began to flutter around his cock, those strong muscles still trying to pull him deeper as his orgasm came for him.
“Come for me, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya growled the command. He pressed his hand down tighter and let Shane feel his cock from the inside and the outside at once, and that extra pressure was enough to push him, moaning and writhing, over the edge. Shane’s cock painted his belly and Ilya’s fingers with warm, pearly streams of come, and Ilya ground up into that clenching ass and came with a low snarl at the vice-like grip of it. Shane’s body was trying desperately to pull and milk every drop it could out of him, rippling and clutching around him, greedy for all of it. The whine Shane let out as the hot, heavy ropes of Ilya’s release flooded his insides, deep and full in his belly, made Ilya groan and drop his head into Shane’s neck, and his cock pulsed a few more spurts of come into his husband, desperate and wanting to see him heavy and round.
He could feel the skin beginning to stretch under his hand. Those silvery stretch marks were more pronounced now, as his second, heavier load forced Shane’s belly to swell; the beautiful, shimmering lines pulled tight and bare to make room for it. Ilya let out a helpless, needy groan as his cock tried to force out even more; his thighs were shuddering, and his core was aching, but there was still a burning heat under his skin; he still wanted more. He would always want more.
Shane, however, had gone sated and pliant in his arms. Ilya pulled him closer and did not take his hand off that soft little swelling for a second. He cupped it gently. It was bigger than his palm now, the skin taut and visibly swollen, and the sight of it made his mouth go dry.
Shane half-opened his glittering eyes and twisted his head back over his shoulder to kiss him. Ilya kissed him back, nuzzling their lips together and lapping at Shane’s full, pouty bottom lip.
“Sweetheart? You okay?”
Ilya petted his hand across the taut patch of skin. The muscles were working hard under his palm, but it was not full enough. Not yet. Was Ilya done? No. Once more.
“Hmm, I’m good, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s purr was a little hoarse, but he wrapped his hand around Ilya’s thick wrist where it lay across his belly and settled back into his hold with a sated, happy sigh.
Ilya let them rest for a few minutes. Then he eased his arm out and reached for the drawer, carefully, so as not to jostle Shane off his cock, and pulled out Shane’s favourite plug. The soft, warming silicone drew the heat out of his fingers straight away. He ran it along the spent length of Shane’s soft cock, gathering up his husband’s own still-warm, sticky come to slick the surface with it.
He kissed Shane as he carefully pulled out. He moved fast so that nothing would escape, and slid the slicked-up plug into Shane’s puffy, open hole. The rim parted for it easily and sucked it in until it was nestled beautifully between those perfect cheeks, and Shane let out a long, shivering breath. Then Ilya moved both hands around to cup the soft swell of his come in Shane’s curved belly, and groaned low at the feel of it, and at the soft, needy mewl of pleasure Shane let out at his touch.
 
Before Shane could drift off on him, Ilya reluctantly climbed out of bed, fetched a full glass of cool water from the bathroom and sat him up against his chest to make him drink the whole thing, every last mouthful, with Shane grumbling into the rim of the glass the whole way down. Ilya drank one himself, then a second. Once he was happy they were both rehydrated, he gathered his husband back against his body and let Shane shift over onto his side, and that only made the swell of his curved belly even more obvious. Ilya growled under his breath and closed his eyes on the tempting sight as he felt his cock begin to react all over again; he was going to fucking kill himself. He was going to die in this bed of his own stupidity, and Shane would have to explain it to Terry.
Even as his hand dropped back to stroke and cup the little curve, he found that if he tucked his big hand in underneath the swell, he could lift it a little, and feel the weight of it settle into his palm. On his side like this, Shane looked heavier. Rounder. Fuller. The skin was stretched tight, and the glowing ribbons of silver stripes stood out more than ever as Ilya held the curve in his hand. Shane arched and whined, low and hissing, but his lovely, beautiful cock was already twitching against his thigh and trying to fill out again while Ilya played with him.
“It is not enough for you, is it?”
Ilya’s voice was darker and deeper than he had meant it to be, but heat was flaring up in his veins again at the way Shane was pushing back into him and so clearly begging for more, spent and done as he was. That beautiful, thick cock was trying, slowly filling back up, soft and slightly curved against the swell of his belly.
Shane moaned sweetly as Ilya pressed his palm down on the curve of his come, stretching his husband’s belly that little bit more. The plug sat snug inside him, and Ilya nudged his hips up so that he could feel the flared edge of the silicone against his own thickening cock. He ground up against it, pushing it a little deeper, rocking it inside him, as he pressed down on Shane’s belly from the front.
The sound Shane let out went straight to Ilya’s cock.
“No … no … Ilyusha.”
Yet even as he whispered no, Shane was twisting and arching in his arms. One big, strong hand reached back and pulled hard on Ilya’s curls, and the other was fisted so tightly in the sheets that they were in real danger of being ripped. Ilya stopped dead. No was a word that mattered in this bed. It was not their word, the one that ended everything; but it mattered, and Ilya would never, ever roll over the top of it.
“No?”
Shane cried out, a sharp, desperate protest, tears glinting at the corners of his lashes, as Ilya held them both still. His own cock was almost fully hard again, and he made himself ease his hips back, away from Shane, away from the plug.
“Want me to stop? I will, sweetheart. You said no …”
Shane hissed, low and filthy. One powerful, thick thigh locked suddenly around Ilya’s legs to drag him back in, and the hand in his curls tightened until it felt like his hair was being torn out at the roots.
“Don’t you dare stop.”
Not that the rough handling did anything except send more sparks of heat shooting down Ilya’s spine. But he held still against the stinging pain and pinned Shane in place with his broad hands, because Shane had said no, and Ilya wanted to hear him say the other thing first.
He lowered his head and began to mouth at the spot under Shane’s ear, running the flat of his tongue along the sensitive skin of his bared throat and scraping his teeth there, the threat of a bite. Shane shivered against him. His pulse was jumping under Ilya’s lips, and his gorgeous cock was twitching, little drops of pre-come welling up, glistening at the slit.
“Let me hear you. Come on, Shane, you can do it.”
Ilya went back to working some truly impressive bruises into the back of Shane’s neck while he spread his palm under the lower curve of that rounded little belly. He held his husband tight between the pressure on his stomach and the solid, broad weight of his own body behind him, and he waited.
Shane’s head dropped forward. His body shuddered from top to toe, and a low mewl split out of those plump, swollen lips as his husband broke for him.
“Please …”
The word was torn out of Shane’s throat, and Ilya finally took pity on him and moved.
He rolled up and settled his weight over Shane and flattened him to the mattress, onto his back this time. Almost gently, he pushed those powerful, plush thighs up towards Shane’s chest and braced one big hand under the wide spread of muscle at the back of one of them, holding him open, while he reached down with the other to tug and tease at the plug still nestled deep in Shane’s hole. He twisted it and pressed it a little deeper, which made Shane arch his hips up off the bed and snarl at him in warning; his nails dug into Ilya’s shoulders so hard that Ilya felt the skin break under them.
“Fuck me … or I will do it myself, Ilyusha.”
Ilya was half tempted to let him try. He could see it: Shane shoving him flat onto his back, climbing on top of him, taking his cock and riding him with those thighs, those strong hands pinning Ilya’s wrists for once, that wicked little voice telling him it was Shane’s turn now. Fuck. But Shane was tired. He was tired, and he had played 60 minutes of a Game Seven and broken a man’s face and carried their son out of a riot, and that could be saved for another day. Instead, Ilya leaned down and took Shane’s mouth with his own and swallowed every whimper and every hiss as he swiftly pulled the plug free, wiped the mess of their mixed come and lube along his own cock, and, before more than a tiny trickle could escape that open, sloppy hole, thrust deep inside him. The force of his hips snapping forward broke the kiss; Shane threw his head back with his eyes screwed shut, and he was gone, wholly, completely gone.
 
Ilya thrust in as deep as he could, and the angle was perfect, his heavier weight driving him deeper still. Shane’s body locked up around him. His hands clawed at Ilya’s back and flanks and hips as he thrashed on his cock, oversensitive, stretched and sore, and yet his own cock was pink and flushed and leaking all over the both of them, bobbing against his swollen belly with every thrust. Ilya tightened his grip on the thigh he was bending right back into Shane’s chest, and he twined their other hands together, their right hands, the rings glinting in the dark. He pressed their joined hands down into the pillow above Shane’s head and snapped his hips with every bit of his strength; his thighs and core were burning with the effort, but they were both close, so close.
He let go of the thigh he was bruising and slid that hand down to rest over Shane’s little curved belly. When he pressed down, Ilya could feel the push of his own cock, so deep inside that the curve under his hand tensed and shifted with every stroke. Shane was keening, a low, constant purr of pleasure that told Ilya he was entirely out of it now, floating, gone somewhere warm where there was nothing but Ilya’s cock and Ilya’s hands.
“One more, Lyubimyy. You can take one more. Let me see you take my come again.”
Shane moaned. His free hand dug into Ilya’s flank as he shuddered and shivered, his body spent but his orgasm close, so close, tears glistening and tracking down those beautiful cheekbones, and Ilya pressed his palm under the sweet swell of his belly and lifted it.
The change in pressure was too much.
Shane’s back arched off the bed. His ass clamped down, and his cock dribbled what little come it had left over its already soaked head and length, barely anything, a few weak pulses that made him sob. The fluttering, spasming muscles around Ilya’s cock tightened so hard that Ilya snarled and buried himself as deep as he could go. His own orgasm was torn out of his core entirely on Shane’s command; he was milked, those muscles working him and draining him of every last drop, and he felt Shane’s body struggle to take it all.
Shane moaned, in pleasure and in a little pain, as his belly, all those powerful stomach muscles, was pulled taut and pressed right to its limits as Ilya filled him up.
Just the sight of it made Ilya’s cock pulse weakly, trying one last time to give more, to fill Shane to the very brim; it was the picture they both kept coming back to in the dark. It always would be.
He caught himself before his heavier body could crush his exhausted husband, and lowered himself carefully to cover Shane’s trembling body. He kissed him, softer and gentler this time. Ilya coaxed Shane into kissing him back, catching the worn-out, needy whine in his own mouth as Shane went limp beneath him. He could feel the tremors running through his husband as they lay there, both still panting, covered in sweat and lube and mostly Shane’s come.
He lifted his chest just enough to cup Shane’s jaw and rub his thumb over those stunning, blush-coated freckles.
“You okay, sweetheart?”
Shane nodded. One arm was wrapped around Ilya’s waist, tugging weakly at him to lie back down.
“Yes … Stay.”
Ilya happily followed that order and lay back down, carefully, with his weight on his forearms. Shane purred and settled, his eyes closed, his breathing only a little unsteady, content for a few minutes. That lasted right up until Ilya shifted his hips and his spent, softening cock began to slip out of Shane’s body. Instantly those glassy chocolate eyes snapped open, and Shane tried to clamp down around him with a distressed little cry.
Ilya had known it was coming; he had been expecting exactly that reaction. He grabbed the discarded plug, rolled it through the mess on Shane’s cock and his swollen belly, then gathered up the few rivulets of come that had escaped and pressed his coated fingers back inside. Two fingers sat nestled in that hot, wet warmth while Shane’s rim fluttered and tried to tighten around them. The muscle was red and puffy and clearly sore, but Shane still lifted his hips a little, let his thighs fall open and whined as Ilya just let his fingers rest there inside him.
Fuck.
His cock could not get hard again. It was trying anyway.
“Look at you, so needy. You would let me take you again, would you not? You want me to put your lovely little plug back in? Or do you want the bigger one?”
Shane moaned and whined. He was too far gone to answer, but the hitch in his hips and the way his thighs dropped open was answer enough. Ilya forced himself back under control. Shane would be hurting already; he would be sore and stretched, and he needed looking after now. Even though Ilya was exhausted down to his bones, his husband came first. His husband always came first.
As badly as he wanted to, Ilya did not go for the bigger plug. Instead, he carefully, tenderly swapped his fingers for the slicked one from before. He had to push it a little deeper to tuck it right in, with how open Shane was, but it was still just enough to keep him nicely sealed. Shane relaxed again at once, as soon as his body no longer felt open and empty, and Ilya smoothed his hands up and down Shane’s still-shaking thighs to ease them down into a more comfortable position.
“I will be right back, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya promised it against Shane’s bruised mouth with a kiss. The sweet little kitten nuzzle he got back was so tender that Ilya was hard-pressed to pull away, but he managed it. Just about.
He forced himself back up onto his feet and padded naked into the bathroom. His muscles were screaming bloody murder at him, every bruise from six games and one brawl and one very energetic husband all shouting at once, but he started the shower anyway and let the water heat up while he went back through to lift his exhausted, almost sleeping husband into his arms, ever so carefully, and carry him in to get them both clean.
Ilya set Shane down on his feet under the spray but kept most of his weight held against his own chest, and he massaged the taut, swollen curve of Shane’s belly under the warm water. It was bigger this time. When Ilya cupped the weight of it in his palm, it felt real, warm and heavy, and Shane whined at the pull on his flanks and overworked muscles. Ilya hushed him with a kiss and ran his tongue gently across those bitten, red lips. Shane arched into him, widening his stance and giving Ilya more room, while the water ran down over his puffy, sore nipples and his bruised, swollen chest.
“So fucking perfect.”
Ilya kissed him again, unable to help himself, as Shane rubbed against him like a sleepy cat. He did not seem to be really aware of what he was doing; he was just following Ilya’s touch, leaning wherever Ilya’s hands went, his eyes half closed and his mouth soft and open.
“Easy, sweetheart, I have you. No more now.”
He went on murmuring sweet words of comfort and adoration into Shane’s skin in Russian as he washed them both clean of the sweat and lube and come; he could not keep his hands off Shane’s belly. Shane was leaning almost entirely on Ilya now, his body exhausted and sore, and they were both an absolute mess. Ilya could feel the stinging lines down his back and sides where Shane’s nails had raked him, some of them most likely bleeding a little, and both of them were covered in bruises and hickeys. The full imprint of Ilya’s teeth ringed the back of Shane’s neck, a pretty, lovely circle of red that Shane would not be able to hide under any collar he owned. Ilya looked at it for a little longer than he should have, and felt smug.
 
Big, careful hands dried Shane off while his husband just about managed to brush his teeth with his eyes shut, swaying gently on his feet against Ilya’s chest, and then Ilya lifted him back into his arms and carried him to their bed. He set him down on the edge and stripped away the protective sheet, the one he had put on over the real sheets before the game with this exact outcome in mind; was he glad he had remembered? Very, because he was far too tired for much more now. The clean sheet underneath was cool and dry.
He pulled Shane into his lap and began to lavish every inch of skin with Shane’s expensive painkilling creams and soothing lotions. He worked the gel into the stretched muscles across that still-swollen belly, and rubbed the creams into the red, puffy, sore mess he had made of his husband’s bruised chest. The nipples were red and raw and bitten, and Ilya was so gentle with them that Shane hardly flinched at all.
With one careful finger, Ilya rubbed a little of the cream around the base of the plug too, keeping his touch featherlight. Shane shivered against him and whined at the pressure.
“Easy, sweetheart, nearly done now.”
It was true. Ilya would run him a bath first thing in the morning, as hot as Shane could stand it, with the salts; but they were both past the point of exhaustion right now. So he eased Shane down to lie on his side with a pillow tucked under his hips and belly to support them. In profile, the curve of his husband’s belly was soft and round against the pillow, his hip a lovely line under the lamp, and Ilya wanted to kneel beside the bed and kiss every inch of him all over again. Shane was so beautiful, every line, every inch of him; and like this, full and heavy and round, wearing Ilya’s marks and his ring and all the proof of Ilya’s claim, he just took Ilya’s breath away. How had Ilya got this lucky? He had no fucking idea.
Ilya nearly bit through his own lip wrestling himself back down, because his cock was trying to twitch back to life again at the sight, the stupid thing. He did, however, pick up his phone and take a picture. Just one. For him. Who could blame him? Then he slid into bed beside his husband and wrapped him up against his chest, every inch of their bodies pressed together, Ilya moulded all along Shane’s back. Shane tucked his head under Ilya’s chin and nestled in as close as he could get, and dug his cold feet in between Ilya’s calves with a little sigh of satisfaction. The furnace heat coming off Ilya’s body made everything so warm, so soft.
“Next time … my turn.”
Shane slurred it into his throat, already more asleep than awake, and Ilya laughed, low and helpless, and kissed his hair.
Ilya tightened his arm around Shane’s waist and slid his big palm up to cradle the full, heavy weight of Shane’s belly, and he pressed kisses to every one of the bites scattered across that beautiful neck and cheekbone.
Shane sleepily threaded his fingers through the hand lying over his belly. He tilted his head back and pressed soft, open-mouthed kisses to the underside of Ilya’s strong jaw and down his throat.
“I love you, Ilyusha.”
It was so faint that Ilya felt the words breathed into his skin as much as he heard them. Ilya kissed Shane, sweet and loving, and whispered his own words into that creamy throat as his eyes slipped closed at last, exhausted from the last few days, from the game, from all the fights finally won.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”






      

  












      Chapter 83: Luca
  



    Chapter Notes

      So close to the end now. Warning: smut, fluff (all the fluff), some slurs later on and then more smut. You may die from cuteness overload here, just as a heads-up.







  The euphoria of the night before hadn’t gone anywhere.
It was still there when Luca woke, a warm, fizzy buzz under his ribs that made him want to grin into the pillow, even though the noise of the whole team’s boisterous celebration downstairs had long since died away into nothing. He came up slowly, swimming through layers of deep, uninterrupted sleep, the kind he hadn’t had in weeks, into a world that felt bigger and safer than the one he had gone to bed in. The early-morning light was filtering pale gold through the curtains of his bedroom, and everything in his body ached in that pleasant, bone-deep way of a body that had played 60 minutes of hockey and won. Won the Cup. They had won the fucking Cup.
Was he over it yet? Not even close. He suspected he never would be, thank you very much.
There was one corner of last night that he had shoved into a box at the back of his head, somewhere between the second round of toasts and the moment Cliff had tried to drink champagne out of a mixing bowl; the dim lights of the car park, the silver car, and the two faces he had never wanted to see again. He had no intention of opening that box this morning. Not today. Today he was going to be happy, and no one was going to stop him.
His back was pressed flush against the larger, heavier body behind him, tucked into the curve of his boyfriend’s chest, their legs tangled together under the duvet and his head pillowed on one thick, ridiculous bicep. Adrien ran hot, nowhere near the furnace that Otousan was, but close; his chest was a broad radiator all down Luca’s spine, and every slow breath he let out stirred the fine hair at the back of Luca’s neck.
Before Luca had even opened his eyes, the slow drag of a calloused palm across his bare skin pulled him the rest of the way awake. Adrien was moving his hand in lazy, deliberate patterns over his flank, the hockey-rough pads of his fingers tracing the dip of his waist, sweeping down over the curve of his hip and then kneading, firm and steady, at the full, thick muscle at the top of his thigh. It was still tender from the game. Luca hissed at the first press, and then sighed into the pillow as the pressure worked into the knot and eased it loose.
So he melted. Of course he fucking did.
He sank back into the embrace with a low, contented sound, boneless and warm. The touch was lazy and careful, with a warmth in it that made his chest ache in the best way, and those long, thick fingers drifted lower, smoothing over the tight, plush muscle of his thigh until the friction built a slow, sweet heat under the heavy duvet. Adrien’s scent wrapped around him, warm cardamom and bright bergamot, and Luca turned his face into the pillow to breathe more of it in; it smelled like home now, which was still a slightly terrifying thought if Luca let himself think about it for too long.
“Mmm …”
His voice was thick and raspy with sleep. Luca shifted his hips back, rubbing his ass languidly against Adrien’s, seeking more of that solid weight, while his fingers reached blindly down to tangle with the hand moving over his skin.
Adrien let out a low rumble of encouragement from deep in his chest, and Luca felt it travel all the way down his spine and settle somewhere low in his belly. An open-mouthed kiss landed in the sensitive crook where his neck met his shoulder; a heavy arm tightened around his waist and hauled him in until there wasn’t a single inch of air left between them. Which was when Luca noticed that Adrien’s cock, hard and hot and very, very interested, was pressed snugly into the cleft of his ass.
A fingertip moved on his hip, very deliberately, and drew a question mark there, right over the bone.
Luca smiled into the pillow. Even now. Even half asleep, with the sun barely up and his cock already hard, Adrien asked. Luca found the hand on his hip, turned it over and drew a big, sloppy heart in the middle of Adrien’s palm, then closed those long fingers over it so he could keep it.
Oh.
Oh, fuck.
The heat of it sent a sharp jolt through the sleepy haze in Luca’s brain. His breath shook out of him, and his fingers tightened around Adrien’s large hand where it rested on his thigh. Every slow shift of his ass against that solid, thick length made his pulse stutter, and a heavy ache of want bloomed low in his belly and spread outwards, into his hips and down the insides of his thighs.
“Good morning, Angel.”
Adrien’s voice was deep and rough with sleep, with a thick layer of desire under it that made Luca’s thighs tremble. The kiss on his shoulder turned into a slow, licking stroke up the side of his neck, right over his pulse, and Luca’s back bowed helplessly into the bigger body wrapped around him.
Adrien nipped and sucked at his shoulder; sharp teeth scraped along the line of his throat, and Luca tipped his head back to give him more room, because he was easy, apparently, and he had stopped pretending otherwise months ago. He laid his hand over the one at his waist and felt it slide downwards, broad and heavy, to cup the full, soft curve of his ass and squeeze with a possessive, almost greedy pressure that drew a whine out of him and into the pillow. Then Adrien hauled him back harder, pinning him to his chest until every rigid inch of that cock lay snug in the cleft of Luca’s ass. The sucking at his shoulder went on, hard enough to sting, and Luca knew there would be a mark there. He would find it in the mirror later and pretend to be annoyed.
He wouldn’t actually be annoyed. They both knew that.
“Adrien …”
The name was all breath and need. Luca slid his top leg forward, opening himself up on instinct, and let his head fall back against Adrien’s bicep so he could seek out his mouth.
Adrien met him halfway, turning Luca’s face to press a slow, deep kiss to his lips. It was hot and wet, the angle making it messy; Luca pushed back for all of a second before he surrendered and let Adrien’s tongue lick into his mouth, and they both groaned into it. Adrien’s arms locked around him and held him close against his chest. One strong hand slid under the leg Luca had parted, fingers digging into the soft muscle at the back of his thigh, and drew it further forward, knee bent, until the change opened Luca’s hips wide. Adrien let out a husky, needy little growl as his cock settled deeper between his cheeks. Luca moaned and pressed back, and the thick, hot slide of it dragged right over his hole.
Fuck. Fuck, that was good.
A small whine escaped him when Adrien eased away. Before the protest could even make it out of his mouth, his chin was tilted up, and Adrien was kissing him again, one hand fumbling blindly in the bedside drawer. The soft click of the lube cap sounded ridiculously loud in the quiet room. Large hands kneaded at him and parted his legs; slick, warm fingers played over the roundness of his ass before dipping between his cheeks to brush across the ring of muscle, which twitched and fluttered under each light, teasing caress.
“You want this, Angel?”
It was a question they both knew the answer to. Luca’s cock was already hard, curved up against his belly with the tip glistening with droplets of pre-come, while Adrien petted between his cheeks, fingertips pressing lightly against his hole over and over and over again and never actually pushing in. Was he trying to kill him? Probably. Luca whimpered and dropped his head forward. His hips jerked into every pass of those devilish touches, which were enough to send sparks fizzing through his veins and nowhere near enough to do anything more than wind him higher and higher.
“Fuck …”
The words wouldn’t come. He couldn’t find a single one in English, let alone German or Russian. He just quivered, his whole body twitching at every teasing press, pinned against Adrien’s heavier frame and going absolutely nowhere.
Then Adrien shifted his weight and rolled them. He drew Luca’s thighs over his own until Luca lay on top of him, back to chest, spread wide open and held up by the body beneath him; Adrien’s groan rumbled straight up through Luca’s ribs, low and gravelly and thick with exhaustion and affection both. Luca could hear the ache of the final in it. Adrien had blocked two shots with his thigh in the third period last night, and he had limped up the stairs to bed, and he was still sore; Luca knew he was, because he had kissed the bruise himself. He had lifted Luca anyway.
Of course he fucking had. He always did.
“Angel?”
His voice was a rough, heavy growl right against Luca’s ear. Luca’s eyes drifted open, hooded and glassy, and warmth washed through his chest at the effort Adrien was making for him, all of it, every single time.
He latched onto the strong wrist wrapped across his chest. Big, rough palms stroked up over his ribs, and a sigh left him into the still air; he pushed closer, chasing the heat, until Adrien’s hands settled wide over his hips and adjusted him, shifting him just so, until that cock lay snug in the crease of his ass again and nudged against him with every breath Adrien took.
Luca twisted his head around as far as it would go and met Adrien’s mouth in a lingering, heated kiss. A hand slid up into his sleep-ruffled hair and angled his head, deepening it, Adrien’s tongue pressing in to coax him to join; when Adrien pulled back a fraction, a string of spit still joined their lips, and Luca made a small, wrecked, protesting noise that he would deny to his dying day.
“What do you want, Angel?”
A warm flush crept across the bridge of Luca’s nose and over the crest of his cheeks. Months. They had been doing this for fucking months, and Adrien could still make him blush like a kid with a crush just by asking him a question. How was that even fair?
“I want you.”
It was hardly more than a breath. Adrien rubbed a heavy thumb over his flushed cheekbone, and his answer was almost gentle.
“Like this, Angel? With you on top of me?”
Luca’s cock twitched at that, hard enough that he felt it slap against his belly. Adrien had stopped teasing; a slick finger circled his rim with real intent now, no longer light, no longer playing. Luca arched as far as he could while Adrien held him there, trapped and panting as the finger pressed into the first knuckle.
“Wait, stop. Just for a second.”
Adrien stopped at once. Not a twitch, not a breath out of place; he just stopped, the same as he had the very first time Luca had ever asked. His chest heaved against Luca’s back, and the sound of their matched breathing filled the room. Their skin was slick with sweat and lube where they pressed together, clinging and tacky, resisting the smallest shift. Adrien didn’t pull away, but his whole body locked, and he rested his forehead against the back of Luca’s neck. His breath came hot and ragged against Luca’s skin, and Luca could feel his heart thumping hard against his back, so fast it made his own throat go tight.
Luca breathed.
He had braced himself for the fear. Lying on top of someone, held, spread, nowhere to go; there had been a time, not so very long ago, when that would have sent him scrambling for the edge of the bed. The fear never arrived. There was only the shock of how much he wanted it, how badly, how much his whole body was humming for it.
It still amazed him, sometimes, how far he had come. A year ago he hadn’t been able to stand anyone behind him in a queue without his shoulders creeping up around his ears. A year ago he had flinched when Cliff clapped him on the back after a goal, and then apologised for flinching, and then apologised for apologising, until Cliff had looked at him as if he wanted to wrap him in bubble wrap and post him somewhere safe. Now here he was, sprawled across the chest of a man twice as broad as he was, with nothing between them but sweat, and the only thing his body could think to do about it was ask for more. Kaasan would say that was what safe felt like. Otousan would say something much less polite and much more Russian, and then pretend he hadn’t. Either way, Luca was keeping it.
“Okay.”
He whispered, then tried again, steadier, so Adrien would know he meant it.
“Okay. Go on, Liebling.”
Adrien’s breath left him in a rush against Luca’s neck, and when he answered, his voice had dropped into something low and dark that made Luca’s toes curl.
“Don’t move.”
The groan that followed shook through Adrien’s whole frame. His fingers dug into Luca’s hips, right over the bruises from last night that were still tender, holding them both in place, and he began to work that slick finger in and out in slow, maddening strokes. He took his time, every slow push of his hand a steady, deliberate pressure that made Luca screw his eyes shut and bite down on his lip. Every millimetre felt massive, and the angle did the rest; with Luca’s whole weight resting on him, every press sank that little bit deeper than the last. Adrien wasn’t in any hurry. He opened him by degrees, patient as anything, until a second finger slid in alongside the first and Luca moaned out loud as Adrien twisted his wrist and pressed up into his prostate on every single stroke.
Luca was shaking. His cock was leaking pre-come in a steady, glistening string down onto his own stomach, and he couldn’t have stopped it if he’d tried. Adrien slid his other hand around from Luca’s hip and drew one finger, slow, up the underside of his straining cock, root to tip. Luca whimpered. Adrien did it again, circling the wet head and dragging the slick down the shaft, and in the same moment he pushed a third finger into his hole. The stretch, the fullness and the tease on his cock all tore through him together. Then Adrien pressed the tip of his thumb into the slit, drove all three fingers deep and rubbed hard over his prostate, and that was it.
Luca came with a broken shout.
His back bowed as far as it could go while he lay splayed out and held by those strong hands, and he spilt hot and messy over his stomach and Adrien’s knuckles, his hole clenching and fluttering around the fingers buried inside him. Under his back, the hard muscles of Adrien’s abs flexed and rippled as Adrien kept up those slow, shallow strokes and eased him through every shivering aftershock, one after the other, until Luca was twitching and gasping and seeing spots.
Adrien’s hand left his cock and settled on his hip, steadying him as he drew his fingers out. Luca whimpered at the sudden, awful emptiness and clawed at the pillow above his head. He felt Adrien gather the mess from his quivering belly and, with the lube still on his fingers, slick his own straining cock with it. The growl that rolled through the chest under his shoulder blades went right through Luca; Adrien gripped himself at the base and dragged in two deep, unsteady breaths, his thighs trembling under Luca’s, plainly hanging on to the last scraps of his control with both hands.
Then he guided the flushed, fat head of his cock to Luca’s stretched, puffy rim, and stopped there.
“Luca, Angel, please?”
His voice cracked on a groan that sounded almost like pain. He was asking. He always asked, even now, even with Luca dripping and open and begging for it with every line of his body.
“Fuck … yes. Yes.”
Luca’s mouth fell open on a silent cry as Adrien finally pushed forward in one slow, steady, endless slide. Being filled like that, stretched to what felt like his absolute limit, wrenched a ragged sob out of his throat. The air left his lungs. He was pinned between the grip on his hips and the full weight of Adrien’s body beneath him, heat and pressure all at once, a claim on his body that left him trembling and exposed and so fucking happy he could barely stand it.
Adrien didn’t let up.
The patience was gone. He began a hard, rolling grind, his hips snapping up with a raw intensity that Luca felt landing right in his bones. Luca’s hands clutched the sheets until his knuckles went white; his head tossed from side to side on Adrien’s shoulder as he fought for a breath that wasn’t cut short by a groan, and lost, every time. The lube had turned into a warm, wet mess between them, and every slide of that thick cock in and out of his hole was slicker and filthier than the last. The sound of it was obscene. He loved it.
The pressure on his prostate built into a bright, burning point of heat that felt like it might split him in two. He bit down hard on his bottom lip to trap a scream behind his teeth; the walls in this house were good, but they weren’t that good, and Kaasan had ears like a bat. Adrien’s fingers sank into his hips and held him steady for a final, brutal run of thrusts. There were no more whispers now, no more sweet words; Adrien was panting raggedly against his ear, his voice broken and rough with want.
“Right there … fuck, Luca … just like that.”
Adrien groaned the words into his shoulder, shaking with the effort of holding back for a few seconds more.
His hold tightened until his fingers left pale dents in Luca’s skin, and then he drove up hard, buried to the hilt, with a force that knocked the breath clean out of Luca’s chest. The angle was perfect. It hit his prostate dead on. Luca’s eyes flew open, wide and unfocused, as white heat bolted from his groin straight up into his brain; he had no air left to scream with, only a high, broken whimper that got lost somewhere against Adrien’s skin. His cock pulsed, untouched, and he came again, spilling hot across his belly while his body went soft and boneless on top of Adrien’s.
Twice. That was twice, and Adrien still hadn’t come.
Unfair. So fucking unfair.
Adrien’s hand left his hip and moved through the warm, sticky mess on Luca’s heaving stomach. He gathered it up and dragged his wet fingertips in a long, slow line up the centre of Luca’s pale chest, pausing to rub over the puffy, pink nipples that still bore the marks of his teeth from last night. Luca whined at the touch, too far gone for anything more. Adrien hushed him and arched his neck to take that swollen mouth in a gentler kiss.
“Easy, Angel, I’ve got you.”
He rolled his hips up again, deep and slow now, a long, lazy grind that Luca felt all the way through him. His walls fluttered around that aching cock, hot and silky and so oversensitive it was nearly too much, and his thighs shook as Adrien fucked him slowly through the very end of it.
“You think you can give me another one, Angel? You’re so good. You feel so fucking amazing around me.”
Luca moaned and twisted around to find his mouth. He pushed his tongue between Adrien’s lips and gasped into the kiss when big hands cupped his hips, and Adrien planted his feet in the mattress to drive up harder into his spent, shaking body.
Adrien tilted his hips a little higher. His other arm swept up Luca’s flank to haul his tired body tight against his chest, and Luca whimpered at the sparks coiling in his belly with every heavy, torturous drag of that cock inside him. He was spread wide over Adrien’s hips, held so carefully against that broad chest, one big hand spread over his ribs to keep every inch of him close, and each thrust seemed to reach deeper than the one before.
He let his head fall back onto Adrien’s shoulder and panted, his mouth open, while his cock thickened up again with every steady press against his prostate and every slick drag against his sore, puffy rim. He didn’t think about it; he just turned his face into the join of Adrien’s neck and shoulder and sucked, hard, because he wanted Adrien to carry some trace of him too. He wanted the whole locker room to see it. A low groan shook the chest beneath him. Luca kept at it until the skin went dark under his mouth, and then he licked over it, pleased with himself.
Adrien was so thick. The angle stretched him wider than before, so full he could feel every vein, every twitch; every thrust licked heat up his spine, almost too much, and yet that slow, steady drag still wasn’t quite enough. Not quite. Not nearly.
“Adrien … please, I need …”
Heat spread across his cheekbones as he heard himself, but Adrien only tilted his head back and took his mouth in a filthy, desperate kiss. Luca’s lips were bitten raw, and spit shone on both their chins by the time he tore away to pant and moan, and Adrien drew his knees up and planted his feet flat on the mattress, his big thighs hard and solid under Luca’s and bracing them both.
It gave Adrien all the leverage he needed.
On the very next thrust, Luca saw stars. Adrien’s cock was buried so deep it felt like it was reaching his throat; he whined and arched as far as he could, his own cock hard again and leaking onto his belly, slick with the come already smeared there. Each roll of Adrien’s hips pushed him closer to the edge, and the low, rough groans rumbling out of the chest beneath him told Luca that Adrien was right there with him this time.
“Adrien, please, I can’t …”
His voice was raw. He was shaking all over, locked tight from head to toe, strung out somewhere between too much and not enough.
“Yes, you can, Angel.”
Adrien thrust up one last time, and his hand closed around Luca’s throat. The pressure was just enough for Luca to feel the strength in it, the dangerous, careful, controlled strength of a man who could have done so much more and never would. Luca covered Adrien’s hand with his own and pressed it harder. His eyes rolled back, every muscle in his body locked up tight at once, his toes curling and his fingers clawing at Adrien’s wrist, and his third orgasm splashed across his stomach and up onto his chest. Adrien let out a guttural sound and buckled underneath him, burying his cock to the root and emptying himself deep inside with a sharp, shuddering groan; Luca could feel every hot pulse of his come filling him up. Adrien’s arms held him tight on top of him as they both panted and shook and clung on.
Three. Three times. Holy shit. He wasn’t sure he would ever walk again.
He wasn’t sure he cared.
 
For a while, the only sound in the room was the wet, sticky noise of skin peeling apart.
Adrien eased out of him with a careful slide that made them both wince, rolled Luca onto his side and pulled the duvet up over their cooling skin. He tucked it around Luca’s trembling shoulders and drew him in against his chest, and a heavy, warm lethargy rolled over Luca until his bones felt like they had turned to liquid. They would need to get clean. The bedding was a complete mess. He couldn’t bring himself to care about either of those things, not even a little bit.
The aftershocks were still humming along his nerves and leaving him breathless and dizzy. Every time he moved, a slow, wet warmth slid out of him, Adrien’s come trickling down the inside of his thigh, a reminder of just how thoroughly he had been filled. His muscles twitched and wouldn’t settle; his heart thudded heavily against his ribs. Everything outside the feel of Adrien’s skin against his own seemed very far away; there was only the heat at his back and the arm around his waist and the slow, heavy thud of his own heart, and that was all he wanted.
Adrien’s arm tightened and pulled him flush against a chest that was still heaving. A lingering, damp kiss landed in the crook of Luca’s neck, Adrien’s breath hot against his skin and his lips lingering there, soft and warm, until Luca shivered.
“You’re shaking, Angel.”
Adrien’s voice was low and gravelly, and it rumbled straight through Luca’s whole body. He made no move to get up. He only patted slow, steady rhythms against Luca’s hip, over and over, bringing him back into the room one pat at a time.
The haze lifted gradually and left him fragile and drained in its wake. He shifted, and the slick warmth of Adrien’s release slipping out of him drew a small, unthinking whimper. His muscles throbbed with a dull ache that felt earned, the same as the ache after a game, the good kind. He leaned his head back against Adrien’s shoulder and stared at the ceiling while the last of the adrenaline drained away and something heavy and warm settled in its place.
Adrien didn’t let go. He kept his hold firm, pinning Luca to the bed, and pressed a line of slow kisses across his shoulder blades. There was no rush to clean up and nothing that needed moving yet. The room held only their matched breathing and the heat of their two bodies, and Adrien kept stroking his hip and his belly in that same steady rhythm until the trembling in Luca’s limbs finally eased off.
At last the mattress shifted. Adrien rolled them again, so that Luca lay tucked under his arm with their legs tangled in a messy knot of damp skin. The duvet was soaked and ruined underneath them, and neither of them cared about that either. Adrien pushed a stray lock of hair off Luca’s forehead, his thumb brushing over his eyebrow, gentler than anything in the last hour had been.
Luca let out a long, shuddering exhale and went limp.
His mind was a wash of warm static. His thighs were still twitching from that third orgasm, his lower back throbbed, and his ass was going to be telling him all about this for the rest of the day. He curled into Adrien’s side with his eyes closed and listened to the slow, solid thump of Adrien’s heart under his ear.
Adrien was the one to break the quiet. He hoisted Luca up into his arms with a grunt, sore leg and all, and absolutely wouldn’t let Luca’s feet touch the floor; Luca tried once and got a look for his trouble. So he gave up and let himself be carried to the bathroom with his head resting on that broad shoulder, like some sort of swooning princess. He would have been embarrassed if he’d had the energy.
Adrien sat him on the padded stool while he turned the taps on and let the bath start to fill. Then he switched the shower on as well, because Luca wouldn’t get into a bath until the worst of the mess was gone, and Adrien knew that about him without ever having had to be told twice.
He stepped in with him and guided him under the warm spray. Washing him was clearly not going to be a quick job; Adrien worked slowly and carefully with a soft sponge and the expensive soap, over every inch of Luca’s skin, lingering on the tender insides of his thighs and across his stomach, his touch firm and gentle at once. He handled Luca so carefully, his big hands slow and his eyes checking Luca’s face every few seconds, that Luca could almost forget he was a hockey player of almost six feet who weighed nearly 180lb. Luca leaned into him with his eyes shut and let the water run down his back, and let himself be looked after.
It was still so new. Being looked after. Would he ever get used to it? Probably not.
When the soap was rinsed away, Adrien lifted him out and lowered him into the bath, a deep, steaming pool of Epsom salts and oils, and then, instead of leaving, he climbed in behind him. He sat with his back against the porcelain and drew Luca between his legs, Luca’s head resting on his collarbone, and for the next 20 minutes he massaged Luca’s calves and thighs. His thumbs worked out the knots left by the game and the night. He took it steady, easing every last tremor out of Luca’s muscles until there were none left. The hot water soaked right into Luca’s aching bones, and Adrien’s hands never stopped moving. Was there anything better in the world? Luca honestly didn’t think so.
The steam clung to them both, warm and heavy, and Luca’s eyes kept drifting shut against Adrien’s collarbone. When the water started to cool, Adrien reached for a plush, oversized towel and dried Luca’s skin with meticulous care, blotting rather than rubbing. Then he wrapped Luca up in the towel and held him tight, his face pressed into the crook of Luca’s neck to breathe in the vanilla and almond on his skin. He murmured soft, sweet, ridiculous things against Luca’s throat between kisses, and every time he moved, he nuzzled their lips together again. Luca cupped his jaw and guided him in to kiss him back, slower and softer even than before.
Once Luca was wrapped in a thick robe, Adrien carried him back into the bedroom and set him down in the armchair by the window. The sun was properly out now; Luca knew they had maybe half an hour, tops, before his Kaasan or his little brother came looking for them. He wanted a cuddle, though. He was still feeling a little too empty and a little too needy after all those rounds, and he couldn’t stop the pout from settling on his face, even though he was 18 and far too old for pouting.
Adrien noticed at once, because Adrien always noticed. He stripped the dirty bedding off in about 4 seconds flat, scooped Luca back up into his arms, settled them against the bare pillows and pulled Luca into his lap. Luca melted straight into the warmth radiating from Adrien’s skin. It soothed some of the lingering soreness out of his muscles. It soothed a lot more than that, if he was honest.
“You okay, Angel?”
Adrien’s deep voice was right against his ear. He wrapped his arms tighter around Luca and nuzzled into him, pressing a slow, lingering kiss to the tender skin just beneath his jaw, and then a trail of them, along the line of his throat and over his collarbone, so gently that it felt like an apology for the roughness of the last hour. Not that Luca had wanted an apology. Not that he would ever turn one down, either. Those large hands never stopped moving, stroking over his hips and his stomach and keeping him tethered to the quiet aftermath.
Things went from hungry to soft as the minutes ticked by. Eventually Luca sighed, the sound heavy with reluctant acceptance, and started the long process of getting them both dressed. Adrien didn’t let him do any of the work. The room had a chill to it at this hour, the window cracked open and the morning not warm yet, and Adrien went straight to his side of the wardrobe and came back with his black and gold hoodie, the big 66 stitched across the back. Despite Luca’s half-hearted protests, he was guided into it, arms fed through the sleeves one at a time, the hem tugged down over his hips. The butter-soft fabric swamped him; the cuffs fell past his knuckles, and the whole thing held the familiar, comforting scent of his boyfriend.
Adrien sat back on his heels and looked at him, and something in his face went dark and pleased and soft all at once.
Luca knew that look. Adrien liked him like this, small and swamped and wrapped up in his clothes, and he liked it even more when his number sat right between Luca’s shoulder blades. He had told Luca why, once, very late one night, with his face hidden in Luca’s hair. He couldn’t put his name on Luca, because he was going to be taking Luca’s, and he knew it, and he had made his peace with that; he had told Luca so, firmly, twice, his jaw set, in case Luca thought about arguing. The number was the claim he could make, and every one of them wore numbers on something.
Luca felt the blush climb his neck. He kept his mouth shut because he didn’t trust what would come out of it, and let Adrien look.
He dug around in his own wardrobe for a pair of Kaasan’s gym pants that he still hadn’t given back. They were softer and more worn in than any of his newer ones, and Luca was craving that extra layer of comfort this morning. Only once Luca was wrapped up in the too-big hoodie and the borrowed pants did Adrien finally reach for his own clothes, and the rustle of denim and cotton was the only sound in the peaceful room.
That was until a low, husky mewl came from the other side of the bedroom door.
Luca padded over and had barely opened it a crack before the large, fluffy form of Yuki slipped through. Her glowing blue eyes were locked onto him; she sat down regally on the rug, every inch the queen, and lifted her front paws off the floor in a very clear demand to be carried downstairs for her breakfast. Right now, please. Her Majesty didn’t wait.
Luca dropped to both knees on the rug, which was a mistake. Scheiße. His bruised thighs sent a sharp protest shooting up into his lower back and his sore ass, and he had to swallow a noise as he held out his hands. Yuki let out a raspy, greeting purr and melted her heavy body into his side, rubbing her chin against his wrists and letting him take her full weight. Adrien was down beside him a second later, his large, calloused palm on Luca’s lower back to hold him steady, smirking sweetly as he watched the cat regard them both with a huffy little snort.
“She knows exactly who to bully for the fancy salmon wet food, Angel.”
Adrien’s breath brushed warm against Luca’s neck as he leaned in to check the frayed edge of the bright pink wrap around Yuki’s hind leg. The stitches underneath were healing cleanly, thanks to all the care Kaasan had poured into her since they had found her tangled up in that netting in the dirt; she was still favouring the leg, though, with an uneven, rhythmic scuff as she wriggled up into Luca’s arms. Her purr grew louder. Huge paws kneaded at his shoulder, claws just pricking through the hoodie. Luca ran a hand down her back. She was such a big cat that she stretched all the way down his torso, a great warm armful of midnight fur.
“She doesn’t bully me.”
Luca’s pale face flushed that pretty pink under his blond waves, the one he had apparently got from nowhere and which matched Kaasan’s exactly, as he used Adrien’s broad shoulder to haul himself back up onto his feet. His other arm was braced under Yuki’s back end to keep her secure, because she would never let him hear the end of it if he dropped her. He reached back to tug the hem of the oversized hoodie down over his hips, and his thoughts went into a brief, stuttering panic over the sheer number of dark purple hickeys he knew were hiding just under that collar.
She absolutely bullied him. He wasn’t going to admit it.
He wasn’t going to admit to the hickeys either.
 
The kitchen was warm and bright and full of the spit and sizzle of bacon and sausages in the pan by the time Luca and Adrien made it down the stairs, and Luca’s stomach let out a growl loud enough that Yuki flicked an ear at him in disgust.
Otousan was already at the stove, moving between the counter and the hob with that surprisingly light, meticulous focus that never quite matched the size of him. He was wearing one of his cut-out tanks, the kind that hung loose and gaping down his sides, so half his chest was on display along with those massive arms; his sweats sat low on his hips, low enough to show the edges of what Luca could possibly have identified as scratch marks, if he had been willing to look. He wasn’t willing to look. He categorically didn’t want to think about what Kaasan might have done to Otousan’s back last night. No, thank you. Absolutely fucking not. When Otousan glanced up from the big iron skillet, Luca caught his eye anyway, and those dark blue eyes, so like his own, still startled him some mornings, were hooded and heavy with a smug, satisfied glint as he flipped the eggs without even looking.
Gross. Gross, and also maybe a little bit sweet. Mostly gross, though. Bloody hell.
Shane was standing a few feet away at the island, slicing fresh strawberries and melon into a ceramic bowl with neat, precise little movements. He looked up the moment Luca’s slippers whispered across the tiles, and his dark chocolate eyes went soft at the sight of the two of them; they went even softer, and a little bit knowing, at the way Luca was buried inside the thick, oversized black and gold of Adrien’s hoodie with the collar hiked up to his ears.
“Tea is fresh in the pot, Lukasha.”
Shane’s Russian was warm and smooth in the quiet kitchen. Luca felt the blush climbing his cheeks all over again, but Kaasan was kind, and he let it go without one word about how high Luca had pulled that collar up around his throat. He just passed Luca a warm mug instead, his thumb brushing over the back of Luca’s knuckles in a brief, reassuring squeeze, and Luca ducked in and nuzzled his face under Kaasan’s cheek for a second like an overgrown cat. He was allowed. He had checked.
A sudden little scamper from the hallway broke the peace, and Levi came tumbling into the kitchen with his long dark hair a wild, sleep-tangled mess around his face. Anya trotted in right at his flank, her liquid brown eyes bright with that intense, adoring focus she saved for him; when Levi half-tripped over his own slipper in his excitement, she caught his leg with her shoulder and stopped him bouncing off the wall without even breaking stride. Good girl. Luca reached down and sank his fingers into the thick ruff around her neck to tell her so, and her tail thumped once, heavily, against the cupboard door. Levi’s big ocean-blue eyes lit up like a Christmas tree the second he spotted Luca.
“Lukasha, look, look, I finished it.”
He was holding one of the cute wooden animal puzzles up over his head, the kind that locked together just by fitting all the pieces in the right places, and it was now, very proudly, in the shape of a shark. Of course it was. Everything was sharks at the moment.
“Lukasha, Adrien, sit down and eat. Ilya made far too much toast trying to make the cup shapes in it for Lyovushka.”
Kaasan pointed them towards the island with the end of his knife, and Otousan just laughed from the stove. He wiped a stray smudge of oil off his hand with the tea towel and sauntered over to wrap his massive arms around Shane’s waist from behind; he hooked his chin over his husband’s shoulder and laid his huge palms on Shane’s stomach, fingers tracing lazy patterns over the fabric of his shirt. He was grumbling something into Kaasan’s ear, low and Russian and probably filthy, but all Kaasan did was lean back into him and let Otousan take his weight while he finished the fruit. He didn’t pull away. He never pulled away.
Luca eased himself down onto the stool next to Lyovushka, where there was indeed a massive stack of misshapen, sort of cup-shaped slices of toast. Some of them looked like cups. Some of them looked like toast that had been in a fight. Even being as careful as he could, a dull twinge of pain radiated right up his spine as his ass met the padded seat, and he tried very hard to hide his wince. From the knowing look Kaasan gave him across the island, the attempt hadn’t gone well.
Fuck. Okay. Fine.
He snuggled into Adrien’s arm as it wrapped smoothly around his waist instead. That large, warm hand rubbed subtle circles into his sore hips and the base of his spine while they ate, and Luca let it. Levi chattered away on his other side while Kaasan helped him pour juice into his glass, though only because the bottle was brand new and full and far too heavy for those little arms to lift and pour on their own. They had learned that one the hard way, the morning everyone’s breakfast had ended up getting an orange juice bath.
Under the table, Anya whined, the sound pitiful and long-suffering, and rested her nose on Levi’s little knee with her eyes fixed on the scraps of his bacon. Levi turned his big, pleading blue eyes on both of his parents.
“Can she have it, Kaasan?”
Luca had to bite the inside of his lip to hold in a giggle at the despondent look that crossed Kaasan’s face as he glanced from the melting brown gaze peeking out from under the table to the big, wide puppy-dog eyes of the little boy above it. Two sets of puppy eyes. Against one Canadian. It wasn’t a fair fight, and Shane knew it. Poor bastard.
“Fine, but just this once; we don’t want her putting on too much weight. It’s not good for her.”
Levi gave Kaasan the sweetest little smile and handed Anya the crispy edges of his bacon, then went happily back to his melon slices. With his attention on his little brother, Luca very nearly missed the quick flash of movement at his elbow, as his boyfriend reached over and stole a piece of melon right off his plate with his fork. Adrien caught him looking and threw him a slightly cocky, rakish wink that made Luca’s stomach do a funny little flip.
Thief. A handsome, smug bastard of a thief.
Then a disgruntled yowl had Luca diving to catch the teapot, because the huge, fluffy form of Yuki was airborne, and she landed in the middle of the table with a heavy thud. It was perhaps not as graceful as it would have been on four good legs, but she still managed to land right in the centre and not in anyone’s breakfast, which for a cat of her size was frankly impressive.
Yuki strolled forward through the condiments and butted her head against Shane’s cheek, her low, rumbling purr louder and more broken in pitch than usual, catching and rattling in her chest as she pressed against him. Kaasan reached out and took hold of her very gently around her middle.
“Ahh, Yuki, sweet, I don’t think the table is a very good place for you right now, Your Majesty. We do not want that leg injured again.”
There was a sudden spluttering grumble from Otousan’s side of the island, and Kaasan laughed, low and husky. Luca glanced around in time to see that Yuki had swiped the last piece of bacon right off Otousan’s plate and was chomping it down in sharp, neat little bites, her tail swishing happily and her purr never stopping once; a rough pink tongue flicked out to clean her muzzle the second it was gone.
“Excuse me, Your Highness? That was mine.”
Kaasan promptly hid his grin in Yuki’s fluffy fur. Adrien wasn’t so quick, and his chuckle was very, very audible, which earned him a narrow-eyed glare from Otousan, although the soft look underneath it rather ruined the effect. Luca grinned and patted one broad Russian shoulder as he finished the last of his tea.
“Too slow, Otousan. I think she felt left out because Lyovushka gave Anya his.”
Even as he grumbled under his breath, Ilya ran a gentle hand through the thick fur on Yuki’s back. She didn’t turn away from rubbing her face all over Shane’s neck and cheek, because she had her priorities, but her purr got louder under his hand all the same.
“Spoilt creature.”
It was far too fond for Ilya to mean a word of it, and they all knew it. The cat hissed at him at least twice a day, and he bought her the fancy salmon anyway.
They were all still laughing when Adrien got to his feet and started collecting up the dirty plates and mugs. Luca rose too, more gingerly, one hand braced on the counter for balance, and tried to ignore the twinge that shot down his spine and across his hips. He also steadfastly refused to look at Kaasan, because he hadn’t quite managed to hide his wince that time either, and he didn’t need the look. He knew exactly what the bloody look meant.
Then a buzzing sound cut through the easy, relaxed noise of the room. It came from the corner of the counter, where both Shane’s and Ilya’s phones were sitting on charge, out of the way of breakfast and cats and juice.
Otousan stood, still mock-glaring at the ball of black fluff that was now staring smugly back at him from the safety of Kaasan’s arms; Yuki’s tail beat lazily back and forth as she licked her lips and rubbed one paw over her whiskers, without breaking eye contact once. Not one bit sorry, the little shit. Was she ever sorry about anything? No. Otousan let out an amused huff and picked up the phone, since it was apparently his that was making the noise.
He leaned back against the fridge, out of everyone’s way, to read whatever message had come through so early in the morning. Luca skirted around him with his hands full of the last of the breakfast dishes and smiled at the absent squeeze Otousan gave the back of his neck as he passed. He kept on helping Adrien stack the dirty cutlery into the dishwasher, Adrien doing it properly and Luca doing it the way Kaasan would redo later.
Levi had abandoned his puzzle to lean over and help Kaasan check Yuki’s bandage, very seriously, the way he did everything. Luca collected the teapot, now empty and saved from sudden cat destruction, and Otousan sat back down. Luca wandered over, drying his hands on a towel, just as Ilya turned his phone around to show Shane the screen.
“Nick has invited us all to join him and the kids at the zoo. Apparently Noah was promised the day trip if we won the Cup, and Selena claimed that was now Nick’s turn, since she has been dealing with them all pretty much on her own while we have been otherwise engaged.”
Luca snickered. Otherwise engaged. Was that what they were calling it now, winning their first Stanley Cup? He leaned up on his tiptoes to whisper the English of it into Adrien’s ear, since Adrien’s Russian was still about three words long and two of them were swear words, and he enjoyed, very much, the subtle shiver that ran through the bare forearm he was using to hold himself up as he breathed the translation against his boyfriend’s skin.
At the word zoo, Levi’s head shot up, and there was an excited glitter in those blue eyes.
“The zoo? Like the big fish place?”
His voice climbed a little with excitement, and Yuki grumbled at the sudden volume change, but one gentle stroke from Kaasan settled her back down to purr against his warm, broad chest. Shane smiled and nodded at the little boy.
“Da. Sort of, but with lots of other animals too. Would you like to go with Noah, Theo and Lola today? We don’t have to.”
Oh, they were going. Luca knew it. Kaasan could tell Levi it was optional as many times as he liked; Luca remembered that exact look on his face from the aquarium, and that look didn’t lose arguments. Not that Luca was going to object. He had never been to a real zoo before. It had never been something his grandfather had the time or the money for, and after that he had been busy training, and then he had been drafted, and then his life had turned into this. What even was this? This kitchen and these people and a cat on the breakfast table.
Ilya was watching him. There was a knowing lilt in those dark blue eyes, and the arm that wasn’t wrapped around Kaasan’s waist reached out and tugged at Luca’s middle until he was pulled into Otousan’s other side; one muscular arm came around to hold his back, and Luca melted into it, just slightly, into the furnace heat that always seemed to pour off the older man.
“We all going then?”
Luca glanced over at Adrien and cocked his head, a question with no words in it. His boyfriend gave him that half smile, the one that made him look like he should be on a runway somewhere in Paris instead of loading a dishwasher in Boston, and nodded, encouraging. Not that there was anything the taller man had ever told Luca no to so far, and Luca wasn’t expecting him to start now.
“Sure, the aquarium was fun, Angel. It’s been years since I went to a zoo. This one has a much bigger pool you can touch the marine life in, too. From what I remember, we visited once with my cousins for their birthday years ago.”
They could all hear Shane translating for Levi under his breath as Adrien talked; Levi’s English wasn’t good enough yet to follow most of that, not at Adrien’s speed.
Luca very nearly swallowed the words that were crawling up his throat. He was half sure Kaasan had already clocked him anyway, though, because Kaasan clocked everything, so he turned his face into Otousan’s shoulder before he made himself say it.
“I have never been to one. The aquarium was a first for me too.”
No one made a fuss. Otousan’s palm just pressed a little firmer into Luca’s back, warm through the thick cotton of the hoodie, heavy and solid and not going anywhere.
Levi did the fussing for all of them.
“Never?”
He had twisted right around on his stool, a slice of melon forgotten halfway to his mouth and the grey plush shark wedged under one arm, where it had sat through the whole of breakfast, getting the occasional bit of melon held up to its stitched mouth. He looked absolutely aghast at Luca, as if Luca had just confessed to never having eaten one of Kaasan’s cookies.
“Not even for the rays?”
He sounded so dispirited about it that Luca felt genuinely bad, like he had personally let his little brother down by having a shit childhood.
“I am sorry. Not even for stingrays, Lyovushka.”
Levi put the melon down. That was how Luca knew he was taking it seriously, since melon was Levi’s favourite food in the entire world this week. His little face fell into a tiny, troubled pout.
“They’ve got a touch pool, you know, Angel.”
Adrien had moved in close behind him, and he spoke low, in English, as he gently drew Luca out of Otousan’s arms and into his own. Luca went willingly, guided by the pressure of those big hands settling around his hips; his breath caught when Adrien leaned down to murmur against the back of his neck, close enough that the words stirred the fine hair at his neck.
“You can stroke them. Pretty sure they still have that there.”
Kaasan’s mouth twitched. He murmured the Russian for Levi’s benefit, and the pout was gone in a heartbeat, Levi’s whole little face lighting up and his feet starting to kick against the stool.
“Lukasha, Kaasan says Adrien says they have a pool where you can touch them.”
Those over-bright blue eyes were wide and glittering with excitement.
“I know, Lyovushka. He just told me.”
Luca bit down on a laugh, and it slipped out of him anyway. His throat had gone tight somewhere between the word never and the end of that sentence, and laughing was the quickest way he knew to loosen it. Adrien’s thumb found the ridge of his hip bone under the hoodie and pressed there, once, before his hand went back to its soothing circles. That was all. One press of a thumb. It told Luca everything Adrien would have put into words, and it saved him from having to hear any of them in front of his whole family.
Kaasan lowered Yuki onto the empty stool beside him, where she folded herself up into a giant loaf, or as close to one as she could manage with that bandaged leg not quite tucking in, and surveyed the lot of them with those flat blue eyes, plainly unimpressed by every single one. Shane straightened, brushed a few stray black hairs off his top without even looking, and met Luca’s eyes across the island.
“Then it is good that we are going today, Lukasha.”
That was all; one sentence, and honestly, it was enough to undo Luca completely, damn it, because now his eyes were stinging and he had to find something to do with his hands. He picked up the tea towel he had already put down and folded it into a very neat square. Then he folded it again. Kaasan moved past him on his way to the pantry, and one broad, strong palm cupped the back of Luca’s neck in a firm, steadying squeeze, his fingers pressing into the edge of Luca’s shoulder, and a kiss was brushed into his hair. Then Shane was at the big pantry cupboard pulling out their water bottles, running the tap into each one to rinse it out, and taking a very long time about it. It gave Luca a whole minute to be busy hiding his face in Adrien’s chest while he took a few deep breaths and put himself back together.
Kaasan was sneaky like that. Kind and sneaky. It was a terrifying combination.
“Right.”
Ilya clapped his hands once. It wasn’t loud, but it was enough to catch everyone’s attention, and Anya’s head came up from the floor by Levi’s feet, ears pricked, ready for whatever the Captain had planned.
“Lyovushka, let’s go and get changed and find your shoes. Lukasha, you and Adrien go and get ready, please.”
Levi looked up at their Otousan and held his little arms up to be lifted, and Ilya scooped him up into those muscular arms in one easy swoop, settling him on his hip and tucking that little body in close against his chest while Levi giggled and wrapped both arms around his neck. Kaasan brushed his hand across the back of Luca’s neck one more time as he slipped out of the kitchen ahead of them. Luca eased himself out of Adrien’s hold to finish wiping down the table before they followed Otousan’s orders. It was an order. Ilya had added a please at the end, but it was still an order.
“Can I wear the blue ones, with the yellow fish on, please?”
Luca knew exactly which ones Levi meant. They were light, canvas-y little trainers, very cute and completely useless, and they would never hold up to the amount of standing and walking a zoo this big was going to demand. Ilya was clearly thinking along the same lines, because he shook his head gently.
“Not those ones, Lyovushka, the ones with the strong soles. There is a lot of walking at a zoo.”
Levi pouted, just slightly, and clutched the plushie tighter to his chest.
“How do you know, Otousan?”
Adrien loaded the last of the mugs and bumped the dishwasher shut with his hip. The upset was audible in Levi’s voice, and Adrien held a hand out to Luca without even looking up from the rinse cycle he was setting. Luca took it. It was less about the stairs and more about being led, and they both knew it. Otousan walked behind them with Levi in his arms, and Levi was still asking quiet but very determined questions.
“Because I have been to one before.”
Ilya carried him towards the hallway, Anya’s claws clicking on the tiles at his heels as she followed close behind.
“There are also hills.”
Luca honestly had no idea whether Otousan was telling the truth or making it up on the spot to win, but he smiled up at Adrien anyway, entirely charmed by the funny little argument.
“Are there hills before we can see the stingrays?”
Luca sniggered at the innocent question as their voices faded off towards Levi’s room. The shark plushie peeked out over Otousan’s arm, its stitched smile bobbing along, as they disappeared through the door.
The shark had a patch of flattened fur on its left fin now, worn smooth by the constant petting of small hands. As Luca watched it vanish around the doorframe, he could still see the gift shop at the aquarium, and his chest went tight all over again remembering it: Levi, frozen in front of the shelf of soft toys, not asking for anything, not even daring to look properly, which had been so much worse than asking. Adrien had just picked the shark off the shelf without a word and put it in Levi’s arms, and Levi hadn’t put it down since.
Not in the car. Not through the tunnel of tanks. Not even when Noah, a year older and certain he knew everything, in that childish, innocent way kids had, had dragged them all to the very front of the crowd to watch the divers drop fish into the shark tank. Noah had gleefully narrated the whole feeding from start to finish. Levi had listened with his mouth clamped shut and his lip caught between his teeth, eyes huge, tucked up tight against Luca’s shoulder while Luca translated both the feeding and every single one of Noah’s words for him. The plushie had stayed clamped to that tiny chest the entire time.
Sharky. His name was Sharky. Levi had been very clear on that.
 
Upstairs, their bedroom was cool and bright, the morning breeze lifting the curtains. Every window was cracked open, the mattress was stripped bare, and the ruined duvet cover was stuffed into the laundry hamper where they had thrown it on their way out. Luca made a mental note to wash it when they got home, before Kaasan found it and washed it for them, because he would die. He would actually die. For now, he took a clean duvet out of the airing cupboard, shook it out and laid it neatly over the mattress.
The hoodie wasn’t going to survive the day. It had been a bit chilly before breakfast, but the sun had already climbed up over the trees with a sharp gold edge that promised real heat by noon. Luca dragged the hoodie off over his head and took stock in the wardrobe mirror. His hair was rumpled and sleep-flattened on one side. His mouth was a very suspicious shade of pink. And above the neckline of his T-shirt, when he tugged it down to check, there was a scatter of deep purple-red marks that started just under his ear and didn’t get any better the lower they went.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
“Adrien.”
The answer came from the en suite, distracted, over the sound of running water.
“Mm.”
Luca hissed through his teeth as he pressed on one of the more impressive rings of teeth marks on his collarbone.
“Look at me.”
Adrien appeared and propped himself in the doorway with his arms folded, biceps flexing, droplets of water glistening on his face and a smirk on his lips that made Luca huff and roll his eyes, even as a blush crept up his neck to join all the hickeys.
“I am looking, Angel.”
That handsome half-smirk slipped, though, when Luca turned around and jabbed a finger at his own collarbone.
“Okay. Yes, not what I meant.”
Luca rolled his shoulders and huffed out a grumble.
“That’s very much your handiwork. I can’t wear a hoodie. It’s too warm.”
He scowled up at his boyfriend for good measure. It was a very good scowl. He had learned it from Kaasan. Adrien wasn’t even slightly fucking intimidated.
Adrien held up both hands in surrender, which would have been a lot more convincing if those broad shoulders hadn’t been shaking with badly hidden laughter. Luca dropped down onto the edge of the mattress, and something crinkled under his thigh; something that had been folded up and half hidden when he shook the cover out, and was now squashed flat beneath him. He tugged it free. It was a beautiful shirt, a little rumpled from being sat on, thin pale linen that would never overheat in the sun, a neat line of buttons down the front, and a wide collar cut high enough to cover all the bites scattered across his pale chest.
It wasn’t his. It smelled faintly of sea salt and coconut, of Kaasan, and Luca lifted the collar to his face before he could stop himself, and it had definitely, absolutely not been there when they went down for breakfast.
He stared at it. A warm, almost embarrassed wave rose up from somewhere in his chest and stopped just behind his eyes.
“Kaasan must have left this.”
The Russian came out without him meaning it to. The fabric was light and silky soft between his fingers.
“Yeah.”
Adrien had stopped smirking. He crossed the room and sat down beside Luca, the mattress dipping under his weight, and looked at the shirt, and Luca couldn’t quite read his face.
“He’s the best.”
Luca grinned. Shane really was the best. There was no arguing with that; he had tried, once, in a team argument about the best player in the league, and Cliff had sided with him so hard it had turned into a pile-on.
“He’s actually sneaky.”
Also true. Luca couldn’t argue with that one either. Shane was incredibly smart, and incredibly sneaky when he wanted to be, and most people never saw either of those things coming because they were too busy being charmed by the polite Canadian thing.
“Both. He must have come up here just before us, when he slipped out.”
The shirt was cool and soft, at least a size too big across the shoulders, and it buttoned all the way up to the throat without being tight or looking silly. Most importantly, it covered the marks. Luca shook out the creases from where he had sat on it and shrugged carefully into it. The fabric felt cool and sleek against his skin as he fastened the buttons, and when he looked in the mirror, nothing showed. Not a single thing.
Behind him, Adrien reached around his shoulders and turned the collar down a quarter of an inch, then smoothed it flat with his palm. His thumb lingered just above the edge, right over the place where one of the marks lay hidden but very much still there, and pressed. Luca’s breath snagged in his throat. Adrien’s eyes met his in the glass, dark and pleased with himself.
“Sorry, Angel.”
Adrien’s voice was a low rumble, and he didn’t sound sorry in the slightest. Luca nudged him with an elbow, and his boyfriend leaned down and grazed a kiss against his throat, then dragged his mouth slowly upwards and tipped Luca’s head back to catch his lips. Barely a kiss, really, more a lazy brush of their mouths, the angle awkward; Luca’s eyes drifted shut anyway, and he pressed back on instinct. A pleased little mew escaped him as those big hands slipped up under the loose linen to wander over his hip bones and stroke across his belly.
Nope. No. Not again. He would never make it to the fucking zoo.
Luca forced himself to pull back and step away, or he would let Adrien tempt him straight back onto that freshly made bed.
“Go and put shoes on. We need to get a move on.”
 
Back downstairs, the front door stood wide open, and the car was waiting on the drive, ready to be packed. Levi was standing at the bottom of the stairs with his hat jammed on at an angle, Sharky tucked into the crook of his elbow and his sturdy trainers on his feet, although the laces were already coming undone. Anya sat beside him at full attention, her nose pressed to his elbow and her ears pricked, refusing to take her eyes off him for a second.
Luca got down on one knee to fix the laces. His thighs objected immediately, the bastards; his lower back chimed in a second later, and he kept his face perfectly, carefully neutral while he redid the knots. Double knots. Levi had a habit of stepping on his own laces. Adrien’s hand landed between his shoulder blades, steadying, and stayed there until Luca was upright again.
“Lukasha.”
Levi tugged on the hem of the linen shirt.
“I have a list.”
Luca gave him his full and serious attention, because a list was important business in this house.
“Have you?”
Levi looked so pleased with himself that Luca couldn’t help running his hand through the loose black hair, gentle and slow.
“For you. I drew what we might get to see.”
He carefully pulled a neatly folded square of paper out of his pocket and held it up with massive ceremony. It was really rather pretty; he had obviously tried very hard on it, and there were lots of different colourful fish, some of which were possibly also birds.
“Look. Stingrays. The pandas. The big fish that’s as long as a person. And the sharks at the very top, because Otousan says they get fed at eleven, and we can’t be late, and because it’s both of our first time.”
Luca took the paper in both hands, so carefully, his fingers not quite steady. The colours on the page wavered a little, and he had to blink until they held still.
“Thank you, Lyovushka. That’s a very good list.”
It was a very sweet little gesture, and Luca loved him all the more for it. Both of their first time. Levi had made it a thing they were doing together, and he probably had no idea how much that meant.
“Can my Sharky come? Please …”
Levi’s voice went small and pleading.
“He’s already been to the aquarium, so he knows what to do. I will carry him all day. Promise.”
There was no refusing that. Could any human being alive have refused that? No. And Luca, who was soft as butter where Levi was concerned, was so fucking doomed. Luca rubbed his thumb over the tiny, sharp cheekbone and scooped up his little brother and the plush shark together, sore back be damned.
“Of course he can come, Lyovushka. Let’s go and find Otousan and Kaasan.”
 
By the time they all trooped back into the kitchen, dressed and ready, the whole room had turned into a checklist. Kaasan was working through it out loud in Russian, half to himself, ticking things off on his phone as he pulled them out of cupboards and packed them into one of his sturdy, very expensive hiking rucksacks: sun cream, the hat that Levi hated and would wear anyway, the water bottles, and a stack of sealed snacks.
Then they were out in the hallway, and Kaasan pulled the front door shut behind them and locked it. The familiar chime of the security system sounded as Otousan jangled the car keys against his palm.
“Just that bag, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded and leaned down to wave at Anya through the glass as they all headed down the stone steps to the drive, Levi nestled happily on Luca’s hip. Luca tried very hard not to look back at those sad, liquid brown eyes watching them leave from the hallway.
“Da, I have everything, Ilyusha.”
Anya sat behind the glass, her big brown eyes gazing soulfully after them, and it made Luca’s heart clench, even though he knew perfectly well that Ojiichan and Obaachan would be home before lunch and she wouldn’t be on her own for long. She was a professional. She knew exactly what she was doing with those eyes.
“Let’s go then, before we are late.”
 
The zoo car park was already filling up by the time Ilya found a space, rows and rows of sun-hot roofs and a long queue of pushchairs snaking up towards the gates. Luca leaned over to unbuckle Levi from the middle seat, and as he did, a hot, sharp ache shot from his hips right down to his ass, and he had to grip the headrest for a second. He swallowed a sharp hiss and a Verdammt. Luckily, he wasn’t going to have to manage the awkward angle of lifting him out, because Lyovushka wasn’t reaching for him at all. His little brother had twisted around in his seat with both arms stretched up towards the far door, where Kaasan was already bending in.
“Kaasan.”
Shane smiled at him and didn’t bother with words. He just lifted Levi out and settled him on his hip, one hand on that little back, and Levi’s head went straight to tuck into his neck while his big blue eyes scanned everything around them. Sharky was crushed flat between the two of them. Luca watched those small fingers knot themselves into the collar of Kaasan’s T-shirt, and he knew exactly what he was looking at: the pushchairs, the screaming kids somewhere beyond the gates, the crowd of strangers everywhere. Levi had chattered the whole way here, nonstop, about stingrays and sharks and hills. He had gone completely silent the moment they were out of the car.
“I’ve got you, Lyovushka.”
Kaasan’s voice was low and soothing against Levi’s hair.
“We only go where you want to go. And we stay together.”
Otousan shut the boot and dropped an arm around the back of Shane’s waist, his thumb brushing once along his hip bone, and the three of them started up the path like that, pressed close together, Shane’s free hand rubbing Levi’s back and Ilya’s big body between them and the worst of the crowd. Luca fell into step beside Adrien. The linen was already warm against his spine, but it wasn’t overheating him; the loose fit draped over his body and let his skin breathe, exactly the way Kaasan must have known it would. A large hand slipped into his and laced their fingers together as they walked. Luca felt the heat bloom across his cheeks because they were in public, in daylight, surrounded by families, but he tightened his fingers around his boyfriend’s anyway and pressed in closer until their shoulders touched.
Let people look. He had won the damn Cup last night. He could hold his boyfriend’s hand at the zoo.
The others were easy to find. Nick was standing by the gates with Lola high on his shoulders, both her little fists wound into his short hair like reins, and Theo swinging off one of his arms like a monkey. His nose was already red; it was going to be properly sunburnt by tonight, and Selena was going to laugh at him. He was as tall as Adrien and built like Otousan, a brick wall of a man with a wide, cheerful smile and children dangling off every available limb, and he had the look of someone who had been awake since five in the morning and regretted absolutely none of it.
“There they are! Bears, over here. We’ve been guarding the gate for 20 minutes.”
Ilya raised his free hand in greeting as they crossed to meet their defenceman.
“Fifteen, Dad.”
Noah piped up from somewhere near Nick’s elbow. He was eight and apparently owned a watch now, and he also had a laminated map folded open to the exact panel he needed. He was already looking past all the adults for one particular person.
Levi’s head lifted from Kaasan’s neck by about an inch. One blue eye fixed itself on the other boy. Noah, who had learned to be patient and give Levi a little bit of space at first, stopped a careful two feet away and came no closer, although he was practically vibrating on the spot with barely contained excitement.
“Hi, Levi. The sharks get fed at eleven. I checked before we came.”
He spoke slowly, in carefully over-pronounced English, as he always did to help Levi follow along. It was really very sweet, Luca thought, for another kid to try so hard for his little brother; there had been no Noah when Luca was eight. Levi’s lips moved as he silently worked through the words he understood.
“Eleven?”
The small voice whispered from Kaasan’s arms.
“That’s right.”
Noah looked at the shark plushie with great interest.
“Are you carrying him with you?”
Levi nodded against Kaasan’s collar, and that was apparently more than enough for Noah. He unfolded the map and held it up as high as he could reach so that it sat close to Levi’s height in Kaasan’s arms, and started pointing out the reef building. Luca moved forward and crouched to put the tricky words into Russian. Levi knew words like fish and shark and eleven now, so he was piecing things together much faster than he used to, and Noah’s excited little hands did the rest in a funny, half-serious game of charades.
“There he is.”
Cliff had bounded up behind them, and the shadow he threw was long enough to cool the back of Luca’s neck. The dark-haired winger was a good 6’6” and wearing a Bears cap, and yet, for all his size, he didn’t loom. He folded himself right down onto his heels a respectful distance from Kaasan’s hip, his presence huge but easy, relaxed, grinning from ear to ear, and held out one massive fist.
“Report, mini Captain.”
Otousan chuckled and translated it smoothly as Levi stared at the fist. Then, slowly, Levi turned his own little fist out from under the shark and bumped it. It was their secret handshake, the one Cliff had been working on with Levi for weeks, and Luca knew the big man was ridiculously proud of it. He was even prouder of the fact that Lyovushka had started answering it.
“Sharky too?”
Levi held the plushie out at arm’s length. Cliff saluted its fin with a perfectly straight face, and the giggle that broke out of Levi had every single one of them relaxing at the sound. He twisted around in Kaasan’s arms, checked Kaasan’s face, and when he got a silent nod of permission, held out both arms to Cliff.
Kaasan’s hand stayed on that little back for a second longer than it needed to. Then it lifted, and Cliff took Lyovushka’s weight so carefully, his big hands slow and gentle, and settled him on one massive forearm with his other hand spread across that small back to keep him steady. He started listing all the animals that were bigger than him, with a pleased grin stretched wide across his handsome face. Levi looked back over his shoulder at Kaasan every 10 seconds or so, checking that he was still there, and every single time, Kaasan was exactly where Levi had left him.
“He’s so ridiculous.”
Victor’s voice was mild and amused at Luca’s shoulder.
He had come up without anyone noticing, all long limbs and straight back at 6’5”, built like a swimmer next to Cliff’s heavier bulk, in stylish light blue jeans and a Henley that fitted snugly across his shoulders. His sunglasses were pushed up into his dark hair, and he had a backpack slung neatly over one shoulder. The gold at his ears caught the sun as he turned, a small, warm flash of tiger’s-eye set in gold, and it slid again along the chain at his throat and the cuffs on both wrists; Vic always looked like he had wandered off a photo shoot, even at a zoo, even at 10 in the morning, which was frankly rude of him. He held out one finger to Levi without a word, and Levi took it in his free hand.
“Hello, Lyovushka.”
Victor’s Russian was dreadful, and he knew it. He shot Luca a look that was patient and faintly conspiratorial.
“Don’t tell Ilya. I’m not ready to be corrected.”
Luca laughed. Vic had a point. Otousan would chirp the absolute hell out of him, without mercy and without reservation, if he heard that accent.
“I won’t.”
Something tugged at Luca’s attention from above. Lola had stopped steering Nick by the hair. She had gone completely motionless up on his shoulders with her chin lifted, watching the light play on Victor’s wrist with the ferocious, single-minded focus of a 4-year-old who had spotted treasure.
“Vic.”
Her little voice was high and sweet as she called down to him.
“Oui, mademoiselle?”
The French rolled off Victor’s tongue a whole lot more naturally than the Russian had.
“Vic. Sparkly.”
Lola’s bright eyes were glued to the jewellery glinting in the sunlight every time Victor moved.
“Yes, very sparkly, aren’t they?”
Victor agreed with her gravely and set his bag down by his feet.
That was all the invitation she needed. She leaned right out over Nick’s head with both arms stretched, fingers opening and closing, and Nick, who had clearly done this many times before, grunted dramatically and swung her across into Victor’s arms, holding on to her until he was sure Vic had her. She was settled on his hip in one smooth movement. Victor held his wrist out for her, and she took it in both hands and turned it over very slowly, her eyes huge.
“Careful with the cuff; it’s a bit heavy. Here, feel.”
She touched one finger to the gold, then to the stone, then reached up and prodded the stud in his ear. Victor tipped his head down to let her. She was very gentle about it, which Luca hadn’t expected from a 4-year-old; she had her little pink tongue poked out between her teeth in concentration.
“It looks like a tiger?”
Yes, it did. Those were the golden tiger’s-eye studs that had sparked all that drama with Victor’s ex. Cliff had had them made for him, hand-crafted and one-of-a-kind by some very fancy designer in New York, and the second Selena’s photo from the barbecue went up, Victor’s ex had jumped all over it; she had claimed they were hers, that Victor had stolen them when they broke up, and tried to whip half the internet up into calling him a thief. Harris had buried that with the designer’s receipts and one perfect photo by breakfast. Luca still wanted to bite her. They really were very, very pretty, though.
“It’s tiger’s-eye. It’s a stone. See the stripes in it? They move when the light does.”
Vic explained it patiently, turning his head so the stripes shifted for her.
“Tiger, big kitty.”
Lola announced with deep satisfaction. She wound one hand tight around the chain at his neck and laid her head against his collarbone with a happy little sigh, and Luca watched Victor’s whole face go soft.
“She’s been asking for you since she got out of the car.”
Nick grinned and didn’t sound even remotely sorry about it. Cliff caught the tail end of that over Levi’s head and swung around, delighted, and of course his eyes landed straight on Luca.
“Luca. Look at you. You’re going to be hot in a full shirt, Cub.”
Luca’s face went from warm to scalding in about a second flat. Bastard. Cliff Marlow was an absolute bastard.
“It’s to protect me from the sun. I’m pale. I burn easily.”
The big man chuckled, low and wicked.
“Sure it is, Cub.”
Luca turned away and refused, on principle, to rise to the bait. He wouldn’t give Cliff Marlow the satisfaction. He was a Cup winner. He had some self-respect, thank you very much.
“Cliff.”
Victor didn’t raise his voice; Vic never bothered raising his voice. He just tilted his head towards Ilya, three paces ahead of them, where the loose collar of Otousan’s Bears T-shirt had slipped just far enough to show off a fresh set of red lines running up towards the back of his neck. Vic’s hands were full of Lola, so he could only gesture with his chin.
“Careful, mon chéri. I’d choose a different target.”
Cliff followed his gaze, and his mouth closed with a soft click.
“Right.”
Then, with a straight face so serious and so ridiculous that it had all of them giggling, Cliff made his announcement.
“Lovely weather.”
Adrien was shaking with badly suppressed laughter, almost silently, and Luca stamped on his foot as discreetly as he could manage. Otousan turned his head at exactly the wrong moment and raised one dark blond eyebrow at the lot of them, and no one so much as breathed. Kaasan tucked his lips together and looked very, very hard at the ticket booth.
“Lyovushka.”
He held out his arms, a silent offer.
“Coming back to me? Tickets. Then fish.”
Levi went back to him at once. Then he wriggled to be put down and took Kaasan’s hand instead of being carried, Sharky tucked under his other arm, and stayed pressed right up against Shane’s thigh. Noah fell in on Levi’s other side without anyone asking him to. Levi’s eyes went once to Lola, curled against Victor’s chest with that chain in her fist, and then back up to Victor’s face, curious and very slightly wistful. Victor caught it. He lifted his free hand, and the cuff slid down over his wrist, and Levi studied it for what felt like forever before, very carefully, he touched one gold band with a single fingertip.
“Tiger?”
Levi asked it shyly, in uncertain English.
“Tiger. Well done.”
Victor smiled down at him, pleased and proud of the correct English word, and Levi went a little pink.
Then Levi and Noah went on ahead, hand in hand, and Theo trailed after them, firing off a new question roughly every 4 seconds.
“Luca!”
Theo had doubled back. He was 6 years old and missing a tooth at the front, and he had both hands planted on his hips, and his chin stuck out, and he was looking up at Luca with deep, very serious suspicion.
“Dad says you’ve never been to a zoo. Is that true?”
Heat flooded up Luca’s neck and dived straight under the collar of his shirt. Nick suddenly found something extremely interesting to look at in the sky, and then shot Luca an apologetic grimace.
“It’s true.”
Luca didn’t mind. Not really. Theo didn’t mean any harm by it; he was six, and to a 6-year-old there could be nothing more outrageous in the whole world.
“Never ever?”
Theo’s eyes were as wide as saucers, and his mouth had fallen open on the gap where his tooth used to be.
“Never ever.”
Theo considered this very seriously. Then Noah, who had been half listening from six feet away, walked back and very formally held out the laminated map in both hands.
“Then you have to have the map. That’s the rule. First-timers get the map.”
It was heavier than a sheet of laminated paper had any right to be. Luca took it, slipping his hand out of Adrien’s to do so, and the hot ache behind his eyes was back, so he looked down and traced the reef building with his thumb until it went away. Adrien’s hand settled between his shoulder blades, warm through the thin linen, large and steady.
First-timers get the map. Fuck. These kids were going to kill him before lunch.
The turnstile clicked and bumped as they filed through it one by one. On the other side, the sun hit the back of Luca’s neck, warm and bright, and the noise of the car park fell away into chatter and birdsong and the shriek of excited kids, and somewhere off to the left a bird let out a screech that made Theo shout “PARROT!” at the very top of his lungs. Lola buried her face in Victor’s neck and clung to the chain. Levi flinched hard. Kaasan had him up against his chest before the sound had even finished, and Levi’s other hand shot out to tangle in Otousan’s T-shirt as well, fisted tight, holding on to both his parents at once, and Luca’s heart squeezed at the sight.
“It’s just a bird, Lyovushka.”
Ilya’s voice was deep and rough and warm as he reassured him.
“Only a pretty bird. Look up there.”
Luca unfolded the map and lifted his head. The path split three ways in front of them, bright with flowerbeds and people and sunshine, and all of it lay open in front of him. In front of his family. In front of all of them.
“Right, then.”
His voice only shook a little bit.
“Which way is the fish?”
 
The Reef Pavilion was cool and dim after the heat outside, and Luca felt the sweat on the back of his neck start to chill as he stepped in out of the sun, and the noise of the zoo dropped away behind them, replaced by the slosh of filters and the hum of what sounded like a hundred tanks. Blue light rippled over the ceiling and across their faces, and Levi tipped his head right back to stare up at it with his mouth open. Somewhere up ahead, a child squealed, and a staff member’s voice drifted over the top of it, patient and practised.
“Two fingers, everyone, and gently. Like you’re stroking a very expensive cat.”
Adrien’s mouth brushed the top of Luca’s ear.
“Told you. Softer than Yuki.”
Luca huffed at him.
“You don’t know that.”
Adrien brushed his lips over Luca’s cheek, his voice far too smug for someone who had never touched a stingray in his adult life.
“I do a bit.”
Luca elbowed him, not hard, and Adrien’s laugh was a warm chuff against his neck and cheek, sweet and pleasant and very irritating.
The touch pool took up most of the back of the room, a wide, shallow basin of pale stone with a rim worn smooth by about a thousand elbows. The water was clear right down to the sand. Shapes slid through it. Grey-brown wings rippled and folded and unfolded, slow and lazy and impossibly smooth, and a pair of eyes broke the surface and sank again. A long, step-like wooden bench ran down the middle of the basin for the smallest visitors, wide enough for a whole row of little kids to stand on at once, and a sign next to it showed a cartoon hand with two fingers held out and a big red cross over a cartoon bottle of sun lotion.
“No sun cream.”
Noah announced to no one and to everyone.
“It’s bad for them. You have to rinse your hands first. I just read about it.”
Shane was already moving. He crouched with Lyovushka still on his hip and murmured the rules in Russian, patient and calm, his thumb rubbing the dip of Levi’s back as he went. Levi listened with his whole body gone stiff again, Sharky clutched up under his chin so tightly its stitched smile had creased. Kaasan carried him over to the rinse station and held those little hands under the tap himself, one at a time, then dried each finger with paper towels, one, two, three, four, five, slow and patient and in no hurry at all, so that Levi could watch the water the whole time.
“Only if you want to, Lyovushka. We can just watch first.”
Levi didn’t answer. His eyes had gone to the water, wide and unblinking, and they followed one of the rays as it ghosted past the edge. It turned its pale underside to the light, and the neat little rows of gill slits made what looked, from this angle, like a smile.
Luca rinsed his own hands at the next tap. The water ran cold over his wrists. The sleeves of the borrowed shirt sat loose, and when he pushed them up to his elbows, nothing showed that shouldn’t; the collar still sat soft and safe around his throat and hid every one of his dark, very obvious hickeys and teeth marks. His back, however, was a traitorous little shit. When he leaned over the rim to look into the water, a bright seam of ache pulled from his hips right down to his tailbone, and he breathed through his nose for a second and kept his face perfectly blank.
Adrien’s large palm slid up under the hem of the shirt at the base of his spine, warm and steadying.
“Okay, Angel?”
The concern was right there in that low question.
“Fine.”
They both knew he was lying. Adrien didn’t even pretend otherwise.
“Liar.”
Luca shook his head, but he still reached up to stroke his boyfriend’s face and kiss him, quick and sweet and almost too fast for anyone to see, and then went bright red at his own boldness. In public. In front of a fucking stingray.
“Shh.”
His blushing and his embarrassment were going to have to wait, though, because a hushed shout came from the edge of the pool.
“Look, look, Luca. Come here.”
Theo had bounced up onto the bench with both hands already in the water and his nose almost touching the surface.
“It’s a bamboo shark. That one. It’s a baby. It feels like wet sandpaper.”
Luca bent over to look. The little shark was lying flat and floppy on the bottom, banded brown and cream, its gills pumping in and out. It was shorter than his forearm. He had sat through whole seasons of video from hockey rinks; he had spent summers at tournaments in drab, grey cities and a whole boyhood in grey classrooms and cold rinks, and in all that time he had never been this close to something so strange and so quiet. Where had all of this been his whole life? Something in his chest turned over and settled again at a slightly different angle.
“Don’t frighten it, Theo.”
Cliff rumbled from behind them. He had folded himself up against the rim with his forearms resting on the stone, sleeves rolled to the elbow, his massive hands hanging loose over the water.
“Just let your hand sit. They come to you if you’re boring enough.”
Victor smirked prettily at his boyfriend.
“You’re very good at boring.”
He was quick with it, too, quick as a wrist shot.
Cliff’s grin went lazy and a little bit wicked. He didn’t bother with a comeback. He straightened up off the rim and closed the space between them in one long stride, and Victor, with Lola tucked securely on his arm, only had time to tip his chin up before a huge palm settled at his waist and Cliff kissed him. It was brief and completely unashamed, even though there were a few other families scattered around the edge of the pool. Lola, squashed in the middle, was deeply unimpressed.
“Thank you, babe.”
Cliff murmured against Victor’s mouth, his thumb sweeping in a possessive little stroke over the curve of Vic’s hip, and he kept his hand right there as he turned back to the water.
Victor took Lola to the bench beside Theo, holding her securely against his chest with one arm, and she slapped her whole hand flat onto the water with a splash that soaked Victor’s sleeve. She wasn’t looking at the rays at all. She was fascinated by the way the light moved over Victor’s cuff where it hovered above the surface.
“Tiger fish …”
She informed the pool of this with great confidence.
“No, that’s a ray, ma puce. See the wings?”
He turned his wrist, and the water flashed gold under it.
“Soft, soft. Like this.”
She giggled and copied him, finger and thumb, one single stroke along the back of a ray as it glided under her palm. The ray lifted its edge up into her touch like a cat arching into a hand. Lola gasped and went bright pink with delight, kicking her feet against Victor’s hip.
Levi had seen. Luca watched it happen; the stiffness went out of his shoulders, and his head tilted, tiny and hesitant. Kaasan must have felt it too, because he lowered Levi carefully to the edge of the bench and sat back on his heels beside him, one arm braced behind his back so that Levi could lean into it and feel him there.
“Do you want to try, Lyovushka? Kaasan has you.”
Levi looked at the water. He looked at Lola’s hand. He looked down at the shark in his own arms and then, very seriously, his little brow all scrunched up, held it up towards Otousan.
“Hold Sharky, please, Otousan.”
Serious dark blue eyes met his, and those huge hands cradled the plushie like it was a newborn.
“Da. I will.”
There was hardly any room to move, not with this many professional hockey players crammed around one shallow pool. Ilya had to edge around behind Shane to give the kids their space, and as he passed, his free hand dropped to Shane’s hip and squeezed, quick and possessive, before he settled back against a pillar with Sharky tucked carefully into the crook of his elbow, his big thumb stroking absently over one grey fin.
Then Levi stretched out two fingers. They were trembling. He didn’t touch; he hovered, just above the surface. A ray sailed up the length of the pool with its wingtip rising, and for one awful second it looked like it was going to pass him by without noticing. Then it swerved. A long, smooth back slid under those two small fingers, and Levi’s mouth fell open, and his eyes went huge and bright, and Luca’s heart very nearly burst.
“Kaasan.”
Levi breathed, all wonder and surprise.
“Kaasan, it’s warm.”
Shane didn’t answer straight away. His hand stayed on Levi’s back, and his throat moved, once. He pressed his lips to the top of Levi’s head instead, and when he finally spoke, his voice was low and perfectly steady.
“I know, Lyovushka. Look how brave you are.”
Then he looked up, and his eyes found Luca’s across the pool and held them, bright and wet and furiously calm. Luca looked down at the water. It seemed a hell of a lot easier than anything else.
“Your turn, Luca.”
Noah very nearly demanded it. His voice was firm, and his skinny little arms were crossed as he stared Luca down like a referee.
He had appeared at Luca’s elbow out of nowhere, the map tucked under his arm and his chest puffed out with importance.
“First-timers go first. That’s the rule.”
Luca cocked his head, amused.
“Is that the rule?”
Noah nodded, as firm and as certain as an 8-year-old could possibly be.
“It’s a rule.”
So Luca crouched. His thighs protested loudly, and Adrien’s hand moved from his spine up to his shoulder and gripped. The water was cool and clear, and a stingray was hanging just below the surface a hand’s breadth away, spotted brown and grey, its wings gently rippling. It looked up at him with one dark, curious eye.
He held out two fingers. The ray rose to meet them.
Its skin was smooth and cool and delicate under his fingertips, softer than anything he had expected, and it pushed up into his touch with a slow ripple that ran through its whole body. The water slid between his fingers. For a second his head went completely quiet; not a rink, not a draft pick, not a grandfather who hadn’t had the time or the money, not a car park or a silver car or two faces in the dark. There was only a living creature turning its face into his hand.
“Lukasha.”
Levi had crept up to his side. He pressed his shoulder to Luca’s arm, small and solid and warm, and Luca caught the sweet pear scent of his hair as he leaned in.
“It likes you.”
Luca had to clear his throat twice before he could answer him.
“I think it does, Lyovushka.”
He let the stingray come back around for another pass and kept his hand steady and open in the water.
“Are you happy, Lukasha?”
Levi asked it so plainly, his big blue eyes fixed on Luca’s face and waiting.
It was, actually. He really was. Deliriously happy, in fact, and holy shit, when had that happened? Stupidly, ridiculously happy, the kind of happy that made his chest feel too small for everything inside it.
“Da, Lyovushka. Yes, I am.”
He smiled down at his wonderful, sweet, kind little brother.
“Very happy.”
Adrien kept quiet. His thumb rubbed the back of Luca’s neck instead, dipping low under the back of the collar, lazy and certain, and right then neither of them needed any words at all.
Across the pool, Otousan had stayed back by the pillar with his arms folded, watching over the lot of them, his eyes moving from one to the next and back again, never resting for long; there was only so much room around that pool, after all, for this many professional hockey players. He met Luca’s eye and tipped his chin in a tiny nod, and Luca was suddenly very, very busy with the stingray.
“There’s a horseshoe crab in the corner …”
Noah tugged hopefully at Levi’s sleeve.
“It looks like a helmet. Come on, Levi. I’ll show you. You don’t have to touch it.”
Levi cast a questioning look up at Kaasan, got his nod, and then, a little hesitantly, took Sharky back from Otousan and slid his hand into Noah’s.
 
The shark tank sat right at the heart of the pavilion, a curved wall of glass two storeys high, and by ten to eleven the crowd in front of it was three deep. Noah, naturally, had a plan for that too. He towed Levi by the hand down the left-hand side to a spot by a pillar where the bench ran right up to the window, and the grown-ups arranged themselves behind the two of them like a fence. A very large, very muscly fence. No one was getting past that fucking fence.
Levi got as far as the glass.
Then the water moved. A shadow slid across the whole width of the tank, long and grey and slow, and the size of it filled the window from one edge to the other. His hand slipped out of Noah’s. He took one step back, then another, until his shoulders bumped into the front of Kaasan’s legs, and he tipped his head right back and stared up and didn’t make a sound.
Kaasan was already bending down. He lifted him in one smooth movement, his hands already there before Levi had even finished backing up, and Levi’s arms went around his neck with Sharky squashed flat between them. Noah, to his eternal credit, only blinked. Then he shuffled half a step sideways to leave the window clear and kept his mouth shut, which for Noah was practically a miracle.
Kaasan stood with his back against Otousan’s chest, and Levi settled on his hip, and Ilya’s arm came around the pair of them without a word. Luca watched Levi’s head turn back to the glass, slowly, from the safety of Kaasan’s shoulder. Shadows moved through the water, long and lazy, in no rush to be anywhere.
“That’s a sand tiger.”
Noah pointed, using his careful English again.
“It has lots of teeth, but it’s not mean. It just looks mean. The black ones have black tips. They are so fast.”
Luca leaned in and whispered the Russian close to Levi’s ear. Against Kaasan’s collar, Levi gave a tiny nod and tried out the English word under his breath.
“Shark.”
He murmured it very carefully, testing it out.
“Da.”
Luca kept his own voice low to match, just for the two of them.
“Lots of sharks.”
Adrien’s hand settled at the base of Luca’s spine. Luca leaned back into the touch a fraction and let the cool blue of the tank hold his eyes.
Somewhere above the tank, a door opened. A diver sank down into the blue with a steel bucket clipped to one hip and bubbles streaming off her in silver threads, and the whole crowd shifted, every head tracking her as she went down. Theo grabbed Nick’s hand in both of his just before Lola’s voice rang out across the entire pavilion.
“Big fish!”
Four adults shushed her at once. It didn’t work.
The fish came out of the bucket on long tongs. The first shark through was a lean grey blur that took its meal and was gone before Luca had even finished blinking. The second was a great barrel of a sand tiger that drifted up out of the dim, huge and slow and completely unbothered; it opened its mouth and just took what it was offered, with no fuss at all. Its eye rolled past the glass, flat and ancient and not remotely interested in any of them.
Levi had stopped breathing. Luca could tell by how still his shoulders had gone. Then a whisper came out, meant for Kaasan and no one else.
“Kaasan. Look. Sharky’s friends.”
Kaasan’s mouth moved against the top of Levi’s head, too low for anyone else to catch. Ilya’s hand tightened on Shane’s waist and then, slowly, relaxed again.
“They’re just like they said they would be in my book.”
Noah whispered, almost awestruck, practically vibrating at Levi’s elbow.
“Aren’t they? Aren’t they the best?”
Luca did not need to translate that one. Levi held Sharky up to the glass for a moment, nose to nose with a spotted shark that was paying no attention at all, and then he nodded, once, very firmly.
10 minutes later, the diver was gone, the crowd had broken up into little clumps of chatter, and Noah was consulting the laminated map with a deep frown, his finger tracing the paths.
“Next is the bat cave. It’s through the dark doors. You have to go in two at a time, and it’s red inside so you don’t scare them, and you can’t use a flash.”
Theo breathed the word out like it was Christmas.
“Bats?”
Noah nodded, every inch the expert.
“Fruit bats. They hang upside down. They have faces like foxes.”
Noah had clearly done his reading on bats before they came, too. Luca was starting to suspect Noah had read the entire zoo.
“Cool!”
Theo yelped it and took off at a sprint.
The Night House sat at the end of the pavilion’s side corridor, behind two heavy black doors with a sign hung over them: PLEASE BE QUIET. A zookeeper in a green polo stood between the doors, ushering families through in small groups with the smile of someone who had chirped “Mind your heads” ten thousand times that summer and would say it ten thousand more.
Kaasan hesitated at the threshold. Luca saw it; the slight tension in his jaw, the way his thumb kept stroking up and down Levi’s back. So Luca crouched down beside the pair of them, his sore thighs protesting the angle, until he was level with Levi and could keep his voice low.
“It’s dark in there, Lyovushka. A bit like a night-time cave. But it’s got red lights, and there are lots of us. Kaasan will be right here.”
Levi looked very unsure about all of that.
“Lukasha and Otousan come in too?”
Luca nodded.
“Lukasha and Otousan will be right with you.”
Levi looked at the black doors. He looked at Sharky, then at Otousan, who had stepped up on his other side, a wall of warm, steady bulk. Then he reached out one hand and fisted it in the hem of Luca’s shirt, and with the other he kept a tight hold of Kaasan’s collar.
“Okay.”
He whispered in English, and the accent made it sound very small and very brave.
The doors swung shut behind them, and all the noise of the zoo was gone at once, and Luca felt Levi’s fingers tighten in his shirt.
 
Red light. That was the first thing; a low, ember glow set into the floor and the fake-rock walls, enough to see shapes by and not a scrap more. The air was warm and thick and close, and it clung to the back of Luca’s neck under the linen. Something rustled overhead, a dry, leathery whisper. Luca looked up and found the whole ceiling alive with them, hundreds of dark, folded shapes hanging from the branches, each one wrapped up tight in its own wings, little faces tucked away out of sight.
“They’re sleeping.”
Noah breathed it out, and for once he was using his indoor voice.
“But some are awake. They’re allowed to fly. That’s why it’s a free-flight house.”
Luca had read the sign. He hadn’t, at any point, thought about what it actually meant.
Oh, shit.
The first bat came off its branch with a wet little snap of wings and swept down the path at head height, close enough to stir his hair. Then another. Then six, then a dozen, a sudden dark river of them pouring over the walkway and swooping up into the canopy, until the whole room was full of that leathery rush.
Theo screamed. Not loudly, just a high, thin, startled sound, and he was clamped to Luca’s leg before Luca had even started to turn around. Lola’s wail came a second later from somewhere behind them, thin and shaky with distress. But Levi, up on Kaasan’s hip, made no sound at all. He folded in on himself. The little hand fisted in Shane’s shirt had gone white at the knuckles.
“Kaasan …”
He whispered, and it barely carried.
“Kaasan, Kaasan.”
Kaasan answered at once, his mouth right against Levi’s hair.
“I’ve got you. I’ve got you, Lyovushka.”
Shane’s voice was calm. His hand cupped the back of that small dark head and pressed it into his chest, covering his ears; he turned his shoulder into the nearest flight path, a solid wall between Levi and the dark. His mouth moved against Levi’s hair, low and steady, more Russian than Luca could quite catch. Kaasan had been a wall for all of them at one time or another. Luca knew exactly how safe it was behind that shoulder.
At the front, Noah was in absolute raptures.
“They’re so close! Dad, Dad, I think one’s going to land on me. Hold still, hold still, I’m being really still!”
Nick laughed and did his best to stifle the sound while keeping a grip on his eldest.
“You are not being still, bud. You are bouncing.”
Noah huffed, deeply offended.
“I’m bouncing silently!”
Nick kept one hand clamped on the back of Noah’s collar, steering him along the rail with the exhausted patience of a man who had known full well this was coming. He shot Luca a look over the top of Noah’s head, half apology and half helpless, bursting pride.
Theo was shaking against Luca’s leg.
“Luca, Luca, I don’t like them. They’ve got teeth.”
Theo was a lot less brave now that they were actually inside, apparently.
“I know. I’ve got you. Come here.”
Luca crouched, ignored his sore hips and thighs as they lodged another protest, and scooped him up. The little boy wrapped both arms around his neck and both legs around his ribs and hung on like a limpet, his face jammed into Luca’s collar. Luca could feel his little heart racing against his own chest, far too fast. Luca cupped the back of that hot, sweaty little head and swayed, a gentle rocking he had learned from watching Kaasan do it more times than he could count.
“They’re only eating fruit, Theo. They don’t want us. They think we’re very boring. Cliff said so.”
Theo sniffled into his neck.
“Cliff said they like boring people.”
Luca had to bite back a snort at the absolute crap Cliff had been telling these children.
“There you go. We’re the most boring people in the whole building.”
A muffled, damp, outraged giggle landed against his shirt. It would do. It would do very nicely.
Behind them, Victor had gone down on one knee in the red dark, Lola hauled up against his chest in one smooth, practised sweep. She had both fists tangled in the chain at his throat, and her face turned into his shoulder, and the gold at his ears and wrists glowed a soft, warm red in the low light. He didn’t hurry her. He didn’t tell her it was fine. He just held her, one broad hand covering most of her back, and murmured to her in French, over and over, until the wailing turned into hiccups.
“It’s over, my dear. They’re gone. I’m here.”
Cliff had stopped moving.
Luca caught it out of the corner of his eye, and only because Cliff was such a big man, and big men like Cliff rarely stopped. He was standing at the rail with one hand braced on the rock, not moving an inch, watching his boyfriend kneel there in the ember light with a 4-year-old’s wet cheek against his neck.
Then the keeper’s quiet voice came from the other end of the cave.
“Exit’s just through here, folks. Mind the step. Daylight in three, two, one.”
They came out into white sunlight, blinking.
After the dark, it was so bright that Luca screwed his eyes up and turned his face away, the heat landing hot on his cheeks and Theo whining into his neck. For a moment Luca could see nothing but dazzle and the green of the shrubbery; then his eyes cleared. The bench outside the exit door was occupied. Otousan was sitting at one end of it with his elbows on his knees, and Adrien was standing at his shoulder with a hand shading his eyes; the two of them had pushed through first with Nick and Noah to help the keeper hold the heavy exit door open. Cliff was already out too, braced against the wall with his arms folded.
Luca watched Adrien’s face change when he saw them. The shading hand dropped, and something very soft passed over his expression, very quickly, as he took in Luca with Theo plastered against his neck, the two blond heads pressed together. His mouth opened. Whatever he had been about to say, he swallowed it instead. He crossed the path in four long strides, put a palm against the back of Luca’s head and kissed his forehead, long and warm.
Theo peeked out from under Luca’s jaw.
“Hi, Adrien. The bats had teeth.”
His voice was thick from crying, but he sounded very proud of having survived.
“I heard.”
Adrien nodded at him gravely, man to man.
“You were very brave.”
Theo scrunched his little nose up in distress.
“I was a bit loud.”
Luca combed his fingers through the damp strands of hair stuck to the little forehead.
“That’s allowed.”
Beyond them, Shane stepped out into the light with Levi tucked against his chest, and one hand still cupped around the back of his head. Levi lifted his face out of Kaasan’s shirt, found the sun, and squinted at it. His hair was a mess, his cheeks were damp, and his hand was knotted tight in Shane’s collar, but he was already looking around, curious, his little shoulders coming down from around his ears.
Otousan was on his feet before Luca even saw him move. He didn’t speak. He put his hand on Shane’s shoulder and left it there, his thumb rubbing along the line of his collarbone; for a second Luca saw something completely unguarded cross his face, protective and tender and almost too private to look at in all that bright heat, flashing through those dark eyes and gone again almost too fast to catch.
Victor came out last, still carrying Lola, who had gone quiet and boneless on his shoulder with her thumb in her mouth. A strand of his dark hair had worked loose, and the sun found the gold at his ears and lit it up. He looked tired and gentle and a little bit amused with himself.
Cliff hadn’t moved from the wall.
He was looking at Victor, and it was nothing like the careful, teasing way he looked at him in the locker room, or the proud, possessive way he watched him across the ice; Luca had never seen this look on him before, and he had no name for it. Cliff looked shaken right down to his boots, his big chest rising and falling too fast and his eyes not leaving Victor for a second. Was that what Luca looked like around Adrien? Oh god. Oh shit. Probably. His throat moved. His arms came unfolded, slowly, and dropped to his sides, his big hands opening and closing on nothing.
Victor lifted an eyebrow at him.
“What?”
His voice was low and fond and just a little bit wary.
“Nothing.”
Cliff cleared his throat, and his deep voice was hoarse. Then, because he was Cliff and he physically couldn’t leave anything alone, he kept going.
“You’re just … You look good. With her.”
Victor’s eyebrow climbed higher. His mouth softened, and he looked at Cliff for long enough, his face so naked, that Luca felt faintly rude for even being there. Then he shifted Lola higher on his shoulder and answered, so low that Luca almost missed it.
“Mm. Do I?”
Otousan started to laugh.
It was a low, warm, completely shameless sound, and he didn’t even try to stifle it; his shoulders were shaking with it. He clapped one huge hand down on the back of Cliff’s shoulder and shook him gently. Cliff looked like he had just walked face first into a lamppost.
“Finally. Took you long enough.”
He switched to English for that one so that everyone could enjoy it.
“Shut up.”
Cliff muttered, his voice gone weak and wobbly. He had gone bright red, right up to his hairline.
“I’m not saying anything. I’m just saying he looks good.”
Ilya just grinned up at the bigger man.
“I know what you are saying.”
Cliff glared at him, and a low warning rumbled in his chest.
“Ilya.”
Otousan smirked up at the taller man, entirely unafraid.
“I am saying nothing. I am delighted.”
Cliff dragged a hand down over his face, then crossed the path in two strides. He put both palms on Victor’s waist, careful not to jostle the sleeping child, and rested his forehead against Victor’s. He didn’t kiss him. He only breathed him in, eyes closed, murmuring something against his skin that Luca couldn’t hear and didn’t try to. Victor tipped his head into the touch, and one hand came up to cup the back of Cliff’s neck.
“Later, mon chéri. Ask me later.”
Victor’s voice was low and fond, and this time Cliff did kiss him, a press of his lips to that lovely dark-skinned cheek, right where the sun had warmed it.
“Okay.”
Nick had come out of the dark with Noah, whose hair was standing on end and whose eyes were the size of dinner plates.
“A bat touched my sleeve! Dad, did you see? It touched me!”
Nick grinned down at his eldest.
“I saw, bud.”
Noah hopped from one foot to the other, completely unable to contain himself.
“It was the best day of my life.”
Nick looked down at him, soft and amused.
“It’s only 11:40.”
The little boy waved both hands around to take in the entire zoo, rolling his eyes at his dad with all the scorn an 8-year-old could manage.
“That’s why it’s the best so far.”
Kaasan, still holding Levi, finally let out a long breath, and his lips pulled into a small, private smile with a great deal of tiredness and a great deal of love in it. Levi tugged at his collar. When Shane looked down, Levi spoke up, serious and a little bit hoarse.
“The bats were loud, Kaasan. But I was not scared of the lady one. She had a nice face.”
Shane hitched him a little higher in his arms.
“Was she the one with the melon?”
Lyovushka nodded his head firmly.
“Da.”
Kaasan smoothed a stray dark curl back off Lyovushka’s face with the tip of one finger.
“I liked her too.”
Shane told him so very seriously, matching Levi’s tone exactly, and Ilya pressed his face briefly into the top of his husband’s hair to hide whatever his own face was doing.
Luca shifted Theo onto his other hip and leaned back into Adrien’s warmth. The sun was hot on his face. His back ached; his collar was damp with a 6-year-old’s tears; and had he ever been this content? He honestly didn’t think so. The zoo was perfect. The whole damn day was perfect.
 
The picnic area was tucked under a stand of thick, leafy trees at the bottom of the main path, with long wooden tables and benches bolted to the ground and a little hatch selling fresh chips, snacks and cold drinks. Nick had already claimed two of the tables with his big rucksack and the sheer breadth of his shoulders before anyone else was even out of the cool of the Night House. Luca lowered himself onto the bench the way he had been doing everything all morning, in sections, and breathed out through his teeth when his sore ass met the wood. Ow. Fuck.
Unforgiving fucking wood. Who designed these things?
Adrien slid in beside him and put a cold bottle of water into his hand before he could even think about asking for one.
“Drink, Angel.”
Luca shot his boyfriend a disgruntled look from under his long lashes.
“I am drinking.”
Adrien snaked a large arm around his waist and tugged him carefully into his side, shaking his head.
“No, Angel, you are just holding it.”
Luca dutifully drank. The water was cool and lovely sliding down his dry throat; he wouldn’t be admitting that either. Across the table, Kaasan was unpacking the rucksack, quick and neat and organised, setting everything out in front of each of them before they could even ask. Sandwiches came out in neat foil squares, then cut fruit, then the sealed snacks, which turned out to be the half-sweet cookies, boxed up exactly the way Luca always boxed them. His throat did something odd at the sight of that familiar lid.
Kaasan caught him looking and let it go without a word. He just slid the box an inch closer to him across the table.
Levi hadn’t moved from Shane’s lap. He sat sideways with his knees drawn up and Sharky propped against the water bottle in the place of honour, eating his sandwich in small, serious bites with one hand fisted in Kaasan’s T-shirt. Whenever a pushchair bumped past or a gull screamed overhead, the fist tightened, and Shane’s palm rubbed his back without his eyes ever leaving his own lunch. Otousan sat on Levi’s other side with his knee pressed against Shane’s under the table.
“The bats had a melon.”
Noah told the whole bench with his mouth full.
“And a lady bat. Levi said she had a nice face. Dad, why don’t we get a nice melon? I would eat it then.”
Luca shifted on the bench, trying to ease the low ache in his spine and his ass away from the hard edge of the seat.
“Noah, swallow before talking, please.”
Nick’s instruction had the tired, automatic sound of a dad who had made the same request at every single meal since Noah was two.
“I did.”
Nick rolled his eyes.
“You didn’t.”
Lola had commandeered Victor’s chips and was feeding them to him one at a time, like a very strict nurse. Cliff watched this over the rim of his lemonade with his chin propped on one fist, and now and then his eyes slid away to the sky or to the trees at the side, his ears going red, before they crept straight back to Victor again. Victor noticed every time and let him have it. His thumb brushed Cliff’s wrist under the table and lingered.
Luca ate half a sandwich and two cookies. The cookies were a mistake, because Levi looked at the box, then at Luca, then back at the box.
“Lukasha. These are the half-sweet ones.”
Luca nodded at him.
“The half-sweet ones. Yes.”
Levi tilted his head and looked up at him with those wide blue eyes.
“You made them for me.”
Yes. Yes, he had. There was very little in the world Luca wouldn’t do to see the small, shy smile those cookies always brought out.
“I made them for you.”
Levi took one in both hands and studied it, very seriously, for what felt like a whole minute before he bit into it. He murmured a thank you under his breath; then he leaned across Kaasan’s arm, as Shane shifted to make room for him, and pressed his shoulder against Luca’s, small and warm, for the whole rest of the cookie.
“Right.”
Noah had the laminated map spread flat on the table, a crumb of bread stuck to one corner of it.
“Next are the giraffes. You get to feed them. It’s on a high platform, and you hold the lettuce up, and their tongues are purple. It’s like, forty centimetres long.”
Theo’s hand shot up, waving wildly.
“Fifty.”
He corrected his big brother at once, because he was six and that was his job.
Noah frowned at his little brother.
“It’s forty.”
Theo slapped his palm on the table.
“Cliff said fifty.”
Noah crossed his arms and let out a long, annoyed breath.
“Cliff is wrong sometimes.”
Cliff lowered his sandwich with a deeply wounded look.
“Cliff is sitting right here.”
He put it in mildly, around a mouthful of crumbs.
“And it’s roughly forty-five.”
Luca stopped chewing.
Giraffes. Giraffes had always been his favourite when he was little; he used to draw them in the margins of his school books, long necks curling up around the edges of maths problems. A week ago he would have told anyone who asked that they were the one thing he wasn’t ready for, because they were the one thing he had never admitted to wanting, not even to himself. He swallowed, and the cookie went down in a lump. Why was this the thing that got him? A fucking giraffe? Seriously?
Adrien’s knee pressed against his under the table.
“Hey. Okay?”
Luca nodded, a little too fast.
“Yes.”
Luca cleared his throat and tried again.
“Da. Yes.”
 
The giraffe house stood at the top of a gentle rise, a long wooden barn with a deck built out from the front at the height of a first-floor window. The queue to get up the ramp wound back on itself twice. The sun was hot on the back of Luca’s neck, and Adrien’s hand was warm in his, and above the heads of the crowd, Luca could see them: two long necks rising tall and elegant out of the paddock and turning, slow and lazy, to blink down at all the people, and his heart gave a silly little skip.
“They’re so tall …”
Theo whispered in pure awe.
Levi lifted his head to look, caught sight of the huge bull giraffe, and pressed his face straight back into Kaasan’s neck.
The deck rail had been built for adults. Luca saw it the second they reached the top: a solid wooden bar at chest height, with a gap under it for small bodies and only bare boards underneath, so the little ones would never reach. A keeper in a green polo was handing out little paper cups of lettuce leaves and warning everyone that the very small visitors might need a lift.
“Me, me, me!”
Theo was bouncing on the spot. Nick scooped him up and hoisted him onto the rail, one arm braced firmly around his middle, and Theo clutched a leaf so hard in his fist that the stem snapped. A great spotted head swung towards him. A tongue the colour of a bruised plum curled out, wrapped around the leaf, and was gone.
Theo squealed with joy. Noah squealed even louder from Nick’s other arm.
Lola went up onto Victor’s shoulders, which put her at eye level with the giraffe’s nose. She held her lettuce out in both hands, her arms stretched as far as they would go and trembling with the effort, and whispered at it.
“Big kitty?”
Victor laughed, almost silently, and the sound shook through his whole chest.
Luca stood at the rail and looked up. The giraffe was close enough that he could see its eyelashes, long, dark and thick, and the pale fuzz on its horns, and the way its nostrils flared with every breath. It looked at him. He looked back. The ache in his back faded down to a murmur. Somewhere off to his left, a keeper called out to someone not to be shy; a paper cup appeared in front of him, and Adrien’s hand settled as a warm weight at his waist.
“Go on, Angel.”
He held up the leaf.
The tongue was rough and surprisingly strong. It wrapped around the lettuce and tugged, the long neck swaying towards him with a careless grace, and then it was chewing, its jaw working sideways with steady, cow-like calm. Luca laughed. It broke out of him, helpless and completely unplanned, and Adrien’s fingers tightened on his waist.
“Lukasha.”
The voice was very small.
“Can I?”
Levi had unglued himself from Kaasan’s shoulder. He was standing on the deck with Sharky under one arm and his eyes huge, staring up at the animal that was bigger than anything he had ever seen. He didn’t ask his parents to lift him. He looked at Kaasan, then at Otousan for permission, and then, after a moment’s thought, at Cliff.
The massive man stopped dead. Then something rearranged itself across his face, softer even than before, and he crouched right down.
“You want to go up high, mini Captain?”
Levi nodded shyly.
“Da. Please. Ojisan.”
Cliff lifted him up onto his shoulders so carefully, his big face soft and amazed and very proud; one hand folded around Levi’s ankles, and the other was held up for Levi to grip. Levi’s fingers wound into Cliff’s hair. The giraffe’s head dipped towards them, curious, and, face to face with something so tall and so strange, Levi forgot to be afraid. He held out his lettuce, and the long purple tongue took it right out of his fingers.
“Kaasan.”
He looked down to find Shane’s eyes, his voice almost lost in wonder.
“It’s tickly.”
Shane had both hands pressed together under his chin. Ilya was standing behind him with an arm wrapped around his waist. Luca looked at the pair of them and had to look away.
“Hey.”
Adrien’s lips brushed his ear.
“I’ve got you. Angel, don’t you cry on a giraffe.”
Luca turned into Adrien’s hold, fighting a sharp prickle behind his eyes that he was pretending wasn’t there.
“I’m not crying.”
Adrien leaned down, his voice dropping to a gentle murmur.
“You’ve got a leaf on your shoulder.”
Luca sniffled. Very manfully. He wasn’t crying on a fucking giraffe.
“The giraffe ate it off my sleeve.”
Adrien squeezed his waist, and the warmth of him eased the ache in Luca’s back as Luca let his boyfriend take his weight, even if only for a few moments.
“Then you’re doing great, Angel.”
Luca pressed the back of his wrist against his eyes and laughed, wet and shaky, and held up another leaf.
 
The red pandas lived under a bridge, tucked away in a canopy of tall, wide trees with a mesh roof strung between the branches. By the time they got there, the sun had swung around, and the heat had gone sleepy and heavy. Luca’s feet had stopped asking questions a while ago. His back hadn’t; his back had a lot of questions, mostly about his life choices at six o’clock that morning, and Luca was choosing not to answer any of them. His back could go fuck itself.
“They sleep most of the day, so we might not see one.”
Noah issued the warning while consulting the map, frowning down at the small print.
“They’re nocturnal. Well, I can’t read that word, but it says here it means dawn and dusk.”
Cliff snorted from the back of the group.
“It means they are just lazy.”
He looked hugely pleased with himself.
“It does not. It means they are crepuscular. Is that the word you can’t read, Noah?”
Kaasan cut Cliff off without even looking at him, peering down at the map over Noah’s shoulder with his reading-the-contract face on. Cliff shut up. Everyone shut up when Kaasan used that face.
The enclosure was a tangle of branches and rope bridges and wooden platforms, and for what felt like ages Luca squinted into the leaves and couldn’t spot a single thing. Then Theo gasped and pointed, and he saw it. A russet shape was draped over a fork in the highest branch with one back leg dangling, and its stripy tail wound over its face like a scarf. It rose and fell, slowly, as it breathed. A second one was curled up on the platform underneath, chin on its paws.
“Looks like Yuki …”
Levi whispered in English, then looked up at Kaasan in alarm, his hand flying to his mouth, checking he wasn’t in trouble for it.
Shane smiled into his hair, and his whole face went warm with it.
“Well done, Lyovushka. You are right. It does look like her, a bit.”
A pleased smile broke out across the little boy’s face, shy and bright, and he ducked his head into Kaasan’s neck to hide it.
“Fluffier than Yuki.”
Adrien murmured into Luca’s ear, low enough that only Luca could hear.
“But I stand by what I said earlier.”
Luca rolled his eyes so hard it nearly hurt.
“You’re unbearable.”
He didn’t mean one word of it, and from the smug tone in his voice, Adrien knew it perfectly well.
“Mm. I carry the rucksack, though.”
Adrien pointed this out with a smug little grin, very pleased with himself.
He did. Luca hadn’t even noticed him take it off Kaasan, but there it was on Adrien’s shoulder, the sturdy straps pulled tight across that broad chest. Adrien’s other hand found the hollow of Luca’s back again, warm and steady, taking a little bit of his weight on the sly. Sneaky. Everyone in this family was so damn sneaky. It was clearly catching.
The red panda on the platform lifted its head. It had a white muzzle and dark cheeks that looked like tear tracks, and it blinked at them all in mild, sleepy reproach, plainly grumpy about being woken. Up on Victor’s shoulders, Lola clapped both hands over her mouth and whispered through her fingers.
“Foxy bear.”
Victor tipped his head right back to look up at her.
“Oui.”
He agreed with her gravely, his face perfectly serious, though his eyes were dancing.
“It is a little bit of both.”
A keeper stepped through the staff gate with a bucket of bamboo and an apple cut into quarters, and the sleeping animal in the high branch woke up instantly. It poured itself down the trunk head first, one long flow of rust-coloured fur, and sat on the rail with a quarter of apple held in both paws, nibbling at it with grave, tidy concentration.
No one breathed.
“Kaasan. It’s holding it like I do.”
Levi whispered, his eyes huge.
It was, too. The little paws were wrapped around the fruit, elbows tucked in and shoulders hunched up, exactly the way Levi held a cookie when he didn’t want anyone to hurry him. Shane’s arm tightened around him. Ilya made a noise in his throat that might have been a laugh and might have been something else entirely, and his hand came up to cover his mouth.
“Da.”
Shane murmured into Levi’s hair, then went on.
“Just like you.”
Luca stood with his hip against the rail and watched the apple disappear, bite by tiny bite. He thought, with a clarity that surprised him, that he was going to remember this for the rest of his life: the sun coming through the branches, the crunch of the fruit, and the faces of his family all turned the same way to look at one small, ridiculous, fluffy animal. He pressed his lips together hard as Adrien’s thumb brushed once over his spine.
“Raccoons next.”
Noah announced, already marching off.
“They’re right there. You can see them from here.”
They could. A low stone enclosure sat right beside the red pandas, with a shallow stream running through the middle of it and a scatter of logs and flat rocks, and the animals inside were very much awake and, from the sound of it, absolutely furious about something.
“They’re having an argument!”
Theo was thoroughly delighted.
They were. Two raccoons were squabbling over a hard-boiled egg, hunched on either side of the stream, chittering and grumbling and swiping at each other with their little black paws. The egg changed paws three times. Then a third raccoon strolled in, calm and entirely unbothered, picked the egg up off the edge of the water, and walked off with it.
“Bandit.”
Theo whispered with deep, deep respect.
“Masks.”
Lola breathed, equally reverent, patting Victor’s cheek to make sure he had seen too.
Levi had slipped down out of Kaasan’s arms to stand at the low wall, which was exactly the right height for him. He put both hands on the stone and leaned until his chin was almost resting on it, Sharky clamped under his elbow and his whole body gone still with focus. A raccoon waddled up to the edge of the stream, picked up a piece of apple and started rubbing it between its front paws, dunking it in the water and turning it over and over and over.
“It’s washing it.”
Noah pointed it out with great authority.
“They do that. They don’t have good eyes, so they feel with their hands. The water makes their paws more sensitive.”
Luca crouched down next to Levi and ignored the long, tired protest that shot through his thighs. He whispered the Russian for all of that into Levi’s ear, and Levi listened without once taking his eyes off the animal.
“It has hands.”
Levi looked up at Luca, very serious.
“Little hands. Like me.”
Luca took one of those little hands and squeezed it gently in his own much bigger one.
“Very careful hands.”
Levi nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving the stream.
“Da.”
Levi watched the raccoon lift the apple to its face, inspect it from every angle, and decide that it was acceptable.
“Lukasha. Can we come back?”
Luca’s chest went tight.
“We can come back, Lyovushka. Whenever you want.”
As if he was ever going to say no to his little brother. As if anyone in this family was. Not a fucking chance.
“With Sharky.”
Levi added it firmly, as a condition of the deal.
“With Sharky. Obviously.”
Levi gave a small, firm nod, very final, the deal done. Then his shoulders dropped. It was a little sag, but a definite one, the kind that always came right before a yawn, and Luca saw Kaasan clock it from three feet away. Shane was crouching before the yawn had even arrived, his arms already open, and Levi walked straight into them without a word and buried his forehead against Kaasan’s neck.
“Tired, Lyovushka?”
Lyovushka snuffled into Shane’s throat.
“A little bit.”
Shane cradled him close with one arm and held the other one out to Luca.
“Da. Me too. Come here, Lukasha.”
So Luca went. Of course he went; he would always go. Ilya’s hand was already at Shane’s elbow to help him stand with Levi on his hip as Luca tucked himself into Kaasan’s side, right where he fit. The little boy’s eyelids were drooping before Shane had even straightened up, one hand knotted in his collar and the other keeping a death grip on Sharky. He was fast asleep by the time they got back to the main courtyard.
 
They were nearly at the main exit when Lola stopped, her small hand tapping twice on Victor’s collarbone to make him halt. Behind a low, gravel-lined window set into the fake-stone wall, a pair of fennec foxes were curled up together in a deep hollow of sand. They were almost entirely ears; massive, pale cream triangles folded down over two small bodies tangled so tightly together that it was impossible to tell where one ended, and the other began.
“Fox kittens …”
Lola whispered with her thumb slipping into her mouth, the afternoon sleepiness finally catching up with her.
“More like big-eared mice.”
Cliff murmured from behind them, though his hand stayed right where it was, warm and steady at the base of Victor’s back.
Victor looked at the two little predators sleeping away undisturbed while the crowd drifted past the glass, and then he looked at Cliff, and his eyes went soft.
“They have the right idea.”
He spoke low, and his golden eyes moved over all the other adults; the kids had hit their limit, every one of them sleepy and content in someone’s arms.
The afternoon had gone gold at the edges of the sky. Nick shepherded his three off towards the car park, Noah still reciting raccoon facts at the back of Cliff’s head while Theo trailed along behind, finally running out of steam and dragging a half-eaten lollipop. Lola had fallen asleep on Victor’s shoulder with her hand still tangled in his chain. Cliff walked beside the two of them with his palm settled at the base of Victor’s back, and he kept his mouth shut the whole way, which Luca was fairly sure was a Cliff Marlow record. Had he finally run out of things to say? Maybe. Maybe he was saving them for later.
Luca lingered at the last bend in the path.
The zoo spread out behind him, all green and noise and the little flags snapping on the lampposts. He took the map out of his pocket. It was creased now, a bit greasy at one corner where a cookie had landed on it, with Noah’s tiny, careful pencil marks scribbled all over the reef building. Someone had drawn a giraffe in the margin. Luca had a horrible suspicion it had been him, at lunch, without noticing.
“Hey.”
Adrien’s arm slid around his waist.
“Keeping it?”
Luca leaned into him, his eyes just a little damp around the edges.
“Yeah.”
Adrien tightened his grip and pulled Luca in close against his side.
“Good. First-timers get the map. It’s the rule.”
Luca brushed his lips against the underside of Adrien’s jaw.
“It’s a rule?”
Adrien laughed into his hair. Luca folded the map carefully into his back pocket, took his boyfriend’s hand, and went to find the car.
 
The drive home was lazy, the sun pouring low and golden through the windows as the heat finally drained out of the afternoon. The light came in long bars that slid across Levi’s face and off again. He had been asleep since the gates, wedged into Luca’s side with Sharky crushed under his chin and one little fist wound into the hem of the linen shirt, and Luca had stopped trying to ease it free. His own head had ended up on Adrien’s shoulder somewhere past the second roundabout, and Adrien’s arm had come around him without a word, heavy and warm across his ribs.
Kaasan and Otousan were talking in the front, in Russian, too low for Luca to pick out more than the shape of it. Ilya’s voice rumbled away, and Kaasan answered with a breathy huff of laughter. Something about the red pandas. Something about Cliff’s face outside the bat house. Luca lost the thread halfway through. His back had dulled to an ache he could live with, and Adrien’s thumb was rubbing back and forth over his shoulder, and it was all far too nice to fight. It was the good kind of tired, the kind that came at the end of a long day with all of them in it.
He woke up when the tyres hit gravel. The gates were already swinging open in front of them.
“Nearly home.”
Adrien murmured into his hair.
Then Ilya’s hands went tight on the wheel.
It was a tiny thing, and Luca only caught it because he had spent a whole year learning to read Otousan’s shoulders. The easy rumble in the front stopped mid-sentence. Kaasan sat up straighter and stared out through the windscreen, and no one spoke, and the silence that followed had a sharp edge to it.
A dark grey hire car was slewed across the bottom of the drive, just outside the open gates, nose in at an angle; it had been left there to be seen. A man and a woman were standing next to it. He was heavy and soft around the middle, his arms folded over a stained jacket, rocking back and forth on his heels. She had a handbag clutched in front of her in both hands, and even from the back seat Luca could see her jaw working.
He knew them before the car had even stopped moving. How could he not?
No.
No, no, no. Not again. Not fucking again.
Not twice. Not here.
It had been less than a day. Less than a day since they had stepped out from behind those brick pillars in the car park at the Garden, under the dim, buzzing security lights, and he had gone so cold so fast that he had almost climbed inside Kaasan’s shirt. He could still hear her, that thin, shrill voice going straight through him and setting every hair on his arms on end, “Living in luxury with these perverts!” He could still hear his father bellowing at him across the tarmac, “You little parasite, look at me when I’m speaking to you!”, and his meaty hand reaching out to grab him, the way it always had when Luca was small. He had watched Otousan lift that man clean off his feet by the front of his greasy jacket and drop him like a bag of rubbish. He had heard Kaasan tell them, in that cold, quiet, terrifying voice of his, what would happen if he ever saw their faces anywhere near his sons again.
They had been told. They had been told, in so many words. They had come anyway.
And this time they had come to the house. His house. The one place he had let himself believe they could never reach.
Fuck.
His stomach dropped away, and his hands went cold. The old reflex crept up the back of his neck, the one that had kept him alive as a kid; the one that told him to keep still and keep small and never give anyone a reason. Levi stirred against him with a sleepy, wordless grumble, and Luca laid his hand over that dark head to keep him under.
“Luca?”
Adrien’s arm tightened around him.
“That is them?”
Luca swallowed. His throat had gone raw and suddenly far too dry.
“Yes.”
It was hardly even a word.
“They must have got the address from my parents.”
Adrien’s voice had gone flat. Flat and hard, and Luca could hear that it wasn’t the voice of someone about to say sorry. Of course. Last night, in that car park, there had been two sets of parents: the LaPointes in their silver car, and Luca’s own, crawling out of the shadows at the same time. The LaPointes had stood at these gates once before, screaming at Adrien. They knew exactly where this house was. It wasn’t hard to picture the four of them putting their heads together somewhere afterwards, in a bar or a car park or a cheap hotel, and Luca felt sick to his bloody stomach.
“I’ll deal with them. They’re finished, Luca. Properly finished.”
Luca was quick to reassure him; he could hear the guilt under all that ice.
“It’s not your fault.”
Adrien’s storm-grey eyes had gone hard and cold, and his jaw was clenched so tight that Luca could see the muscle jumping in it.
“No, it isn’t. That’s why it’s them I’m going to deal with.”
Ilya turned the engine off. In the sudden quiet, his eyes found Luca’s in the rear-view mirror, dark blue and very, very steady.
“Lukasha. You stay in the car.”
Luca scowled at his Otousan. He hardly ever scowled at Otousan; it felt deeply wrong, and he did it anyway.
“But I …”
Ilya’s voice came back low and heavy, rumbling all the way through the car.
“I am not asking what you want.”
It was gentle, and that was exactly what made the hair stand up on Luca’s arms. It was the voice he used on the ice right before he put someone through the boards.
“Stay with Adrien. Levi is sleeping. We will handle this.”
Kaasan hadn’t moved. His phone was in his hand, his thumb tapping at the screen, and he slid it into his pocket without even looking down. The screen lit the fabric from the inside for a second, and then went dark.
“Ilyusha. Park where the camera can see us. Slowly. Let them come to us.”
Ilya obeyed.
“Da.”
Otousan rolled the car forward through the gates another 15 feet and stopped it square in front of the gatepost. Luca knew what sat on top of that post: a small grey camera, angled down at the drive. He hadn’t thought about it once since the day he moved in.
He was thinking about it now.
Last night there had been no camera. There had been a dim, half-empty car park and a row of buzzing security lights, and the only people who had seen Otousan lift a man off his feet were the two families screaming at them and the five of them trying to get into their car. Their word against two drunks and their sob story. Kaasan had clearly been thinking about that too, possibly all night, possibly while he was cutting fruit for breakfast, and he wasn’t going to let it be their word against anyone’s ever again. Whatever happened next, it was going to happen in front of a lens. Let the bastards come. Let them come right up the drive and say every single thing they wanted to, on the record.
Kaasan was angry, yes. But more than angry, Kaasan was planning.
Luca had seen what happened to people when Kaasan made plans.
Kaasan got out first, in no hurry at all, smoothing down the front of his shirt, and stood on the gravel with his hands loose at his sides. Ilya came around the bonnet and stopped at his shoulder. Two broad backs against the low sun, the small one and the massive one, and Luca’s pulse hammering in his throat.
The man was already walking towards them with that sullen, swaggering stride that Luca had learned to flinch away from before he had even learned to read. He didn’t stop at the edge of the drive. He walked straight through the open gates and onto the gravel as if he owned it, and the smell of him reached the car even through the glass: stale smoke and cheap gin and the sour stink of a flat that never got aired. Luca knew that smell. It lived in the back of his throat. He hadn’t smelled it properly in years, and last night he had smelled it twice, and now here it was again, in his home. In his fucking home.
“There he is.”
He wasn’t looking at either of Luca’s parents. He was looking straight past them, at the tinted back windows.
“Hiding behind your new family. Come out here, worthless boy. We’ve been standing here waiting for hours.”
Shane’s head came up, and those chocolate eyes went cold.
“This is private property, Mr Haas.”
Kaasan’s voice carried perfectly, polite and cool and very Canadian, every word so careful and so even that Luca’s skin prickled.
“You are standing on it. I would like you to step back to the road.”
There was a nasty snort in reply.
“I’m here for my son.”
Shane’s voice didn’t move an inch.
“Your son isn’t here.”
Rage was building on that ruddy face, the colour creeping up his thick neck and his nostrils flaring.
“The hell he isn’t. You’re a lying faggot.”
A thick finger jabbed towards the car windows.
“He owes us. You know what that kid cost us? Feeding him, clothing him, putting up with his shit, and now he’s got a contract and a ring, and you think we don’t get a cut?”
Luca flinched all the way down his spine. His face burned with a hot, childish shame that came from somewhere so far down that nothing he knew now could reach it; somewhere 9 years old and standing in a kitchen doorway waiting to be told what he had done wrong this time. Adrien’s hand closed over his and squeezed, hard.
“Don’t listen to him. Angel. Don’t.”
The woman had stepped up beside her husband. Her voice was thin and fast and shaky.
“Luca. Luca, sweetheart …”
It lasted all of two seconds. She had borrowed that word from somewhere, and it didn’t fit in her mouth, and she must have known it, because it turned straight back into a screech.
“… we know what that contract’s worth! You owe us for your upbringing! Living in luxury with these perverts, thinking you’re too good for your own blood!”
The same fucking words.
The exact same words as last night, almost to the letter; she must have rehearsed them in the hire car on the way over, over and over, and Luca’s hands curled into fists in his lap. Luca’s stomach turned over. They had nothing else. They had driven to his home, waited for hours on his drive, and they hadn’t a single new thing to say to him; just the same tired script about money and blood, played a little louder, in a nicer place.
Some small, cold part of him, a part he didn’t recognise, thought: that’s all they are. That’s all they have ever been.
Again, Shane stepped in.
“Mrs Haas.”
Kaasan didn’t raise his voice. He never needed to.
“I am going to ask you to stop talking.”
She snapped at him, her chipped nails curling into her palms and her whole body leaning forward.
“Don’t you tell me what to …”
Kaasan cut through her smoothly.
“You have no legal standing here.”
His voice stayed perfectly level. The lack of anger, the fact that no one on their side was shouting back, was very obviously making the two of them shake with barely contained fury. They wanted a fight. They wanted someone to swing first. Kaasan wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.
“A name on a jersey is what the internet has seen. What the courts have seen is the paperwork. Luca Hollander-Rozanov is an adult, and he is my son, legally and in every other way. Neither of your names is on a single document concerning him. You weren’t informed because you didn’t need to be.”
Her face went blank. Then it crumpled in on itself.
“You faggots stole him.”
The man took another step forward. He was heavier set than Otousan, but gone soft the way people do when drinking is all they have done for years, and he planted himself one pace away and shoved his face up into Ilya’s, lips peeled back from yellow teeth.
“Think you can play dad to a boy who isn’t yours?”
A fat, nicotine-stained finger poked hard at Otousan’s chest, and Luca felt it in his own ribs.
“I am his father.”
Ilya’s English was heavy with his accent and all that contained anger, measured and careful, every word slow and deliberate, and Luca knew that voice; it was the one that meant someone was about to get hurt.
“You are not. You are a shit father. A very bad one. And now you are nothing.”
The man swung.
It was a clumsy punch, wild and fast, with years of bar-room temper behind it. Luca heard himself shout out loud. Otousan didn’t duck. He didn’t even put his hands up. His head snapped around with the force of the blow; the fist cracked off his cheekbone with a flat, wet sound, and yet his feet stayed exactly where they had been planted.
No one moved.
Ilya turned his face back around. A red mark was already coming up along his cheekbone, and his mouth was calm. He looked at the fist hanging in the air between them, and whatever warmth he had been holding on to drained right out of his face.
“Thank you … That was on camera.”
Oh.
Oh, Kaasan. Oh, you sneaky, brilliant, terrifying man. Holy shit.
The man had just about enough time to breathe in.
It was over fast, and it wasn’t loud. Ilya’s left hand caught the swinging wrist and twisted it around like a stiff tap; his right hand slid under the elbow. The man’s boots left the gravel, and he went over the bonnet of his own hire car, face down, and the metal boomed once under his chest. His cheek was squashed flat against the paintwork, his arm held high behind his back. He didn’t make a sound. He didn’t seem able to.
Ilya bent over him and spoke so low that Luca had to read it off his lips more than hear it.
“I have been hit by men who were paid to hurt me. You are a drunk with a temper. I could take this arm out of its socket, snap it in half and not even breathe hard.”
He paused and let that sink in.
“I will not. My son is watching, and he has seen enough of what men like you do. Do you understand?”
The man made a strangled noise.
“Do you understand my English, da?”
He stuttered something out that Luca could barely hear.
“Yes. Yes, I …”
Ilya pressed him down, harder, one last time.
“Good.”
He let go carefully, keeping one hand under the elbow so the arm didn’t jerk, and stepped back. The man slid down the side of the car until his knees hit the gravel, and he stayed there with a hand clamped to his shoulder, wheezing and red-faced and suddenly very small.
The woman had gone grey. She looked at her husband on the ground, at the bruise swelling on Otousan’s face, and at Kaasan, and she took a step backwards.
“Luca.”
Kaasan hadn’t turned around. He spoke over his shoulder, at a perfectly normal volume, and somehow it reached Luca through the glass anyway, and went straight into his chest.
“Lukasha. Come here, please. I need you.”
Luca’s heart jumped into his throat, and his hand was already on the door handle before his brain had caught up with it.
“You don’t have to.”
Adrien murmured against his hair, low and steady and furious all at once; Luca could hear that he meant it. If Luca stayed in the car, Adrien would sit there with him all night.
“I know.”
Luca’s hands were still shaking, but the fear had gone strangely flat and thin, and underneath it something steadier was pushing up, warm and stubborn.
“But I want to.”
Between them, they worked Levi’s sleeping weight out of the seat and into Luca’s arms. Levi sighed and burrowed into his neck, warm and heavy and boneless, and didn’t wake. Luca crossed the drive with his little brother’s breath against his throat and Adrien one step behind him; his back pulled with every stride, and his legs didn’t feel entirely like his own.
He went anyway. Kaasan had called him, and he went.
Kaasan’s arm came around his waist the moment he was close enough, firm and sure, and drew him in against his side and a little bit behind his shoulder. Otousan stood on Luca’s other side, a solid wall of heat and muscle. Levi was tucked between all three of them, where nothing in the world could reach him.
“Mrs Haas.”
Shane’s voice was cold and calm.
“Look at him.”
She didn’t want to. Her eyes slid away to the gate, the gravel, the hire car. Then they landed on Luca, and on the small dark head tucked under his chin, and her mouth twisted.
“He is 18 years old. He cooks dinner with his family on his days off. He bakes specialised recipes because three of us do not handle sugar well. He translates for a little boy who can’t yet tell others what frightens him. When someone raises their voice, he flinches, and then he apologises for flinching. Do you know who taught him that? You did. It’s the only thing you ever gave him.”
She hissed, her talons hooked and trembling.
“We raised him …”
Kaasan tightened his arm around Luca’s waist.
“You kept him. That isn’t the same thing.”
His voice stayed even, every word cut clean.
“A man who hits his child isn’t strong, and a woman who stands by and watches isn’t a mother. He ran to his grandfather’s house because it was safer than his own home. Think about that. A child looked at a spare room in an old man’s house and decided it was safer than his own parents.”
The woman made a small, hurt sound.
“I haven’t finished.”
Shane didn’t even blink.
“You are disgusting. I want you to hear me say it, so that when you’re alone you hear it in my voice and not your own. He loved you. That’s the worst part, and you know it. He was loyal to you, and you spent that on drink and card tables. You didn’t deserve him for one day, and now you haven’t got him at all, and that is no one’s fault but yours.”
She let out a strangled, high noise of disbelief.
“You can’t talk to us …”
But of course Kaasan could. And he would. And hell, he did.
“He has a family now who will never ask him what he owes. A home. A name. People who would stand in front of a car for him, people who would bury those that dared to lift a hand to him. You will be a story he tells a therapist one day, and after that you’ll be a line on a form, and after that nothing.”
He tilted his head, very slightly, the way Yuki did right before she swatted something off a table.
“If I were you, I would crawl into a very small hole and stay there. I would think about what I did until I couldn’t stand the sound of my own name. And on the nights when the money’s gone, and the drink’s gone, and there’s no one left in the room, I would remember this boy and know exactly whose fault it was.”
Her face had gone the colour of putty. Her mouth opened and shut. For one second her face crumpled, her hand going flat against her chest, and Luca couldn’t tell whether the noise that came out of her was a sob or a gasp.
“He’s mine now.”
Kaasan stated it as a plain fact, the way he would read out the score.
“Get off my property.”
Ilya folded his arms over his chest.
“There are cameras on the gate and on the drive. My husband has a recording running in his pocket. We are going to the police tonight, and our lawyer will write to you. Do not make him come and find you.”
So that was what Kaasan had been doing on his phone. Of course it was. Of course he fucking had.
The man had got back onto his feet, swaying, clutching his shoulder. He looked at his wife, who was already scuttling back to the car. Then he looked at Luca. For a moment their eyes met, and Luca braced for it: the hot, sick dread, the cold, silent promise that he would pay for this later.
It didn’t come.
There was only a dirty, sour man in a stained jacket who had seemed massive once, a long time ago, in a much smaller house. He turned and followed his wife without another word.
 
The hire car reversed out onto the road in a spray of gravel and was gone.
A blackbird started up somewhere in the hedge, bright and cheerful and completely oblivious. Luca was still standing exactly where Kaasan had caught him, his arm around Levi gone stiff and aching, his heart slamming against his ribs.
Then his knees went.
Not all the way. Adrien’s hands were there before he could drop, one at his waist and one under Levi, and Kaasan’s palm cupped the back of his head and pulled his forehead down onto his shoulder.
“Ich hab dich.”
Kaasan murmured it low, in German, as he did whenever Russian alone wasn’t enough.
“I’ve got you, Lukasha.”
Luca dragged his voice up from somewhere near his churning stomach.
“I thought …”
His voice cracked, and he had to swallow twice before he could try again.
“I thought it was going to be like before.”
Kaasan pulled him in close again, holding both him and Levi up against that strong chest.
“I know.”
Tears had gathered at the corners of Luca’s eyes; he couldn’t help it, and he didn’t try very hard.
“You said I was yours. You said it so many times. I know you meant it, I did, I just …”
A kiss was pressed into his hair.
“I know, love.”
Kaasan’s voice shook once, and then steadied.
“It takes a long time for it to sink in, Lukasha. We have time.”
Luca stood with his face pressed into Kaasan’s shoulder, breathing in sea salt and coconut, the warmth of Kaasan’s neck against his nose and that strong hand still cupping his head. He had believed them. He had, every single time they told him. But some small part of him had always been waiting for the catch; some part that was still standing in a corner somewhere, 9 years old, with its back very straight. He had just watched Kaasan call him “mine” to the two people who should have had the best claim on him in the world, and there had been no catch. There was no catch. The waiting had stopped. Just like that. Was this what normal people felt like? All the time? Fuck.
Otousan’s hand came down on the back of his neck, big and warm. His cheek was bright red and already swelling, and he didn’t seem to have noticed.
“Otousan, your face …”
Luca had to choke back a fresh wave of tears.
“It’s fine. It is good for the video.”
He very nearly smiled. Luca was almost certain Otousan was proud of himself.
“Inside. Adrien, take him upstairs. I will phone the police. Lyubimyy, you will ice this for me, da?”
Kaasan gave him a look, warm and exasperated and so full of love it was almost embarrassing to stand next to.
“I’ll ice it after we’ve fed Anya and Yuki.”
Adrien lifted Levi out of Luca’s arms and passed him across to Kaasan, and the little boy still didn’t wake. Then Adrien’s arms came around Luca from behind, and Luca leaned back into the solid warmth of his chest and let it hold him up.
“Come on, Angel. Upstairs.”
 
Adrien kept his mouth shut until the bedroom door was closed behind them.
Then he sat Luca down on the edge of the bed and got down on the carpet to take off his shoes, and his hands weren’t quite steady on the laces. Luca watched those big, clever fingers fumble a knot that they could have undone blindfolded on any other day, and something in his chest pulled tight.
“I’m going to ring my mother tomorrow. I’m going to tell her she and my father don’t have a son any more. And I’m not going to be sorry.”
Luca’s heart sank. None of this was his boyfriend’s fault, and he hated, hated, that Adrien was kneeling on the floor carrying it anyway. Fuck them. Fuck all four of them.
“Adrien.”
Those storm-grey eyes were dark and churning with so many feelings at once that Luca couldn’t keep up with them all.
“I’m not going to be sorry, Luca.”
His voice was firm and immovable. Adrien had made up his mind, and there would be no talking him out of it; Luca had seen that exact set to his jaw on the ice, right before he went through someone twice his size.
“I know.”
Luca took Adrien’s face in both hands. Adrien’s jaw was tight under his palms, his grey eyes wet and furious and fixed on Luca, and Luca’s heart gave one hard thump. The shaking hadn’t stopped. It had only moved lower, down into his stomach and his thighs, into a restless, humming need to be pinned down somewhere solid until it all went quiet.
“Adrien. I don’t want to think any more.”
Adrien’s hands came up, gentle, and smoothed down his arms.
“Okay. Okay, we’ll just lie down.”
Luca pushed back a little, his fingers trembling against Adrien’s chest.
“No.”
He swallowed. His face was heating up, and he made himself keep looking anyway.
“I want you. I need something that’s mine, and I need it to be you.”
Adrien stopped breathing for a second. Luca felt it under his hands.
“Luca. After today …”
Luca shook his head before Adrien could finish.
“I know what today was. That’s why.”
The words shook, but they held.
“You always tell me to use my words. So, yes. I’m sure. Bitte, Liebling.”
Adrien searched his face for what felt like a whole minute, his thumb brushing over the rise of Luca’s cheekbone, back and forth. Whatever he found there made the breath leave him in a slow, unsteady rush.
“If it’s too much, you say stop, and I stop. Straight away.”
Luca nodded.
“I know.”
Adrien held firm. He tilted Luca’s chin up so that he had no choice but to look straight at him.
“Say it.”
Luca whined, low in his throat. He hated being made to say things out loud. He loved it too, which was the whole damn problem.
“Stop. I’ll say stop.”
Heat flared in those grey eyes, and Adrien kissed him for it, a reward.
“Good boy.”
It was low and rough, and it sent a hot shiver racing all the way down Luca’s spine and pooling heavy in his belly. Fuck. Every time. It got him every single time, and Adrien knew it.
Adrien rose up on his knees, and Luca tipped his head back, and the kiss was nothing like the morning’s. It was long and deep, Adrien’s tongue stroking into his mouth, slow and thorough and in no rush at all, one big palm cradling the back of his skull. Luca fisted both hands in his shirt and kissed him back hard, and a low, shaky sound escaped him when Adrien’s teeth caught his bottom lip and tugged.
The linen shirt came off first.
Adrien undid it one button at a time, slowly, parting the cloth over all the dark marks he had left that morning and the night before, and pressed his mouth to each one in turn, so gentle that Luca’s breath hitched every time. Luca’s skin was tight and oversensitive; every brush of those hockey-rough fingers sent sparks fizzing under his skin and made his stomach jump and quiver. Adrien eased him back onto the clean sheets and drew the T-shirt up and off over his head, and the cool air raised goosebumps right across his stomach, and Adrien’s hot palms followed them, heavy and sure, all the way from his ribs to his hips.
“Look at me.”
Luca looked.
Adrien stripped the rest of his clothes away without once taking his eyes off Luca’s face, and only then, slowly, did he let himself look at all of him. Luca lay naked in the late gold light with his cock hard and heavy against his stomach and his thighs trembling, and burned from his cheekbones all the way down to his chest. He was blushing everywhere. He knew he was. There was no hiding it, not with skin like his.
“I’m going to take my time with you.”
Adrien made it a promise, low and sure.
“Every inch. And you’re not going to think about anything but me.”
He started at Luca’s mouth. He kissed him until Luca’s lips felt bruised and swollen, then moved on to his jaw, then the soft skin just under his ear, where he stopped and sucked, long and deliberate, until a hot bloom of pressure dragged a whimper up out of Luca’s throat. Then he pulled back to look at the mark and hummed, low and satisfied.
“Mine.”
Adrien growled against the bruise, and Luca felt it right down to his toes.
“Yours.”
Luca breathed it out. There wasn’t a single part of him that wanted to argue.
Adrien moved lower. His mouth found the dip of Luca’s collarbone and the pulse jumping under it, and teeth followed, a sharp, bright sting soothed straight away by a wet stroke of tongue. Luca’s back arched up off the sheets. Another mark, on his chest. Another along his ribs, where the skin was thin and sensitive and every nerve fired at once. His hands had found their way into Adrien’s hair, and he couldn’t remember reaching for it.
“Don’t think. Just feel.”
Adrien murmured over the fresh mark on his ribs, his breath hot on the wet skin.
“I’m not.”
Luca gasped it.
“I can’t. There’s nothing else.”
Adrien smiled against his skin; Luca could feel it.
“Good.”
Then Adrien’s mouth closed over a nipple, and Luca’s whole body jerked like he had been shocked. Adrien worried at it with his tongue, then his teeth, then drew on it in one long, wet pull that Luca felt in his cock, in his hole, in the backs of his knees. A broad palm slid down to cup his hip and pin it to the mattress. Adrien worked his way across to the other side and gave it the exact same patient, merciless attention, until both nipples were swollen and puffy and wet with spit. Was this payback for something? It had to be. Luca writhed. The hand on his hip only tightened, and being held down like that made something low in his belly clench with want.
“Adrien … please.”
There was a low growl in answer.
“Not yet.”
Adrien’s lips trailed down the centre of Luca’s stomach, over the taut muscle, and dipped into his navel with a flick of his tongue. The scrape of stubble across his hip bone made Luca’s thighs fall open all on their own. Adrien set his teeth to the sharp ridge of that bone and sucked until the skin burned, then moved across to the other side and did it all again. Luca’s cock lay leaking against his belly, completely untouched, a pearl of pre-come sliding down to pool in the crease of his thigh. Adrien ignored it entirely. He bent Luca’s knee up and out instead and put his mouth on the soft, pale skin of his inner thigh.
“Oh, fuck …”
Teeth. A long, slow suck. Luca felt every second of it: the wet heat, the drag of lips, the stinging pressure that bloomed and spread until he was sure it would leave a bruise the size of a palm. Adrien kissed it better, then picked a new spot an inch higher, closer, and started again. By the third mark, Luca was shaking. Small, helpless noises were falling out of him; his fingers clawed at the sheets, and his hips kept lifting helplessly off the bed, chasing a touch Adrien wouldn’t give him.
“Look at you.”
Adrien’s voice was rough, his breath hot against the crease of Luca’s thigh, right where it met his balls.
“You’re all marked up. All mine. Does it feel like anyone else has ever touched you?”
Luca shook his head against the pillow, frantic.
“No.”
Luca gasped the word out. He could barely speak.
“Tell me what you can feel.”
It was a low, rumbling command, and Luca’s cock twitched at it.
“You.”
The word cracked in half on its way out.
“Your mouth. Your hands. Your … everything.”
He reached for him, needing skin, and found the thick muscle of Adrien’s shoulder and sank his nails in. When Adrien came back up the bed to kiss him, Luca turned his head and bit down on the curve of that shoulder, hard, and felt Adrien’s whole body shudder against him. He sucked until he tasted salt, until a mark came up dark and angry against all that tanned skin. Adrien groaned into his hair.
“Yes. Leave it. I want everyone to see.”
Luca moaned and worried at the skin, lapping at it, soothing the bite with his tongue.
“Again, Angel.”
Luca did as he was told, lower this time, along the ridge of Adrien’s collarbone; and then Adrien’s hand closed around his cock at last. One slow, tight stroke from root to tip tore a broken cry out of his chest. Adrien’s thumb rubbed over the slick, swollen head and spread the wetness down the shaft. Luca’s hips bucked up into that fist. He was so close already, so close it frightened him, and when he gasped as much, Adrien eased off at once and gentled him with a palm on his stomach.
“Not yet. Breathe. I’ve got you.”
Luca dragged in air and let it out in a shudder. Adrien’s palm stayed on his stomach, rising and falling with him, and that hand was the only thing keeping his hips on the mattress. Then the hand lifted. Adrien settled down between his thighs with a broad shoulder under each of Luca’s knees, and the warmth of his breath ghosted over the head of Luca’s cock.
“Adrien, I’m going to …”
He panted it, whimpering, already right there.
“I know. Not yet.”
Adrien soothed him, and then he licked. The first lick was long and flat, root to tip, and Luca’s whole spine bowed off the bed. Adrien did it again, slower. Then he closed his lips around the head and sank down in one smooth, wet slide until the tip hit the back of his throat, and Luca’s mouth fell open. He couldn’t make a single sound; there was only heat, tight and slick and impossibly good, and the low hum Adrien made when he swallowed around him, which Luca felt right through his balls.
Adrien refused to rush. He drew back until only the head was held between his lips, flicked his tongue into the slit, then sank back down, and each pass pulled a little bit more out of Luca. One broad hand clamped over his hip and kept it pinned. The other slid underneath him and gripped the swell of his ass, thumb pressing into the crease and grazing, just barely, over his hole; Luca’s thighs shook against Adrien’s shoulders. His fingers were fisted in Adrien’s hair, and he couldn’t tell any more whether he was dragging him closer or just trying to hold on.
“Oh, fuck, please, Adrien, I can’t …”
Adrien pulled off with a wet pop and rested his cheek against Luca’s thigh, panting. His lips were red and wet, and his eyes had gone completely black.
“You can. You’re doing so well. Stay with me.”
He sucked a fresh mark into the soft skin right next to Luca’s cock, then took him back into his mouth, deeper, one hand rolling his balls with a calloused, careful thumb. The pressure at the base of Luca’s spine wound tighter and tighter until his toes curled into the sheets. When his hips started to stutter, when the edge was one single breath away, Adrien drew off and pressed the heel of his hand hard against the base of Luca’s cock and held it there, held it, until the wave broke and drained away and left him shaking and wrecked and aching for more.
“There you go. Good boy. That’s it.”
Adrien murmured against his hip, and Luca nearly sobbed.
He couldn’t speak. His chest was heaving, the sheets were damp under his back, and every inch of skin that Adrien’s mouth had touched was burning.
Then the drawer opened. The lube clicked. Slick fingers circled his hole, pressing and withdrawing, around and around, until the muscle softened and fluttered under them, greedy and desperate for more. Adrien’s index finger slid in, deep and steady, and Luca’s head fell back against the pillow with a ragged moan as he clenched down around the thick intrusion. He was still a little puffy from this morning; it made everything feel ten times more.
“Breathe for me, Angel. Just like that.”
A second finger followed, scissoring him open gently. Adrien crooked them both up against his prostate and rubbed in small, patient circles, and heat shot through Luca’s groin so sharply that his hips came right up off the bed. Pre-come spilt from his cock in a hot line down his stomach. A third finger stretched him wide and full, and his head emptied of everything except pressure, and the wet, filthy sound of Adrien working him open.
“Adrien … I want you in me.”
Adrien drew his fingers out of him with an obscene little noise and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes black and wild. He undressed the rest of the way in a few quick movements, and Luca watched him over the rise of his own heaving chest: the wide span of those shoulders, the dark marks Luca had left on him, his cock thick and flushed and standing up against his belly with the head already wet. Luca’s mouth watered. He reached for it, and Adrien caught his wrist, kissed the inside of it and shook his head.
“Not this time. This time I look after you.”
He slicked himself with a few quick strokes, hissing through his teeth at his own touch, and fitted himself between Luca’s thighs. He braced one forearm beside Luca’s head and slid his other hand under Luca’s shoulders to hold him, and Luca wound both arms around his neck and both legs around his waist and clung on.
“Look at me.”
Luca did.
The fat head of Adrien’s cock pressed against his hole, pushed, and gave way, and the slow, burning stretch of him sliding inside tore a broken sound out of Luca’s throat. Adrien went in inch by inch, stopping every time Luca’s breath caught, until he was seated right to the root with his hips flush against Luca’s ass, shaking with the effort of holding still.
“Okay?”
Luca whined and pleaded with him.
“Yes … Yes … Move. Please.”
Adrien rolled his hips back and pushed in again, a deep, steady drag that rubbed right over his prostate on every stroke. Luca held on for dear life. His skin slid against Adrien’s, slick with sweat, and the weight of Adrien’s chest pinned him to the mattress, and this, this, was what he had wanted all afternoon: to be held down and held on to, both at once. His cock leaked between them, trapped and rubbing against Adrien’s stomach with every single thrust.
“That’s it, Angel. You feel so good. You’re so tight around me.”
Luca moaned and hissed out one word.
“Harder.”
The hands on his hips tightened, and Adrien groaned, low and raspy.
“You sure?”
Luca arched up and dug his nails in harder, deep enough to leave crescents.
“Adrien …”
The next thrust snapped forward so hard the headboard knocked, and Luca’s mouth fell open on a soundless gasp. Adrien set a punishing rhythm, deep and fast, his breath ragged against Luca’s ear and one big hand gripping his hip hard enough to leave fresh fingerprints over the bruises that were already there. Luca dug his nails into the hard muscle of Adrien’s back and sobbed, and clenched around the cock pounding into him, and heard himself whimpering in German, nonsense, bitte, mehr, nicht aufhören, over and over; Adrien groaned into his neck and drove in harder.
“Say it again.”
Luca had to force his mouth to work.
“Ich liebe dich.”
He felt Adrien’s cock throb inside him at the words.
“Fuck. Luca.”
Adrien’s hand slid between them and wrapped around Luca’s cock, calloused palm slick with pre-come, stroking in time with every thrust. The pressure built low in Luca’s belly, coiling tighter and tighter and tighter, and he arched off the bed with a cry as his orgasm hit him. Come spilt hot over Adrien’s fist and across his own stomach and chest; his hole spasmed around the cock buried inside him, and his whole body locked up, shuddered, and went to liquid.
Adrien followed him over with a long, shaking groan, his hips stuttering, and Luca felt the hot pulse of him filling him deep. For ages neither of them moved. Adrien’s weight pressed him down into the mattress, his heart hammering against Luca’s, his breath hot and uneven on his throat. Luca stroked the damp hair at the back of his neck, and somewhere in all that heat he found he was crying again, only this time it was the good kind, the kind that left him lighter, emptied out and warm all the way through, with Adrien’s heartbeat steady under his cheek.
“Hey.”
Adrien lifted his head, his grey eyes soft and anxious.
“Too much?”
Luca laughed, wet and shaky.
“No. It’s good. I’m just … I’m here.”
Adrien kissed the tears off his cheekbones, then his mouth, soft and lazy, and eased out of him with a careful slide that made them both wince. The emptiness hit at once. Luca whimpered and clenched on nothing and felt the warm trickle of come leaking from his hole and down the crease of his ass. His thighs were trembling, his back was one dull throb, and everything he owned had gone loose.
Adrien started to shift away, probably for a cloth, probably to look after him, because that was what Adrien did. Luca’s hand shot out and caught his wrist.
“Bleib.”
Adrien stopped dead. He always did, for that word.
“Stay … don’t go anywhere.”
Luca mumbled again in English, in case the German hadn’t been clear enough. It had been. It always was.
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Adrien’s voice was rough, his mouth moving against the inside of Luca’s wrist.
“And I’m not finished with you yet.”
Luca let out a small, startled cry.
“I can’t. I’m too …”
Adrien brushed a gentle kiss over his skin.
“I know. Just trust me, Angel. It’ll be slow. Just let me.”
He slid back down the bed and settled between Luca’s thighs again. Luca’s cock had gone soft and painfully sensitive, and the first brush of Adrien’s tongue made him flinch and gasp, but Adrien only gentled him, a warm palm on his stomach, soft licks along the underside, lips pressing kisses to the oversensitive head until the flinching melted into a shuddering sigh. Blood crept back into him. It was slower this time, deeper, a heavy ache that pooled low and spread out through his hips.
Two fingers slid back into his hole, easy now, because he was so slick and so open, wet with lube and Adrien’s come, and they curled up to find his prostate. Luca’s back arched. His fingers found Adrien’s hair, and his thighs fell wide, and the filthy, wet slide of Adrien’s mouth on his cock and the slow press of those fingers inside him were almost too much and nowhere near enough. He could feel every mark Adrien had left on him, throbbing on his throat, his ribs, the insides of his thighs, and under all of it, Adrien’s tongue, patient and steady, drawing him up and up and up.
“Adrien. Adrien, I’m …”
The heat was coiling low in his belly again, slow and heavy, making his thighs shake against Adrien’s shoulders.
“Come for me. Let go.”
So he did.
His orgasm didn’t crash this time. It rolled through him, long and deep and almost painful, from his prostate through his cock and all the way down his legs, and he came with a cracked, shaking sob. Adrien swallowed every drop, his hands steady on Luca’s hips, and worked him through it until Luca whimpered and pushed weakly at his shoulder.
Adrien let him go and crawled back up the bed, and Luca dragged him down by the back of the neck and kissed him, tasting salt and himself on his tongue. His whole body was trembling. When he looked down the length of himself, there were dark marks on his throat and his ribs and his hips and the pale insides of both thighs, and he found that he was smiling up at the ceiling like a fucking idiot.
“Okay?”
Adrien murmured against his lips.
“Yes.”
It was nothing but breath.
“Don’t let go yet.”
Adrien kissed him again, softer this time.
“I won’t.”
He held him like that, heart to heart, until Luca’s breathing finally steadied.
“Shower.”
Adrien whispered into his hair, and then, when Luca groaned in protest, he bargained.
“Two minutes.”
 
Adrien came back with the water already running behind him and scooped Luca up off the bed in one easy lift, his arms flexing under Luca’s knees and back and holding him tight to his chest. Luca wound his arms around his neck, put his face into the warm hollow of his collarbone, and let himself be carried. In the shower, Adrien sat him on the little padded shelf and worked the vanilla shampoo through his hair with patient fingertips, rubbing firm little circles into his scalp until his eyes drifted shut on their own. He soaped Luca’s arms, his chest, his stomach, clearing away the come with the soft sponge; then, with a cloth and a kiss to the inside of Luca’s knee, he cleaned between his legs, gently, carefully, around his sore, swollen rim. Luca flinched, and Adrien murmured soft apologies and other soothing noises as he rinsed him with the lightest touch imaginable.
When the water ran clear, he turned off the taps and wrapped Luca up in the biggest towel they owned, the cloud-soft one Kaasan had bought them for exactly this kind of day; Luca wasn’t going to think about that too hard either. Adrien dried his hair first, then his face, then his arms and his back, patting gently rather than rubbing, slow and careful over every mark, checking Luca’s face each time he winced. He dried between every single one of Luca’s toes. Luca laughed at that, a small, startled sound, and Adrien glanced up at him with such open, helpless love on his face that Luca had to look away.
Back in the bedroom, Adrien dug out Luca’s softest sleep pants and, from his own side of the wardrobe, a black and gold tank with his 66 across the back that still smelled like cardamom and bergamot, like him. The evening was warm, so there was no hoodie this time. He fed Luca’s arms through the holes and tugged the hem down over his hips, and the tank hung loose off Luca’s shoulders and right down past his waist. Adrien’s eyes lingered on that number, and he ran his fingers through Luca’s damp hair and kissed the top of his head. Then he dressed himself in about half a minute and pulled back the clean duvet.
“In.”
Luca crawled in as best he could, which wasn’t very graceful. Adrien slid in behind him with one arm under his neck, and the other curled around his waist, and drew him back against that broad, warm chest.
“There. There you are.”
Adrien whispered against his skin, and then he kissed Luca’s cheek, and his ear, and the side of his throat, and the back of his neck, slowly, and then all over again.
“You were so brave today. I’m so proud of you, Angel. I love you.”
Luca settled closer and whispered it back.
“I love you too.”
He could hear Adrien smiling.
“I know.”
Downstairs, a door opened and shut. A phone rang. Boots crossed the hall, and Ilya’s voice went up and down, calm and clipped and very, very polite, which meant someone was in a whole world of shit. Kaasan’s footsteps followed it, with the click of Anya’s claws on the tiles and Yuki’s raspy, outraged demand for her dinner. The house was full of the people he loved, and every single one of them was exactly where they should be.
Home.
Luca’s body had gone heavy. Adrien’s hand moved in slow strokes over his hip, and there was nothing left in him to be afraid of tonight; not the car park, not the gate, not the two faces that had followed him all the way here. They had come, and they had gone, and he was still here. He was still theirs.
The last thing he felt was a kiss against his hair, and Adrien’s breathing slowing to match his own. Then his eyes closed, and sleep pulled him under.
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  Troy had been awake for thirty-one hours, and somewhere around the third coffee, his body had decided that it was done negotiating with him, thank you very much.
His ribs ached where Vegas had spent a whole fucking series trying to fold him in half like a deckchair. His knuckles were split from a concourse he barely remembered crossing. He held his hands out in front of him, just to check; they were steady, which was a lot more than he could say for the rest of him.
The Cup had been in the building the night before. He had touched it. He had stood in a locker room that stank of champagne and sweat and old tape while the whole team took turns hoisting it over their heads and howling like idiots, and when it had been his turn, he had wrapped both hands around that cold silver bowl and felt fuck all. Nothing. Just a strange, ringing sort of quiet behind his breastbone, his ears buzzing with it, his fingers numb on the metal while everyone around him screamed his name and slapped his back, and some small, scared part of him waiting to feel what they all felt.
Which was fine. He was fine. Was he fine? He was fucking fine.
He was sitting in a swivel chair that was too small for him, in an office that smelled like Harris’s sweet apple hand cream, which was its own special kind of torture, staring at a stranger’s cactus on top of the filing cabinet because it was a lot easier than staring at the man beside him. The cactus didn’t care what Troy looked like. The cactus didn’t have freckles.
Harris had dragged his own chair around to sit next to Troy’s, close enough that their knees were about three inches apart. Troy’s entire right leg had known about it since the second he sat down.
“Sorry. It’s usually connected by now.”
Harris flicked a glance at the laptop, then at Troy, then at the laptop again, and a pink flush spread under the freckles across his nose. His dark ginger hair had been shoved back off his forehead so many times that it stood up in untidy little waves, and there was a pen tucked behind his ear that he had clearly forgotten all about.
He wore a green knitted jumper the exact colour of his eyes, the sleeves pushed up to the elbows, and the collar of a pale shirt rumpled underneath it, one point folded in on itself and the other sticking up, and Troy’s fingers itched with the stupid urge to reach over and fix it. He looked like he had slept even less than Troy had. At twenty-two, he could still pass for about nineteen when he was tired.
“You said that already.”
Troy muttered to the cactus, drier than he had meant to, all gravel and dust, but Harris’s mouth twitched at one corner, so it was probably all right. Probably. He had been trying very hard, lately, to sound less like a bastard. Some days it even worked.
“I did, didn’t I? I’m just … n…nervous about Sam Winchester. He’s very good, and I do not want to be the reason he has to repeat anything.”
Harris tugged at the cuff of his jumper, the knuckles of his other hand gone pale around the pen he had only just remembered and plucked out from behind his ear.
“He’s a lawyer. Repeating things is the whole job.”
Troy kept his eyes firmly on the cactus, though his own mouth was threatening to do something it hadn’t done in a while.
“That’s actually a very good point.”
Harris blinked at him, startled into a half-laugh, and Troy watched some of the tension slide out of the broad, green-wrapped shoulders, just a little; just enough.
The laptop chimed. Harris jumped about a foot in his chair, hit a key, and the screen split into three neat boxes.
Freya filled the first one. She was in her car, by the look of the headrest behind her, her thin gold glasses shoved up into her silver-blonde hair and a phone clamped between her ear and her shoulder, and she looked exactly as knackered as every other living soul in the building. Had Troy ever seen Freya Robins look knackered before? Fuck, no. It was unsettling, like seeing a teacher in a supermarket.
The second box stayed blank a moment longer. Then a man appeared against a wall of leather-bound books, so tall that even sitting down he had to tip his head to stay in frame. He couldn’t have been much past twenty-five, or at least he didn’t look it: dark hair, sharp cheekbones, a clean jaw, a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled and the tie pulled loose. Handsome, Troy noted, without much interest at all, which was a new and interesting thing about himself that he didn’t have the brain space to examine right now. A plain gold band caught the light on the man’s left hand, and a mug with a cartoon cat on it sat by his elbow, which did a lot to take the edge off the books.
Samuel Winchester looked young enough to be someone’s brand new intern, and he spoke like he had been polite to loads of difficult people over the years and kept very careful notes on every single one of them.
“Good afternoon, both. Troy, I don’t think we’ve met properly. Sam. Thank you for coming in on what I imagine is a day you would rather spend face down on something soft.”
Sam’s smile was quick and warm, even through the stutter of the lag, and it reached his eyes, which Troy hadn’t expected from a lawyer.
“It’s fine.”
Troy managed a stiff little shake of his head, which was as close to manners as he could get on thirty-one hours.
Sam’s mouth only curved, entirely unbothered by Troy’s best impression of a brick, and he tipped his head, his eyes crinkling, pleased, almost fond, and Troy didn’t know what the fuck to do with that from a man he had met thirty seconds ago.
“It is, however, very kind.”
Troy found himself liking the man a little, against his will, which was annoying; he had been fully prepared to hate every lawyer in the building on principle.
Beside him, Harris had started clicking the pen against his thumb in a quick, anxious rhythm. Troy wanted to reach over and put his hand on top of Harris’s and make it stop. He kept his own hand on his thigh, where it belonged.
Sam folded his hands on the desk in front of him, calm as anything; he had clearly delivered bad news in far worse rooms than this one.
“I will be brief. Shane and Ilya rang me at a quarter to one this morning, which, for the record, is a perfectly civilised hour for people who have just won a championship and had a rather difficult evening afterwards. I have spent the time since on the phone with the arena, the city police, the league’s interim office and a very unhappy man from Vegas’s front office. I am going to tell you what I know and what I intend to do, and I would like you both to interrupt me if anything does not sit right. Freya, you as well.”
The way he said “a rather difficult evening” made Troy want to laugh and also maybe throw up. That was one way of putting it. Another way of putting it was that it had been a total fucking shit show, with beer and fists and Kent’s purple face in it.
“Obviously.”
Freya’s voice came dry and clipped from behind the steering wheel, one manicured nail tapping away at the rim in a sharp, impatient rhythm that Troy could hear even through the tinny little speaker.
Sam gave a small nod of satisfaction, his shoulders settling, his folded hands relaxing on the desk; that was clearly exactly the answer he had been hoping for.
“Good. First. The security failure.”
The words sucked the air straight out of the room. No one on either side of the screen moved.
Sam’s expression didn’t change in the slightest as he went on.
“Kent was on the ice for the post-game ceremony as part of Vegas’s contingent. He was not supposed to be anywhere near a position to approach Luca. A cordon that should have separated the two teams’ family sections was removed early, without sign-off, by an arena staff member who has since been suspended. That is serious, but it is not the heart of it. The heart of it is that the same arena’s security team then allowed a group of ticketed Vegas fans to move to the south concourse with beer, in numbers, while the Bears’ players and their families were being walked through that very space. I have the footage of the exact moment the doors were opened. I have the staffing log. I will be sending both to the arena’s legal counsel with a polite letter at five o’clock, and the letter will use the word negligence twice.”
Twice. Who knew you could be that frightening with one bloody word? He was learning a lot today.
Freya made a small, deeply satisfied noise in her car.
Sam didn’t so much as blink at it; he just carried on, smooth as fresh ice.
“I will not be filing against the Bears’ own security staff. They acted well in a bad situation, and the failure sits on the arena’s side of the contract. What I will be doing is making sure no one who works for this team ever has to stand in a corridor like that again without a plan. Shane and Ilya want a protocol written before next season. Freya, I would like that to come from your office with my input.”
Of course they did. Of course Shane and Ilya, at a quarter to one in the morning with the Cup still dripping champagne, had rung their lawyer to make sure no one on the team ever had to do that again. Troy wasn’t even surprised anymore. That was just what they did, those two; they looked at a mess and started building a fence around everyone they loved.
“Already drafting. Harris is helping.”
Freya was already thumbing at something just off screen, her glasses sliding down her nose.
“I’m helping.”
Harris agreed a touch too fast, nodding over and over, his knee jiggling hard enough that Troy could feel it through the gap between their chairs, and the pen started up its frantic little clicking again.
Sam let that settle for a breath, his dark eyes moving across all three of them in turn, slow and careful, lingering on each face just long enough that Troy had to fight the urge to sit up straighter.
“Second. Kent.”
Troy stopped breathing.
It was ridiculous. Fucking ridiculous. He had known this part was coming since the second Kent had lunged for Luca across the ice with his glove off and his face gone purple; his throat still went tight and cold, and his stomach dropped straight to his skates. He fixed his eyes on the cactus. Three of its spines had tiny pink ribbons tied around them, and he held on to that, to the stupid little bows, with everything he had, because the alternative was falling straight back into that tunnel.
Sam’s voice stayed level, but his gaze flicked to Troy for half a heartbeat before it moved on.
“Dallas Kent has been charged with assault. Specifically for the grab at Luca Hollander-Rozanov on the ice and for the assault of a security officer in the tunnel. Both are on camera. Both will stand. He has been released on bail, and the conditions of that bail include a no-contact order covering Luca, Shane, Ilya, Adrien and, as of nine o’clock this morning, Troy.”
Troy blinked at the screen.
“Me?”
It scraped out of him, barely a word at all, more a sound than anything.
Sam’s gaze settled on him properly then, steady and dark and not unkind.
“You were the one he named in the tunnel. The security officer’s statement is quite specific. That is not an accident, Troy. He wanted you to hear it. The order is there because I asked for it, and the judge agreed it was reasonable.”
He wanted you to hear it. Of course he fucking did. Kent never said anything by accident; Kent never did anything by accident, which was the whole bloody problem with Kent. Troy swallowed, and it hurt all the way down. His voice, when it finally came, was scraped raw and barely there, and he hated how much of himself he could hear in it.
“Thank you.”
Beside him, Harris’s pen had gone silent.
Sam waited, patient, his hands folded and his eyes kind, and Troy had the uncomfortable feeling that the man knew exactly how much a bloke could take in one go.
“It is, in fact, the third thing I would like to talk to you about, though only if you want to. Not today if you would rather not.”
Troy’s throat was tight, so tight he wasn’t sure anything would get through it. He made it anyway, because he was so fucking tired of things being decided for him in rooms he wasn’t in.
“Go on.”
He forced it out past the knot and didn’t look away from the screen. Not this time.
Sam let the words sit for a second before he went on, his folded hands still and his voice a shade lower than before.
“The Toronto matter. I have read what was in the original police report from the locker room incident, and I have spoken to Shane, who gave me a rather clear outline of what he and Ilya know. What the file is missing is a first-hand account from the person who found the messages. I am not asking for the photographs. I never want to see them. I would be perfectly happy for you to say no. But if there is ever a version of this that goes to court, an account in your own words, from the day it happened, would mean a great deal. It would mean even more to the young man on the other end of those messages, whoever he is and wherever he is now.”
The room went silent.
Troy’s pulse thudded in his split knuckles. For a heartbeat he wasn’t in Boston at all; he was back in that Toronto locker room with a phone in his hand, warm from someone else’s pocket, the same make and near enough the same model as his own, and a picture on the screen of a kid who looked about fifteen. Sixteen, it had turned out. As if that made it any fucking better. He had carried that image around for a year, heavy and cold in the pit of his stomach, waking up with it at three in the morning and eating his breakfast around it. He had never told anyone the whole of it. Not once. Not even Shane, when Shane had asked, with those dark, patient eyes that saw far too much; not even Ilya, really, though he had told Ilya more than anyone.
Then a hand settled on his forearm.
It was so light that for a second he thought he had imagined it: a warm weight just above his wrist, and the thin steel of a medical bracelet cool against his skin. Harris wasn’t looking at him. Harris was staring very pointedly at the screen, his jaw set, his cheeks gone bright red right up to his ears, and the hand on Troy’s arm was trembling.
It was the bravest fucking thing anyone had done in front of him all week.
He breathed out, long and slow, the way he had been taught to when his chest got tight. He turned his arm a fraction, just enough that Harris’s fingers slid down and caught against his palm, and then he held on, and he didn’t let go.
“Yeah.”
Sam waited, his gaze steady on the screen, and didn’t push.
Troy wanted to. That was the strangest part, wasn’t it? He actually wanted to.
“Yeah. I’ll write it. Not today, but soon. I’ll do it properly. I’ll put the date in. I want someone to read it before it goes anywhere, someone who isn’t me.”
The words came out in a rush, rough and clumsy, and Harris’s fingers tightened around his, warm and damp and shaking just a little, and held on so hard that Troy felt it all the way up his arm.
Sam’s voice had gentled, though his face had barely moved; it was all in the eyes, and in the way he leaned the smallest bit closer to his camera.
“I shall read it myself, and so will the lawyer I would like to represent you. That is my nephew, Jack Winchester. He made partner at the firm this spring; I trained him personally, and he is every bit as terrifying to the other side as I am. Thank you. That is a very brave decision.”
Trained him personally. A nephew who had just made partner. Troy did the maths, slowly, with his knackered brain, and looked at that smooth young face again; either the man had a portrait rotting in an attic somewhere, or he was a good bit older than twenty-five and just had very, very good genes. Not that it mattered. Troy shook his head, Harris’s fingers still warm in his.
“It isn’t. It’s just the right one.”
A small, rueful smile tilted Sam’s mouth, the first crack in the polish, and for a moment he looked every one of his real years.
“They are frequently the same thing.”
Freya cleared her throat in her car, a much gentler sound than her usual, and Troy saw her glasses slide back down onto her nose as she straightened up.
“Harris. Comms.”
Harris jumped like he had been poked with a stick, and the whole of him came back to life at once.
“Yes. Sorry. Right.”
He sat up straighter and scrubbed his free hand over his face; his fingers squeezed Troy’s, once, briefly, before they withdrew, and the loss of them left Troy’s palm cold and stupid and empty. Harris dragged the laptop closer and wedged a notebook into his lap with the over-bright efficiency of a man pretending very hard that his ears weren’t on fire.
“So, the clips. There are three that matter. The proposal on the ice, which is at forty million views across platforms and which I’m treating as the family’s property. I won’t touch it, not even a repost, unless Luca or Adrien say so. The second is the brawl on the concourse, which Vegas’s account has already cut to make it look like our guys started it. I have the full-length fan footage from three angles, and I’d like to put up a plain, uncaptioned thread tonight. No commentary, just the timestamped video, and let people draw their own conclusions.”
Troy watched him talk. It was a completely different Harris, this one; quick and sure, every word in its place, his pen tapping the notebook in time with his points instead of clicking in a panic. He knew his shit. He really, properly knew his shit, and it was stupidly, unreasonably attractive.
Sam leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers under his chin, thoughtful, his eyes narrowing, and it looked a lot like approval.
“I like that. Say nothing and let the footage speak. Freya?”
Freya’s voice crackled through the little speaker, her eyes already flicking to something else off-screen.
“Do it. And the third?”
Harris swallowed and glanced sideways, straight at Troy.
“The third is Troy.”
Troy’s head came around so fast his neck clicked.
Harris went red right up to his hairline.
“Not … sorry. Not in a bad way. There’s fan footage of the third-period goal, the one you set up for Luca. It’s gone around a lot, and the angle is lovely, and there are about fifty thousand comments about how you didn’t take the shot. Fans have started calling it ‘the pass.’ And there’s a clip from the tunnel, from a fan’s phone, where Ethan and Nick close in on either side of you before the fight, and …”
He trailed off, and Troy watched him chew on his bottom lip, regroup, and come at it again from another angle.
“I wanted to ask whether you wanted me to do anything with any of it. Or nothing. I’ll do nothing. I’m very good at doing nothing. It’s a skill, in my industry.”
The pass. Fifty thousand comments about the pass. Troy could feel it sitting in his chest, huge and strange and much too big to look at in a room with a lawyer in it. He didn’t want it on a thread. He didn’t want it anywhere but inside him, where he could take it out later and turn it over in the dark.
“Leave it.”
He muttered, low and flat and final, to his own knees.
Harris blinked at him, the pen frozen mid-click above his notebook.
“Leave it?”
Troy made himself look up, made himself meet those wide green eyes, and he heard his own voice soften by a fraction; it was the most he could do, right now.
“Leave it. Please.”
Harris nodded, fast, his whole face going gentle around the edges.
“Of course. Done. I won’t touch any of it.”
He scribbled something in the margin of his notebook, and Troy, who wasn’t proud of the fact that he could read upside down, saw that it looked suspiciously like leave Troy alone, leave him alone, leave him alone, in neat, slanting capitals. He had to tip his head back and study the ceiling tiles very hard to hide the sudden, stupid urge to laugh.
The call wound down in a quick handful of minutes after that, Sam running through his next steps and Freya adding corrections from the driver’s seat, and Troy found he was only following about half of it. Something had happened under his ribs. The ringing had gone, and what had taken its place was warmer and louder and a lot harder to manage.
Sam gathered his papers into a neat stack and tapped them on the desk, and the tired little smile tugging at his handsome face made him look, for the first time, like a man who also had a home to go to.
“That will do for today. Freya, go home. Harris, please make sure both of you eat, because I can see from here that neither of you has. Troy, thank you again. I am very glad you are on this team. Now, if you will excuse me, my husband has threatened to unplug the router if I take one more call before dinner, and Gabe does not make idle threats.”
Freya snorted, a gruff, fond little sound, already reaching for her ignition.
“Same.”
The screen cut to black.
The silence that came after was thick and heavy, and Troy could hear his own heartbeat in it, and Harris breathing beside him, a little too fast.
 
Troy didn’t move. He couldn’t quite make himself.
The building hummed around them: a distant door banging somewhere, a vacuum cleaner droning away on another floor, the low, endless thrum of the ventilation. Harris had gone silent beside him and closed the laptop with exaggerated care. His hand was still resting on the lid, pale freckled fingers spread against the silver, and Troy could see the pulse beating in his wrist, just above the bracelet, quick and fluttery and close enough to touch, if he only reached out.
He had spent a day and a night being a wall. A wall for the cameras, a wall for the press, a wall for a locker room full of men who had spent 40 minutes after the final horn making sure no one got within an arm’s length of him. Ethan had slung a heavy arm around his neck in the tunnel and not let go. Nick had stood so close that Troy had felt the heat of him through two layers of jersey. Troy had let them. What else was he supposed to do? And honestly, some small, wrecked part of him had needed it.
Then Luca had cut into his lane in the third, wide open, and the puck had left Troy’s stick before he had even thought about the shot.
He didn’t know why that was the thing. He really fucking didn’t. It was a pass. A good one, a clean one, tape to tape, but just a pass, and his whole life he had been taught that you took the shot because you were hungry, because you were the one who had to prove something. Kent had made them all believe that every goal was a debt; that you either paid it, or you were nothing. Troy had been paying for years. And in that one second, with Luca’s name already half out of his mouth and the kid’s blond head turning towards him, he had known that he didn’t want to pay any more. Not one more fucking cent.
It was the Cup, and the pass, and the way the whole arena had risen to its feet. It was Shane in the locker room, gripping the back of his neck hard with that small, strong hand and saying fuck all, because he didn’t have to; and Ilya looking at him over the top of the champagne like the matter was settled, like Troy was one of theirs now and that was the end of it.
It was also this man. This man in a green jumper, with a pen in his hair and a hand that shook when it touched his.
“Troy?”
Harris was watching him, his green eyes wide and uncertain behind the ginger sweep of his lashes. The blush had faded and left only the freckles behind, a scatter of pale gold across the bridge of his nose and the high points of his cheeks. Troy hadn’t noticed before how many of them there were. They ran down the side of his neck in a little constellation and vanished under his collar, and Troy wanted, very badly and very suddenly, to know where they went.
Harris blurted the next bit in a rush, his gaze skittering everywhere but Troy’s face, the heat creeping back up his throat in blotches.
“I’m sorry about the hand. I wasn’t thinking. It just … you looked as if you wanted to stop breathing, and I’m so sorry if that was too much; I should have asked first. I’m n…not usually a person who touches people in meetings. I’m usually a person who stands far away in meetings.”
Troy kept his eyes on him, though his throat bobbed, and the words came out of him lower than he meant.
“It wasn’t too much.”
Harris’s lips parted around the word, soft with surprise, and his eyes went wide and wet for half a second; Troy wondered, with a sudden hot flare of anger, how many people had made this man feel like too much.
“Oh.”
Troy had barely any words for anything on a good day, and today wasn’t a good day, and he had none at all for this. So he said it plainly and let it stand there on its own.
“It was … it helped. It was the only thing that did.”
Harris’s mouth opened a little, then closed again. Slowly, so slowly, his shoulders came down from around his ears, and a shy, startled smile spread across his whole face; it was a little bit lopsided, and it came with a dimple in his left cheek that Troy had never seen before and immediately wanted to see again.
“Oh. Good. That’s … that’s really good, actually.”
Harris murmured, a bit dazed, his fingers drifting up to touch his own lips, and the dimple came back, deeper this time.
It was a stupid, small, sweet sound, and it went straight through Troy, warm and loosening, until his shoulders came down and his fists unclenched on his thighs and he could breathe all the way to the bottom of his lungs for the first time in thirty-one hours.
He took a breath.
“Have you eaten?”
He kept his voice low and gruff, his bench voice, because that was the only way he could get anything out at all without it going all over the place.
Harris’s eyes slid up to the ceiling tiles.
“Yes.”
Troy waited and let one eyebrow lift.
“Harris.”
Harris winced, his freckled nose scrunching up, and Troy’s chest ached.
“I had a banana at six. On Thursday.”
Troy’s tone stayed bone dry, though he could feel his own eyes going soft at the edges, the traitors.
“That’s not a meal.”
Harris lifted his chin, all wounded pride.
“It’s a very good banana.”
Troy bit down on the inside of his cheek, hard, and it didn’t work. Not even a little bit. Something cracked out of him that was nearly a laugh, and he had to turn it into a cough and stand up before it got any worse.
“Come on. Sam said to feed you.”
He unfolded himself from the stupid little chair to his full height, and held out a hand.
Harris took the hand and rose a little too fast, bumping the edge of the desk with his hip.
“He said to make sure both of us ate.”
Troy steered him towards the door with a palm low on his back, trying and failing to keep his face straight.
“Then you can watch me.”
Harris whispered the answer so low that Troy wasn’t certain he had been meant to hear it at all.
“I’d like that.”
Then Harris flushed again from the collar up, and knocked his notebook clean off the desk with his elbow, and bent to pick it up with his face hidden behind his arm. Troy looked at the back of that ginger head, and at the strip of pink neck above the jumper, and thought, very clearly, oh fuck.
Oh, he was in so much trouble.
 
Harris lived in the West End, 20 minutes from the facility in evening traffic, on the twelfth floor of a glass-fronted building with a night doorman, a marble lobby and a mirrored lift that Troy was going to spend the whole ride up trying very hard not to look at himself in.
He had meant to drop him at the door. That was the plan, and it was a decent plan; he had been very proud of it on the drive over. He pulled the truck into the visitor bay, put it in park and stared at the steering wheel while Harris gathered up his satchel, his laptop, a coat he hadn’t needed all day and a stray power cable that seemed to have come from nowhere. Troy opened his mouth for the goodbye. He had it ready.
“Okay, so, I’ll …”
Harris got in first, fast, the words tripping and tumbling over one another on their way out, before Troy could get any further than that.
“Would you like to come up? Only if you want. I have to get the thread out tonight, and I’ve got eggs. And bread, from the bakery on the corner. And a kettle. I’m n…not selling it well.”
Troy dragged up half a smile, and it felt crooked and rusty on his face.
“You’re doing fine.”
Harris’s eyes searched his face, hopeful and doubtful at the same time, his fingers twisting in the strap of the satchel.
“Am I?”
Troy’s answer was a lot softer than he had meant it to be.
“Yeah.”
Which was how he ended up crossing a marble lobby behind a bloke with a laptop bag over one shoulder, nodding like a lemon at a doorman who looked entirely unsurprised by any of it, and riding twelve floors up in a mirrored lift with his heart going like it was overtime in a game seven.
The flat was nicer than he had pictured, and it was still, unmistakably, Harris’s. High ceilings, pale oak floors, and a whole wall of windows that threw the skyline across the living room in long strips of amber and blue.
The moving boxes had been unpacked and flattened and stacked neatly beside the radiator. The walls were mostly bare still, but a corkboard above the desk was crammed with printouts, sticky notes, a colour-coded schedule, and a photo of two grey-haired people grinning in front of a van full of dogs.
A denim jacket hung on the hook by the door, its lapels bristling with enamel pins. There was a shelf of battered paperbacks, a green velvet sofa with a knitted blanket thrown over the back of it, three mismatched mugs on the draining board and a small, elderly spider plant by the window that had survived the move better than most things. It was soft. That was the word. Everything in it was soft, and lived in, and kind.
Harris hovered by the door, his hands twisting themselves up in his sleeves.
“Sorry about the mess.”
Troy drifted towards the windows, his eyes sweeping the room for something, anything, out of place, and finding nothing.
“There isn’t any.”
Harris dropped his satchel, kicked off his shoes and, with one stealthy foot, nudged something small and grey out of sight under the sofa.
“There’s a bit. By the sofa. That’s a sock.”
He straightened up, pink and pleased with himself, and waved vaguely at the open-plan kitchen.
“Kettle’s through here. Do you want tea? I have tea. I also have coffee, but it comes in a jar, and Cliff says that’s a crime.”
Troy leaned a shoulder against the kitchen doorframe and folded his arms.
“Tea’s fine.”
Harris reached for the mugs, then paused with one hand on a handle and looked back at him.
“Do you take sugar?”
Troy shook his head.
“No.”
Harris glanced back over his shoulder again, the mug held to his chest.
“Milk?”
Troy kept his eyes on the kettle, and the word came out barely above a murmur, for some reason.
“Yeah.”
Harris turned back to the worktop, beaming at it like it had done something clever, and Troy could practically see him filing the answer away in one of those colour-coded folders in his head.
“Right. Good. That’s a thing I know now.”
Troy stayed where he was at the edge of the kitchen, beside the island with its two tall stools, and watched him move about. Harris did it with a fluid, fussy sort of efficiency: filling the kettle beside a small white monitor and a box of test strips that sat front and centre on the counter where he couldn’t forget them, getting the mugs down, opening a cupboard that turned out to hold eight different kinds of biscuit.
His jumper had slid off one shoulder as he reached, and his shirt collar had come undone underneath it. A narrow strip of pale, freckled skin showed above the neckline, and Troy caught himself looking at it once, and then again, and then a third time, and then he gave up counting that too.
He was bigger than Troy had expected.
Not taller. Troy had a good few inches on him, easily, and he knew exactly where Harris’s eyes landed when they were standing toe to toe, somewhere around his mouth, which was its own special kind of torture. But Harris was wide in every direction that Troy wasn’t, with the broad, comfortable, generous sort of body that took up its proper share of a room and didn’t apologise for it. Or, well. He said sorry for everything else. But not, Troy was starting to notice, for the room.
Wide shoulders under the green knit. A full, heavy chest. A soft, round belly that pressed against the edge of the counter when he leaned across it for the teabags, and a roundness at the hip that made his trousers pull tight across his thighs. His wrists were thick, his forearms freckled and strong, and when he went up on his toes and reached for the top shelf, the whole line of him stretched out long, and Troy’s mouth went completely dry.
Troy was twenty-four years old, and he had spent his whole adult life in locker rooms with blokes built like brick walls; he had spent two years in a bed with Adrian, an actor with a camera-ready jaw and a personal trainer on speed dial, who counted every meal and checked every mirror he passed, and who had once told Troy, lightly, over a salad, that he would be “a lot more photogenic if he eased off the protein.” Troy had believed him. Of course he fucking had. For most of those two years he had believed that wanting someone meant wanting them to look like a screen, and that being wanted meant staying small enough to fit in the frame.
Adrian had never looked at a plate of food the way Harris was looking at that loaf of bakery bread right now, like it was a good thing and not a problem to be managed. And had Troy ever looked at anyone the way he was looking at the curve of this man’s waist? Not once. Not fucking once.
His fingers curled hard against the doorframe. The strength of the want was startling. It had come up out of nowhere, hot and heavy and low in his stomach, and it frightened him a bit, honestly, how much of it there was. There was so much. He didn’t know where he was supposed to put it all.
Harris glanced around from the biscuit cupboard, a small frown tugging his ginger brows together.
“Are you all right?”
Troy answered far too fast, and he knew it the second it left his mouth.
“Yeah.”
Harris set the biscuit tin down on the counter and turned around properly to study him, head tilted, the way Troy imagined he studied a comment section for trouble.
“You’ve gone quiet.”
Troy shifted his weight against the frame and folded his arms tighter.
“I’m always quiet.”
Harris smiled at the toaster, a bit embarrassed.
“Yes, but you’ve gone a different kind of quiet. I’m learning the varieties.”
Learning the varieties. Like Troy was a bird. Like he was worth paying that much attention to. That did something to his chest, something sharp and sweet that he didn’t have a name for. He cleared his throat, turned away, and found a safe, sensible way to occupy his hands, which was to take the eggs out of the fridge and start cracking them into a bowl.
Harris hovered at his elbow, close enough that Troy could feel the warmth coming off him, his hands fluttering uselessly in the air, reaching for the bowl and then pulling back again before they got there.
“You don’t have to …”
Troy didn’t look up from the eggs.
“I want to.”
Harris’s protest was thin and shaky, already half laughing at itself.
“You’re a guest.”
Troy set the bowl down, wiped his fingers on a tea towel and turned his head to look at him properly.
“Sit down, Harris.”
It was the voice he used on the ice when he wanted a winger to pick up a loose man, low and even and absolutely not up for debate. Harris stared at him. Then, slowly, with a look on his face that Troy couldn’t read at all, he went and sat on the stool at the counter and tucked his sock-clad feet up on the rung.
He sounded a bit breathless when he answered, and one of his hands had fisted itself in the cuff of his own sleeve.
“Okay. Yes. Okay.”
Troy cooked.
It was the simplest thing in the world, and it settled him in a way nothing else had for a day and a night. He scrambled the eggs soft and slow, the way you were supposed to, toasted the bread from the corner bakery until the edges crackled, found a tin of tomatoes hiding at the back of a cupboard and warmed them in a pan with a pinch of salt, and he did all of it in a silence that, for once, didn’t sit on his chest and squeeze; his shoulders loosened with every stir of the spoon, and his breathing slowed to match it. Harris watched him from the stool with his chin propped in his hand and a soft, dopey look on his face that Troy could feel on the side of his neck. The kettle clicked off. In the end, Harris made the tea himself, because Troy’s hands were busy, and he set a mug down beside Troy’s elbow with the handle turned towards him, just so.
Troy looked down at it, at that handle, turned so carefully for his hand, and his throat went tight for no reason he could name.
“Thanks.”
Harris shrugged, a little pink, his fingers fidgeting with the teabag string. He had no idea. He had no fucking idea that no one ever turned the handle around for Troy.
“It’s tea.”
Troy wrapped his fingers around the warm ceramic anyway and held on to it.
“Still.”
Harris ducked his head over his plate, smiling down at the eggs, the dimple flickering in his cheek and his ears going pink at the tips.
They ate at the counter, shoulder to shoulder, because there wasn’t a table. Harris ate fast and greedily, clearly starving, with a happy little hum at the back of his throat after every single bite that Troy was trying very, very hard to ignore and failing at completely. The light outside turned honey-gold over the rooftops, and then it faded slowly into blue.
Harris set his fork down, then picked it up again, then set it down.
“Can I ask you something?”
Troy glanced sideways at him, and his pulse kicked up hard against his collar.
“Go on.”
Harris took a breath. His cheeks pinked, but he held Troy’s eye, steady and brave.
“Why did you bring me the wrap? That day, in the office. You’d said about three words to me before then.”
Troy turned his mug around in his hands, once, twice, and gave him the easy answer, the true-but-not-all-of-it answer.
“Shane told me you hadn’t eaten.”
Harris tipped his head, not letting him off the hook, and his voice was gentle, but it didn’t budge an inch.
“Someone told Cliff too. He didn’t bring me a wrap.”
And then Harris did the worst thing he could possibly have done, the cruellest thing: he waited; he didn’t fill the silence. He didn’t make a joke. He just sat there on his stool, gentle and patient, his green eyes on Troy’s face, and the silence did what a hundred questions never had. Troy stared down at his plate.
“You were the first person who didn’t treat me like I’d bite.”
Troy’s voice was gruff, half swallowed, his fingers tight around the mug, and every word scraped on the way out of him.
Harris’s voice dropped, low and ragged around the edges, and his hand crept across the counter until his little finger rested against Troy’s.
“Oh. You don’t bite.”
Troy deadpanned it before he could stop himself, and failed to hide the twitch of his mouth.
“Not often.”
There was a short, startled silence. Then Harris made a small, choked noise and went red from his hairline right down into his collar, and Troy heard what he had actually just said and wanted to bang his forehead on the counter until he passed out. Not often? Jesus fucking Christ.
His ears had gone scalding hot.
“I didn’t mean …”
Harris was biting the inside of his cheek, his eyes watering, his shoulders shaking with the effort of not laughing out loud.
“No. I know. It’s just that I’ve been thinking about that for about, um, 6 weeks, and it’s very … It’s very different out loud.”
Troy’s fork clattered against his plate.
“6 weeks?”
Harris tugged his sleeve down over his hand and stared hard at the tomato on his plate, his whole face scarlet, his foot jiggling against the rung of the stool.
“I may have been a bit obvious. Jason said I was. Jason said I stared at you in the tunnel like I was watching a documentary about a rare species. I’m very good at lots of things, but I have never been good at … this.”
Troy asked it carefully, his voice dropping low, his heart thudding so hard he could feel it in his split knuckles.
“What’s this?”
Harris’s eyes came up. They were very green up close, with a darker ring around the iris and a fleck of gold near the pupil on the left, and they were bright with something that looked a great deal like courage.
“Wanting someone who might actually say yes.”
The kitchen went so silent that Troy could hear the fridge.
Troy had spent two years afraid of being caught. He had spent another two afraid of being known. He had walked into every single locker room of his life with his shoulders squared and his face blank, determined to give no one a handle to grab him by. And this man, with a pen in his hair earlier and toast crumbs on his collar now, had just put the whole thing down on the counter between them, his hands shaking, and waited.
Just like that. Like it was easy. Like it wasn’t the hardest thing in the world.
A rasp crept into Troy’s voice that he couldn’t do a single thing about.
“Harris.”
Harris blinked up at him, soft and dazed.
“Mm?”
Troy turned the whole of his body towards him on the stool, slow, so Harris could see it coming.
“I’m going to kiss you.”
He said it low and slow, so there would be no mistake about it, no way to pretend later that he’d meant something else; and he watched the colour sweep up Harris’s throat, over his jaw, right up to the tips of his ears. Harris’s lips parted. His breath caught, and he nodded, quick and jerky.
“Okay. Yes. Please. I … yes.”
Troy turned on his stool and put one hand against Harris’s jaw.
His palm covered nearly the whole side of Harris’s face. It still startled him sometimes, how big his hands were next to other people’s; how much damage they could do, and had done. He moved slowly, so slowly, his thumb brushing the corner of Harris’s mouth, and Harris leaned into it with a shuddering little exhale, his eyelashes fluttering shut. His skin was so warm. A close-cropped beard softened the line of his jaw, ginger-gold under the kitchen lights and softer than Troy had imagined, and Troy had imagined it a lot.
Troy kissed him.
It was gentle at first, barely a press of lips. Harris made a small, broken noise against his mouth and swayed forward on the stool, and a smaller, softer hand fisted itself in the front of Troy’s hoodie to hold himself there. Troy kept it light for another heartbeat, then another; he wanted Harris to have every chance in the world to pull back. Harris didn’t take a single one. Troy tilted his head and opened his mouth a little, and Harris followed, and the next breath they took was shared between them.
Harris tasted of tea and tomato and something faintly sweet underneath, like one of the eight kinds of biscuit had snuck in when Troy wasn’t looking. His lips were full and soft and slightly chapped, and when Troy caught the lower one carefully between his teeth, the sound that came out of him was so unguarded, so completely naked, that Troy’s whole body went hot and tight from his scalp to his toes, his cock throbbing against his zip, his hand shaking where it cupped that warm jaw.
He slid a hand from Harris’s jaw around to the back of his neck. The hair there curled at the neck, soft under his fingers. Harris shivered all over, his grip tightening in the hoodie, and Troy let himself be pulled forward until their knees knocked together and the edge of the counter dug hard into his thigh; did he care? Did he fuck. He didn’t care about anything.
“Troy …”
Harris breathed against his lips, thin and breathless, and it was the best thing Troy had ever heard in his whole fucking life.
Troy breathed it back to him, barely a sound at all.
“Yeah?”
Harris’s forehead dropped against his, and the words came tumbling out of him all in a heap, the way they always did when he was nervous, falling over each other to get out first.
“I’d like to … I mean, if you want … I’d like very much to take you to my bedroom. Is that too fast? It might be too fast. We could sit on the sofa and watch something. I have a documentary about owls.”
Troy laughed.
It surprised the hell out of him: a short, rough bark of real laughter that he hadn’t made in weeks, maybe months. Harris’s eyes went wide, and then they were both grinning with their foreheads pressed together, and Harris was laughing into his shoulder, a huge, booming laugh that Troy felt rumble right through his own ribs.
Harris pulled back just far enough to look at him, earnest and pink and still giggling.
“I’m n…not joking. There really is an owl documentary.”
Troy’s grin was crooked, his forehead still resting against Harris’s.
“Show me the bedroom.”
Harris pulled back an inch further, his eyes bright and wet.
“Right now?”
There was no room for doubt in Troy’s answer. Not a single inch of it.
“Now.”
Harris slid off the stool, still laughing, and caught Troy’s hand in both of his own.
“Oh, thank god!”
He tugged, and Troy let himself be led across the living room, past the velvet sofa and the spider plant, towards a door at the end of a short, dim hallway. His heart was going so hard it hurt.
He stopped in the doorway and caught Harris’s hand to stop him too.
“Harris.”
Harris turned, their joined hands swinging between them.
“Yes?”
Troy looked down at their hands, and then at the green wool over Harris’s chest, and made himself say it.
“Your heart.”
The smile on Harris’s face faltered, just slightly, and Troy pushed on before he lost his nerve entirely.
“I noticed at the office. You press your chest when you’re stressed, and you take something with your coffee every morning. I don’t need the details. I just want to know if there’s anything I should be careful of. If I need to slow down.”
Harris’s voice had gone soft, his thumb tracing a slow line over the back of Troy’s hand.
“Troy.”
Troy held his gaze, steady, and didn’t let go.
“I’d rather ask than guess.”
Harris stared at him, and stared, and stared some more. Then his face changed, from plain surprise to something dazed and melting and so bloody soft that it made Troy’s own chest ache to look at.
“It’s a congenital thing. Truncus arteriosus, which is a very long name for one big artery where there should be two. I’ve had a few operations, and the last one gave me a mechanical valve. It ticks, by the way, so if you hear a clock, that’s me.”
He explained it gently, his thumb stroking over Troy’s knuckles to soothe him, as if Troy was the one who needed looking after, his free hand drifting up to rest against his breastbone out of habit, his green eyes steady on Troy’s face. Then he took a breath and went on.
“I’m on blood thinners, so I bruise easily, and I get tired quickly if I’m stressed, and sometimes breathless. But my cardiologist, Dr Melvin, says I can push it a bit more now. I’m cleared for exercise, and I’m n…not made of glass, and I’d like you not to treat me as if I am, but … thank you. For asking. No one has ever asked first.”
No one had ever asked first. How fucking hard was it to ask? Troy turned that over in his head and wanted to find every single person who hadn’t and have a quiet word with them in a car park. He lifted their joined hands instead and pressed a kiss to Harris’s knuckles, one by one.
“I’ll go slow.”
Harris’s smile turned crooked, his cheeks going pink all over again.
“I’d rather you didn’t go too slow.”
Troy’s mouth quirked up at one side, low and warm.
“I’ll go at your pace, then.”
Harris let out a shaky laugh, and the sound of it made Troy’s stomach swoop like he’d gone over a hill too fast.
“Better. And, um. I should warn you that I get a bit bossy when it’s like this. I’ve been told it’s a lot. You can tell me to stop.”
Troy frowned, because he didn’t like the way Harris had said that; like it was a confession. Like he had already been punished for it.
“Who told you that?”
Harris shrugged, a small, tight movement of his shoulders, and looked away at the wall.
“Everyone. Both of my exes. One of them said I was exhausting. I stopped after that.”
Troy answered before the words had even finished leaving Harris’s mouth.
“Don’t stop.”
Harris’s eyes went glassy, and his fingers clenched around Troy’s.
“Troy …”
Troy’s voice was rough and low and nowhere near steady, and he didn’t try to smooth it.
“I mean it. Be as bossy as you like.”
 
The bedroom was dim, lit only by the amber glow of the city coming in through half-drawn blinds. It was warm and close and so completely Harris’s, from the books stacked on the nightstand to the jumper slung over the chair, that Troy’s chest went tight just standing in it. The bed was a deep, wide mattress under a patchwork quilt in faded greens and creams, with a heap of mismatched pillows at the head of it, and it still wasn’t built for a man Troy’s size. He found that he didn’t give a toss.
A threadbare stuffed giraffe sat propped up against the pillows, one ear chewed soft with age and love. Troy looked at it. Harris followed his gaze and went the exact colour of a ripe tomato.
He scooped the giraffe up in both hands before Troy could say a word, clutching it to his chest, and blurted it out all in one breath.
“That’s Mr Neck-Neck. He’s retired. He’s … he’s moving to the chair.”
He carried it over and set it on the armchair in the corner, facing the wall, with great care and a very serious face, patting its head once before he let go, and Troy had to bite the inside of his cheek so hard he nearly tasted blood. Mr Neck-Neck. Of course his fucking name was Mr Neck-Neck. Troy was never going to recover from Mr Neck-Neck.
Harris walked back to the middle of the rug, turned around to face him, and drew in a breath that Troy watched fill his whole chest, all that green wool rising and rising.
His voice had dropped into a low, even register that Troy had never heard come out of him before; not in the office, not on the phone, not anywhere.
“Door.”
Troy shut it.
“Come here.”
Troy crossed the rug in two strides and stopped a foot away, close enough to feel the warmth coming off Harris’s skin, close enough to hear the hitch in his breathing and catch the faint sweet apple of him, and Troy’s fingers twitched at his sides with how badly he wanted to touch. Harris tipped his head back to meet his eyes. He was flushed, his pupils blown wide and black, his chin lifted in a small, brave tilt; and his hands, Troy saw, were shaking at his sides.
The warning was gentle, but there was a thread of steel running through the middle of it that lifted every hair along Troy’s arms.
“I’m going to be a bit bossy. I told you that. I’m saying it again in case it matters. If it’s too much, you tell me.”
Troy shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving that freckled face.
“It won’t be.”
Harris’s brow furrowed up, anxious and earnest and so painfully sincere.
“You don’t know that.”
It scraped out of Troy, rough and certain, before he had even decided to say it.
“I know it already. Tell me what you want.”
Something crossed Harris’s face, quick and bright and startled, and his shoulders dropped half an inch; he had clearly been braced for a completely different answer. Troy wondered, with a cold little twist in his gut, how many times he had been given the other one. Harris swallowed. When he spoke again, it was lower and steadier, with a dark, sweet thread running through it.
“Take your shirt off.”
Troy dragged his hoodie and his T-shirt over his head in one rough motion and let them drop to the floor in a heap.
Harris smiled at him, soft and amused and entirely, gloriously in command.
“Slowly, next time.”
Troy’s breath caught on the words, and his stomach flipped right over at the promise tucked inside them.
“Next time?”
Harris didn’t answer that. His gaze was already travelling down Troy’s body like he had all night and intended to use every minute of it: from the broad shoulders to the heavy slabs of his chest, over the ridged stomach, and down to the livid purple bruise spread along his left ribs.
“I’d like to see it properly.”
Then the bruise caught his eye properly, and his face crumpled with sympathy.
“Oh, Troy. That’s the colour of a plum.”
Troy muttered, the word rasping in his throat, because he didn’t know what to do with someone looking at him like that.
“It’s nothing.”
Harris’s voice firmed right up, all that soft steel coming back into it.
“It’s not nothing. Come here.”
Troy bent his head. Harris rose up on his toes and laid his lips against the very edge of the bruise, the lightest brush of mouth, barely there at all; and Troy’s whole body locked up tight. It was so careful. It was so gentle. He hadn’t expected the gentleness to hit him harder than the heat, but it did, it fucking did, and the pressure it put behind his eyes was ridiculous. He was a grown man. He was a professional hockey player with a Cup ring coming. He wasn’t going to cry because someone had kissed a bruise.
Harris murmured the next order against his skin, his breath warm across the bruise.
“Trousers.”
Troy undid them. He stepped out of them, and out of his boxers too, and stood there bare in the half-dark, hard and aching, his cock heavy and flushed against his belly, his hands loose at his sides, and let himself be looked at. It was the hardest thing he had done all week, and he had played a game seven. He watched Harris’s throat work. He watched the broad chest heave under the jumper, and a fresh tide of pink spread from Harris’s collar to the top of his ears.
Harris’s gaze slid down Troy’s body and stuck there, his lips parted, his fingers twitching at his sides, and his voice came out faint.
“God. You really are …”
Troy didn’t let him finish, because if he heard the end of that sentence, he might actually die. His voice was pure gravel.
“Your turn.”
Harris’s hands went to the hem of the green jumper and stopped there. His shoulders came up in a quick, tight, defensive curl, and for the first time since they had walked in, he looked past Troy’s shoulder at the wall.
“Yes. I … yes. I should say that I’m not … that I’m not what you’re probably used to. I’m quite …”
Troy held his ground, his voice level but firm.
“Harris.”
Harris kept his eyes fixed on the wall, the words coming faster now, tumbling over each other.
“Bigger. I’m bigger. In general. I’m not trying to be coy; it’s just that people like to know in advance, and then they can …”
Then they could what? Leave? Look away? Ask him to keep his shirt on? Troy didn’t want to know the end of that sentence either. He kept his tone low and gentle, the way he would talk a panicking rookie down off the ice after a bad shift.
“Look at me.”
Harris looked.
Troy caught his hands, drew them carefully away from the wool and held them between his own; those thick, freckled fingers swallowed up in his big scarred ones.
“Let me do it.”
Harris’s voice broke on his name, splintering into pieces.
“Troy …”
Troy squeezed his hands, looked him in the eye, and asked, because he would always ask. Always. That was the whole point.
“Please.”
It was the please that did it. Troy watched it land. Harris’s breath left him in a long, shuddering rush, and he nodded.
Troy lifted the jumper slowly, as slowly as Harris had ordered him to move. The wool dragged up over a plush, broad belly and a wide, freckled chest and up over his head, taking the rumpled shirt with it, and Troy dropped it on the chair beside the exiled Mr Neck-Neck and had to stop, with both hands braced on Harris’s bare shoulders, because the room had gone briefly white around the edges.
He had known. He’d thought he had known. He had watched this body move around a kitchen for an hour and imagined it every way a man could, and nothing he had imagined had come anywhere close.
Harris was broad.
His shoulders were solid and round and dusted gold, and the freckles poured down over them, thickening across his collarbones and thinning out over the full, hefty swell of his chest. His nipples were small and pink and already tightening into little peaks in the cool air. His belly was round and soft and warm, hanging in a lovely curve over the waistband of his trousers, with a trail of copper hair running down from his navel into the dark. His arms were thick and freckled. His waist dipped in and then flared out into hips that made Troy’s mouth actually water.
And down the centre of his chest, from the hollow of his throat to the base of his breastbone, ran a scar.
It was long and pale and slightly raised, a neat silver ridge about as wide as a finger, with the faint dots of old stitch marks on either side of it. Lower down on his ribs sat two smaller puckered marks, round and pale, and Troy wanted to put his mouth on each of them. The skin around the main line was a shade pinker than the rest of him, shiny and tight, and it moved when he breathed.
Troy couldn’t get a fucking word out. His mouth opened, and nothing came.
Harris rushed in to fill the gap, too quickly, much too quickly, his hand lifting towards the scar to cover it and then stopping halfway, hovering in the air, his fingers curling in on themselves.
“It’s from the first operations. And a few more since, as I grew. The last one was for the valve. It’s the same line every time.”
His hand dropped back to his side, and his voice got smaller.
“I can put a t-shirt on, if you’d rather. People sometimes find it …”
Troy’s hands moved before his brain did, and his voice came with them.
“Don’t you dare.”
The words were raw and harsh, nearly a snarl. He sank his fingers into Harris’s waist, and the warm, yielding give of him under his palms sent a bolt of heat straight down Troy’s spine and into his cock, so hot and so sudden that he groaned out loud.
Harris stared up at him, startled, his green eyes huge.
“Troy?”
Troy’s voice was nearly gone, scraped out to nothing.
“Sorry. I just … fuck. Give me a second.”
He had never wanted anyone like this.
It was a plain, brutal fact, and it hit him like a boarding check from behind. With Adrian, wanting had been something polite and careful, a good plate carried across a room in two hands, terrified of spilling anything on the expensive rug.
This was nothing like that. This was a roar. His hands wanted to be everywhere at once. His mouth wanted the silky crease where Harris’s belly met his hip. His whole body wanted to bury itself in the warmth and the weight and the generous give of this man and stay there until it died happy.
He was shaking. Actually fucking shaking, like a rookie before his first shift. When was the last time that had happened? Never. That was when.
Harris’s hands came up to Troy’s face, cool fingers on his hot cheeks, and that low, dark, steady edge was back in his voice, even though he had gone breathless too.
“Troy. Look at me. Tell me what you’re thinking.”
Troy’s laugh was short and shaky and not much of a laugh at all.
“I’m thinking I’m going to lose my mind.”
Harris’s thumbs stroked slowly along his cheekbones, back and forth, back and forth, patient and warm, until Troy’s breathing started to slow down to match them.
“Why?”
Troy’s throat worked around it. Nothing he had ever said to anyone with his clothes off had been half as honest.
“Because I want you so much it’s frightening. I didn’t know it could feel like this. I didn’t think I was a person who could.”
Harris’s lips parted, and his eyes went wet and bright in the amber light. Then he tipped his chin up and gave the order in a low, coaxing thread of a voice, his eyes dark and steady on Troy’s.
“Show me.”
Troy kissed him.
It was nothing like the kiss in the kitchen. It was hard and open-mouthed and desperate. He took Harris’s face in both hands and slanted his mouth across Harris’s and pushed his tongue inside, and Harris made a high, startled sound into his mouth and then melted, all at once, his whole warm weight sagging into Troy’s chest, his hands sliding up to clutch at Troy’s bare shoulders.
One of Troy’s hands slid up into that thick ginger hair and tilted his head to get deeper. The other roamed down the broad, warm line of Harris’s back, over the dip of his spine, over the full curve of his hip, and slipped in under the waistband of his trousers to grip the dense, yielding flesh of his arse; and he squeezed.
Harris’s knees buckled. Troy took his weight without even thinking about it.
“Oh. Oh my god!”
Troy dragged his mouth off Harris’s just far enough to speak, and the word was a growl, rough and low in his chest.
“Bed.”
His hands tightened on Harris’s hips before he could stop them.
Harris pulled back, gasping, his fingers already fumbling at his own fly, his eyes bright and wild.
“Yes. Yes, get on … no. Wait. Let me. I want to do it. I want you to watch.”
Troy’s heart slammed against his ribs like it was trying to get out and get a better view.
“Okay.”
His voice cracked on it, thin and strained, about an octave higher than normal, and his ears went hot.
Harris pointed at the bed with one shaking finger, all bossiness and blush at the same time.
“Sit on the bed. Hands on your knees.”
Troy sat. He put his hands on his knees like a good boy at school and felt the tremor running through both his thighs.
Harris unfastened his trousers and pushed them down his hips, slowly, with a shy little hesitation at the widest part, and stepped out of them. He stood there in a pair of faded navy boxers patterned with tiny cartoon foxes, his belly soft over the waistband, his thighs full and pale and dusted gold, tight with muscle underneath all that plush. The cotton was damp at the front. His cock strained against it, a thick, flushed, powerful curve that Troy couldn’t take his eyes off.
Troy’s voice had been stripped right down to gravel, and his palms were pressed so flat to his knees that his knuckles ached, because it was the only way he could force himself to stay put.
“All of it.”
Harris’s mouth quirked up at one corner, wry and pleased and nervous all at once.
“Bossy.”
But his hands slid into the waistband, and he drew the boxers down.
Troy’s breath stopped dead.
He was bigger there too. Thick, flushed a deep pink, curving up towards the tender swell of his stomach, the head of his cock wet and glistening with pre-come, heavy and perfect and gorgeous in its own right; his balls hung full and heavy beneath it in a nest of copper curls. His thighs were full. The curve of his hip was heartbreaking. Everything about him was generous. Everything about him was more. And he stood there in front of Troy, naked and trembling, with the scar silver down his chest and his arms hanging uncertainly at his sides, and waited to be judged.
Troy had no fucking intention of judging anything.
He had spent his whole life surrounded by athletes. Locker rooms full of hard, cut, carved bodies, men whittled down to nothing but muscle and bone and the body-fat numbers pinned up on the whiteboard every Monday. Adrian, with his personal trainer and his kale and his camera-ready abs, who had flinched if Troy so much as touched his waist after a big dinner. None of it had ever done this to him. None of it had ever made his mouth water. Harris was soft. He was round and warm and real, with a belly Troy wanted to bury his face in and thighs he wanted to sink his fingers into until they dimpled, and hips made for holding on to; there was so much of him, so much to touch and taste and learn, and Troy wanted every last inch of it. He wanted him exactly like this. Not one pound lighter. Not one muscle harder. His cock throbbed so hard against his belly at the thought that it actually hurt.
His voice cracked clean in two, the words scraping out of him rough and low, his hands shaking on his knees with the effort of staying put.
“Harris. Jesus Christ. Come here.”
Harris came.
Troy took him by the hips and pulled him down into his lap, and Harris straddled his thighs with a gasp, his knees sinking into the quilt on either side of him. The sheer weight of him settling over Troy’s legs, solid and warm and generous, sent a shudder through every single muscle Troy owned. Harris’s cock pressed hot and slick against his stomach, and Troy’s own cock was trapped between them, throbbing against the soft underside of Harris’s belly. Troy wrapped both arms around his waist and buried his face in the freckled skin of his chest, and groaned, long and shaking and completely helpless.
Harris’s hands came to rest on his shoulders, braced there, his cock twitching hot and wet against Troy’s belly, and his voice was thin and uncertain above Troy’s head.
“Troy …”
Troy’s reply was hoarse, wrecked, muffled against Harris’s skin.
“You’re so fucking beautiful.”
Harris’s mouth twisted, rueful, the way it did when someone paid him a compliment he had already decided wasn’t true.
“I’m not …”
Troy’s head came up so fast he nearly cracked Harris on the chin.
“I swear to god, if you finish that sentence.”
He lifted his head all the way, his eyes blazing, and he held Harris’s face where it was with both hands so that he couldn’t look at the wall again. He was done with the wall.
“I have never in my life wanted anything like I want you. I want my hands on every inch of you. I want to eat you alive. Don’t tell me what I’m not.”
The colour drained clean out of Harris’s face and then came flooding back, wild and bright, all the way up to his hairline, and his cock jerked between them and leaked a fresh smear of pre-come across Troy’s abs.
It was a trembling, awed breath against Troy’s mouth.
“Oh. Oh ... Troy.”
Then, smaller, into the tiny space between their mouths, his eyes squeezing shut the second it started to slip out of him and his fingers curling tight on Troy’s shoulders:
“No one’s ever … they always w…wanted me to keep my shirt on. Or the lights off. One of them bought me a gym membership for my birthday. He said it was because he cared about my health.”
Something hot and ugly and very protective rose up Troy’s throat. He thought about some faceless prick handing Harris a gym card wrapped in a bow and watching him smile and say thank you, because of course Harris would have said thank you, and he wanted to find every single one of them and put them through the boards.
He spread both hands wide instead, one over the soft swell of Harris’s belly and one around the full curve of his hip, and squeezed, hard and deliberate, so Harris could feel exactly how much of him Troy had in his hands and exactly how much he wanted it.
“Then they were blind. And fucking stupid. I don’t want you smaller, Harris. I don’t want you harder, or leaner, or anything else they told you to be. I want this. I want you. Exactly like this.”
Troy brushed his thumb across one freckled cheekbone and let him see that he meant every word.
“I mean it.”
Harris’s hands slid from his shoulders to his chest and pressed flat, right over Troy’s hammering heart, and something in his face went soft and certain.
“I know. I can feel it.”
He rocked once in Troy’s lap, and the slide of his hard, slick cock against Troy’s belly, and the drag of his round arse over Troy’s own straining cock beneath him, drew a groan out of both of them at exactly the same time.
Then Harris bit his lip, and his gaze dropped to Troy’s collarbone, and Troy felt him go a fraction stiff in his arms.
“I should … I should probably tell you something else first. Before.”
Troy stopped underneath him at once, all of him on hold, ignoring the throb of his own hard cock pressed up under the soft curve of Harris’s arse, and kept his hands exactly where they were, loose on Harris’s waist.
“Okay.”
Harris’s fingers fiddled with nothing on Troy’s chest, tracing little circles around a freckle that wasn’t there.
“I haven’t done this very much. Not … n…not really. The exes were very brief. And they mostly wanted me to lie there and be quiet, and I wasn’t very good at the quiet, so.”
He gave a small, embarrassed shrug, his cheeks blazing.
“So I might be rubbish at it. I just wanted you to know. In case I’m … in case I do something wrong.”
Troy thought about it. He thought about how Harris had said Door, and Come here, and Take your shirt off, like he had been rehearsing in the mirror for years and never been allowed to say any of it out loud. He thought about men who wanted you quiet. He knew all about men who wanted you quiet. He had spent half his career being one of the quiet ones, nodding along in a Toronto locker room while Kent decided who everyone was going to be.
Troy cupped the back of his neck gently and tipped their foreheads together.
“You can’t do it wrong. Not with me. You tell me what you want, and I’ll do it, and if I get it wrong, you tell me that too. And if you want to stop, at any point, we stop. Even if it’s halfway through. Even if it’s a stupid reason. Yeah?”
Harris’s eyes flicked up to his and then away, and his fingers stilled on Troy’s chest.
“And if the w…words get stuck? They do, sometimes. When it matters most. That’s usually when they go.”
Troy didn’t even have to think about it. He took Harris’s hand off his chest and wrapped it around his own wrist, and squeezed the fingers closed there with his.
“Then you don’t need them. Squeeze. Twice, hard as you like, and everything stops. Right then. And if you’re good, and you want me to keep going, you just pat it. Two pats. That’s all.”
Harris looked down at his own pale, freckled hand wrapped around Troy’s wrist, and then up at him, and something in his face went very soft. He squeezed once, testing, and then patted twice, brisk and businesslike, like he was signing something off.
“Okay. Two squeezes, stop. Two pats, go. I can do that.”
Harris’s breath shuddered out against his lips, and Troy felt him relax, one muscle at a time, back down into his lap, his arse settling heavy and warm over Troy’s cock.
“Yeah. Okay. Yes.”
He took a breath, steadier now, and his chin came back up, and Troy watched the bossy little spark come back into his eyes, bright and green and so fucking gorgeous that Troy’s cock jerked under him.
“Okay, then. Kiss me. Here.”
He guided Troy’s mouth down to his chest.
Troy hadn’t touched the scar yet. He had been waiting, unsure, not knowing if he was allowed; but Harris tipped his head back and arched his spine and offered him the whole long, pale line of it, and Troy bent and dragged his lips carefully up it from the base of the breastbone.
Harris shook.
It was a violent, full-body shudder that rocked them both, and he cried out, raw and high and utterly astonished, and his fingers locked tight in Troy’s hair, and his cock bucked against Troy’s stomach. Troy froze solid, his heart in his throat.
“Did I hurt …”
Harris was panting, his eyes huge and dark, and he talked right over the top of Troy in a rush.
“No. No, no, don’t stop. God. Don’t stop. It’s the nerves. It’s very, very sensitive. It always has been. It’s like it’s connected to everything.”
Troy lifted his head, and the tight, sick knot that had been sitting under his ribs since the bruise let go, bit by bit, until he could breathe again.
“Everything?”
His tone had dropped, low and curious and just a little bit dangerous, and he watched Harris’s chin tremble and a bead of pre-come slip down the length of his cock.
“Yes. Everything. If you do that again, I think I might actually pass out.”
Something dark and delighted stirred low in Troy’s chest and went straight down into his cock.
He pressed his mouth to the top of the scar, just below the hollow of Harris’s throat; he kissed it once, gently, and felt the whole body in his lap tremble from the inside out. He kissed it again, lower, with the barest edge of tongue, and Harris moaned, broken and long. Then he licked a slow, wet stripe from the bottom of it to the top, tasting salt and skin and the faint, clean sweetness of old healing, and Harris’s hips jerked so hard that his cock smeared hot pre-come right across Troy’s stomach.
“Troy. Oh my god.”
Troy’s voice rumbled against his skin, low enough that Harris would feel it in the scar.
“Like that?”
Harris’s head lolled back on his neck, his throat bared to the ceiling, his hips rocking his slick cock helplessly against Troy’s belly.
“Like … yes. God. I can’t think.”
Troy’s grin was dark and very pleased with itself, pressed against freckles.
“Good.”
He did it again, slowly. He traced the raised ridge with the flat of his tongue, and then with the tip, learning it, following the little dots of the old stitch marks one by one with the tip of his tongue, slow and careful, as if he had to learn every single one by heart; and every time he reached the top, Harris keened, a high, thin, helpless sound that went straight to Troy’s cock.
Harris’s hands left his hair and gripped his shoulders instead, nails digging in deep; his soft belly quivered against Troy’s abs. His cock leaked steadily, hot and slippery between them, smearing them both, and when Troy closed his lips around the scar right at the centre of his chest and sucked, very, very gently, Harris screamed.
“Oh. Fuck. Fuck, Troy. Troy.”
Troy murmured against his skin, trying very hard not to laugh, or come, or both.
“Quiet. Your neighbours.”
Harris’s fingers came back and fisted in his hair, and he pulled, hard enough to sting, and ground his arse down onto Troy’s cock.
“I don’t care. I don’t care. Please, please, do that again.”
He did.
Harris panted the next bit up at the ceiling, one hand still tangled in Troy’s hair, brisk and breathless and pink all the way down his chest.
“Gently with your teeth, though. Blood thinners. I bruise like a peach if you so much as look at me.”
Troy grinned against his skin and filed it away somewhere important, right next to milk and no sugar.
“Tongue and lips only. Got it.”
He worked at it patiently and thoroughly, with mouth and tongue and the soft drag of his lips along the silvered edge. He cupped the weighty swell of Harris’s chest in one palm and brushed his thumb across a peaked pink nipple, and Harris sobbed. He rolled it, pinched it lightly between finger and thumb and sucked on the scar at the same time, and the whole body in his lap went rigid and shook, and a thick bead of pre-come welled up at the slit and slid, heavy and slow, down Harris’s cock.
Had Troy ever seen anything hotter? No. Not even close.
He had been reading this man’s face for 6 weeks, and he hadn’t had the first clue it could break open like this. Harris’s head was thrown back, his throat bared, his freckled chest heaving. His mouth hung open, red and wet and swollen. His lashes fluttered on his cheeks. He was a flushed and glorious mess, trembling and undone in Troy’s lap, and Troy had done that. With his mouth. Him.
The heat in him crested, and he snarled.
He didn’t mean to. It tore out of him low and rough, and Harris’s eyes snapped open. Troy hauled him closer by the hips, shifted his weight and bore him down onto the quilt in one swift roll, pinning him there with his hands planted on either side of Harris’s head, and stared down at him, his cock pressed hard into the soft give of Harris’s belly, his chest heaving as if he had just come off a double shift.
Harris was flat on his back under him, and for one sick, lurching second all Troy could see was the size of his own arms caging the man in.
“Troy?”
Troy’s voice came out of him dark and wrecked, a rasp scraped raw.
“I’m sorry. I …”
Because he knew this. He knew exactly what this was. He had watched Kent do it for years, in locker rooms and hotel bars and the back seats of cars: take up all the space, put his hands wherever he liked, make himself the biggest thing in the room so that everyone else had to shrink to fit around him. Make people want to please him, because pleasing him was safer than the alternative. Troy had learned how to hold a room from that man. He had learned it so well he’d done it to Shane, to Ilya, to the kids, in his first fucking week in Boston. And he would rather break both his own hands than ever, ever have Harris lie underneath him and feel the way Troy had felt in that locker room. Small. Quiet. Afraid of saying the wrong thing.
He started to lift off, to give Harris back his air.
Harris’s hands shot up and grabbed his forearms and held him right where he was. He was staring up at Troy with wide, glittering eyes, and a smile was spreading slowly over his flushed face, wide and warm and dimpled, his cock still hard and wet and twitching against Troy’s stomach.
“Don’t be. Oh, don’t you dare be sorry. Say it again.”
Troy blinked down at him, dazed and lost.
“What?”
A shiver ran right through Harris, from his shoulders to his toes; Troy felt every inch of it, felt his cock pulse and leak between them.
“You growled. Do it again.”
Troy searched his face, really searched it, the way he would read a defenceman’s hips. There was no fear in it anywhere. Just heat, and want, and that bossy little spark, and something that looked a lot like delight.
“You’re sure? I don’t want to … I’m a lot bigger than you, Harris. If I ever make you feel like you can’t say no …”
Harris’s grip on his arms tightened, his thumbs pressing into the muscle, and his voice became very clear.
“Troy. I’m the one telling you what to do. Remember? I say stop, you stop. And I am not saying stop. I’m saying do it again.”
Troy’s cock throbbed so violently against the quilt that he saw stars.
His laugh was helpless, shaky with relief.
“Fuck. You’re going to ruin me.”
Harris’s grin was bright and wicked and not the least bit sorry.
“That’s the plan.”
Then he lifted one arm off the quilt and waved it vaguely in the direction of the nightstand, his tone brisk and warm and unmistakably in charge, and Troy’s stomach flipped right over at the sound of it.
“Lube. Drawer. Left.”
Troy’s grin was crooked as he leaned over the side of the bed, and the word just fell out of him.
“Yes, boss.”
Harris’s cheeks flared bright red, and he covered his face with one hand.
“Don’t call me that.”
Troy tugged the drawer open, his smile tugging crooked right along with it.
“You like it.”
Harris dropped the hand, and lay there in the middle of the quilt with his thighs falling open, his cock flushed and leaking on his belly and his cheeks aflame, bossy and flushed and thoroughly wrecked, watching Troy rummage through his drawer.
“I like it a great deal, which is why you shouldn’t.”
Then he added, a little faster, his eyes skittering away to the ceiling and his toes curling in the quilt.
“There’s a box of condoms as well. New. I bought it about a month ago, in a fit of optimism.”
Troy’s laugh was soft and fond, and it surprised him how easily it came now, warm and loose in his chest, when he had barely laughed in months.
“Of course you did.”
Harris looked sheepish and pleased with himself at the same time.
“I’m a very hopeful man.”
Troy found the half-full bottle of lube and a foil packet and set them down beside Harris’s hip. He got up on his knees between the big, pale spread of Harris’s thighs and just looked at what lay open in front of him. Fuck. Look at him. The broad, soft belly rose and fell with every breath. The thick cock curved up towards it, slick and deep pink and leaking onto the freckled skin. Below it, the hair was copper and curling, his balls hung full and tight, and below them his hole was pink and small and clenching with each breath he took.
He palmed the plush inside of Harris’s thigh and squeezed. The warm flesh dimpled under his fingers, and Harris whimpered, a tiny high sound, and let his knees fall wider.
Harris was breathless already, his thighs falling a little wider in invitation, his voice gone husky around the edges.
“Now. Two fingers. Slowly. I’ll tell you.”
Troy’s throat was so tight he could barely get the word around it.
“Yeah.”
He reached for the lube, and Harris’s voice stopped him halfway there, soft but certain.
“And Troy?”
Troy paused with the bottle in his hand and looked up the whole long, plush length of him.
“Mm?”
Harris held his eyes, his cheeks flaming, his chin set.
“Look at me while you do it.”
Troy looked.
He warmed the lube between his fingers until it was slick and wet and no longer cold, and then he circled Harris’s rim with the pad of one finger, careful, and felt it flutter and tighten under his touch, and Harris’s breath stuttered right along with it. Harris’s eyes were fixed on him, dark and heavy-lidded. Troy pressed in one finger, slow and firm, just to the first knuckle, then the second, and watched Harris’s mouth fall open on a soundless gasp.
Harris’s voice was a brisk, breathless thread, his heels digging into the mattress.
“There. Yes. Wait. Oh. Wait there.”
Troy froze, his finger buried to the knuckle in tight, clinging heat, and waited.
Harris breathed out, and Troy felt his hole loosen around his finger, bit by bit.
“Good. That’s good. Now a little … just a bit up. Yes. Curl … oh my god. Yes. There.”
Troy curled his finger up and found it, the small swollen gland of his prostate, and Harris cried out and arched clean off the quilt. Troy stroked it again, slowly, deliberately, and watched Harris’s cock jump against his belly and leak a fresh string of pre-come onto the freckled skin.
“Another.”
Troy’s hand went still, and his voice came out thick with want, because he had to be sure; he always had to be sure.
“You sure?”
Harris lifted his head off the quilt and fixed him with a look that would have made Freya proud.
“Troy. I said another.”
The command in it, so crisp and so sure, sent a shock of heat right through Troy’s whole body, down to the soles of his feet. He eased a second finger in alongside the first and stretched him carefully, and Harris’s walls fluttered around him, hot and tight and clinging. He worked them in and out in a slow, scissoring rhythm, watching every flicker that crossed Harris’s face. Harris was babbling now, a silky, broken stream of instructions, slower and more and there, right there and don’t stop, and Troy obeyed every single one, his whole world narrowed down to that voice and that face and the hot, clinging grip around his fingers.
It did something to him.
It was nothing he had expected. He had spent his adult life with partners who wanted him to take charge; who wanted him to lead and decide and carry the whole weight of it, the big strong hockey player, the alpha in the room. And he had never once pulled it off. Not properly. He had always felt like a fraud doing it, like he was playing a part someone else had written for him; and he knew exactly whose part it was, too, and that was the worst of it.
This was different. Harris told him what to do, and Troy did it, and every single time he got it right, Harris’s whole body shuddered and arched and opened up for him, and Troy felt the pleasure of it straight back in his own body, in his aching cock and his tight chest and his shaking hands. He wasn’t carrying it alone. They were carrying it together. No one was taking anything from anyone, and Christ, why had no one ever told him it could be like this?
Harris’s hand found his forearm and gripped it, his eyes wide and dark, his hole clenching around Troy’s fingers.
“Troy.”
Troy’s voice was rough and low, scraped right down to nothing.
“Yeah?”
Harris’s voice dropped, and then dropped again, shaky and bossy at the same time.
“Mouth. On me. Please. While you … while you do that. I’ve n…never … no one’s ever …”
He didn’t have to finish. Troy was already bending down.
He took the head of Harris’s cock into his mouth, slowly, and Harris made a noise like he had been punched. The taste of him burst over Troy’s tongue, salt and musk and something clean underneath, the pre-come thick and slippery. Troy hummed around him, and pushed his fingers in deep, and crooked them right against that spot as he sank his mouth lower, inch by inch, until the thick, heavy length of him filled Troy’s mouth and nudged the back of his throat. He kept his lips soft, his teeth well away; tongue and lips only. He had promised.
“Oh, my god. Oh my god, oh my god, Troy, your mouth …”
Harris’s hand fluttered over his head, hovering and pulling back and hovering again, and Troy reached up blindly with his free hand, caught his wrist and put Harris’s fingers in his hair himself. Allowed. Very much allowed. Harris’s fist closed tight, and he pulled, and Troy moaned around his cock, and the vibration of it made Harris’s whole body jerk.
Troy bobbed his head slowly, drawing him in and letting him out, working his fingers in time, and Harris’s thighs began to shake on either side of his face. His hole clenched around Troy’s fingers, fluttering, greedy. Troy felt it tighten, felt his balls draw up, and pulled off with a wet, obscene pop before Harris could tip over the edge.
Harris whined, a long, wounded, outraged sound, and glared down at him with tears in his eyes.
“Why did you stop?”
Troy wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist and grinned up at him, filthy and pleased, and didn’t recognise himself one bit.
“Because you’re not coming till I’m inside you. Unless you tell me otherwise..."
Harris stared at him. Then he let his head thump back down onto the pillow and laughed, a wrecked, breathless sound, and his hand flopped down over his eyes.
“That’s very fair. That’s very annoyingly fair.”
Then he lifted the hand off his face and reached down and caught Troy’s forearm again, his eyes wide and dark and very serious.
“I want a third.”
Troy’s warning was soft and breathless, his fingers going still inside Harris’s slick hole.
“Harris …”
Harris’s voice shook, his eyes glittering and wild in the low light, the words spilling out of him all at once, fast and shaking, years and years of them piled up with nowhere to go.
“I want you to open me properly. I want it to feel like you. Please. No one’s ever let me say it. No one’s ever wanted me to. I want to tell you what I want, and I want you to give it to me. I want you to want to.”
The admission was dragged out of Troy, raw and completely unguarded.
“I do. Christ. I want to.”
He added the third finger.
Harris sobbed, a long, ragged sound of pure relief and pleasure, and his body bowed up off the bed. Troy worked him open gently, slick and slow, three fingers twisting and spreading in that tight, wet heat, his own cock aching and leaking against his thigh untouched. He bent and pressed a kiss to the soft curve of Harris’s belly, nuzzled the warm, freckled skin, nipped very carefully at the crease of his hip with nothing but his lips, and Harris moaned and gripped the quilt in both fists and pushed down hard against the stretch.
Harris’s free hand drifted down, all on its own, to cover the soft curve of his stomach where Troy had kissed it; Troy watched him do it without even seeming to notice, the same small, automatic flinch of someone who had spent years hiding that part of himself.
Troy caught his wrist and moved it gently but firmly away, and pinned it to the quilt beside his hip.
“Don’t. Don’t you dare hide that from me.”
Harris’s voice came out thin and shaky, his face flaming.
“I-it’s not exactly … I’m not …”
Troy turned his head and dragged his open mouth across the soft, warm give of Harris’s belly, slow, letting him feel the heat of his breath and the scrape of his stubble and every bit of how badly he wanted this, and he groaned into the skin, long and low and greedy, his hands squeezing at Harris’s hips.
“You’re exactly what I want. Every soft fucking inch of you. Look at me. Look what you do to me.”
He shifted up onto his knees so Harris could see it, his own cock rock hard and dark and leaking against his thigh, untouched, from nothing but the feel of Harris’s body under his mouth. Harris looked. His eyes went wide, and wet, and then very, very dark; and Troy watched the last bit of that old flinch go out of him, right there on the quilt, his shoulders sinking into the pillows and his thighs falling open wide, every inch of him on show and not hiding a single bit of it.
Harris gasped it out, his freckled cheeks flaming, his eyes bright and wet with something hot and tender.
“Now. I’m ready. I’m so ready. Please.”
Troy didn’t reach for the condom. Not yet. He asked it low and carefully instead, his thumb drawing a slow line along the inside of Harris’s thigh.
“Heart.”
Harris blinked up at him, dazed, his cock twitching on his belly, his brain clearly several floors below.
“What?”
Troy kept his thumb moving, patient, and didn’t look away.
“Tell me.”
Harris dragged in a long breath. His hand came up and pressed flat over the scar, rising and falling with his chest, and he lay still with his eyes closed and checked; Troy could see him doing it, see the little crease between his brows and the way his fingers spread wide over the scar, listening to himself with the kind of care that only came from years of having to.
“Fast. But it’s the good kind. I know the difference. I promise. I’ll tell you if it changes.”
Troy’s thumb went still against his thigh.
“Properly.”
Harris opened his eyes and looked straight at him, and there was a grin tugging at his mouth.
“Properly. I swear on every owl documentary I own.”
Troy huffed out a laugh, shaky and wild, and tore the foil open with his teeth.
His hands weren’t steady as he rolled the condom on. He was thick and heavy and flushed dark, aching so badly from waiting that he had to grit his teeth at the first touch of his own hand, and he saw Harris’s eyes drop to his cock and the quick flick of a pink tongue across a bitten lower lip.
Harris’s eyes travelled from Troy’s cock back up to his face, wide and hungry.
“Oh. Oh, that’s … Yes.”
Troy’s brow creased, concern roughening his voice, because he knew he was big. He had been told he was big his whole life, mostly as a joke in a shower, and right now it didn’t feel like a joke.
“Is it too much?”
Harris’s answer was soft and absolutely sure.
Troy slicked himself up with more lube than he probably needed and shuffled forward between those thick, plush thighs. He lifted Harris’s legs and folded him up, one knee on each side of his own ribs, and Harris’s heels crossed at the base of his spine and pulled him in closer.
Troy lined himself up, the blunt head of his cock resting against that slick, fluttering hole, and his voice came out low and rough.
“Ready?”
Harris’s nod was jerky and immediate.
“Yes.”
Troy hesitated anyway, right there on the edge, his hand braced on the quilt beside Harris’s head.
“Tell me if …”
Harris cut him off with a heel in the back, two brisk pats to the wrist braced beside his head, and a look of massive long-suffering patience. He was clearly already enjoying that signal far too much.
“I will. Now stop talking and put it in.”
Troy laughed, helplessly, and then the laugh turned into a groan as he pressed the blunt head against that tight, fluttering ring and pushed.
The first inch was a vice. Harris’s body clenched down around him, his breath hitched, and Troy stopped dead, every muscle locked.
Troy’s voice had frayed down to a thread.
“Okay?”
Harris’s fingers dug into his arms, his hole clamped tight around the head of Troy’s cock, and his eyes squeezed shut.
“Okay. Okay. Just … wait. Wait a second.”
Troy waited. His arms trembled with it. Sweat prickled along his hairline and slid down the side of his face. He kept his eyes locked on Harris’s face, and Harris opened his eyes and held his gaze, dark and steady; and then he breathed out, long and slow, and Troy felt his body soften and open around the head of his cock.
“Now. Slowly. All the way.”
Troy slid in.
It was heat and tightness and a slow, silken pressure that wrapped around him and drew him deeper, inch by inch by inch, until his hips met the warm, plush curve of Harris’s arse and he was buried in him to the hilt. They both made the same low, wrecked noise, at exactly the same time. Harris’s head fell back onto the pillows, and his fingers dug hard into Troy’s biceps.
“Oh, my god.”
Troy’s voice shook with the effort of holding still, of not moving, of not doing a single thing until he was told.
“Okay?”
Harris’s eyes were glassy and wide, his mouth hanging open, his cock jerking against his belly.
“I’m so full. Troy. I can feel you everywhere.”
Troy dropped his forehead against Harris’s, panting. Every muscle in his body was locked and trembling, his arms shaking where they held him up, his thighs burning with the effort of keeping still. The heat was nearly too much: the clinging, velvet grip of him, the slow, hot flutter of his hole around Troy’s cock. He could feel the broad, yielding belly pressed up against his own, warm and slick with sweat, and Harris’s cock trapped between them, throbbing against his abs and smearing them both with pre-come.
Harris’s voice was thin and shaky, his fingers curling tight around Troy’s biceps.
“Don’t move yet. Just let me feel it.”
Troy didn’t move. He pressed a long, slow kiss to Harris’s mouth and felt him sigh into it. He cupped his jaw. He kissed the corner of his lips, and his cheekbone, and his freckles, and then the very top of the scar, the faintest brush of his mouth; and Harris clenched around him so hard with a startled gasp that Troy saw white.
“Oh. Oh, that’s cheating.”
Troy murmured against the scar, his lips grazing the ridge.
“Is it?”
Harris’s hands came up and fisted in his hair, and his hole squeezed around Troy’s cock.
“Yes. It’s … Troy.”
Troy brushed his mouth over the ridge again, slowly, and Harris whimpered.
“Yeah?”
Harris’s voice shook all over the place, but the command in it was crystal clear.
“Move.”
Troy moved.
He started slow, shallow, rocking thrusts that barely pulled out at all, and they made Harris’s lips part, and his lashes flutter on his cheeks. Harris gripped his shoulders and told him what he wanted in that same low, steady, delicious voice, deeper and slower and yes, just like that, and Troy gave him all of it. Every last bit.
He found a rhythm that was long and deep and steady, and Harris’s hips came up to meet every thrust, rolling up to take him deeper, and the wet slap of skin on skin and the slick, obscene sound of lube filled the little room. Troy had never been anywhere in his whole life that felt as much like the right place to be.
“Harder.”
Troy’s breath was ragged, sawing in and out of him, his cock buried deep, and he had to ask; he would always ask.
“You sure?”
Harris’s tone sharpened into a warning, and his heels dug into Troy’s back to drive his cock deeper.
“Troy.”
He thrust harder. The bed started to complain. The headboard knocked against the wall in a dull, rhythmic thud, thud, thud, and Harris threw his head back and cried out, wordless and loud and not caring one bit about his neighbours.
“There. Oh. Oh god, there.”
Troy changed the angle, tilting his hips up, and dragged the head of his cock over Harris’s prostate on every single stroke. Harris’s mouth fell open; his whole body shuddered from head to toe. His thighs tightened around Troy’s waist, strong and shaking, and the heavy slide of his belly against Troy’s own with every thrust was like nothing Troy had ever felt before. Warm. Yielding. Alive. He had to bite his own lip until it stung to keep from coming right there.
He slid one hand down to grip the thick, pale back of Harris’s thigh where it was wrapped around him, and the soft flesh spilt warm between his fingers, and Troy actually moaned out loud. This. This was what he had wanted for years without ever once letting himself name it; someone he could sink into, someone who gave under his hands instead of fighting him, someone with enough of themselves to hold on to.
“Look at you. Look at how good you take me. All of you. Fuck, I love your body.”
Harris’s eyes filled up, his mouth trembling open, and his hole clenched hard around Troy’s cock.
“Say it again.”
Troy gave him another long, deep stroke and squeezed that thigh hard enough to dimple it, and gave it to him again, low and rough and meaning every word of it.
“I love your body. Every soft, gorgeous inch of it. I could do this all fucking night.”
It tore out of him, raw and shaking, before he could stop it.
“You feel so good. You’ve no idea. You feel so fucking good. I can’t believe you’re real.”
Harris’s hand came up and cupped his cheek, his thumb trembling against Troy’s jaw, and his eyes were full of tears and stars.
“I’m real. I’m right here. Don’t stop. Kiss it. Kiss me there.”
Troy turned his face and pressed his open mouth to the scar.
Harris came apart.
It was violent and helpless. His whole back bowed off the mattress, a raw, broken cry tore out of his throat, and his hole clenched around Troy’s cock in a hot, rhythmic, milking grip. His cock jerked untouched between them, and thick ropes of come spilt across the soft swell of his belly and the freckled skin of his chest, hot and white and glistening, all the way up to the bottom of the scar. He sobbed Troy’s name. He sobbed it again.
It was too much.
Troy’s own climax ripped out of him with a low, savage groan. His hips stuttered; he drove in deep, once, twice, and buried his face in Harris’s neck as it tore through him, white and blinding, wringing a broken sound out of his chest that he had never heard himself make before. He came for what felt like forever. His whole body jerked and shook and emptied into the condom, pulse after pulse, and Harris’s arms locked tight around him, holding him through it, holding him together.
For a while there was nothing in the room but breathing.
Troy slumped against him, careful even now, even like this, to keep his weight up on his elbows. His heart was pounding so hard he could feel it in his throat and his fingertips and the backs of his knees. Harris’s was going just as fast against his, quick and light, and Troy turned his head and pressed his lips to the scar, sticky with come, and didn’t care.
His voice came out muffled against Harris’s shoulder.
“Heart.”
Harris was laughing weakly underneath him, his chest heaving.
“Fast. It’s fine. It’s the very best kind. Can you feel it?”
Troy could. He lay there and listened to it, that quick, bright flutter against his own, and beneath it, faint and unmistakable, the tiny metallic tick of the valve, steady and sure and keeping Harris alive, and Troy’s eyes stung with how much he loved that stupid little sound already. Had he heard it before, in the quiet of the office? He had. He just hadn’t known what it was. Over the course of a minute, and then another, he felt it settle down and slow.
He managed it hoarsely, his forehead still pressed into the crook of Harris’s neck.
“Okay.”
Harris’s fingers combed slowly through his sweat-damp hair.
“Okay.”
Then Harris’s voice changed; Troy heard it, a little lift in it, a little lilt.
“Troy?”
Troy’s eyes stayed closed, his face still buried in Harris’s neck.
“Mm.”
Harris’s fingers stopped combing and tightened in his hair, just a little, just enough.
“I’m not done with you.”
Troy lifted his head.
Harris was watching him from beneath his long ginger lashes, flushed and wrecked and smug, and the smile spreading across his face was the single most dangerous thing Troy had ever seen, and he had played against Ilya Rozanov.
“Pardon?”
Harris’s thighs tightened around his waist, strong and stubborn, locking Troy right where he was.
“I said, I’m not done. Pull out, deal with that, come back. I want you again. Slower, this time. I want to feel everything.”
Troy’s brows drew together, worry cutting straight through the haze.
“Harris. You need a minute.”
Harris’s eyes gleamed in the low amber light, utterly unbothered.
“I’ll take a minute. Then I want you. And you’re going to turn me on my side, and put your hand over my scar, and make me come again just from that. I’ve wondered for years whether it’s possible. I’d like to find out.”
Troy stared at him.
A short, helpless laugh broke out of him, and then another, and then he was laughing into Harris’s neck with his shoulders shaking, and Harris was laughing underneath him, that big booming laugh shaking the whole bed and Troy along with it.
Troy managed it once he could speak again, a worn-out rasp against Harris’s skin.
“You’ll be the death of me.”
Harris’s smile was wide and wicked.
“I do hope not. It would be very inconvenient.”
Troy eased out of him as carefully as he could, and Harris hissed and then sighed; Troy knotted the condom, dropped it in the bin, and fetched a warm flannel and a glass of water from the bathroom across the hall. They drank. He cleaned them both, gentle and careful, the come on Harris’s belly and chest, the slick between his thighs, while Harris watched him, sleepy and smiling, one hand pressed lightly to his chest.
He checked, too. He didn’t ask permission for that one, but he said what he was doing as he did it, and Harris let him: he looked at the soft insides of Harris’s thighs and the pale curve of his hips, where his own fingers had been, for the first shadows of bruises. There was a faint pink mark already blooming on one hip. Troy kissed it and made a note in his head to be lighter there next time, and the way Harris watched him do it was more than Troy could hold for long.
20 minutes later, Troy had a fresh condom on, and Harris was on his side on the quilt with one knee drawn up and his back pressed to Troy’s front.
Troy settled in behind him, hesitant, careful, his voice low in the dark.
“Like this?”
Harris wriggled back against his chest, the plush curve of his arse snug against Troy’s cock, breathy and bossy.
“Like this. Slowly. Yes. Put your hand here.”
Troy slid an arm under Harris’s neck and spread his palm across the centre of his chest, over the long ridge of the scar. It was warm under his hand. He felt the heart beneath it, steady and quick, and the gentle rise and fall of the breath in his lungs.
Harris covered Troy’s hand with his own and pressed it flat, holding it there.
“Good. Now your other hand on my hip. Guide me.”
Troy’s teasing was soft against the shell of his ear.
“Boss.”
Harris scolded him, but he couldn’t hold back the smile; Troy could hear it.
“Troy.”
Troy grinned into his hair and dropped a kiss behind his ear.
“Sorry. I’ll behave.”
There was a smile in Harris’s answer, and Troy felt it right through his own hand, under the scar.
“You’ll do no such thing.”
Troy reached down between them, lined himself up, and pushed in steadily. The angle was different, deeper and easier, a long, languid slide into slick, loosened heat that drew a low moan up out of Harris’s chest and a gasp out of his own; he seated himself against the broad, soft curve of Harris’s arse and kissed the back of his neck, and Harris sighed and pushed back into him.
“Now. Slowly. Just rock.”
Troy rocked.
It was nothing like the first time. There was no urgency now, no desperate hunger clawing at him. It was a slow, rolling, ocean-deep rhythm, his hips moving in lazy circles, his cock sliding in and out of him in long, easy strokes, his hand stroking over the scar in the same slow tempo. Harris was plush and warm and trembling in his arms, and his whole body pressed back against Troy’s front, belly and hips and thighs and arse, a living weight Troy could hold on to. Troy kissed his shoulder; he nipped the freckled skin at the back of his neck with his lips. He traced the ridge of the scar with his fingertips, around and around, so lightly that he could feel every shiver it pulled out of the man in his arms.
His other hand drifted from Harris’s hip to the soft curve of his belly, and he felt it the second Harris tried to suck it in; that tiny, automatic tightening, years and years of habit. Troy spread his palm flat and held it there, warm and heavy.
“Let it go. I want to feel all of you.”
Harris let out a shaky breath and let go, all of it, his whole body sinking soft and heavy and trusting back into Troy’s arms, and Troy pressed his face into the back of his neck and groaned at how good that felt, at how good he felt, at having all of him.
Harris shuddered all the way through, from his shoulders to his curling toes.
“Oh, god. That’s … that’s …”
Troy’s lips brushed his shoulder, and he pressed in deep and held there, grinding slowly.
“Good?”
Harris’s voice was barely there at all.
“It’s like you’re touching my heart.”
Troy’s throat closed up. He pressed his forehead to the back of Harris’s neck, his eyes squeezed shut, and kept his hand moving over the scar, and kept his hips moving, slow and deep, and didn’t trust himself to say a single thing.
Harris’s breath was coming faster and faster under his palm, and his hole was fluttering around Troy’s cock.
“Don’t stop. Don’t stop. I’m close. Troy, I’m so close.”
It was a rasp against the back of his neck.
“I’ve got you.”
Harris’s fingers curled over his and pressed them harder into the scar.
“I know.”
Troy rocked harder, just slightly, and slid his other hand down from Harris’s hip to wrap around his cock, slick and half hard again against his thigh. It filled his fist at once, swelling heavy and hot in his grip. He stroked slowly, matching the rhythm of his hips, his thumb rubbing over the wet head on every upstroke, and Harris whimpered.
“There. Yes. Troy. Troy.”
Troy’s voice frayed apart right against his ear.
“Come on. Let me feel it.”
Harris came with a long, quivering cry. His whole body arched into the curve of Troy’s, his hole clamped down around Troy’s cock in hot, rippling waves, and warm come spilt over Troy’s fist in slow, silky pulses; he shook with it, trembling and gasping, his head thrown back against Troy’s shoulder, and Troy held him through every wave, one hand on his scar and one on his cock, whispering hoarse, broken praise against his ear.
“You’re so beautiful. So fucking beautiful. I’ve got you. That’s it. That’s it.”
It dragged him over the edge right along with it.
He buried himself deep, and his own release rolled through him, longer and gentler than the first, a warm, bone-deep shudder that emptied him out completely. He groaned into Harris’s neck, and Harris reached back and cradled his head in one hand, and they lay there wrapped around each other while the tremors faded out, one by one, sweaty and sticky and breathing together, Harris’s fingers still stroking lazily through his hair.
 
Troy eased out of him with every bit of care he had, and Harris hissed under his breath and then sighed, a sleepy, contented little sound, and stretched out long against the quilt, boneless and flushed, his toes curling and uncurling in the warm cotton, and Troy’s heart turned right over at the sight of him.
Troy brushed a kiss to the top of his shoulder, right on a freckle.
“Stay there.”
Harris’s reply was slurred and content, muffled by a pillow.
“I wasn’t going anywhere.”
Troy’s mouth curved against his skin.
“Good.”
He knotted the condom, dropped it in the little bin by the bed, and stopped to press one last kiss to the scar, barely a brush, which made Harris shiver all over. Then he padded barefoot down to the bathroom across the hall. The light made him wince. He ran the tap until the water steamed, soaked a fresh flannel, wrung it out, and then stood there for a second with both hands braced on the cool edge of the sink, staring at the bloke in the mirror.
He looked wrecked. Absolutely fucking wrecked. His hair was a disaster. There was a red mark high on his shoulder where Harris’s fingers had dug in, and the bruise along his ribs had gone an angry purple against his flushed skin. But his eyes were wide open and pale and clear, and there was something in his face that hadn’t been there for a very long time.
It took him a minute to place it.
He looked like someone who had been let in.
Troy washed his face, wiped the back of his neck, and carried the flannel and a fresh glass of water back down the hallway. Harris had pulled a corner of the quilt across his hips and lay curled on his side, one freckled arm folded under his head, watching the door with hazy green eyes. He smiled the second Troy appeared, a slow, helpless smile that just kept going and going.
“Hi.”
Those eyes were so very lovely; Troy was drowning in them, helplessly, as he paused there in the doorway with a wet flannel in his hand like an idiot.
His greeting came out a little shy, a little rough.
“Hi.”
Harris’s smile went on and on, wider and sillier.
“You’re very tall in my doorway.”
Troy kept his tone dry, though he could feel his ears going pink.
“You’re very naked in your bed.”
Harris let out a soft, sleepy chuckle into his pillow. Troy sat down on the edge of the mattress, handed him the glass and waited until he had drunk half of it before he took it back and set it on the nightstand. Then he drew the quilt away, gently, and began to wipe him clean.
He did it carefully. The warm cloth passed over the soft, sticky curve of Harris’s stomach, then lower, between his thighs, over his softened cock and around the tender, puffy rim of his hole with the lightest touch Troy had, and Harris shivered and hummed and let his knees fall open for him. Troy’s free hand lay flat on his hip, holding him steady. Now and then he pressed a kiss to the warm skin beside the cloth: the inside of a knee, the dip of a hip bone, the pale gold scatter of freckles on a silky thigh; and Harris’s breath hitched every single time.
Harris’s voice came out small from up by the pillows.
“You don’t have to do that.”
Troy paused, the cloth still in his hand, and pressed another kiss to the inside of his knee.
“I know.”
Harris’s voice was smaller still, and bewildered, his brows pulled together and his fingers plucking at the edge of the quilt.
“No one ever has.”
Troy looked up. Harris was watching him with wet eyes and a small, almost puzzled smile, his cheeks going pink again and his teeth catching at his bottom lip, and he didn’t look away. He didn’t hide. Troy was so fucking proud of him for that.
Troy’s voice came out gentle and rough all at once, and he reached up to trace his thumb along the line of Harris’s jaw.
“Then they were idiots.”
Harris’s lips twitched up at one side.
“Possibly.”
Troy’s mouth curved to match it.
“Definitely.”
Harris’s fingers curled around Troy’s wrist, warm and careful, and his voice trembled with how much he meant it when he whispered.
“Do you know, I think you might be the nicest person I have ever met.”
Troy stared at him. A hot pressure built up behind his eyes, fast and sharp, and he looked down even faster and dropped the flannel into the laundry basket by the bed.
His voice was barely a voice at all.
“Don’t say that.”
Then he leaned in and kissed Harris, gently, mostly so that Harris couldn’t say it again. It didn’t work. Harris tilted his head when they parted, curious and stubborn.
“Why not?”
Troy’s voice cracked, so low Harris could hardly have caught it.
“Because I’m not.”
Harris sat up a little, caught Troy’s chin with gentle fingers, and tipped it up so that Troy had no choice but to meet his eyes.
“You are. You brought me a wrap. You cooked me eggs. You asked about my heart.”
He didn’t let go of Troy’s chin. His voice firmed up, all that soft steel coming back into it as it had in the middle of the rug.
“You are not the person Kent told you that you were. You never were. And I’m going to keep saying so until you believe me, even if it takes a decade.”
The room went silent around them.
Troy’s mouth worked. Nothing came out of it. There was too much to put into words, and nothing in his vocabulary that was the right size; he had never been a words man, and Kent had spent years making sure the words he did have were all the wrong ones. So he did the only thing he could. He leaned in and pressed his forehead to Harris’s, shut his eyes, and breathed.
It was rough and thick in his throat when it finally came, and his eyes, when he opened them, were bright and wet.
“A decade. That’s a long time.”
Harris’s grin was luminous, and so close that Troy could count the freckles on his nose.
“I’ve got a lot of owl documentaries.”
A sound broke out of Troy, half a laugh and half something else entirely. Harris’s hands came up and framed his face, his thumbs stroking along Troy’s cheekbones, and that was when Troy noticed that his face was wet. Fuck. He was crying.
Harris’s voice dropped right down, low and warm, the voice he probably saved for the nervous ones at his mum’s rescue.
“Hey. Hey. It’s all right.”
Troy dragged the back of his hand across his eyes, embarrassed and not nearly as embarrassed as he should have been.
“I know. I’m okay.”
He sniffed, hard, and laughed at himself a little.
“I haven’t cried since Toronto. Not once. I thought I’d broken it.”
Harris’s thumbs kept brushing over his cheeks, catching the wet.
“You didn’t break it.”
Troy’s laugh was wet and shaky and very nearly happy.
“Feels like I might have, a bit. In a good way.”
Harris whispered, his green eyes bright as he smoothed his thumbs along Troy’s cheekbones one more time.
“Good. Then it’s working.”
He tugged at Troy’s wrist. Troy let himself be pulled down onto the bed, and the next thing he knew he was flat on his back with the quilt dragged up over his legs, and Harris tucked up along his side with his head pillowed on Troy’s shoulder and one soft, heavy thigh thrown across his. A warm hand settled over the centre of Troy’s chest and rose and fell with his breathing.
Troy’s arm came around him without being told to.
It was a generous bed, after all, and Harris was a warm, solid weight against him; he smelled like his sweet apple hand cream, faint and warm under Troy’s nose, the same smell that had been haunting Troy around that office all afternoon. His hair tickled under Troy’s chin. His heartbeat, quick and light and steady, beat against Troy’s ribs, right over the bruise, and the bruise didn’t hurt at all.
Harris’s voice was soft and sleepy, muffled against his skin.
“Can I ask you something?”
Troy’s eyes stayed closed, his answer a lazy hum.
“Mm.”
Harris hesitated; Troy felt it, the little hitch in his breath against his chest.
“What do you want this to be?”
Troy turned his head and pressed his lips to the top of that ginger hair, and he didn’t even have to think about it. He had been thinking about it for 6 weeks without knowing.
“Dinner. A proper one, in a restaurant, in front of people. Your parents’ house, and meeting every one of their dogs. Holding your hand at a game, if you want that. I don’t care who sees.”
His voice cracked, and he let it.
“I spent 4 years being scared of that. I’m done. I’m so done.”
Harris stopped breathing against his side. Every bit of him held perfectly still, his fingers frozen on Troy’s chest, for one, two, three beats of that ticking heart. Then his voice came, a small, thick whisper, and Troy could hear hope and disbelief all tangled up together in every word.
“Oh. That’s all of it. That’s everything I wanted.”
Troy’s chest went so tight he could barely breathe, and his arm curled harder around Harris’s back to keep him right there.
“Yeah?”
Harris lifted his head. His eyes were brimming over, and his smile wobbled at the edges.
“Yes. All of it. Yes.”
Troy kissed him again, because there was no other answer worth giving. It was slow and deep and gentle, and it tasted of salt and water. When it ended, Harris settled back down against his shoulder and let out a long, shuddering sigh that Troy felt all the way down his side.
Harris’s voice was soft and sleepy, muffled against his collarbone.
“Troy?”
Troy’s answer was a sleepy rumble, and he turned his face into Harris’s hair to give it.
“Yeah.”
Harris’s fingers started up again on his chest, tracing a slow, lazy line across it, right over the place where his heart was.
“You’ve barely slept since the final.”
The correction slipped out of Troy before he could stop it, the stupid, stubborn hockey part of his brain that kept count of everything.
“Thirty-three. I counted.”
He had lost count somewhere around the eggs, if he was honest; it was probably a fair bit more than that now. He felt Harris’s smile against his skin anyway, like Harris knew that too.
“Sleep. I’ll wake you for the thread. It doesn’t go up until eleven.”
A yawn cracked right through the middle of the last word, huge and squeaky, and Harris burrowed in closer. Troy’s arm tightened around him, and something warm and unfamiliar settled low down in his chest, a feeling he didn’t have a name for yet.
Troy mumbled into ginger hair, half asleep already.
“You need to sleep too.”
Harris hummed, and his hand pressed flatter over Troy’s heart.
“I will. Soon. I just want to listen to you for a minute.”
Troy closed his eyes.
Far below, a siren wound its way down the avenue and faded out. Beyond the glass, the whole city glittered, and somewhere in the walls the building hummed and settled around them. On the floor beside the bed, buried somewhere in his jeans, his phone buzzed with the dull insistence of a dozen unread messages: Ethan and Nick, most likely, and a group chat full of grown men demanding to know where the hell he was. For once, Troy didn’t reach for it.
Harris’s breathing was slowing down. His hand had gone slack on Troy’s chest, one finger curled loosely over the place where Troy’s heartbeat was strongest. Troy covered it with his own and held it there.
For the first time since Toronto, there was nothing to guard.
The quiet behind his ribs was a different kind of quiet now, warm and low and even, and it didn’t ring; it just sat there, soft and full, while Harris’s weight pressed him down into the mattress and Harris’s heart ticked away against his side. He breathed in. He breathed out. Against his side, the man he was falling in love with, a thing he didn’t have the word for yet and wasn’t ready to say, sighed and nuzzled into the hollow of his shoulder.
Harris murmured, thick with sleep, the words slurring together into Troy’s skin.
“Goodnight, Troy.”
Troy kissed his hair, and held on, and listened to the tick.
“Goodnight, Harris.”
It was barely a breath.
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    Chapter Notes

      Honestly, I do know what to say now, but here it is. The End. The final goodbye to my little one-shot. I will have more words later, when I have stopped crying; I promise. For now, just thank you, thank you for sticking with me, and I hope this is enough for you all. Heads up for this: you will cry your eyes out in places and melt from the heat in the others. This is a smut-filled banquet where Shane and Ilya get to play without worry, and they do.

I will be back to Hearts in the next few days, but please do let me know what you think, and there has been over 60k added to the rest of the story too becuase I went back and added in all the bits of myself I took away, that I censored becuase of all this AI witch hunt shit. I put it all back in, and I feel so much better for it. I am no longer apologising or defending my writing. I was here on FF, on LiveJournal, and oh hell, Quizilla (now I'm ageing myself) long before AI and my style is still my style, and I am not letting the toxicness of all this have it. So if they ever decide what us poor, hunted, threatened, tortured authors can give to prove ourselves, well, I have 15 versions of each section of this on Ellipsus; I have notes sent on my group chats that I use as a notebook; I have snippets in hand by my notebooks; I have hundreds of mistakes and hours upon hours of people watching me cock up and type live ... what more do you hunters want??

So extra 60k is for me and for the authors who have walked away. This final chapter (that is a book in itself) is for all of them too. You are not alone. I believe you. I also put blood, sweat, tears and hours upon hours of my chronic insomniac self into this, and I am fucking proud of it.

Enjoy. I love you all. See you at Hearts.







  Chapter 85 Part 1. Before the Summer
Shane POV
The first thing Shane noticed was that he was warm.
Which was nothing new, not really. Ilya ran hot like a furnace, a great big walking radiator of a man, and Shane, who had been born with two blocks of ice where his feet should be, had never gone to sleep without either suffering in socks or hunting down the nearest source of heat. For years now, that source had been 6 foot 3, Russian, and insufferably smug about it. The bastard.
He had given up pretending to have any pride about it pretty much as soon as Ilya had come to him, what felt like so long ago now. That was when Ilya had chosen him, bolted back from Russia on a chartered plane and altered the course of both their lives forever. Pride had never stood a chance, honestly. Not against those calves. Who could blame him?
He was lying where he ended up most nights: sprawled half across his husband’s massive chest, cheek pillowed on the broad, bare slope of a shoulder, one thigh hooked over a solid hip. Both freezing feet were wedged between Ilya’s calves, where they were tolerated, as always, with a sleepy, rumbling growl that Shane had decided long ago counted as a yes. The little gold cross lay warm against his cheek, rising and falling with every breath; under it, under all that skin and muscle, his husband’s heart thudded along, steady as a clock. Sandalwood and alpine spice, warm skin and sleep. Home, basically.
One thick arm was banded around his back. He knew, without looking, that the other was in his hair. Pale streaks of sunlight spilt over the pair of them through the gap in the curtains, and Yuki lay pressed in close by their feet, a warm, humming, faintly judgemental vibration through the duvet. There was no alarm, for the first time since October.
No alarm.
Shane lay there and let that settle. His brain, which had no idea how to idle, thank you very much, began filing it at once.
No practice. No flight. No game film, no media day, no parade route to memorise, no banquet seating plan that had to keep Cliff at least three tables from the open bar. (He had colour-coded that plan. Twice. Cliff had still found the bar. Of course he fucking had.)
The season was over. They had won. The Cup had gone back on the road in its battered black travel case with the Keeper in his white gloves, off to wherever the Hall of Fame’s schedule sent it next, and Shane had watched it go with the strangest little ache in his chest, like waving off a relative he actually liked. Was that weird? Probably. He didn’t care.
The days they would each get with it over the summer were pencilled into Yuna’s spreadsheet in three different colours. The club had sent the names to the engravers in Montreal. Sometime before the fall, a craftsman would sit down with a tiny hammer and cut them into the silver, one letter at a time.
I.HOLLANDER-ROZANOV
S.HOLLANDER-ROZANOV
L.HOLLANDER-ROZANOV
Three of them, stacked on the same band, forever. Shane had read the proof sheet so many times that he could have recited the spelling in his sleep, and he might well have done, actually, if Ilya’s grumbling last week was anything to go by.
His husband’s name. His own. Their oldest son’s. All on the same silver.
They had won it open, out and married, with the whole world watching, exactly the way Ilya had promised him on a night in January, back when Shane had still been waking with his heart in his throat every time his phone buzzed. He still caught himself thinking about it in the shower some mornings and had to brace a palm on the tiles until his knees remembered how to work. Married. Out. Champions. Was he ever going to get used to it? No. Probably not.
The bedroom faced east, a long wall of glass that Ilya had insisted on, because the cottage had one and Ilya couldn’t sleep in a room that didn’t look at something. Beyond the windows, the old maple at the bottom of the garden threw green, dappled light across the ceiling, and it shifted whenever the wind did, lazy as anything, as if the whole world had finally been given the morning off too.
Downstairs, Anya’s claws clicked across the tiles, paused, and clicked back again. That meant the collie mix was making her fourth patrol of the morning, from the kitchen to the foot of the stairs and back, checking whether anyone was awake yet to be loved. She was nothing if not thorough; Shane respected that in a dog.
Ilya’s hand had stayed in his hair all night.
It lay there still, heavy and slack, thick fingers curled into the black hair at the back of his head like a kid with a favourite blanket. His hair had grown back since the glue and the scissors had taken the long wolf cut he used to tie up, though not to the old length, not yet; only to a shaggy, tousled mess that curled over his ears and brushed his neck. It was enough for Ilya to hold. Ilya had sulked about the haircut for a full week, then informed Shane, very gravely, that he would be holding on to whatever was left, and that was the end of the discussion.
Every time Shane breathed, he felt the faintest tug at his scalp. He didn’t move. It was such a small, stubborn thing, and it undid him a little every single time; the proof, right there in his hair, that a man could be held onto even in his sleep. That he could be.
Ilya stirred.
It started in the hand, a slow, absent flex of fingers against Shane’s scalp, and travelled to the chin, which dragged gently over the crown of Shane’s head, stubble catching in his hair. A long exhale ruffled it. Then warm lips pressed into his hair, just above his ear, and didn’t move.
“You are thinking too loudly.”
The Russian, thick with sleep and gravel, rolled through Shane’s chest like warm honey. He didn’t answer. He reached up instead, found the curls at the back of his husband’s neck and slid his fingers deep into them, and Ilya made the low, rumbling sound he always made when someone found the right spot behind his ear, a sound Shane felt in his own ribs. God, he loved that sound. He would have built a shrine to that sound, if Ilya wouldn’t have been so unbearable about it afterwards.
That was most of what passed between them in the mornings, these days. Years ago, it had been so different. There had been a long stretch of time when Shane had tried to turn every single feeling into a sentence, because words were the thing he was usually good at, and he had been so terrified that if he didn’t spell it all out, carefully and correctly and in the right order, Ilya would walk. Ilya, meanwhile, had grown up in a house where saying a thing out loud was the quickest way to have it used against you.
He had learned, though. One stubborn, accented word at a time, Ilya had learned to say more than he had ever believed he could, and he had learned how to listen to the answer, too. It had been hard-won; neither of them had forgotten how hard. But somewhere among all those painful, precious words, they had remembered the other language, the one built from the press of a palm and a heavy leg thrown over a hip; the one that had been fluent between them since they were 17 years old and far too stupid to know what it meant.
Ilya’s hand slid down from his hair, over his shoulder and along his side, and settled in the dip of his waist, fingers spread wide enough to span half of it. Which was frankly fucking obscene, and Shane had stopped pretending to mind years ago. His thumb traced a lazy arc across the jut of his hip bone. Shane tipped his face up from the pillow of that shoulder.
The sight of him this early hit Shane square in the chest, exactly as it had when he was 17 and absolutely furious about it. Flushed with sleep. Blond curls flattened on one side and sticking up on the other. Those dark ocean-blue eyes half hidden under heavy gold lashes, sleepy and warm and fixed on him. Every inch of that big, ridiculous body was his, and Shane still wasn’t used to it. Would he ever be? God, he hoped not.
He put his forehead to Ilya’s. A big hand came up to cradle the back of his skull, a thumb rubbing the hollow behind his ear, and for a whole minute they lay nose to nose and breathed the same air.
Then Ilya kissed him. There was no rush in it, none at all; a lazy morning kiss that tasted of sleep, the kind they hadn’t had the time for in months. When it ended, Shane kept his eyes shut and felt the smile curve against his mouth. Ilya was the only person alive who could make him feel this unguarded. There was no golden boy in this bed, no polished media face, no Alternate with a clipboard; only a rumpled man with bed hair and cold feet who was loved anyway.
The hand at his waist drifted lower.
It dragged one deliberate, lingering line over the swell of his hip, the plush curve Ilya never could keep his hands off, and kept on going, down over the round of his ass, fingertips curling in under the hem of his boxers. At the same time, Ilya shifted under him, just slightly, just enough, and Shane felt it: thick, hot and very much awake, a heavy line pressing up against the inside of his thigh through two thin layers of cotton.
Of course he was. Of course, the bastard fucking was.
Ilya rolled his hips once, deliberate and filthy, dragging the whole hard length of himself up against Shane’s thigh, and squeezed a greedy handful of ass at the same time. Shane’s own traitorous cock gave an interested twitch that he would deny under oath. Heat licked straight down his spine. Fuck. He caught the wrist before it could go any further and laughed into his husband’s mouth.
“Not this morning, Ilyusha.”
Shane breathed against his lips, thumbing the soft inside of the wrist he held, right over the pulse, which wasn’t helping either of them. Then he kissed the curve of that wicked smile, because he was weak, and they both knew it.
“Nyet?”
Ilya rumbled against his jaw, drawing back just far enough to look at him. His brows rose in a perfect picture of wounded innocence, an effect slightly spoiled by the fact that his fingers had stayed exactly where they were, warm and patient and spread over the curve of Shane’s ass, and his cock was still pressed hot and insistent against his thigh. Innocent, Shane’s ass.
“Lyovushka doesn’t stay asleep after six.”
Shane reminded him gently, pressing a kiss to that pout. Then, because he was a menace and they both knew it, he squeezed his thigh in tight around that hard length, just once, just for a second, and watched Ilya’s eyes go dark.
“Cruel. You are a cruel, cruel man, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya growled, low and rough, and dipped his head to set his teeth into the side of Shane’s throat, right under the jaw, where it would show if he bit any harder. He didn’t. He only held there, all teeth and hot breath and the scrape of stubble, until Shane’s breathing stuttered and his toes curled between Ilya’s calves, and then he soothed the spot with a long, wet swipe of his tongue.
Then his whole body sighed. He dropped his forehead onto Shane’s collarbone with a long, resigned, fond groan that went on for so long it was frankly theatrical. Shane laughed silently into his curls and held him a second longer, his own heart going a little too fast. They both knew what was coming. They both knew it was the best part of the day.
“Two days.”
Ilya muttered into his collarbone like a man reading out his own prison sentence.
“Two days.”
Shane agreed, combing his fingers through the curls at the back of that strong, muscled neck, and he didn’t even try to hide how pleased he sounded.
Ilya lifted his head. His mouth found Shane’s ear, and his voice dropped into the deep, velvety rumble that had been ruining Shane’s life since he was 17, all heavy accent and lazy heat.
“Two days, and then I have you at the cottage, where no one can hear you. I am going to keep you in our bed until you forget your own name. I am going to fill you up, and plug you, make sure it all takes, then do it all again. And you will not need a spreadsheet for any of it.”
He murmured all of it in that perfect, velvet, sultry Russian of his, utterly shameless, as if he were reading Shane a bedtime story, not whispering hot, dripping promises of the filth that was to come as his thumb rubbed lazy circles into the top of Shane’s thigh the whole time. Shane’s face went hot. Two whole days of that? He was going to die. He was going to die happy, but still. His freckles, he knew without looking, would be standing out like a join-the-dots.
“You’ve thought about this.”
Shane managed it with only a slight shake in his voice, which he thought was frankly heroic, under the circumstances.
“Lyubimyy. I have thought about nothing else since the parade.”
Ilya pressed a smug kiss under his ear and didn’t move his hand.
A soft shuffle sounded in the corridor, followed by the muffled thump of a toy hitting the rug.
Ilya’s hand moved then. Fast. It was back up at Shane’s waist, perfectly respectable, before the door had even started to open, and Shane bit down on a laugh so hard he nearly hurt himself. Smooth, Ilyusha. Very smooth.
The door opened a crack. A pair of huge ocean-blue eyes appeared in it at about hip height, under a long, tangled nest of dark curls that stuck up in four directions at once.
Levi stood there in his shark pyjamas, a grey plush shark tucked under one arm, as serious as a very small judge. He studied the bed. He studied Shane. He studied Ilya, whose face was now buried against Shane’s collarbone again in an attempt to look innocent, and Levi’s mouth did something that was very nearly a smile.
Every morning they were home, since something in their little son had shifted, he had stopped at the door and looked, as if he needed to make sure with his own eyes that they were both still there.
Every morning, Shane lifted his arm.
“Kaasan?”
Hardly more than a whisper; it went through Shane like a blade of light all the same.
He held the covers open with his arm, and Levi crossed the carpet at his careful pace, one hand trailing along the wall as usual. He climbed up the side of the bed on his own, because he liked to. He had been ferociously proud of that for weeks, and Shane would have let him climb Everest if it put that look on his face.
He was still smaller than a 7-year-old had any right to be, but his hands were stronger than they had been in the spring and his cheeks had begun, finally, to fill. When he settled between them, a warm, wriggling weight smelling like sleep and the sweet pear shampoo from the clownfish bottle he had picked out himself, very seriously, from an entire shelf of them, Shane’s arm closed around him. He put his nose in the long dark curls and breathed.
These days the pause at the door was shorter than it used to be. In April it had lasted whole minutes, a small, silent sentry in the gap with his shark crushed to his chest, and Shane had lain there with his heart in his mouth and his arm held up and waited, every single time, for as long as it took. Now it was a few seconds. A quick, satisfied once-over, like a tiny foreman checking that the building site was exactly where he had left it, and then he came in as if he owned the place. Which, as far as Shane was concerned, he did.
Shane had a column in a spreadsheet for it. Of course he did. The length of the pause, by date, in seconds, colour-coded from red down to a nice calm green, and he would never in a million years show it to another living soul, Ilya excepted, and Ilya had only found it because he had been snooping for the summer budget. Watching that number shrink had been the best data he had ever kept, thank you very much.
Ilya had a word for what Shane became in moments like this. He used it in the dark, half teasing and half awed. Lioness. Sometimes Shane felt it all too well; there wasn’t really a better way of describing the swell of overwhelming love and protection that he felt towards his sons sometimes.
Levi’s feet were freezing. They always were. His little body had never learned to hold its own heat, and he didn’t have the reserves to do so anyway, may never have. Every single morning two small, cold feet found Shane’s calf and pressed against it, and every single morning, Shane let them. He never flinched; he didn’t want them anywhere else. Why would he? Like Kaasan, like son, Ilya liked to grumble, and then he would steal both sets of feet and tuck them between his own calves, pretending to grumble the whole time.
Which Ilya then did, right on schedule. A big hand slid down under the duvet, found one icy little foot and then the other, and tucked them both in between his calves alongside Shane’s, so that for a moment there were four frozen feet wedged in there and one very put-upon Russian hissing through his teeth like a kettle. He informed the ceiling in Russian that he was sharing his bed with two fish from the freezer, and what had he done to deserve this? Levi giggled, a small, hiccupy, delighted sound, and wriggled all ten toes on purpose.
6 months ago, Levi hadn’t known how to giggle. Shane thought about that more than was probably healthy. Did he care? Not even slightly.
Ilya’s arm came down over both of them. His broad palm covered Levi’s back from the curls at his neck to the base of his spine. Levi gave a tiny, shuddering sigh and turned his face into Ilya’s chest like a plant turning towards the sun.
He didn’t take his other hand off Shane, though. He never did, not any more, not anywhere. It stayed exactly where it had been, low on Shane’s hip under the duvet, thumb rubbing over the bone, and now and then it wandered down to Shane’s right hand and found his ring and turned it, once, round and back, as if checking it was still there. Over a decade of situation-ship, turned marriage, a Cup and now two boys, and his husband still checked. Shane hoped to God he never stopped.
“Good morning, Otousan.”
There was a little voice that mumbled into the cotton of Ilya’s T-shirt, which Ilya had dragged on at some point in the night for exactly this reason.
“Good morning, Lyovushka.”
Ilya’s voice dropped to its gentlest register, so deep it was almost a vibration. He rubbed a circle between those narrow shoulder blades, then tugged the quilt down over the small, cold feet, tucking it under with one big hand until Levi was cocooned like a burrito.
Shane watched his husband’s face over the top of their son’s curls. The hard line of that chiselled jaw had gone gentle. It was open, unguarded, so soft that Shane’s chest ached in the best possible way. Such a big man. Such huge, careful hands. 5 minutes ago, those same hands had been squeezing his ass, and that same mouth had been murmuring filth in his ear, and now look at him. Shane caught Ilya’s gaze across the dark head and held it. Neither of them spoke. Ilya leaned over and pressed his mouth to the top of Shane’s head, and Shane read it as clearly as a page of text.
Thank you. I love you. He’s safe. We did this.
Their son. Theirs, on paper, in two alphabets and a stack of court documents Shane had read so many times the corners had gone soft.
Levi Ilyich Hollander-Rozanov. All of it. Every time.
“Are we going to the lake today?”
Levi’s voice was muffled, small and hopeful, and very carefully not too hopeful, in case it was the wrong answer.
Not today, Shane murmured, combing his fingers slowly through the long dark curls.
“In two days.”
He felt Levi count against his chest, tiny fingers tapping on the cotton of his shirt. Then he felt him twist round to check the calendar on the wall, which Luca had decorated with a hand-drawn shark beside every single date of their stay.
Luca had done that calendar in an afternoon in May, sitting cross-legged on Levi’s bedroom floor with his tongue between his teeth and Levi lying on his stomach beside him supervising, and every little shark was different. Hammerheads, great whites, a whale shark taking up the whole of a Sunday, a very small, very smug shark in a Bears jersey with an 81 on it. Levi had crossed off every single day since with a fat red pen at bedtime, very seriously, and then made Otousan read out how many were left, in Russian, in the voice he used for bedtime stories.
“Thursday. Friday.”
His whole face lit up like a small sunrise.
“Two days, Sharky…”
He announced to the plush shark with a serious little lilt to his voice. Ilya’s chest shook under Shane’s arm with a laugh so deep it was almost silent, and over Levi’s head, those blue eyes found Shane’s again, wicked and warm. Two days. Shane tucked his chin on top of Levi’s head, ignored the heat still simmering low in his belly, and let the sun climb the ceiling.
Then, because he was Levi, and because a trip was a serious undertaking and serious undertakings needed rules, he sat up in his nest of duvet and laid them out for Sharky in careful Russian, one small finger at a time. No swimming without Otousan. Life jacket always, even on the dock, even for sharks. Kaasan’s sunscreen before going outside, both arms and the back of the neck and the ears, because ears could burn; Lukasha told him so. Lukasha got the bed under the window because Lukasha liked to draw in the morning. And Addie wasn’t allowed to try and be friends with the geese again, because the geese didn’t want to be his friends, and that was okay; not everyone had to be friends.
Ilya agreed to every single rule. Shane bit the inside of his cheek so hard he could taste it. He wasn’t going to laugh. He wasn’t. Was he? Oh, he absolutely was. Levi’s rules had saved them all a great deal of trouble over the past 6 months, and also, the geese thing was entirely fair.
Then Levi added, as an afterthought, that Kaasan wasn’t allowed to make lists at the lake, and Ilya laughed until the bed shook.
Traitors. The pair of them. Shane was surrounded by his own little army of Russian-speaking traitors.
Somewhere down the corridor, a door opened, and a sleepy voice grumbled at Anya, who had clearly been waiting for exactly that, gave one joyful bark and launched a clattering charge up the stairs. Levi squealed with laughter, and the shark went flying across the room.
The sleepy voice followed the dog. Luca appeared in the doorway a minute later in a pair of shark socks that had very definitely been stolen from his little brother and a black Bears hoodie with a 66 on the back that swamped him to the knuckles, his blond hair flattened on one side and sticking up in a crest on the other, so exactly like Ilya’s that Shane had to swallow.
Once, not even that long ago, he would have hovered out there. He would have knocked on the open door and waited and asked if he was interrupting, if it was okay, if they were sure, until Shane wanted to cry. This morning he just padded straight in, retrieved Sharky from the floor on the way past, and flopped face down across the bottom of the bed like a felled tree with a groan of deep, theatrical suffering, because Anya had licked his ear to wake him and he had opinions about that.
Ilya reached down without even looking, hooked one huge arm around his middle and hauled him bodily up the bed into the pile, 18 years old and nearly 6 feet of him, as easily as if he weighed what Levi did. Luca landed half across Shane’s legs and half on his little brother, laughing helplessly, and Levi squawked in outrage and then immediately grabbed a fistful of hoodie so Luca couldn’t leave.
Ilya pressed a smacking kiss into the blond curls, then another one for good measure, and grumbled in Russian about bony elbows and big lazy sons who stole socks.
“Morning, Kaasan. Morning, Otousan.”
Luca mumbled into the duvet, not one bit sorry, and then wriggled up until he could get his head on Shane’s shoulder, right next to Levi’s, and settled there with his eyes shut and his cold nose tucked into Shane’s neck.
Shane got an arm around him too. There was always room for one more under his arm. He had his husband warm along one side, his oldest tucked in at his neck, his little one wedged between them, a collie draped over everyone’s ankles and a deeply affronted Maine Coon cross relocating to the windowsill to glare at the lot of them, and there wasn’t a single place on his body that something he loved wasn’t touching.
He was never, ever getting up.
Adrien put his head around the door 5 minutes later, took one look at the pile, grinned like the sun coming up, and announced that he would start the pancakes. Ilya mockingly told the ceiling that the Cub was going to burn the first one; he always did. Just to make Lukasha huff and try to defend his poor fiancé.
He did burn it, though. Of course he fucking did.
Another day began.
,🏒💛🏒
By half past nine the kitchen smelled like tea, butter and the scorched edge of Adrien’s first pancake, which he had tried to secretly feed to Anya and had to mutter an apology when the pair of them were promptly caught.
Shane stood leaning on the island with both hands wrapped around a fresh cup of tea, milk and two honeys, as he watched his family eat breakfast, and tried very hard not to make a fool of himself.
It was ridiculous to be moved by a table. It was. Who cried over a table? A stack of pancakes, a pile of different-sized plates, a bowl of blueberries and the few strays that had scattered across the worktop when Levi had tried to help pour them. That was all it was. He was a grown man with an Olympic medal and his name again, about to go on the Cup, and he was getting choked up over fruit. Fucking fruit.
But it had taken him 20-odd years to get to this particular kitchen, and now and then it still caught him by the throat. Honestly, there had been a time when he had eaten breakfast standing at a counter in a cold, empty Montreal apartment, weighing out his oats with a spreadsheet open on his laptop, and he had genuinely thought of that as a full life. God. What an idiot. He wanted to go back in time and shake himself.
He had already done Levi’s hair, before anything else, because that was the order of things. Levi had climbed up onto the padded stool at the end of the bathroom counter with his hairbrush in one hand and two hair ties held up in the other like an offering to a small, fussy god, and sat with his back very straight and his eyes shut while Shane brushed the sleep knots out of all that long, black, pear-scented silk. One braid down the back. Tight enough to last a whole day of grass and dog and Ojisan Cliff. Only Kaasan was allowed to braid. That was a rule, and it had been a rule since the spring, and Levi had informed several people of it, including a very startled nurse at Dr Ramos’s clinic who did not speak Russian so had no idea why he had pulled away from her questing, appreciative fingers.
Luca was allowed to tidy. He had come and sat on the next stool with his chin in his hand and fixed the little wisps at the front with two clips shaped like tiny sharks, frowning in concentration, and Levi had let him, and then turned around and fixed Luca’s crest of bedhead with his own small, determined fingers in return, which did absolutely nothing, and yet Luca had thanked him as if it had.
Ilya was allowed to watch. That was all. Ilya pretended to be mortally wounded about it every single morning, and then leaned on the counter with his chin in his hand and his eyes gone soft and stupid, and watched every second.
Now his husband stood sleepily at the kettle in a faded Bears T-shirt and grey joggers, glaring at it like a king kept waiting for his tea. It seemed to be taking forever to boil. Ilya was apparently taking that personally.
Shane loved him so much it was frankly embarrassing.
Shane’s gaze lingered a moment too long on the set of his shoulders, broad and solid under the worn cotton, then slid down, as it did, to the way those grey joggers hung low on his hips and did absolutely nothing to hide the delicious curve of his ass. Then he caught himself. The familiar warmth crept across his cheekbones, and he looked away. Too late, obviously. When was he ever not too late? At the kettle, Ilya’s mouth curved into a slow, smug smile that told Shane he had felt every second of it between his shoulder blades.
“Behave.”
Shane murmured as he passed behind him with his mug, low enough that only one person in the kitchen would catch it and pointedly didn’t look at those joggers again.
“I am not doing anything.”
Ilya rumbled, innocent as their youngest son’s evening warm milk with honey, those blue eyes wide and wicked. He caught Shane’s fingers as he went by and squeezed them, his thumb pressing once, very deliberately, into the soft inside of his wrist, right where he had held it that morning. Shane nearly dropped his tea; the bastard knew it, too.
He didn’t let go of Shane after that, either. When Shane came back around the island with his tea, Ilya’s arm looped around his waist and reeled him in until his back was against that broad chest, and kept him there while he poured his own tea one-handed, chin on Shane’s shoulder, thumb hooked in the waistband of Shane’s sweatpants like it had been sewn there. He dropped a kiss on Shane’s cheek, and then one under his ear, and then went back to scowling at the honey jar.
No one at the table even looked up. Shane loved that more than he could ever have put into words. Once upon a time, he would have flinched out of that arm even in his own kitchen, with no one there to see but the toaster.
Levi sat at the table, legs swinging, the shark plushie nestled in his lap. Luca perched on the counter beside the sink, drawing a very small, careful shark on the back of a napkin, his tongue caught between his teeth. His blond hair stuck up at the back. A purple mark showed just under the collar of his oversized T-shirt, which he kept tugging up, and Adrien kept noticing, with a small, fond, deeply pleased look, from across the room. On the left hand holding the pencil, a plain band of brushed gold winked in the light.
Adrien had drifted over and come up behind Luca at the counter. He didn’t bother talking; instead, he only slid a big, gentle hand into the fair blond waves and tucked a stray piece behind Luca’s ear, his thumb resting for a moment on the hinge of his jaw. Luca’s eyes drifted shut, and he leaned into the palm like a cat; a deep pink crept across his cheeks. Shane, who had wandered back to lean against the counter by the kettle without quite deciding to, felt Ilya’s hand curl around the back of his neck again, as if it had never left.
Luca’s ring had been on his finger for 23 days. Shane had counted. Of course he had. Then he’d had to stop himself counting, because it was exactly the kind of number he could have recited in his sleep.
Luca had told him yes at centre ice, well, nodded yes at least. The cameras had missed it. They had caught the kiss, the kneeling, the roar of 17,000 people, but not the small, private moment right in the middle of it.
Luca had gone white, then dark pink to the ears, then clapped both hands over his face as he nodded. Adrien, who noticed everything and never pushed, had stayed down on one knee on the ice, patient as anything, until the hands came down.
He had told Shane three days later, in the garden, with the dazed, loopy look of someone who still couldn’t believe his luck. He had confessed, very formally, that he ought to have asked for Shane’s and Ilya’s blessing first, as if there had been the faintest possibility of them refusing. Shane had told him yes. Obviously. Who did the Cub think he was talking to? Then he had gone inside and stood in the pantry for a minute, among the tins, the meticulously labelled spices and the cereal, to have a small, private, entirely manly cry.
Luca slid off the counter and wandered over, silent as the cat. He just leaned his whole weight into Shane’s side, all long, lithe 18 years of him pressed against Shane from shoulder to hip, and his head came to rest on Shane’s chest with a sigh. Shane wrapped an arm around him. Luca’s fingers hooked in the hem of his shirt, careful and shy even now, a small gesture so like Levi’s that Shane’s throat tightened. He turned his face into the blond hair and kissed it, breathing in vanilla and almond, and Luca’s smile pressed warm against his collarbone.
“You’re doing the face, Kaasan.”
Luca mumbled into his shirt.
“I don’t have a face.”
Shane lied, his hand settling in Luca’s hair. Behind him, Ilya snorted into his tea, and Shane elbowed him without looking.
“You have a face. It’s the one where you’re about to cry because the butter’s in the right place.”
Luca tipped his head up just enough for Shane to glimpse the grin he was failing to hide, his eyes, so like Ilya’s, crinkled at the corners.
Shane didn’t dignify that with an answer. He squeezed Luca’s shoulder and felt him laugh, a bright, boyish, slightly raucous sound that Levi had recently started trying to copy, badly but with commitment. He would have walked across fire for every second of it. He kept his arm where it was and let it say the rest.
Then everyone sat down, more or less, which in their house meant that no one sat where they should really. Ilya took the chair at the head of the table and hooked his foot around the leg of the next one and dragged it in so close to his own that Shane had to sit with their thighs pressed together from hip to knee, which had obviously been the point. Levi abandoned his own seat within about 4 seconds and climbed up into his Otousan’s lap instead, Sharky and all. Ilya sighed the long, put-upon sigh of a man failing to fool anyone, and moved his plate so their youngest could reach it.
Luca took the chair on Shane’s other side and leaned over to steal blueberries off his plate, one at a time, without even pretending not to. Ilya reached across Shane and ruffled the blond curls into an even worse mess, rumbling Lukasha at him in the voice that meant he was in trouble and also the best son in the world, and Luca ducked his head and grinned and let him, and then leaned into the big hand for a second longer than he needed to.
He did that now. He leaned. He asked. Would Shane ever get tired of watching it? Never. Not in a million years.
Adrien set a plate in front of Levi with a flourish.
“Little Shark. Breakfast of champions.”
Levi regarded the pancake, which had been cut into the shape of a very lopsided shark with two blueberries for eyes and a third, slightly squashed, for reasons no one had been brave enough to ask about. He gave Adrien a look of such deep, serious approval that Adrien sat down on the nearest stool as if his knees had given out. Then Levi reached across the table and patted his hand twice, firmly, like someone reassuring a very nervous dog.
“Thank you, Addie. Is very good shark.”
Levi spoke the words slowly but carefully, his English coming in small, careful, slightly back-to-front pieces, like a boy laying out stepping stones across a stream, and tucked the shark plushie closer against his chest. His small fingers smoothed its fin.
Adrien managed to choke out that he was very welcome, with his eyes on the plate and his voice gone suspiciously thick. He stroked the stray dark curls back from the little forehead and pretended he had something in his eye, which fooled precisely no one, the big softie. Honestly, what was it with the men in this house? Luca, tucked against Shane’s side, watched him with a look of such open, wondering love that Shane had to glance away.
Then he tried, very bravely, to ask for the syrup in Russian.
It didn’t go well. He got the word for syrup right, which was a triumph, and then put it in a sentence that, as far as Shane could tell, asked the syrup to pass him to Levi; Levi took the bottle and held it hostage and corrected his grammar with all the patient, implacable sternness of a very small schoolteacher until Adrien had got the whole thing right, twice. Then Levi handed it over. Then he patted Adrien’s hand again. Luca hid his whole face in Shane’s shoulder and shook.
Ilya announced, in English and for the benefit of the whole table, that the Cub’s Russian was improving very fast, from terrible to only very bad, and that this was a great day for Russia. Yet poor Adrien glowed like he had been handed a second Cup.
Shane had stuck a list to the fridge last night, under the Bears magnet, because of course he had, despite Ilya’s knowing half-smirk at him when he had come up to bed after checking everyone was asleep.
Summer at the lake, for the boys:
Catch a fish (Otousan to bait the hook, no one else, see incident with Ojisan Cliff, last summer).
See the loon.
Learn to float on your back (Lyovushka).
Paint on the dock at sunrise (Lukasha).
S’mores at least twice a week, which Levi had looked at very suspiciously, because he still called them burning sticks and wasn’t yet convinced. Someone, in Adrien’s round, loopy handwriting, had added Survive Ilya’s fishing lessons at the bottom. Underneath that, in shaky, massive Cyrillic and purple felt tip, Levi had added Otousan to carry me, and underlined it three times.
Ilya had seen it last night and gone silent; he had stood in front of the fridge for ages, and then gone upstairs and checked on Levi twice.
🏒💛🏒
 The doorbell rang.
Anya erupted. Levi slid down off Otousan’s knee and made it three steps towards the hall before he stopped. He looked back at Shane and held out his hand without a word.
It was a ritual they had built over time; someone new who made a sound at the door meant a hand to hold, and a hand to hold meant nothing bad was coming through it. Shane took the small fingers in his own and led him out, with Ilya a step behind, one big palm resting between Shane’s shoulder blades. When he opened the door, a very tall mountain of a man in a very good grey suit was standing on the step.
These days, Levi didn’t always need the hand. Some days he went to the door on his own, chin up, and opened it himself, and Shane had to stand at the end of the hall and let him, not hover. Today he had wanted it. And Shane? Shane would give him that hand every single day until he was an old man, if he asked.
“Good morning, Shane. Ilya. And Levi.”
Sam Winchester inclined his head with grave courtesy. He carried a leather folder in one hand and a white bakery box in the other, and somehow he looked crisp and pressed at a quarter to ten on a Wednesday morning. Shane, in socks and a T-shirt he was fairly sure belonged to his husband, felt briefly underdressed for his own front door. How did the man do it?
“I come bearing both news and pastries. Gabe insists that the order of importance is the other way around.”
Sam shifted the bakery box to his other hand with perfect gravity.
“It is the other way around.”
The voice came from somewhere behind Sam’s sleeve, bright with indignation.
Gabriel Winchester popped out from behind one of Sam’s elbows, a blur of blond hair and enthusiasm, dressed like someone who had lost a bet with a rainbow. He thrust a large, crinkling paper bag at Levi like someone delivering a state gift. Sam’s mouth twitched as he glanced down at him, fond in spite of himself, one large hand settling briefly at the small of Gabe’s back.
“Gummy sharks. Ethically sourced. For the Shark Prince.”
Levi stared at the bag, then up at Shane, his eyes massive. Shane crouched, slid a hand into his curls and thumbed one soft cheek.
“After lunch.”
He told him gently.
“Five.”
Levi held up five fingers to make sure the terms were understood, nodded once when Shane nodded back, gathered the bag into both arms like treasure, and carried it into the house as carefully as if he had just been handed the keys to a bank.
“I like him.”
Gabe announced to the porch at large.
“He negotiates.”
Gabe finished, rocking back on his heels and bumping a shoulder against Sam’s arm, thoroughly pleased with himself. Ilya, behind Shane, made a small, proud noise in his throat that Shane chose not to tease him about. Yet.
Levi, it turned out, wasn’t finished either. He came back to the door with the bag of gummy sharks still clutched to his chest, because introductions were a rule, and he had forgotten them, and rules were rules. He stood very straight between Shane’s feet, one small fist knotted in the hem of Shane’s T-shirt, and pointed, finger by finger, and whispered up to Shane in Russian who everyone was, and Shane passed it on to Gabe in English, word for word.
This was his Kaasan. This was his Otousan, who was very big, and the Captain. His Lukasha was inside, and was his brother, and was also big, but less. Addie was Lukasha’s. Anya was his. Yuki was Kaasan’s because Yuki had decided so.
Shane’s throat closed up entirely. Ilya’s hand came down on the top of Levi’s head, then slid round to rest on the back of Shane’s neck, warm and heavy, and Shane felt the proud, rumbling noise in his husband’s chest all the way down his own spine. There had been a time when Levi wouldn’t speak to strangers at all; there had been a time when he wouldn’t speak.
Now he was showing them off. His family. On his own front step, to anyone who would listen.
Gabe crouched down to Levi’s height, shook his hand very seriously, and told him it was the best family he had ever been introduced to, and Levi, once Shane had murmured it into Russian for him, nodded, as if that was only to be expected, and went inside.
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Sam didn’t do small talk. He did it occasionally, as a courtesy, in the same way he wore a tie to Sunday lunch, but he had no real patience for it, and Shane had always liked him hugely for that. So he waited, like a man who had budgeted for exactly this much waiting, until the plates had been cleared, the tea refreshed and the coffee made.
By then Levi and Anya had been dispatched to the garden with Adrien and Cliff. Cliff had arrived unannounced halfway through breakfast, let himself in with a booming greeting, and had then proceeded to eat four leftover pancakes without introducing himself to anyone, then shaken Sam’s hand with syrup on his fingers. Which Sam had borne like a saint. Now he laid his folder on the dining table and sat at the end of it with the posture of a man about to deliver a verdict.
Shane took the chair across from him. Ilya sat at his shoulder, one hand curled around the back of Shane’s neck, a warm, heavy weight that spoke for itself. Luca slid into the seat on Shane’s other side with his knees pulled up to his chest and tucked himself against Shane’s arm, and Ilya’s free hand dropped to the back of Luca’s neck without so much as a glance, as if it had been waiting there all along. Which, Shane supposed, it had.
Gabe took the chair beside Sam’s, near enough that their knees touched under the table. Through the long windows, Shane could see out into the garden. Levi was at the centre of it with Anya glued to his heels and Sharky tucked under one arm, laughing at something Cliff had done that very probably involved falling over on purpose.
Shane counted heads through the glass. Could he help it? No. He had been doing it since Levi had come home with them, and he suspected he would be doing it when Levi was 40. One little boy, braid flying. One collie. One Adrien, being used as a climbing frame. One Ojisan Cliff, on all fours on the lawn with Levi on his back, giving what was very clearly meant to be a horse ride and was coming out more like a slow, lumbering, mooing cow, because Levi had asked for a cow and Cliff would have been a cow for that boy until his knees gave out. All present. All correct.
Levi caught him looking and waved, a big two-armed wave from the top of his Ojisan’s back. Shane waved back. So did Ilya, right in the middle of a legal meeting about the people who had hurt their son, with his free hand, the big soft idiot, and Levi beamed so hard at both of them that he nearly fell off the makeshift cow.
Ilya’s other hand hadn’t moved from Shane’s neck. Under the table, his knee was pressed hard against Shane’s, solid as the table leg, and every time Shane shifted, it followed.
Sam began without preamble, his long fingers resting flat on the folder, by telling them that everything he had to tell them was good news, or as good as the law allowed.
“I would like you to understand that before I start. Some of it will not feel good, because it concerns people who have hurt you, and justice, in my experience, rarely feels as satisfying as one imagines it will. But it is good news. I wanted to say that first.”
Then he turned to Luca and asked, with grave courtesy, whether he might begin with him.
Luca froze. Shane felt it go through his arm, a fine, thrumming tension like a wire pulled tight, and his stomach dropped right along with it. Shit. He put his hand over Luca’s on the tabletop, turned it palm up and held on. Ilya’s thumb, on Luca’s neck, started to move in small circles.
“On the night of the incident at your gate, Mr Haas struck Ilya in front of four witnesses and a security camera. The footage is remarkably clear. Ilya did nothing in return until it became necessary, and then he did no more than was needed. The district attorney’s office has declined to charge him.”
Sam paused to let that settle, and Ilya’s thumb twitched once against Shane’s skin. Smug. Shane could feel the smugness through his fingertips. Smug, gorgeous bastard. He would deal with that later.
Mr Haas, Sam went on, squaring the edge of the folder against the table with two fingers, had been arrested the following morning. He had pleaded guilty to assault; he would serve 18 months of probation and complete a court-ordered course in the management of anger, and he would enter a treatment programme for his drinking, which his own state-provided lawyer had advised him to do before the court did it for him. He was subject to a permanent order of protection covering Luca, Levi, Shane, Ilya, this house and the cottage. If he approached any of them again, he would go to prison. Good. Shane hoped he fucking tried it.
Prison. Shane felt Luca take that word in, through the hand he was holding, like a breath held and not let go.
“And my…”
Luca’s voice broke on the word. He cleared his throat and tried again.
“Mrs Haas?”
His hand turned over under Shane’s, fingers locking tight enough to hurt; Shane let them.
Mrs Haas, it seemed, had been very sensible. She had signed a document relinquishing every claim against Luca, and a statement that she wouldn’t contact him, directly or indirectly; anything she wished to say would go through counsel. Then Sam’s grey-green eyes moved across the table to Shane.
“I believe it was your conversation with her at the gate that did it. She told her own lawyer, and I quote, ‘He was not angry. That was what frightened me.’”
Shane looked down at his hands. What had he even said? He didn’t remember the exact words. He remembered being so very calm, a long, cold, perfect clarity that had come down over him like frost on a windscreen. He remembered a woman’s face going slowly grey as she understood that the boy she had let walk out of her house was never hers to take back. He remembered telling her ‘he’s mine now’ and meaning it with every cell in his body, and he would mean it again, every day, for the rest of his life. Ilya’s hand tightened on his neck, proud and wordless.
Mine. His. Theirs.
Good, Shane thought, a little viciously. Let her be fucking frightened.
He wasn’t sorry. He would never be sorry. Why on earth would he be? There were some things a lioness didn’t say sorry for, and Ilya had told him so, in the car on the way home from the gate, with one hand on Shane’s thigh the whole drive and the other on the wheel and his voice gone very proud and very low.
Luca had put his head down on his knees; Ilya’s hand slid from his neck to between his shoulder blades and pressed, a slow, solid roll of that big palm. Out on the lawn, Adrien had stopped mid-throw with a tennis ball in his hand and turned his head towards the window, as if he had felt it from all the way out there. Luca made a small, shaky noise and leaned into Ilya’s hand with his eyes shut.
His voice came out muffled by his knees, wanting to know if that was it. If that was really all.
“They really can’t come near us, near me, again?”
Luca’s grip tightened around Shane’s fingers where their hands lay on the tabletop, and he lifted his head just far enough to look at Sam with one wet blue eye.
“They cannot come near you. Ever.”
Sam’s tone gentled, very slightly, which for Sam was the equivalent of a hug.
“You will never have to see either of them again unless you choose to. If one day you wish to change that, a letter to this office will begin the process. I do not think you will. But the door is yours to open now, and not theirs.”
Luca raised his head. His eyes were bright and wet, his mouth not quite steady, but there was something solid underneath it all that Shane had waited far too long to see. He wiped his face on his sleeve and sat up straight, and Shane was so bloody proud of him he could hardly breathe.
That was his boy. That was their boy.
“Thank you, Sam. You gave up days of your life, and you did it for someone you’d never met.”
Luca’s voice was roughened, and he squeezed Shane’s hand in time with every word, as if he were counting them out.
Sam inclined his head, the barest dip, and told him he had done it for a young man who deserved a better start than he had been given.
“You do not owe me gratitude, Luca. You owe yourself a very long and very happy life. Take it.”
Luca didn’t answer that. He did something better. He unfolded himself from his chair, came around behind Shane, and climbed, all 19 lithe, muscular years of him, straight into the narrow gap between Shane and Ilya, and Ilya, without even pausing, hooked his free arm around him and hauled him half up onto his knee as if he weighed what Levi did.
Once, Luca would have said sorry for taking up the room. He would have asked if it was okay, and then sat on the very edge, ready to bolt. Now? Now he just tucked his head in under Otousan’s jaw, reached back blindly until he found Shane’s hand again, and stayed, and no one at the table, Sam included, so much as blinked. Ilya pressed his mouth to the blond curls and left it there.
Shane put his other hand in Luca’s hair and didn’t take it out again for some time. His boy. Both of his boys, actually, if you counted the one waving through the window, were both traumatised in ways that most would struggle to understand, but Shane would and could defend their right to love, reassurance, and affection whenever they wanted it. He would never say no; he would never turn either of them away when they needed him. Neither would Ilya. Never.
He closed the first folder and opened another, and his voice went a degree drier, like a man turning over a stone he expected to find something unpleasant under, as he informed them that they had come to the less pleasant part.
It came in order, because Sam believed in order. Shane, who also believed in order and had a binder at home to prove it, found that deeply soothing. Dallas Kent had pleaded guilty on Thursday to both counts of assault arising from the night at the arena: the grab at Luca and the security officer in the tunnel. Sentencing was set for October. His own attorney had indicated that he wouldn’t fight a custodial term. The league’s interim office had banned him for life, and Vegas had voided his contract within 24 hours of the plea.
Ilya’s thumb pressed once, hard, against the top of Shane’s spine and then eased off. Shane had no need to look round to know exactly what his face was doing. The face from the Final, obviously. The one that made grown men on the other bench reconsider their life choices. Fuck Kent. Fuck him and his whole sorry career.
Then Sam looked straight at Shane and told him there was more, and that he thought Shane would wish to hear it.
“Troy’s statement about Toronto was filed with the Ontario Provincial Police last Monday, through my nephew Jack, who is representing him. It was a model of its kind. Clear, dated, without a single embellishment. The detectives have reopened the file. They have identified the young man, who is 21 now. He has been given the name of an excellent victims’ advocate and a lawyer of his own. I do not know how he is. It is not my place to know. But he knows now that someone found those messages and acted, and that he was believed. I hope that counts for something. Kent faces further charges in Ontario, which will take longer. I shall see that they are not allowed to disappear.”
A hot, hard stone sat in Shane’s throat; he pressed his lips together and nodded, because nodding was all he had. Ilya’s hand moved from his neck to his shoulder and pulled him an inch sideways, until Shane’s head rested against the solid line of his husband’s ribs. He breathed in warm cotton and the faint, familiar sandalwood of him. He didn’t remember deciding to lean. Did it matter? No one mentioned it.
Troy. Who had walked into their locker room hating all of them and had ended up eating Shane’s protein cookies at the kitchen island at midnight and trying to teach Levi to say words that even Shane did not approve of, yet hearing this, Shane was going to hug him so hard at the cottage that he would need Terry, the grumpy sod.
“Thank you.”
Shane managed to speak, his smooth voice a bit rougher around the edges.
“You thanked me last time.”
Sam observed this, dry as paper, turning a page.
“I’ll keep doing it.”
Shane lifted his chin, stubborn as a mule, and folded his arms across his chest, and Ilya’s hand settled warm between his shoulder blades as if to hold him to it.
“Then I shall endeavour to deserve it.”
Sam made a small, answering inclination of his head, and didn’t look up from the folder. His ears had gone faintly pink.
Ilya’s thumb brushed once under Shane’s ear. Some of the stone in his throat eased.
“Now, the good bit.”
Gabe bounced in his chair, rubbing his hands together, fingertips rattling a drumroll on the table. Shane felt Ilya’s thumb twitch with amusement against his collar.
“Gabriel.”
Sam’s warning came without him lifting his eyes from the page, tone gentle but firm.
Gabe went on regardless, not one bit sorry, swinging one foot against the leg of his chair to inform the whole table that if there was one page in that folder he wanted framed, it was this one.
Sam gave his husband a look that hadn’t worked once in the whole history of their relationship or marriage. His free hand found Gabe’s knee under the table and stilled it, gently. Then he turned the page.
Mr Pearson, Sam reported, had been arrested in Los Angeles 9 days ago, on charges of unauthorised access to a computer system and distribution of private communications without consent. The district attorney had the screenshots Ms Landry’s manager had forwarded, together with a message from Miles’s own account in which he described, in his own words, why he had leaked Shane’s texts. He had no legally acceptable defence; his agency had dropped him that afternoon, the studio had recast his role in the sequel, and Ms Landry had settled on Monday. Good riddance.
Shane waited to feel something about Rose. Anything. Rage? Relief? All he found, when he went looking, was a vague surprise, as he had sort of thought he would care more, yet he didn’t, not now. Not after what she had done, as he leaned into the pressure of Ilya’s large hand, warm and steady on his neck.
He slid a single sheet across the table. Shane picked it up and slid on his reading glasses, very aware of Ilya’s gaze resting on them, warm and appreciative even now. Ilya had a thing about the glasses; Ilya had a thing about most of Shane, frankly, but the glasses were high on the list. The number at the bottom of the second page was massive. Holy shit. Shane read it twice and set it down, because the figures had begun to swim.
She had paid into a trust fund in his name, a sum Sam considered appropriate. She had made a public statement, which Sam would describe as unusually honest for her profession. Her film’s net profits from the opening weekend would go in full to a charity of Shane’s choosing, and she had agreed, in writing, never to discuss him in any interview, public or private, for the rest of her life. Then Sam folded his hands on the table and waited.
“I don’t want the money.”
Shane whispered, the paper still between his fingers.
Sam’s mouth moved, the barest fraction. Of course he knew; he was Sam.
“That is why it is in a trust. I thought you might like to decide what it is for.”
Shane stared at the page. He thought of a boy who looked about 15, in a photograph from a Toronto locker room. He thought of himself at 17, outside a hotel room door, ready to do something stupid and wonderful and terrifying. He thought of Troy, hollow-eyed in a hoodie, handing over his statement with a pen that wouldn’t stop shaking. Ilya’s hand slid down his back and spread wide at the base of his spine, and the tight knot behind Shane’s ribs came loose.
“A scholarship.”
He murmured to the page at first, then lifted his head and repeated to Sam, stronger.
“For kids. Any sport. If they’re being thrown off their team or out of their home for who they are. Enough to cover school and training and somewhere safe to live until they can stand on their own. It shouldn’t just be us. It should have all of our names.”
Shane finished, turning the paper face down beneath his palm and leaning into the warmth at his side. Honestly? It was the easiest decision he had made all year. It had taken him about 4 seconds. Yuna was going to be furious she hadn’t been consulted, then she was going to make it a spreadsheet, and then she was going to cry.
“The Hollander-Rozanov Fund.”
Sam repeated, uncapping a pen and writing it across the top of a clean sheet in tidy capitals.
Sam explained, writing the whole time steadily, that the trust Ms Landry had funded could be restructured to become the Fund, that the charity portion of her profits could follow it, and that he would draft it tonight. Shane didn’t doubt for one second that it would be on his desk by morning, footnoted.
Our names. Shane turned the words over and felt them settle somewhere warm. Not just his and Ilya’s, either. Luca’s, who had come to them with a sketchbook and a bag of clothes and nothing else. Levi’s, who had come to them with nothing at all. Every kid that fund ever caught would have their boy’s name on the letter, and that was the nearest thing to a prayer Shane had.
Gabe’s voice had gone unexpectedly gentle.
“Honestly, kiddo. That’s the best thing I’ve heard all week.”
Shane ducked his head, a hot prickle behind his eyes; Ilya’s palm slid down between his shoulder blades and stayed.
“Luca, Levi, Adrien and Troy.”
Shane’s voice caught on the last name. Ilya’s hand tightened, as if he could hold the whole room together with it.
“All of us.”
Shane’s voice thickened, and he leaned harder into the solid warmth at his side, because his husband was right there and he could.
Sam made a note in the margin, underlined it twice, and promised that it would say so.
Which brought him, Sam observed, to Montreal. He dealt with it briskly, in a dry, clipped list that Shane found oddly comforting; he sounded rather like a man reading out the results of a very satisfactory autopsy. The Voyageurs’ coach had been dismissed for cause and was unemployable at any level of the sport above pee-wee, and frankly Shane wouldn’t have trusted the prick with pee-wee either. Vernon Blake had sold the team at a considerable loss. Two of the four named players had been suspended for the season; the others had been released without fanfare. The last Sam had heard, Drapeau was looking at a contract in Slovakia.
Shane had a brief, uncharitable vision of Drapeau in a Slovakian winter, and found that he didn’t feel even a little bit bad about it. Was that petty? Very. Did he care? Not remotely.
He thought about the rest of his old contract instead, the money Montreal had been made to pay into a trust for Levi, sitting in a bank somewhere, growing. Levi would never have to know where it had come from. He would just have it: university, or skating, or a little house of his own one day with a garden and a dog. That was the best use Shane could think of for every cent those bastards had ever owed him.
Ilya’s thumb stroked once along his neck, as if he had heard the whole thing.
“And finally. Mr Crowell.”
No one breathed.
“Roger Crowell resigned from the commissioner’s office, as you all know, because he did not wish to have his private correspondence read aloud in a public courtroom. What he did not understand, because he had never had to, is that resignation does not end liability. It changes only who is holding the bill.”
Sam folded his hands on top of the folder and explained, briefly, that the settlement had been structured in two parts. The league paid the first. The individuals responsible paid the second, according to a formula that considered his salary, his pension, his property and certain gifts he had received over 30 years. He wouldn’t, he added, trouble them with the arithmetic.
Ilya leaned forward, very slightly, his hand tightening on the back of Shane’s neck.
“Please do.”
Ilya murmured. It was the first thing he had uttered since the Haases. His accent had gone thick with satisfaction, the rolled consonants practically purring, and Shane loved him a little extra for it.
“It exceeded his liquid assets by a margin I find personally satisfying.”
Sam delivered this perfectly flat, squaring the edges of a page against the table. His mouth moved a fraction.
Gabe pressed both hands to his mouth, shoulders shaking, his gaze fixed on his husband like he was watching the most spectacular fireworks show.
“He sold his house in Connecticut. And his lakeside property. And a boat. He has been living, I understand, in a rented flat above a laundrette in Albany. His pension is garnished under the terms of the agreement, and his wife has returned to her sister’s. I am not proud. I am only saying that a man who spent 30 years telling the world that other people’s lives were worth less than his comfort has learned, at 68, what it costs to be wrong. I should like to think it was educational.”
Sam finished, adjusting his cuff with one tiny, serene movement.
“You beautiful bastard.”
Gabe breathed, eyes bright across at his husband. He flung both arms around Sam’s neck and kissed him loudly on the cheek.
“I’m marrying you again. In the summer. With cake.”
He announced into Sam’s collar.
“We are already married.”
Sam pointed this out, faintly strangled; he kept his eyes on the ceiling and straightened his tie, which didn’t need straightening.
“Again.”
Gabe insisted, beaming up at him, and tugged at his husband’s sleeve, practically bouncing in his chair.
“I would like that.”
Sam looked down at him then, and his whole face softened. His ears had gone properly pink, and for one unguarded second he looked about 23.
Shane started to laugh. How could he help it? It rose up out of him from somewhere deep, warm, helpless and ever so slightly hysterical, the sound of years of fear and fury being set down all at once, like a bag of pucks dropped on a locker-room floor. Ilya’s arm came around his waist and tightened. Ilya’s own laugh rumbled through his ribs against Shane’s ear, dark and delighted. Luca had his face in his hands and was shaking with it. Gabe whooped. Even Sam smiled, small, tired yet so very real. For a good long minute, the dining room was full of it, the only sound in a house that had been holding its breath for a very long time.
 🏒💛🏒
The noise brought Levi. Of course it did. The glass door slid open a crack, and a small, grass-stained face appeared in it, braid coming loose, cheeks pink, wanting to know what was funny and why no one had told him. He didn’t wait for an answer. He trotted straight across the dining room in his socks, having kicked off his trainers at the door and climbed up into Shane’s lap over Luca’s legs as if they were a set of sturdy, warm steps, and settled himself there like he had every right to be informed what the adults were discussing without him.
Ilya’s arm came around the pair of them, and Luca with them, so that for a moment Shane was holding one boy and being held with the other, the whole knot of them wrapped up in one massive Russian, at a dining table, in front of their lawyer. Shane pressed his laugh into Levi’s hair. Pear shampoo and cut grass and sun.
Ilya explained to Levi, in Russian, that a bad man who had been mean to Kaasan now lived above a laundrette, and Levi considered this very seriously, decided it was fair, and asked if he could have a gummy shark now. He couldn’t; it wasn’t after lunch. He went back out to Ojisan Cliff with a kiss on each cheek, one from each of them, and a promise, and only a very small pout.
“Thank you.”
Shane got it out again when he could, wiping his eyes with the heel of his hand. He looked at the young, tall, tired man across the table, with his gold ring and his leather folder. Sam had the face of a model, and he had spent every spare hour of the past year dismantling, politely and perfectly legally, the lives of people who had tried to destroy his friends. Shane knew something about that; he had never been so grateful to be outdone at it.
“You didn’t have to do this. You took the case because Gabe sent a tweet, and you gave us all of this.”
Shane’s throat worked, and he reached back blindly until Ilya’s fingers closed warm around his own.
“I took the case because it was the kind I will never stop taking.”
Sam rose and tucked the folder under his arm.
“I am more than comfortable with that decision. You reminded me why I started. Now, I was promised a tour of the garden by a young man with a shark.”
He paused with a hand on the back of his chair.
“You are going to your cottage on Friday?”
Shane’s heart did a small, ridiculous skip at the word cottage, and beside him he felt Ilya go alert, like a dog hearing the lead come off the hook.
Shane confirmed that they were, and Ilya’s hand slid down to squeeze his hip, the plush curve he never could keep his hands off, which was absolutely not appropriate in front of their lawyer. Shane kicked his ankle under the table. Ilya squeezed harder.
Sam nodded once, as if ticking an item off a list, and looked deeply satisfied with the answer.
“Switch off your phones. Be unforgivably, boringly happy. I shall deal with whatever comes next.”
Sam gave Luca’s shoulder a brief, gentle pat on his way past. Behind Shane, Ilya huffed a low laugh into his hair. Boring was practically Shane’s brand; his husband had found it adorable for almost a decade and had, since their public marriage, informed several journalists of that fact.
Ilya took advantage of the general chaos to kiss Shane’s cheekbone, taking his sweet time about it, in front of their lawyer and their lawyer’s husband and God and everyone, and then the corner of his jaw, and then, when Shane turned his head to tell him off, his mouth. Gabe made a delighted noise; Sam studied the ceiling again. Shane let himself be kissed, because it was his dining room and his husband and his lawyer was very well paid.
“Is there a next?”
Shane lifted one brow, unable to help himself.
“There is always a next.”
One corner of Sam’s mouth lifted.
“But not, I think, or I hope, for a very long time.”
Sam shook Shane’s and Ilya’s hands warmly. Then he gave Shane’s shoulder one brief, steadying touch as he passed behind his chair on the way to the glass doors, and Gabe trotted after him, already calling for Levi as his Shark Prince tour guide.
Luca out from his Otousan’s arm to go after them, and then stopped halfway to the glass doors, came back, and wrapped both arms around Shane’s shoulders from behind, his chin on the top of Shane’s head and his cheek pressed into his hair, and just held on for a second. He didn’t explain it. Why would he? Shane reached up and held his wrists, and Ilya put his big hand on the small of Luca’s back, and the three of them stayed like that, a little huddle at the end of the table, until Luca let go, flushed dark pink across the cheeks and smiling, and went out into the sun to find Adrien.
They watched the tour from the glass windows. Ilya stood behind Shane with both arms wrapped around his waist and his chin hooked over Shane’s shoulder, swaying them both a little, and Luca drifted out across the lawn to fold himself down onto the blanket against Adrien’s side, and Shane watched his little boy take the hand of a six-foot-four lawyer in a good grey suit and lead him, slowly, around the entire garden.
Levi showed Sam everything. The koi pond, and each of the koi by name, which took some time, because there were 11 of them and Levi had named all of them after the Bears. The maple, and the exact branch where Yuki liked to sit and judge people. The patch of flowerbed Obaachan had given him for his own, where three slightly startled sunflowers were coming up in a row. Sam bent nearly double to look at every single one, his tie flapping, and asked a serious question about each, and Levi, his free hand fisted in Luca’s sleeve, because Luca had been fetched off the blanket for the purpose, whispered every answer to his brother in Russian, with a great deal of pointing, and Luca passed it on in English, and Gabe followed behind them both, grinning like a lunatic and taking photos.
Ilya murmured in Russian against his ear that their lawyer would be dreaming about fish called Marly and Hazy for a week, poor bastard. Shane laughed and leaned back into him, and Ilya’s hands spread wide and warm over his stomach and stayed.
Shane watched as Levi brought Sam back to the step and introduced his family to him too, every one of them, in the exact same order as before, because once a rule was a rule, it was a rule in his son’s little world. Kaasan. Otousan. Lukasha. Addie. Anya. Then finally Yuki, who had deigned to come flowing down from her sunny spot to cast her judgemental gaze over the tall lawyer and begrudgingly accept a very gentle stroke from Gabe, only after he told her exactly how beautiful and regal she was. Sam shook every hand that was offered, including, very gravely, Anya’s paw.
Shane had spent so many years hiding. He had hidden who he loved, how, and what he wanted, and he had got so good at it that some days he had forgotten there was anything underneath. And now? Now here was his son, showing them off to anyone who would stand still long enough. Look. These are mine.
Shane thought he might spend the rest of his life doing exactly the same.
🏒💛🏒
Later, when the Winchesters had gone, the dishes were in the dishwasher, and Cliff had been physically removed from the fridge twice; Ilya had thrown him out over one shoulder the second time, to the loud, delighted exclamations of everyone except Cliff. Victor had come to collect his wayward boyfriend, having finished whatever he had been doing that Cliff had not been required for. Honestly, Shane didn’t really want to know.
He stood on the back step in the late afternoon sun. A cup of tea was going cold in his hand as he watched his family in the garden. Levi was on his stomach in the grass with his chin on his fists, nose to nose with Yuki. She had condescended to come down and lie in the shade like a large, furious black cloud with crystal eyes. The bandage had come off her leg three weeks ago. She had celebrated by trying to eat a sock, then by stealing a whole rasher of bacon and his last sausage off Ilya’s plate while maintaining direct eye contact. His husband was still not quite over it.
Anya lay a polite distance away with her head on her paws and a look of deep, tragic devotion, inching closer to Levi every few minutes when she thought no one was watching. Luca and Adrien sat on a big, thick blanket under the sprawling maple with Adrien wrapped around the smaller blond from behind, his longer legs open in a V shape so that Luca could lean back into that broad chest. Adrien’s thumb kept rubbing back and forth over the gold band on Luca’s finger without him seeming to know that he was doing it. His storm-grey eyes were fixed on the top of Luca’s fair head, soft and endlessly patient. A sketchbook lay open across Luca’s knees, forgotten, while he leaned his head against Adrien’s collarbone.
They had all been done with sunscreen first, obviously. What was he, an amateur? Shane had stood at the back door after lunch with the big bottle of factor 50 in one hand and his most reasonable Alternate face on and processed his family through it like a very small, very determined customs post.
Luca went first, because Luca burned if someone so much as described the sun to him. A year ago, he would have mumbled that he was fine, really, and tried to slip past with his hood up. Today he just walked straight up to Shane, shut his eyes, and tipped his face up to be done, nose and cheekbones and the tops of his ears and the back of his neck, and stood there smiling with his eyes closed while Shane smoothed it in with his thumbs. Then he leaned forward and put his forehead on Shane’s shoulder for a second, for no reason at all except that he could. Shane kissed his hair. Slightly sunscreen-flavoured. Worth it.
Levi had his own bottle, with a cartoon whale on it. Levi had a system. Eyes screwed shut. Arms straight out like a small aeroplane. Hold breath for the face part. He turned on the spot, slowly, so Shane could reach every bit, and then inspected both his own arms for missed patches with the suspicious scrutiny of a building inspector, found none, and gave Shane a single, approving nod. Then he made Shane bend down so he could do Kaasan’s nose himself, with a great big blob of whale sunscreen and massive concentration, and Shane walked around for 20 minutes with a white nose because he would have died before he rubbed it in and watched Lyovushka pout in disappointment.
Adrien held still and thanked him very politely, because Adrien was well behaved and also more than a little bit scared of him.
Ilya was the problem. Ilya was always the bloody problem. Ilya had informed him, as he did every single time that Shane got after him about his skin, that Russians didn’t burn. That big, strong Russian hockey players had been made for snow and couldn’t be hurt by a little Canadian sun. Then he went pink in about 40 minutes, as he also did every single time. So, Shane did him anyway. Did Ilya complain? Of course, he fucking did. He backed his larger husband up against the kitchen door frame and did his face and his big, stubborn neck and the backs of his arms, while Ilya grumbled darkly in Russian the entire time and also leaned down helpfully so Shane could reach, and also kept both hands on Shane’s hips; when it was done, he kissed him on his white whale-sunscreen nose in front of all three of their children, if they were counting Adrien. Shane was.
Then Ilya had gone out onto the lawn and lain down flat on his back in the sun like a felled oak and become, by popular demand, a climbing frame.
Shane had watched that for the best part of an hour from the step and would cheerfully have watched it for a week. Levi had climbed up onto the great broad chest and sat there like a small king on a large, comfortable hill, and Ilya had done sit-ups with him on board, every single one slower than the last, while Levi counted them out loud, first in Russian and then, when he got past 20, and the Russian ran out, in Japanese, which he still had more of, from his mama, from before. Ichi, ni, san. Shane had to put his now cold tea down for that one; his hands weren’t steady.
Then Ilya had rolled onto his front and done press-ups with Levi lying flat along his back with his arms around his Otousan’s neck and his cheek squashed against one shoulder blade, squealing with laughter at every dip, and Luca had sat cross-legged in the grass beside them timing it on his phone and loudly reporting to the garden that Otousan was getting old. Ilya had taken great exception to this. Old? Him? So, Ilya had stopped, scooped Luca up off the grass with one arm, without dislodging Levi, and sat on him. Both his sons had been pinned to the lawn under one large Russian, laughing so hard they couldn’t breathe, and Anya had run rings round all three of them, barking her head off, and Shane had laughed until his stomach hurt. Christ, he loved them.
These were the things no one ever told you about when you were 17 and terrified. That one day there would be this, a huge sprawling lawn in Boston of all places. That one day the man you were too scared to love would lie in the sun and let your children climb him.
Obaachan and Ojiichan had come back from the garden centre in the middle of all this, his Mom with a tray of herbs and very strong opinions about the idiot who had sold them, and his Dad with the boot full of compost she had required for them and a puzzle book under his arm. Levi had gone flying across the lawn to meet them and been swept straight up onto Yuna’s hip, small as she was, and Shane had heard her ask him, in Japanese, whether he had been good for his Kaasan.
“Yes, Obaachan. I was very good. I ate all of my pancake and my fruit, and Addie made it into a shark.”
Levi answered her in Japanese, a whole long sentence, smooth and easy and right, with none of the careful stepping stones he needed for English. His Japanese was always better; it had been there first. It was the language his mama had sung to him in, before she went away, and somewhere deep down in that little head it had stayed, safe and kept, and every time it spilt out of him like that, Shane felt it like a hand on his heart. It had come back so much easier when Shane had tentatively suggested they start practising and Levi had been both pleased and a little teary-eyed at just how easily it had flowed. Especially as Shane could switch between fluently and help explain in a way that Lyovushka could follow.
Yuna had looked over Levi’s head at Shane with her own eyes gone suspiciously bright, and then told Ilya off, briskly and in English, for lying in the sun with no hat on like a big pink idiot. Dad had shaken his head at Ilya, very sorrowfully, the way he did, and called him son, and asked if he wanted a hand up. Ilya had refused, very loftily, and then had promptly asked for one. Typical.
Shane’s phone buzzed in his back pocket. He fished it out one-handed, and a message sat on the screen.
Coach ➡️ Rest is an order, Shane. Conditioning plan for September by the end of July, not a day before. If I see an email from you before then, I’m telling Terry. I mean it, damn it.
Shane stared at it, a helpless smile pulling at his mouth. When had anyone ever told him to do less? Never. Not once. Montreal had wanted more, always more, and hadn’t bothered with so much as a thank you. He typed ‘Yes, Coach’, deleted it, glared at it, typed it again and before he pressed send, because that was apparently who he was now. A man who rested. On orders. God help them all!
Ilya read it over his shoulder, because Ilya had never respected the privacy of a phone, ever. Then he plucked it out of Shane’s fingers, turned it off, and put it in the pocket of his own joggers, where Shane would have to go in after it. He patted the pocket. He looked hugely pleased with himself. Bastard.
Shane decided he could live without his phone. For now.
Ilya came back over to stand behind him.
He put his chin on top of Shane’s head and wrapped both arms around him from behind, the whole warm, solid length of him, and Shane leaned back into it and shut his eyes. A big hand opened wide over his heart. The other came up to cup the back of his head tenderly, thumb rubbing the soft, untidy hair at his neck, just as it had in the night. Those huge hands, so careful with him. Shane covered the one over his heart with his own, his fingers lost between those thick, warm knuckles. He had never felt safer than in the grip of this loud, blunt, possessive man who loved every single flaw he had and had a list, somewhere, ranking them that he thought Shane didn’t know about.
Shane thought about the boy he had been, 17 and terrified, sneaking down a hotel corridor to a room he knew he shouldn’t enter. He thought about the long, stupid years of secrets, of locker rooms where he had learned to keep his eyes on the floor and his mouth shut. A media face so polished it had practically become fixed and unremovable on top of his own. Then Montreal, where he had written the practice plans, cut the game film, run the video sessions and carried half the coaching staff’s work on his own back for years.
He had been grateful for it, too. That was the worst part, wasn’t it? Theriault had made very sure he understood that gratitude was the only currency a player like him was ever going to be paid in. Three jobs for one salary, and a smirk and a slur from that bastard at the end of it. The diet that had slowly eaten away at his body. The words ‘Jap’, ‘pansy’ and ‘fag’ tossed across a locker room like a pass. He had told himself it was the price of playing; he had paid it for years, every single fucking cent.
Then he had walked out of that building with a single bag and a trade order, still half certain that he was throwing away the only thing he had ever been good at. And a man called Jon LeClaire had been waiting at the other end, with a whistle around his neck and a look of the purest want on his face, just as Ilya had promised, even if Shane had struggled to really believe him.  
Shane would learn later that the man had stood at the boards that very first day with his coffee going cold, working out what hockey gods he had apparently pleased to have earned this. Then he had done something Shane still found hard to believe. He had shared the work. He had put Shane’s name on the plans, asked his opinion in front of the whole room, set the footwork drills, then stood back and let Shane and Ilya correct them together, like a coach who actually wanted his players to be good. Imagine that…
At the start of the summer, Shane had told LeClaire once, after a few beers that were mostly Ilya’s, that he didn’t know how to thank him. Coach had looked at him as if he were mad and told him to go home to his boys; that had been the whole conversation. Shane still thought about it.
20-odd massive, loud, loyal men had grumbled, sweated, laughed and gone home better skaters than they had come. No one had made a joke about his mother; no one had touched his food. When Terry, their poor, long-suffering doctor, ordered ‘rest’, the whole staff had backed him. When Shane had been tired, there had been a Captain’s arm around his shoulders at the edge of the ice, and no one asking him to be anything except exactly what he was.
He had been so sure that he would have to choose. The game or the man? The ice or the life?
He had spent half his twenties bracing for the day someone made him pick.
No one had.
He still got to play. Yet he had got to play in a way he had never known.
He was still so stubbornly, ferociously good at it that his body hummed when he thought about September, about training camp, the cold bite of the rink and the A stitched over his heart. The whole wonderful, brutal grind would start all over again. His husband, his one true match on the ice and off it, would be on his wing, wearing the C. His oldest son would be taking the faceoff on the second line, with Cliff on one side and Troy on the other to glare at any fucker who looked at him funny.
One season. One single season in black and gold, and he had won the Cup with the people he loved. For the first time ever, he had been paid for every ounce of what he gave: in money, in respect, and in being looked at as if he were a gift. He got to have all of it. He got to keep the hockey, the husband and the boys, and a name that was finally, legally, loudly his own. No one in the whole world could take a single piece of it away. He would like to see the bastards try.
And there was more coming, too. There was a velvet ring box hidden in the drawer of Shane’s desk in his study, under the tax binders, where Victor had begged him to keep it safe from Cliff’s snooping, and Shane had been trusted with it for three weeks now without breathing a word to anyone except Ilya, which didn’t count. There would be a wedding for Luca and Adrien, and one for Cliff and Victor, and Shane was going to be insufferable at both of them. There might, one day, be a little more family, too. Ilya talked about it in the dark sometimes, about another small pair of cold feet, and Shane had stopped pretending he didn’t want it every bit as much. Why pretend? He wanted it so badly it scared him.
And in the meantime, there was this. There was showing off the family they already had. Shane had spent his whole adult life dodging cameras on his way out of rinks, head down, hood up, careful never to be seen with anyone for too long, and now he walked down the cereal aisle of the supermarket with his husband’s hand in his back pocket and their youngest riding in the trolley giving a running commentary on the cereal boxes, and if anyone took a photo, then good. Let them. What were they going to do, out him? The front page after the parade had been Levi asleep on Ilya’s shoulders in the middle of a hundred thousand people, with the Cup going past behind them and Luca hanging off Shane’s arm, and Shane had bought 11 copies, and Yuna had bought 20.
Fucking look at them, he wanted to tell the whole world. Look what I got to keep.
He had never expected to be this happy. How could he? He had never even known how to ask.
Shane turned in the circle of Ilya’s arms and shoved his cold hands up under the hem of that T-shirt to warm them against his ribs. Ilya’s abs jumped under his palms, hot, hard and absurdly familiar. Shane felt his husband hiss and then laugh, a rumble he could feel through his own chest, and he spread his fingers out wider, purely to be annoying, and dragged his thumbs slowly along the waistband of those grey joggers. Ilya’s breath hitched. Ilya’s forehead came down against his. Fuck, he loved this man. They stood on the back step in the sun, not speaking, until Shane tipped his chin up and kissed him.
Ilya looked at him like he always did, as if Shane were the best thing he had ever been allowed to hold.
Pretty, that look told him. Mine.
“I love you.”
Shane whispered against his mouth.
Ilya’s smile was slow and wicked against his lips. One big hand slid down from Shane’s back and settled, heavy and possessive and completely shameless, over the curve of his ass, and squeezed, right there on the step, and Shane felt the hard line of him nudge against his hip again.
“Two days, Lyubimyy, just two.”
It was a promise. It was a threat. It was, if Shane knew his husband, and he did, a detailed itinerary. Heat crawled up the back of his neck and pooled, hot and heavy, low in his belly. Two days. Fuck. He had survived an entire playoff run on less; he could survive this. Couldn’t he?
Probably.
Shane kissed him again, right there on the step, in front of their dog, their cat and their boys, and maybe got a little carried away with it, if the hand fisting in the back of Ilya’s T-shirt was anything to go by. Lyovushka yelled from the grass.
“Eww, Kaasan, noooo…!”
He wailed it in a tone of such profound disgust that all four adults within earshot lost it entirely; Adrien fell sideways off the blanket, and Luca snorted out loud. Then Levi hid his face in Sharky’s grey fur, and Shane kissed his husband a third time, for good measure.
 
Luca POV
The suitcase wouldn’t close.
It was Wednesday night, two days before they were leaving for the lakeside cottage, and Luca sat on the end of the bed with the suitcase open beside him, his knees pulled up, glaring at the zip as if it had insulted him personally. Which, honestly, it had. Several times. In two languages, if you counted the noise it made. Scheiße.
It had been open on the bed for two hours. Every time he decided he had finished, he remembered something else: a pencil case, a spare hoodie, the good paintbrushes, the laminated zoo map Noah Chouinard had pressed into his hand with a deadly serious ‘the map is mandatory’, and he had to start all over again. He had a list. Kaasan had given him a list, actually, a proper one, typed and colour-coded, and Luca had ticked off every item on it and then packed about 40 things that weren’t on it at all. Was that bad? It was probably bad.
It didn’t help that Yuki had climbed in an hour ago and refused to be moved.
It also didn’t help that Levi had been in before bed, in his fish pyjamas with his braid half undone, carrying the plush golden retriever Otousan had given him back at the very beginning, the first toy he had ever had that was only his. He had stood by the suitcase and looked at it, and looked at Luca, and then put the dog in, carefully, on top of the hoodies, and patted it twice. So that Lukasha wasn’t lonely in the car, he had explained, very kindly, patting Luca’s knee. He could have it back at the lake.
Luca had had to sit down on the bed for a minute after that. The dog was still in there. It was staying in there. Yuki had tried to lie on it twice, and Luca had moved her, both times, very firmly, which was the bravest thing he had done all week.
She lay in the middle of the folded jumpers, like a smug black cloud with crystal eyes, and every time Luca lifted her out, she poured herself straight back in again like spilt ink, with a raspy little chirp of complaint. The hind leg she had once limped on was entirely healed now. She had celebrated by deciding that everything Luca owned was hers, which was fair enough, really, since she had decided the same about Kaasan months ago and no one had dared argue with her.
Anya was no better. The collie mix lay across the bedroom doorway with her chin on her paws and her liquid brown eyes fixed on the suitcase with tragic suspicion. She knew exactly what a suitcase meant, and she wasn’t prepared to be left behind under any circumstances.
It had been such a good evening, too; that was half the problem. Luca had come upstairs full to the brim with it, and a full-to-the-brim Luca, it turned out, couldn’t pack sensibly.
They had all ended up on the sofas after dinner, the way they did most nights now, piled into the sunken living room under the weighted blankets with Kung Fu Panda on in Russian for Levi, for what had to be the fortieth time. Levi knew every word; he recited every word, a half-second ahead of the panda, in a tiny, very serious voice, with all the actions. He had started the film sitting very upright in the exact middle of Otousan’s lap, and by the second fight scene he had slid slowly sideways until he was lying flat on Otousan’s chest like a starfish washed up on a beach, cheek squashed against the gold cross, fast asleep, one fist still wrapped in Otousan’s T-shirt so he couldn’t get away.
Otousan hadn’t moved for the rest of the film. He wouldn’t have moved if the house had been on fire. He had lain there with one hand over Levi’s back and the other arm round Kaasan, who was tucked in against his side, and watched the panda as if the fate of the world depended on it, every bit as invested as his son.
Luca had been on the other end of the same sofa, lying with his head on Kaasan’s thigh and his feet in Adrien’s lap. Kaasan’s fingers had been in his hair the whole time, combing through it, lazy and absent, just like he did with Levi’s, and Luca had lain there and let him and been, for two whole hours, about as happy as it was possible for a person to be without bursting.
He didn’t have to wait to be asked any more. That was the thing, wasn’t it? He didn’t have to sit on the edge of a chair across the room and wait and hope that someone might notice he wanted to come closer. He just came closer. He just lay down, and put his head where he wanted it, and every single time, a warm hand came down onto his hair, gentle and sure, before he had even finished settling.
Adrien had had his notebook out. He had been learning Russian since the winter, from Otousan mostly, a few words every evening on the sofas when it was quiet and sleepy and no one would laugh at him. Which was a lie; everyone laughed at him, but nicely. He wrote the words down in his round, loopy handwriting with the pronunciation spelt out underneath in English letters, and then tried them out loud in an accent so awful that Otousan had to put his face in Kaasan’s neck. Tonight it had been cottage words. Lake. Boat. Fish. Mosquito. Kaasan corrected his stress very patiently from behind Luca’s head, one word at a time, and Otousan corrected it again, differently, just to be annoying, and Adrien had looked from one of them to the other with his pen in the air like a man watching a tennis ball.
Then, in a whisper, so as not to wake Levi, Adrien had leaned down to Luca and tried out the word for fiancé. He had got it nearly right. Luca had gone dark pink to the tips of his ears, and Kaasan had made a small, wrecked noise above his head and pretended it was a cough.
At the end, Otousan had carried Levi up to bed without waking him, the way only Otousan could, that small body held to his chest so gently that Levi only sighed and burrowed closer, and Kaasan had gone up ahead to turn back the fish duvet and switch on the jellyfish lamp. Luca had heard the lullaby start through the floor, Kaasan’s low voice and the Japanese words that Levi’s mama had sung, too. On his way back down past the sofa, Otousan had stopped, and bent, and kissed the top of Luca’s head, and ruffled his hair into a disaster, and told him that he was a good son, but if he wasn’t packed by morning, Otousan was going to pack the Cub in the boot instead.
Luca had come upstairs glowing. He had been glowing for an hour. It was very difficult to fold anything when you were glowing.
“It’s a lakeside cottage, not an expedition.”
Luca grumbled at no one in particular, tugging at the zip once more and scowling when it refused to budge.
“It’s a month, Angel.”
Adrien’s voice came from behind Anya, warm and amused and very close to laughter. Anya’s tail thumped once against the floorboards. Luca didn’t look up. His cheeks had gone hot, and he knew exactly what Adrien would see if he did: a flushed face, a messy blond head and a mouth set in the stubborn line Kaasan called his chin of doom. Otousan called it something else, something that meant roughly ‘small angry goat’, and Luca was choosing not to think about that. Goat. Honestly. He didn’t look like a fucking goat.
“I know how long it is. I’m packing for all of it.”
He muttered with a pout; he could feel his bottom lip pushing out and couldn’t seem to stop.
Adrien stepped carefully over Anya, who sighed and let him. The mattress dipped. A warm hand settled between Luca’s shoulder blades and began to rub a circle through his T-shirt, and Luca’s spine gave up half its tension without asking his permission first. Traitor.
“You’ve packed 11 hoodies, Angel.”
Adrien pointed this out mildly, the circling hand pausing just long enough to press a thumb into the knot beneath Luca’s shoulder blade, right where it always lived.
“It gets cold by the lake. At night.”
Luca mumbled it grumpily into his knees. The hand moved up to the back of his neck, a thumb rubbing the soft hair there, until Luca finally turned his head.
Adrien sat beside him on the edge of the bed in an old grey T-shirt and joggers, his black hair still damp from the shower and sticking up where he had towelled it. He smelled like cardamom and bergamot, warm and spicy and a little bit citrus, the body wash Luca had chosen for him because it was the only thing in the whole shop that smelled right next to his own vanilla. His eyes, stormy and almost black on the ice, were a clear, calm silver under the lamp. There was a faint crease between his brows, the one he got when he was trying very hard not to push, and it made something turn over in Luca’s chest.
Luca looked at the suitcase. Then at his hands, which were strangling a flat black sketchbook as if it might try to escape. It was the fourth one he had packed. Four. For a month. Who needed four sketchbooks for a month? Fuck, he was ridiculous.
Adrien took it from his fingers, set it on the nightstand and gathered both of Luca’s hands into his own, and something under Luca’s ribs came undone like a knot in a skate lace.
Kaasan’s list was on the nightstand too, folded in half, with Lukasha written across the top in Kaasan’s neat capitals and a little drawing of a sun. Sunscreen, twice. A hat, with WEAR IT underlined three times, because Kaasan knew him. Sketchbook, singular, which had been very optimistic of him; Kaasan knew him, but Luca wanted to draw every second of this happiness, and somehow he didn’t think one book alone could possibly contain it. At the very bottom, in pencil, smaller, in a different hand, a line of slanted Russian cursive that could only be Otousan’s, telling him to pack his warm socks, because the dock was cold at dawn and they were going fishing.
Luca had read that last line about 20 times; he had packed every pair of warm socks he owned.
The jersey hung on the back of the door where he could see it from the bed. Black, because it was the home set, with gold down the sleeves, and the number six, and across the shoulders the name that still stopped him in his tracks every time he looked at it. HOLLANDER-ROZANOV. All 16 letters, with the hyphen in exactly the right place, stitched by someone he would never meet, who would never know how many times Luca had traced those letters with his fingertips in the dark.
He had worn it for Game 7. He had stood on the blue line with Kaasan on one side and Otousan at the centre of everything with the C on his chest, and for the first time in his entire life, in a locker room, he hadn’t checked who was behind him. Not once. Honestly, it had taken until the second period for him to even notice he’d stopped.
“I’ve never gone anywhere for a whole summer…”
Luca got it out at last, barely above a murmur. It still felt strange to say the true thing out loud. For so long it had been safer to keep his mouth shut, to take whatever came and put his face somewhere neutral, and his mouth sometimes forgot that it was allowed now.
“Not with people who want me there. I keep waiting for something to go wrong. The car breaks down, or Levi gets sick, or there’s a phone call. I don’t know what. I know it’s stupid.”
Luca’s thumbnail worried at a seam in the quilt, and he didn’t lift his eyes.
“It’s not stupid.”
Adrien lifted their joined hands and pressed a kiss to Luca’s knuckles, right beside the ring.
“It’s what happens when a person has lived somewhere that taught him good things come with a price. It’s going to take longer than one summer to learn this is different. I think it might take a really long time.”
His thumb rubbed back and forth over Luca’s skin.
“And I’m in no hurry. None. I’ve got all the time in the world, Angel. I’ve got the rest of my life, actually; I checked.”
Luca’s eyes went hot and blurry, like a window in the rain. He dropped them to the duvet and picked at an imaginary loose thread with his free hand, and Adrien let him. He always did.
Kaasan would have told him the same thing, he thought. Kaasan had told him, nearly, on a bad night in March, sitting on the edge of this bed in the dark with a hand on Luca’s back, in German, because sometimes Russian alone wasn’t enough and Kaasan had learned a whole language in secret just for nights like that. How did you even say thank you for that? Luca still didn’t know. He suspected he never would; he suspected Kaasan knew.
Anya got up from the doorway and padded across the room with her nails clicking, and laid her heavy head on Luca’s knee with a long, sympathetic whuff. His hand dropped to her ears without looking, and she closed her eyes in bliss.
Adrien tugged his phone out with his free hand and thumbed it awake, a small, determined smile creeping back onto his face.
“Okay. So. Cliff has started a group chat called ‘The Wedding Committee’. He made it the night of the parade, before the confetti was even swept up, and added the whole team without asking anyone. There are 14 people in it, and he’s appointed himself chair. He says everyone will sit wherever we tell them to, or he’ll, quote, kick their arses, and he’s already volunteered to wear the ugly hat.”
A watery laugh broke out of Luca before he could stop it; he sniffed and tipped his head against Adrien’s shoulder and asked, of course, which ugly hat?
“Apparently, according to Vic, there is no hat yet. Cliff says one will be found.”
Adrien’s exasperation with their mountain-sized golden retriever of a teammate was obvious, even though his mouth was already twitching against Luca’s hair. Which was rich, coming from Adrien, who Luca had once watched try to make friends with a goose.
“Good. I want to see him in that hat.”
Luca wiped his eyes with the heel of his hand.
He did, too. He wanted all of it, every bit, and he had stopped feeling guilty for wanting it, mostly. He wanted Cliff in a hideous hat and Vic rolling his eyes at him. He wanted Kaasan with a binder and Otousan pretending he wasn’t going to cry and then crying anyway. He wanted Levi with the rings on a cushion, holding them like it was the most important job in the world. He wanted Adrien at the end of an aisle, looking at him the way he was looking at him right now. And one day, a long time from now, when they were ready and settled and had a house with a garden and a dog of their own, he wanted the rest of it, too. A family. Small cold feet in the mornings. He had never dared say that bit out loud, not even to Adrien. Could he? He was starting to think he might.
Adrien kissed his forehead, then his cheek, then, very lightly, the edge of his mouth.
“Then the hat will come. And everyone else. And whatever else you want.”
Whatever else you want. Luca looked down at the ring.
It sat on his left hand where it had sat for 23 days, a band of brushed gold, a little too heavy for his finger and perfect anyway. Adrien had put it there in the garden the evening after the parade, with no cameras and no thousands of people, only a blanket and a maple tree and a velvet box he had bought two days after the Cup, because the proposal on the ice had been pure impulse and he hadn’t owned a ring to his name. He had carried it in his kit bag ever since, too nervous to leave it at home. He had gone down on one knee in the grass and spoken, in a voice that shook all over the place.
“I did it on the ice because I could not resist, and I wanted everyone to see. I am doing it here because I want it to be only ours.”
Luca had told him yes for the second time, verbally this time. He had cried so hard that Anya came to investigate, and Yuki, who never investigated anything lightly, had watched from the top of the garden wall in deep disapproval. Then Adrien had told him, red to the ears and tripping over every word, that he wanted to take Luca’s name. Not just for the jersey. For good. Hollander-Rozanov, all 16 letters, so that no one on earth could ever look at the two of them and not know they belonged to the same family. Luca had cried all over again. Anya had given up on both of them and gone to lie on Adrien’s feet.
The next morning, Kaasan hadn’t made a speech about it at breakfast. He had just put down his tea, come round the island, and hugged Luca so hard his ribs complained, for ages, in front of everyone, with his face in Luca’s hair. Luca had heard him crying in the pantry, that week, among the tins, the meticulously labelled spices and the cereal. He was never going to tell him; it was his to keep.
Otousan had been less subtle. Otousan had walked into the kitchen, seen the ring, hooked his hands under Luca’s arms and swung him clean off his feet as easily as he swung Levi, and spun him round twice in the middle of the kitchen floor, bellowing that his son was getting married, while Adrien stood by the toaster and went the colour of a tomato. Then Otousan had put him down, gripped the back of Adrien’s neck in one hand, looked at him for a good while, long enough to make Adrien visibly consider his whole life, and then kissed the top of his head too. Adrien hadn’t recovered for a week.
Levi had asked to see the ring. He had examined it from every side with his nose nearly touching it and then announced, very seriously, that it was a good ring, but that it would have been better with a fish on it. At dinner he had held Luca’s left hand under the table the whole time, so that he could keep checking it was still there. He had done it every dinner since.
🏒💛🏒
“Can I ask for something? Just this once…”
Luca spoke up slowly and felt Adrien go still beside him.
He had learned to read every shift in that stillness, the way someone whose life depended on it did, because his so often had. Adrien waited, his thumb moving on the back of Luca’s hand, patient and sure; sure that Luca knew he could say anything at all and still be held. His pulse was running jackrabbit fast in his neck.
“I want to try and be in charge tonight. At first.”
The words came out in a rush, tumbling over each other before he could lose his nerve.
“I want to undress you, and I want to see your face. And then I want you to take over. I want you to hold me down, properly. And after that, I want to be on top. All of it. I’ve been thinking about it for days. That’s what the suitcase is. I’m not nervous about going to Kaasan’s cottage; it was this.”
Adrien’s lips parted. For one long, breathless second he didn’t move, didn’t blink, didn’t even seem to breathe, and Luca’s heart stalled like a car on a cold morning.
Then a flush rose up his throat, quick and dark, and his eyes went wide and slightly unfocused in a way Luca had seen exactly twice before and had thought about in great detail afterwards. Repeatedly. In the shower.
Oh. Oh, he liked that…
“You just asked me.”
Adrien breathed it out like he had been punched.
His voice had dropped half an octave, gone low and rough, and a slow, dazzled smile was spreading across his face that lit the handsome features up so beautifully.
“Angel. You have no idea what you do to me.”
Adrien’s voice was a breath, one hand coming up to cradle Luca’s burning face, a thumb tracing the heat along his cheekbone.
“Then show me.”
Luca whispered, with his own thumb coming to rest against Adrien’s lower lip.
Smaller than he had meant it, nearly a whisper, and Adrien jolted under his hands as if he had touched a live wire.
He rose and lifted the suitcase off the bed with great care, tipping a deeply offended Yuki out onto the quilt, then set it on the floor and nudged it into the corner with his foot. He scooped the huge cat up, murmured something apologetic into her fur, and carried her to the door, where Anya was already waiting, wearily, with the air of a chaperone who had seen it all before. She knew exactly what was about to happen.
Out, he told them both gently; not tonight, sweet things, go and find Ilya and harass him. Then he set Yuki down in the hall with both hands, so carefully that she didn’t even have the chance to complain.
Anya sighed through her nose. Yuki flicked her tail in his face. The door closed on both of them, and Adrien turned the lock and stood with his back to it, and the look in his eyes was a very long way from patient.
“Tomorrow. Tonight, we’re not packing.”
Adrien murmured with his fingertips still resting on the lock behind him, and the dark heat in his gaze made Luca’s knees forget what they were for.
Luca had never really been the one in charge before. Not like this, anyway. What if he was rubbish at it?
It was a strange, vertiginous feeling, standing in the soft lamplight with a man of 6 feet 2, built like a brick wall, sitting on the edge of the bed in front of him with both hands resting on his knees, waiting for instructions. Waiting for him. His heartbeat was going so fast he could feel it behind his teeth.
“Take your shirt off.”
His voice shook halfway through, and he cleared his throat and flushed all the way to his ears.
Then, hurriedly, like a boy remembering his manners at someone else’s dinner table, he added a please.
“Please is perfect, Angel.”
Adrien reached back with one hand and dragged the T-shirt over his head in a single smooth movement, and Luca forgot the rest of his sentence entirely.
He had seen it loads of times. In locker rooms and bathrooms and half-dark bedrooms, and once, memorably, in a cloud of steam at the practice facility, where he had stood with a hand clapped over his mouth until Troy had walked past and muttered, ‘Close your mouth, cub, you’ll catch flies’. But it was different with Adrien looking up at him and waiting. That wide, dark, scarred chest, the muscle thick and hard under tanned skin, black hair across the centre that thinned into a line down his stomach and disappeared under the waistband of his joggers. A fading yellow bruise on his left ribs from the Final. Luca wanted to put his mouth on all of it.
It was so unfair. Scheiße, he was so gone for this man.
He stepped closer and laid a hand on that chest, and felt the heart hammering under his palm.
He was nervous too. Luca whispered, amazed, feeling that heart pound against the flat of his hand, and Adrien huffed a breathless laugh and covered Luca’s hand with his own, because of course he was.
“I’m about to be ridden by the man I’m going to marry. I’d be worried if I wasn’t.”
The man I’m going to marry. The words went through Luca like the first sip of hot chocolate after practice, right down to his toes. They never got any less strange, however many times he heard them. He hoped they never would.
He swung a knee up onto the bed and climbed, in what should have been a graceful, seductive sort of way, into Adrien’s lap.
It wasn’t graceful. He misjudged the angle; his knee caught in the quilt, and he nearly went over sideways. Adrien’s hands shot out and caught his waist, and for a second they froze, nose to nose, breathing hard. Then Adrien began to laugh, low and helpless, and Luca felt his own mouth split into a grin, and the nerves went out of him like air from a balloon.
Luca poked him hard in the ribs and accused him of thinking it.
Adrien’s thumbs stroked over Luca’s hip bones, slow and warm, while he informed Luca that what he had actually been thinking was that Luca was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, and also a public menace on a bed, and that these weren’t contradictory.
Luca kissed him to make him stop.
It started as a joke and stopped being one about two seconds in. Adrien’s hand slid up into his hair, the other spread wide at the small of his back, and the kiss deepened into something wet and thorough, all tongue and teeth and the faint taste of mint toothpaste, and a low hum of approval rumbled out of Adrien and into him. Luca whimpered into his mouth; even now, after the Cup, the zoo and all the mornings of waking up under that heavy arm, the first proper kiss of the night still made his head go light.
Every time. Every single time.
When they broke apart, his lips were tingling, and Adrien’s fingertip had found the bare skin just above the hem of Luca’s shirt and was drawing a shape there, very deliberately. A curve. A line. A dot.
A question mark.
It was such a small thing. It always undid him. Luca took Adrien’s hand, turned it over, and drew a heart in the centre of his palm with one fingertip, carefully, both halves and the point at the bottom, as he had so many times before. Yes. Yes. Always yes. Adrien’s breath went out of him in a shudder, and his fingers closed round it as if it were something he could carry, and he brought the fist up to his lips and kissed his own knuckles.
Luca sat back on his thighs and dragged his shirt over his head himself. The cool air hit his chest. He was pale, strong, and a little extra plush in the places a skater ought to be, thick through the thighs and the hips, with a flush that came up far too easily and a scatter of freckles across his shoulders that Adrien loved to kiss, one by one, whenever he got the chance. There was a thin pink line down his side, the last trace of a scar he didn’t talk about, and the mark Adrien had left on his collarbone three days ago, a deep purple gone green at the edges, that he had taken to touching when he was alone.
Adrien’s eyes went to it at once. His breath caught, and he tipped his chin up and pressed his mouth, so gently, to the bruise, and Luca went liquid, like paint off a wet brush, a small, surprised hitch catching in his throat.
“I don’t want it to fade. Is that weird?”
The question came out on a purr, low in the back of Luca’s throat, as Adrien brushed his lips over the bruise again and again, feather-light, just teasing at the skin and sending sparks across his still oversensitive neck. Luca’s own fingertips settled at the back of Adrien’s neck and stroked the short hairs there. His pulse skittered and jumped as he waited, a little nervous, for the answer.
“Angel, that was possibly one of the least weird things that you have ever told me.”
Adrien’s voice was rough against his skin, and Luca relaxed again at the reassurance; then Adrien lifted his head so that those silver eyes caught Luca’s, and a thumb swept once along his jaw.
“I like seeing you wear my marks, Angel; you look so pretty with them.”
Luca shuddered at the darker, deeper growl under those words. He liked it when Adrien was possessive; he liked it a lot. Probably more than he should.
“I like it too…”
Luca murmured, steady, with his hand over Adrien’s heart.
He rolled his hips down once, deliberately, and felt the thick, hard line of Adrien’s cock through their clothes. Adrien’s head fell back with a groan that rumbled up through his chest and into Luca’s thighs, his hands tightening on Luca’s waist. Luca could hardly believe what came out of his own mouth next. A year ago, he would have gone mute and wanted the floor to swallow him.
“It’s my turn now. Lie back.”
Adrien obeyed so fast it made Luca’s breath catch on a tiny, delighted squeak he would deny ever making.
So fast. All just for him.
He lay back against the pile of pillows with his arms flung up on either side of his head like a man surrendering, eyes dark and fixed on Luca’s face. His cock made a heavy ridge in his joggers, a damp patch already spreading at the front. He looked gorgeous. He looked wrecked, and no one had even touched him yet. How was that fair? Luca slid down his body, kissing a trail over the ridged stomach, the dip of his navel, the coarse dark line of hair, and hooked his fingers into the waistband. Adrien lifted his hips for him, and the joggers and boxers came down in one go, and his cock sprang free, long and thick and flushed, curving up against his belly, the head swollen and slick and already weeping.
Luca’s mouth went dry. He had seen it plenty of times, and it still made him faintly dizzy, every single time. It was a little bit unfair, honestly, on the rest of the world.
Adrien breathed down at him that he was gorgeous, his hands spread wide over Luca’s ribs.
Luca wrapped a hand around him. It was hot, heavy and impossibly smooth, velvet soft over all that hardness, and it pulsed against his palm. He stroked once, slowly, from the base to the tip, and felt Adrien go taut as a bowstring under him.
Adrien groaned his name, and then fuck, and his head dropped back against the pillow.
Luca did it again, with a twist at the head this time, gathered the bead of pre-come on his thumb and brought it to his mouth. Adrien’s eyes locked on the movement. A low, helpless noise broke out of his throat, which was apparently the only answer he could manage.
Luca bent and licked a slow, wet stripe from base to tip.
Adrien’s hips jerked off the bed. His hands flew down and tangled in Luca’s hair, not pulling, only holding on, and a long, shuddering groan tore out of him. Luca closed his lips around the head and sucked, gentle, humming, and felt the thick, silky weight settle on his tongue, salt and heat and Adrien. He didn’t go deep; that wasn’t what tonight was for. He worked at the head, learning it all over again: the little ridge, the slit, the soft spot just underneath that made Adrien tremble all over and let out a low, rough growl when he swirled his tongue there. He used his hand on the rest, slow and twisting, and felt all of it throb in his grip.
When he looked up through his lashes, Adrien was watching him with his pupils blown wide and his mouth open, breathing like a man at the end of a double shift, each breath scraping out of him on a hoarse little groan, and something bright and hot kindled low in Luca’s belly.
He did that? Him? Little Luca, who used to eat his lunch in a toilet cubicle so no one would look for him.
He did that.
He pulled off with a soft, wet sound. Adrien’s fingers flexed in his hair, and the warning came out of him strangled, half a growl: if Luca kept fucking doing that, he was going to…
Luca only shook his head, kissed the inside of his thigh and sat back on his heels. He wasn’t going to last either, if Adrien let him keep on. His own cock was throbbing against the front of his joggers, and he pushed them off and kicked them away, and it sprang up against his stomach, flushed and slick at the tip, and he heard Adrien’s breath catch at the sight of it, and then a deep, hungry rumble.
He whimpered Adrien’s name, his thumb resting on the inside of Adrien’s knee, and could only hope Adrien was picking up on what he meant, because the rest of his words had abandoned him.
Adrien managed, flapping a hand vaguely towards the nightstand, to point him at the left-hand drawer and the new bottle.
Luca found the new bottle of lube and put it into his palm, and closed Adrien’s fingers around it, and lay back against the pillows with his legs falling open.
It wasn’t a small thing to ask. They both knew it, even though neither of them put it into words. He had never really lain still and let anyone take control, never mind asked for it, and he felt the old, cold, careful part of him prick up its ears and begin, slowly, to count the exits. He told it to be quiet. He told it that this was Adrien, whose scarred, gentle hands had made a nest of themselves around his face and his ribs and the back of his skull on a hundred nights, and who had never taken anything that wasn’t offered. Not once.
“Hold me down.”
His voice shook. He made it steady and tried again, and the Russian came first, because of course it did.
“Hold me tight. Properly. I want to feel it. I know that you can, and I want to know that I can.”
Adrien froze, the bottle in his fist.
“Are you sure?”
He wouldn’t move an inch until he had the answer. Luca could see it in every line of him.
“I’m sure. If it’s wrong, I’ll tell you.”
Luca lifted his chin.
Adrien looked at him for a long, searching minute, and Luca held the look, and didn’t let himself drop his eyes once. Then a fingertip touched the inside of his knee and drew a slow, careful question mark there. Luca reached down and drew his heart on the back of Adrien’s hand.
“Then I’ll watch you really carefully.”
Adrien whispered, barely an exhale, as his thumb swept along Luca’s jaw.
“Every breath, Angel. I promise.”
He went slowly; Luca could see it for him, because, of course, Adrien could sense that he needed this. He settled between Luca’s spread thighs with a pillow shoved under his hips and the lamp turned low behind his shoulder; he warmed the lube in his palm before he touched him, and Luca’s eyes went wide at the care in it.
The first finger slid in on a long, slow breath, and he felt himself soften around it as it was pressed in and out. Only when his muscles were fluttering and twitching did Adrien stroke the second finger gently against his entrance before pressing them both deep inside, which made him hiss and arch at the stretch. Adrien stopped to press a kiss to the inside of his knee and wait until Luca nodded. Luca curled his hand into the duvet. His cock lay heavy and leaking against his belly, making a mess across his pale skin, and every slow, deliberate curl of those long fingers sent a bright spark up his spine, and he shut his eyes and let himself sink into it with a long, shaky moan.
Patient. Careful. His.
Adrien’s questing fingers found Luca’s prostate and pressed up, then just held there for a moment, and Luca’s breath broke on a sharp, startled cry.  
“So good, Angel. So good.”
Luca whimpered. He couldn’t help it. His hips lifted into the touch, chasing it, and Adrien gave him a third finger, drawing out the two to line the third up and thrust them deep. Three gave him a slight sting from the burn of the stretch, of the way Luca panted and tried to make his muscles relax as the steady, deep motion turned slowly to heat. Luca moaned and whined as Adrien kept him there, rocking all three fingers gently, until his rim was thoroughly soft, slick, and open while his thick thighs shook at the sparks of pleasure that zinged up his spine with every movement of those fingers.
“Adrien… please…please”
He begged, then. He was ready; he could take it.
Adrien drew his fingers out, slicked himself with one long stroke, a groan rumbling low in his chest, and came up over him.
It was a lot, lying under him. It had always been a lot, and Luca had loved it for exactly that reason. Adrien was 6 foot 2 and solid all the way through, and when he braced himself above Luca on one forearm, the lamp disappeared behind the breadth of his shoulders and the whole world shrank to warmth and weight and the cardamom and bergamot of him. Luca slid his arms up above his head and curled his hands around the top of the pillow. He had wanted this. Hadn’t he begged for it?
This was what he had asked for.
Adrien’s deep voice was husky and raw as he checked again.
“Like this, Angel?”
His free hand closed around both of Luca’s wrists, lifted them and pressed them down into the pillow, firm and warm and gentle all at once, and Luca shivered. The blunt, slick head of his cock nudged at the softened, aching ring of muscle and pushed, and the first slow breach made them both gasp, Luca’s high and broken, Adrien’s a rough, low rasp against his temple.
He was fine. He was fine for three seconds. He was fine for one long, bright, trembling instant with Adrien’s weight pressing him down into the mattress and his own pulse thudding in his ears. Then the hand around his wrists tightened by a fraction, only a fraction, as Adrien rocked forward, and something cold went through his nerves like a bucket of ice.
The hand belonged to Adrien; he knew that. Some part of him knew it the whole time. And still, for one heartbeat, it was a different hand, a man’s hand, hard and meaty and too tight, locked around his arm in a hallway in a much smaller house, with a voice he had spent half his life learning to listen for and the sour reek of drink, and the old, clear, perfectly familiar knowledge that no amount of pulling would ever make it let go. It lasted no longer than a heartbeat; it took everything out of him. The sheet went cold under his back, the light swam, and his body, which had been liquid and giving a moment before, locked up like a frozen pond, his breath stuck halfway down.
He couldn’t move his hands. He couldn’t draw the X.
Adrien stopped.
Just like that.
There was no hesitation, and he didn’t ask. Luca felt him go, as fast as a flinch: the hand off his wrists, the weight off his chest, the blunt, thick heat easing out of him in one slow, careful slide, and then Adrien was braced above him on both forearms, a hand’s breadth clear of his body, with his open palms showing on either side of Luca’s head.
When Adrien’s voice came, it was hardly a voice at all, only Luca’s name, and then Angel.
“I’ve let go. I’m not touching you. Look at me, Angel. Where are you?”
Luca both wanted the weight back and didn’t. What did he want right now? He had no idea. His hands lay where Adrien had left them, above his head, and they didn’t feel like his.
Here. Luca gasped the word out. His eyes had got stuck on the ceiling. He made them move. He made them come down, slowly, inch by inch, until they found a pair of silver ones, wide and steady and very close, and he managed to tell them he was here, he was, it was okay.
Adrien waited, with his palms still open on either side of Luca’s head, and didn’t come one bloody inch closer.
“You didn’t tell me. You didn’t draw it.”
There was no blame in it at all. Only something careful and stricken that made Luca’s chest hurt.
Luca shook his head; he hadn’t, and he should have, but it had taken his voice and his hands both. His throat had refused to move, his tongue unable to form the words, his fingers pinned. And yet he hadn’t needed to.
“I didn’t have to. You felt it.”
Luca’s voice was wrecked and all over the place.
Adrien still didn’t move. His eyes searched Luca’s face, steady and unafraid.
“I felt you go cold. I felt it in your wrists, and in your breathing. You were here, and then you weren’t. Where did you go?”
Adrien’s thumb hovered near his cheekbone, and he asked with his eyes before he touched, and only when Luca nodded did it move once, very gently, along the line of the bone, and stop.
The old house. The words came out small.
It had been months. Months, honestly. In his first weeks in Boston, it had come at him out of nowhere, a door slamming, a raised voice, a hand closing too fast, and every time he had gone looking for Kaasan with his heart in his mouth. Then, slowly, it had stopped. Safe days had stacked on safe days, and a house full of warm hands and full plates and people who hugged him without asking had closed around him, and Kaasan and Otousan had kept on being exactly who they were, until he had almost forgotten it was there at all. But the car park had woken it, and then the gate, and then the weeks of waiting for a phone call that only came this morning. Was it so strange, really, that his body had gone back to the oldest place it knew?
“It was only for a second. It wasn’t you; it was never you. Just the weight, and my arms, and everything that’s happened. It hasn’t come back like that for a long time. I’m so sorry.”
Adrien’s jaw worked, and his eyes were very bright, and he told Luca there was nothing to be sorry for, not one single thing, his open hands still braced and still so careful on either side of Luca’s head. But Luca couldn’t agree, and he wouldn’t let it go, not this time.
“I don’t want to stop. I don’t want it to win. I don’t want him in here, Adrien. Nein. This is ours.”
The words came out fast, and much louder than he had meant, the German snapping out of him sharp and hard, and his fingers fisted tight in Adrien’s hair.
Adrien looked at him for a long time. Something moved behind his face, a great, grave softness that he didn’t even try to hide, and when he spoke, his voice had gone very rough and very low.
“Then we don’t stop; we only change. You decide what, and I do it. Your hands are free. They stay free. I won’t touch you anywhere you haven’t given me permission to.”
Every word came out calm and sure, and each one settled behind Luca’s ribcage like a stone laid in a wall, until he could breathe around it.
Luca’s throat worked. He reached up, and Adrien let him, and he pushed his fingers into that thick dark hair and held on.
“Please. I want to see you. I want to be looking.”
Not what he had meant to say at all, and exactly what he wanted.
Adrien turned his head and pressed a kiss to the inside of his wrist, in the place where the hand had been, and Luca felt the old cold drain out of him, slowly, warmth creeping back into his fingers and his chest and his face. Then Adrien slid down the bed.
🏒💛🏒
He went slowly, because he could sense that Luca needed it. He kissed the inside of one knee, and then the other, and the long, plush curve of each thigh, and eased Luca’s legs up and over his shoulders with a slow, careful hand under each knee, asking for every inch. He settled the pillow higher beneath Luca’s hips. The lamp cast a warm light over everything, and Luca looked down the length of his own body, flushed and open and wanting, and met Adrien’s eyes over the flat, quivering plain of his own belly. They were nearly black.
Adrien murmured into his skin and drew a tiny question mark on the outside of his thigh.
“Tell me if it’s too much, Angel.”
It wouldn’t be. Luca drew a heart on Adrien’s shoulder, firm enough that he would feel every line of it, and Adrien lowered his head.
The first slow, wet swipe of his tongue sent a bolt of heat up his spine and settled deep in his belly. He cried out, and his head fell back, and his fingers clenched in Adrien’s hair, not pulling, only holding on. It was hot, slick and endless. Adrien licked him in long, flat, patient strokes, and then in a tight, teasing swirl around his rim that made Luca’s thighs begin to shake. He repeated it, over and over again until Luca was moaning and sobbing; only then did he press in. He let his hot, wet tongue slide inside, and Luca arched up off the mattress like a drawn bow with a low yowl of pleasure.
“Oh, God. Adrien. Oh, Scheiße.”
He couldn’t stop talking. He didn’t know what he was saying; half of it was English and half of it German and some of it, he was fairly sure, was Russian, which was going to be mortifying later. Not right now. Adrien groaned into him, a low, helpless, vibrating sound, and the vibration went right through Luca, up his spine and down to his wet, dripping cock. The hands on his thighs tightened, then eased at once, and tightened again with a question in them, and Luca clutched at his hair and hissed out.
“Yes, yes, bitte, please.”
Adrien ate him greedily, messily, with deep, hungry groans. He licked and sucked and thrust his tongue in, again and again, his stubble rasping the soft, sensitive skin of Luca’s inner thighs raw, until Luca’s cock was jerking against his stomach and leaking steadily in thick, clear droplets. His body had begun to shake all over, his thighs were quivering, and his chest heaved with his pants, each one breaking on a ragged, needy whine.
Luca was going to die. He was going to die, and it was going to be wonderful.
He was going to… He couldn’t… Luca gasped the warning out between one breath and the next.
“I… I’m…”
Adrien lifted his head. His mouth was wet and flushed; his storm-grey eyes were wild. He looked at Luca with such open hunger that Luca’s breath stopped in his chest.
“Not yet. Not like this. There’s something I’ve wanted to try for a really long time.”
He growled the words, low and wrecked, and the sight of him like that sent a bolt of pleasure straight through Luca; this was what he did to this stunning man. Him.
“What?”
Luca’s voice was low and raspy.
“Your thighs.”
It took a second to understand; when he did, a blush went through him from his collarbones to his ears as pink as red paint dropped in water, and a nervous, unexpected thrill began somewhere low in his belly, because he had seen the way Adrien looked at them. In the shower. On the ice. In the gym that day, in that pair of very short shorts that Kaasan had given him and that he was now never, ever going to throw out. He had always known the admiration was there. What was he supposed to do with it, though?
He had never… Luca managed that much and no more, and Adrien kissed the inside of his knee and admitted that neither had he.
“But will you let me?”
Luca whined, low and needy, and nodded so hard the pillow rustled.
“Yes. Yes… Please.”
Adrien turned him onto his side, with a pillow tucked under his head and a second between his knees for a moment while he got himself settled, and lay down behind him, fitting himself against Luca’s back, the whole long line of him, hot skin against hot skin, an arm curving under Luca’s neck. Then the pillow between his knees was tugged away, and Luca felt the thick, heavy length of his cock settle against the cleft of his ass, slick and burning, and Adrien let out a desperate groan into his hair.
Adrien slid a slick hand down between Luca’s thighs, coating the soft skin there until it was slippery all the way through, and murmured, hot and breathless against his ear.
“Squeeze those lovely legs together, Angel, as tight as you can.”
Luca did. He had thighs a sculptor would have wanted, if he did say so himself, and Adrien told him so constantly: thick, muscular, deeply plush, built by years on the ice and newer hours on the mat with Kaasan, pale and smooth, hard muscle underneath and soft, plush give at the surface. He clamped them together and felt the hard, slick cock slide between them, right up under his balls. Adrien dragged in a breath that shook his whole chest and came back out as a low, shaky growl against his nape.
“That was it, fuck… Just like that.”
Adrien groaned. He thrust; one strong, powerful roll of his hips and his cock slid through the tight, hot, slippery channel between Luca’s thighs with a long, wet, filthy sound. Luca gasped, a sharp little sob of a sound. Fuck. He could feel everything. The thick, heavy drag of it over the soft skin, the hot ridge of the head nudging the underside of his balls and sliding on past, the way the muscles of his thighs gripped and rippled and gave. It was different from anything he had ever felt; it was less than being filled, and somehow it was more: a slow, intimate, endless friction that lit up every nerve in him.
Adrien’s voice broke right in the middle as he lost the words to a filthy, dark groan of pleasure.
“Angel… Fuck, Angel, you feel amazing, like nothing I’ve ever felt. So soft. So fucking strong.”
Raw and ruined, he growled into his neck, partial words that Luca only caught the odd word from, because he was so out of it himself, something like a prayer that his legs were obscene and belonged to a god.
“They’re just legs.”
Luca panted it, scandalised and delighted in equal measure.
“They are fucking not just legs.”
Adrien thrust again, harder, and the head of his cock pushed out at the front, between Luca’s thighs, thick and flushed and wet, pressing up against the base of Luca’s own cock. Luca looked down. He watched it slide out, hot, wet and leaking, then slip back, and he made a sound he didn’t recognise. He reached down and touched the head with two fingers. Adrien snarled, and the thick cock jerked against his fingertips.
“You liked that…”
Luca whispered, amazed and partly breathless, as Adrien’s hips stuttered as he gritted out a low, growled warning not to do that, not unless Luca wanted him to come.
Luca did, exactly, want that.
Good.
He did it again.
They found a rhythm. Adrien’s hips rolled against his ass in long, deep, steady strokes, driving the thick, heavy cock between his thighs, and every time he thrust, the head slid forward over the tender skin behind Luca’s balls, nudged his cock, and left a hot, wet trail behind it, and every stroke pushed a breathless, broken little noise out of Luca.
Luca squeezed his thighs together until they burned. He could feel the long muscles working. He could feel the slide of Adrien’s hard stomach against the small of his back, the rasp of coarse dark leg hair against the backs of his own thighs, and, where Adrien had hooked one leg over his, the fine, silky, almost hairless skin of Luca’s calf sliding against Adrien’s shin with every thrust. It was a small, ridiculous, exquisite sensation; it made him shiver all over and whimper a breathless Fuck into the pillow.
Adrien groaned into the back of his neck about his legs, and the skin on his calves, like silk, everywhere, all of him, and Luca shuddered, gasped his name, and his thighs clenched harder of their own accord.
“I’ve got you.”
A hand slid round and wrapped around Luca’s cock, slick with lube and the leaking pre-come, and Luca jolted. Adrien stroked him in time with the thrusts, hard and fast, his thumb sweeping over the head, and the heat that had been building low in Luca’s belly all night broke over him in one blinding wave. He came with a long, shaking cry, spilling hot over Adrien’s fist and the sheet beneath him, his thighs clamping down on the cock between them so hard that Adrien shouted into his shoulder.
Adrien was gasping his name now, over and over, his hips stuttering, his voice gone low, husky and desperate as Luca shuddered, moaned and pushed back into him.
“Yes. Oh, yes. Do it. Come on me.”
Adrien’s rhythm broke. He drove forward once, twice, in short, ragged, desperate thrusts, and then buried his face in Luca’s neck and came with a hoarse, shuddering groan, a hot, heavy flood over Luca’s thighs and the tender skin of his balls and across the sheet, pulse after pulse of it, running thick and slow down the inside of his legs. It went on and on. When the last of it had passed, he lay trembling against Luca’s back with his arm locked around his chest, breathing as if he had skated a triple shift, and Luca lay in his arms, boneless and wrecked, with his thighs still clenched around the softening heat between them, not ready, not yet, to let it go.
For a while, neither of them spoke.
It was only when the shaking stopped that Luca noticed he was crying.
It wasn’t much; a slow, silent leak, hot on his cheek and then the pillow, without any sound at all. There was no sadness in it, not exactly. Something that had been held too tight in him for months, through the car park and the gate and every single phone call, had finally let go, and everything he had been holding back with it came loose at once. He lay there and let it go, and felt Adrien’s arms close around him, and the warm breath on his neck, and the broad, careful palm laid over the centre of his chest.
“I’ve got you, Angel. Let it come. I’m not going anywhere.”
Adrien’s voice was low and gentle in his ear.
“I’m okay.”
Luca tried to reassure him, and his voice shook all over the place.
“I know you are. You can be okay and cry. They’re not opposites, I promise.”
A kiss was pressed to the back of his neck, and then another, and another.
He wept for a few minutes more, almost without sound, in the warm dark. Then it ebbed, and left him hollow and heavy and strangely light, with his eyelids drooping, limp in Adrien’s arms like a puppet with its strings cut, and he could feel himself slipping, drifting, sleep tugging at him.
“Don’t move, Angel. I will be right back.”
Luca made an incoherent noise of agreement. He heard the bed shift, the bathroom door, the tap running; a minute, and the sound of Adrien moving about, quick and careful. Then the bed dipped again, and a warm, wet, soapy cloth passed over his thighs.
Luca didn’t open his eyes. He felt it travel slowly down the inside of one leg and then the other, wiping away the stickiness with long, careful strokes, and a second one, rinsed and wrung and warm, followed after. A hand lifted his knee and set it back down with great gentleness. A thumb brushed the soft skin behind it. The warmth of the cloth soaked into his sore, tired thighs, and Luca sighed and went even softer into the mattress.
He loved this bit; he loved the sex, of course he did, but this, this was something special that proved every time that it was so much more. If he hadn’t already fallen in love with this man, then this here, this would have done it.
Adrien murmured something almost to himself, about how soft his skin was, and how fucking lucky he was, and Luca only just caught the words. He made a sound that was meant as a question, sort of; he was almost asleep, his brain barely functioning now.
“Sleep, Angel.”
Adrien held a glass of water to his lips first and made him drink half of it, because Adrien had learned, after all, he knew what he was doing. Then he tucked the duvet up over Luca’s shoulder, and the mattress dipped as he lay down behind him, wrapped around him, big and warm and solid, one heavy arm across his waist and a leg hooked over his. Luca felt his lips press to the back of his neck. The last thing he knew was the steady beat of a heart against his back.
🏒💛🏒
He slept for roughly an hour, only to wake in stages, to the silence and a heavy, muscular arm.
Luca lay there for a while with his eyes closed. The panic had gone; all it had left behind was an odd, scrubbed-out calm, his body heavy and loose and his head quiet for the first time in weeks. He could feel every inch of himself. The warm ache in his thighs. The faint, sweet soreness where Adrien had pressed him open and then not taken him. The empty, wanting flutter of it.
Behind him, Adrien’s breathing was slow and even, with the small, rough catch at the end of each breath that meant he was only half asleep. Luca turned over; the tip of his nose bumped a collarbone. A hand came up and cupped the back of his neck before he had even settled.
Adrien noticed he was awake. He murmured, deep and rasping into his hair, his throat still thick with sleep.
“I want to try again.”
Adrien went still. Luca felt it through his whole body, the careful way he stopped breathing for a second.
“Luca. It’s nearly midnight. We don’t have to.”
Luca knew that. He did. But the heat was still there; the empty, aching want had only settled low and banked, not gone out at all, and every time Adrien’s thumb moved on his neck, it flickered.
“I know. I know we don’t have to. That’s why I want to. I want to be on top. I want to look at your face, and I want to be the one who decides how fast.”
He swallowed hard.
“I want it to be ours. All of it. The whole thing.”
He tilted his head back. His face felt flushed with sleep, his eyes overbright.
Adrien searched his face. Whatever he found there made his own face go so soft it was almost impossible to look at. He turned his head and kissed the heel of Luca’s hand, once, so lightly, and lay back against the pillows, and held his arms out wide.
“Then come here. I’m yours, Angel.”
The lube had been tossed onto the quilt, and Luca found it by feel. He got up on his knees over Adrien’s hips, one on either side; the low golden light danced along his skin, and Adrien lay back against the pillows and let his hands rest, open and loose, on the sheet. Not on Luca. Not anywhere he hadn’t been invited. Luca saw it, and loved him for it so much that it hurt.
“I want to try myself, and I want you to watch.”
His face was burning, but his voice came out steadier than he had expected. Luca paused and breathed for a moment, meeting those grey eyes and holding them, even as the colour crept up his throat.
Adrien swore, a breathless, wrecked fuck, yes, please. His hand had found Luca’s knee; it rested there, hot and trembling, asking for nothing more, but his cock was already filling out against his stomach at the request, thickening as Luca watched. That helped. That helped a lot…
Luca reached behind himself.
It didn’t work. Why didn’t it work? He had thought it would. He had thought about it for days, in the shower and on the ice and once, disastrously, in the middle of a conversation with Kaasan about the new routine he wanted to show him, to help improve his flexibility; yet in none of those versions had his shoulder started to burn, or his wrist bent at a stupid angle, or his fingertips skated uselessly over slick skin and found nothing but the slippery cleft of his own ass. He tried again. He shifted, rocked up on his knees, and one finger slid in to the first knuckle and then slipped out again when his arm twisted. He made a frustrated little sound, hissed at his own uselessness and dropped his forehead onto Adrien’s collarbone.
“I can’t… I’m sorry.”
Luca gave up, cheeks and neck flushed a deep pink, and rubbed his burning face against Adrien’s neck.
“Let me, Angel?”
Adrien’s voice had gone very low. His arms came around Luca’s back, and he sat up in one smooth, powerful curve, folding Luca into his lap so that they were chest to chest, Luca’s knees on either side of his hips, and shoved the pillows against the headboard behind him. Luca’s cock slid against the hard ridges of his abs, leaving a wet, hot smear, and they both groaned.
“I want you to open me. I want it slow, I want… more… more, deeper. I want to be so… so wet and soft that I can’t feel where I stop and you start. I want to feel it for days.”
He ran out of words and stared helplessly at Adrien, who had gone utterly motionless beneath him, grey eyes blown nearly black. The German was right there on his tongue, mehr and bitte and every other begging word he had, and he bit it back only because he wanted Adrien to understand every one of them.
“You’re doing so well, sweetheart. I’ve got you now.”
Adrien smiled at him, slow and dark and wolfish. He slid one slick hand down the curve of Luca’s spine.
“Hold on to my shoulders, Angel.”
Luca held on.
The first finger went in with no resistance at all, and he heard himself whimper. Adrien’s other hand was pressed to the small of his back, holding him steady, and the first finger became two. Luca clenched and then, slowly, softened around them. They were longer and thicker than his own. They reached all the places he had been aching to find and couldn’t. Every slow, deliberate curl, every stroke dragged a ragged noise out of him that he couldn’t have swallowed if he had tried.
“Perfect…”
Adrien murmured, pressing in, looking at him, and white light flashed behind Luca’s eyes.
“More, don’t stop, plea…”
He gasped out through a low, needy whine as his nails dug into the thick muscle of Adrien’s shoulders.
He couldn’t finish the sentence. Adrien didn’t need him to. A third finger followed, and it burned, a deep, spreading stretch that made him hiss through his teeth, and Adrien stopped to kiss the edge of his mouth and murmur something low and soothing against it, and then began again with a slow, relentless twist of his wrist that opened him up from the inside out. Luca shook; his head tipped back on a long, wavering moan. His cock was leaking steadily onto Adrien’s stomach, and every time he rocked down onto those fingers, it was jolted, flushed and swollen, as droplets of pre-come ran down over the hard muscle in a long, glistening string.
Adrien was looking at him as if he were the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, completely and utterly lost in him.
Luca had never quite believed that sort of look would be turned on him, not before Adrien anyway. He sat in Adrien’s lap with his thighs spread wide, face flushed, mouth open, rolling his hips in a slow, helpless, shameless rhythm over three thick fingers, and the man beneath him had stopped even trying to hide how much he wanted it. A muscle jumped in Adrien’s jaw. His breath came rough and fast, catching on a low groan every time Luca sank down. Between them, Luca could feel the heavy, burning length of his cock, rock hard against his thigh, leaking onto his skin, and it took him a moment to understand that Adrien’s hips were rocking up in small, involuntary jerks that he didn’t even seem to know he was making. Watching Luca come apart on his hand was working him up as much as any touch could have.
Him. All of that, for him. Fuck…
“You’re so beautiful like this. Luca. Please. I can’t… I need…”
The plea was desperate, torn and ragged, as Adrien drew his fingers out, slowly, and Luca whimpered at the loss of them.
He was ready. Luca was panting, low, needy little whines catching at the back of his throat; Adrien soothed him with a kiss as he reached for the lube again and slicked himself with one long, shuddering stroke, and Luca watched, hypnotised. He was so thick. Fuck. Luca should have been used to it by now, but it still never failed to catch him in the throat: long, flushed and heavy, with that lovely vein running up the side, the swollen head already dark and weeping, curving a little up towards his belly. It was a proper stretch even on a good night. It was going to be a bigger one tonight, in this position, with the whole of his own weight bearing down on it.
He was kneeling on a stupidly expensive duvet he had picked out himself, with a ring heavy on his finger and the scent of cardamom and bergamot in his nose, and beneath him sat the man who had held him together on a worse night and never asked for a thing in return. Luca was shaking, not out of fear. No. Not of this. He wanted it so badly that his body was burning with it.
Not of him.
Adrien’s voice was a low urging, rough at the edges, calling him closer.
He took Luca by the hips and lifted him, easily, until he hovered on his knees above that thick, slick cock, and he held him there. Luca’s thighs were already quivering. He braced both hands on Adrien’s shoulders and felt the blunt head press against his slick, stretched hole and push, ever so slowly, inside, which was when the burn began.
“Slowly, easy, Angel, I’ve got you, relax. Let me in.”
Adrien murmured as his hands tightened around his hips to take more of his weight.
It was too much. It was more than he had thought it would be; why had he thought he could do this? The head breached him, and he cried out, a high, startled sound, and everything in him tried to lock. The stretch was bright and hot and very nearly painful. It spread him wider and wider, forcing him open around that thick, unyielding girth, and every instinct in him screamed stop, too much, too big, and every other part of him, deep in the pit of his belly, begged for more.
“Breathe … In, and then out.”
He did. Fuck, he did. He felt his body give way around the broadest part, and a deep, rough groan shuddered out of Adrien as his hands slid under Luca’s thighs and took his weight and lowered him. Slowly. An inch. Another. The long, relentless drag of it, hot and slick and unbearably full, until the stretch spread up through his belly and his spine and he swore he could feel it behind his navel. He could feel every inch of the man inside him, the throb of his pulse, the heat. His thighs were trembling so hard that he couldn’t have held himself up if he had tried. He didn’t have to; Adrien held him, all of him, and those powerful arms didn’t shake at all.
“There, perfect. That’s it, Angel. You took all of it.”
Luca couldn’t speak.
He was seated in Adrien’s lap with his thighs spread over those wide hips and his forehead tipped against Adrien’s, full to bursting with a stuffed, aching, breathless fullness that went all the way up, his eyes wide and unfocused and his mouth open on a silent cry. It was almost too much; it was so good that he couldn’t tell where one sensation ended and the next began. A single tear escaped and ran down his cheek; Adrien kissed it away and groaned something rough against his skin, but he couldn’t hear it. He was somewhere very far away. He was nothing but a hot, soft, shaking pulse around the thickness inside him.
“Luca? Angel. Talk to me.”
Adrien’s voice was faint and far away, muffled under the roar of his own heartbeat. A fingertip traced a question mark, shaky and urgent, on his hip.
“Yes. I’m… yes. Don’t… oh, God. Don’t let go.”
Luca moaned. The words were barely there, so he found Adrien’s chest with a trembling finger and drew the heart too, lopsided and perfect, and he knew Adrien had understood both.
Adrien’s arms tightened around him, and he pressed his lips to Luca’s damp forehead.
“Never.”
Luca took a long, shuddering breath and felt the first wave of the stretch begin to melt into something sweet and heavy and golden. He found the strength to lift his head. He looked into those storm-grey eyes. He smiled, slow, dazed and a little bit wicked. Then he rolled his hips, once.
The sound that came out of both of them was obscene. Luca wanted to hear it again immediately.
Oh, fuck. Luca breathed, half laughing.
“Again.”
Adrien growled through gritted teeth.
He did it again.
It took him a few tries to learn it. The first rise was clumsy, and he hadn’t quite got the angle right, but Adrien’s hands tightened and steadied him, and brought him back down with a deep, grinding thrust that made him cry out.
Luca arched his back, the flex and roll easier now on a core that had been built for exactly this, apparently, all along. He braced both hands behind him on Adrien’s thighs, planting them wide, and felt the shape of everything change. The angle was perfect. The thick head dragged right over the spot inside him that turned the world white, and he heard himself make a long, high, undone noise that he didn’t recognise at all.
Adrien groaned his approval, sweat beading on both their skins, as he began to move with him. Luca bent forward to find his mouth and kissed him, open and wet and clumsy with want, swallowing the next groan whole. Adrien chased it when he pulled back, lips parted, and Luca gave him another, slower, a long drag of tongue against tongue, and then one more on his bottom lip with a little nip of teeth that made Adrien’s hips stutter up into him.
Luca rode him.
He had never thought of the mats and all those long, aching mornings as preparation for anything but skating. Hours of yoga with Kaasan, hours of balance and breath and strength in his core, hours of holding a hard pose until his legs shook and then holding it for 10 seconds longer while Kaasan counted in Japanese just to be mean. It all came together in him now, and he was astonished.
He had such power in his thighs. He could rise on them until only the head of Adrien’s cock held him open, and hold himself there, shaking and perfect, then sink down in a long, slow, merciless roll that dragged a sound out of Adrien that Luca felt in his own bones. He could do it again and again and not falter. He had balance. He had control, and for once he had every single bit of it, and he was using it to take his man apart.
Adrien swore hoarsely, a long string of groaned-out syllables that were barely audible under the growl deep in his chest.
“Fuck, Angel, you are going to be the death of me…”
His head was tipped back against the headboard, throat bare, a sheen of sweat across his chest. Strong hands had come back to Luca’s hips. They weren’t just steadying him anymore. They were gripping, fingers sunk deep into the soft, curved flesh above the bone, holding on so tight that Luca knew he would wear the marks for days. He could feel them being made. Each fingertip pressed its own small, hot ache into him, a thumb dug into the hollow at the front of each hip, and every time Luca sank down, Adrien dragged him down harder, snapping up to meet him with a guttural grunt, and the ache bloomed deeper and darker under his skin.
“Harder, please…”
Luca panted. It was almost a sob.
Adrien held him tighter, with a rough, wordless rumble.
His strong fingers dug in until they bruised, and Luca loved it. God, he loved it, and told him so in a breathless, broken stream of English and German. He loved the sting and the grip, the slap of their skin. He loved the sight of Adrien’s face beneath him, wrecked and open and his. His own fingers dug into Adrien’s thighs behind him, into the thick, hard muscle, his nails scoring long, deep red lines down the insides as he rode, and where he clung on hardest, each fingertip bit down into a small, sharp crescent that turned white and then flushed angry red. Adrien groaned at the bite of them and drove up harder. Luca’s cock slapped wet and heavy against his belly, untouched. He had no hand to spare, and no wish to spare one, because the pleasure was building from somewhere else entirely, coiled deep and low and unstoppable, from the thick, slow drag of that cock over his throbbing prostate, again and again and again.
A high, keening whine was torn from his throat as the heat coiled tighter and tighter.
“Do it. Come for me. Angel. On my cock, just like that.”
Adrien’s words were a choked-off snarl. He surged up off the headboard, one hand fisted in Luca’s hair, and dragged him down into a kiss that was all teeth and heat and gasping breath, their mouths sliding together, half kiss and half bite, Adrien licking into him as if he wanted to taste the sound Luca was making.
It broke over him all at once. It started low in his spine and rolled up through him in slow, massive pulses. He locked up like a spring, thighs clamping around Adrien’s hips, his head thrown back, mouth open on a keening cry that broke in the middle and went on and on. He came untouched, thick white ropes spilling over Adrien’s stomach and chest and the hard line of his jaw, clenching around the thick heat inside him again and again until his vision went white at the edges. How long could it last? He didn’t know. He knew only that Adrien was saying his name, over and over, in a voice he had never heard before.
Then the world flipped.
It was so fast that he didn’t understand it. Fuck. One moment he was shaking in Adrien’s lap, spent and trembling and sensitive all over. The next, his back hit the mattress, and Adrien was over him, huge and dark and shaking, eyes black. He hadn’t even slipped out; he had just turned them, the whole of that powerful body rolling them both over in one movement, and his hands, Luca noticed even now, even through the haze, had landed flat on the pillow either side of Luca’s head. Not on his wrists. Never on his wrists, not tonight.
Adrien was begging, eyes wild and chest heaving, sorry, fuck, he couldn’t, he had to…
“Don’t be. It’s okay. Come here.”
Luca wrapped both legs around his waist and dragged him down.
Adrien broke.
He drove into him, hard and deep and fast, with no more control left than anyone would have after watching the most beautiful thing in the world come undone on his cock. The bed slammed against the wall, and every thrust drove a hoarse grunt out of Adrien. Luca felt every inch of him, thick and hot and relentless, pounding into the aching, wrung-out place that was far too sensitive now, and he cried out, his fingers clutching at Adrien’s back, nails dragging down from his shoulder blades in long, burning lines, as he felt his oversensitive cock jerk against Adrien’s stomach and begin, impossibly, to fill again.
He needed something to hold on to. He turned his face into the thick curve of Adrien’s shoulder and opened his mouth on it, and when the next thrust knocked the breath out of him, he sank his teeth into the hard muscle to keep from screaming. Adrien snarled and fucked into him harder. So Luca did it again, a little lower, sucking hard at the salty skin until he felt the blood rise up under his tongue, and then again along the line of his collarbone, a messy, possessive trail of bites and bruises, each one soothed with a wet, open-mouthed kiss before he set his teeth in again.
“Luca. Angel. Mine. Mine…”
Adrien’s face was in his neck, his mouth hot and open, kissing up the line of his throat in frantic, sloppy kisses. Then his teeth closed on the skin just above Luca’s collarbone and bit down, hard, with a low growl Luca felt right through his throat. Luca felt the sharp sting of it and then the suck, long and deep and relentless, Adrien’s tongue working over the bitten skin as he drew the blood up into a mark that would be dark as a plum by morning. When he finally let go, he kissed it, once, almost reverent, and then bit again just below it.
“Yours, yes… Yours. Always.”
Luca sobbed, tears sliding down his cheeks, and then the rest came out of him in Russian, because it always did, in the end, when it mattered most.
“I am yours. I am yours. I love you.”
It undid him. Adrien went rigid, and he buried himself to the hilt with a hoarse, broken groan, and Luca felt him pulse, deep and hot and endless, spilling inside him, filling him, the heavy, shuddering weight of him pressing Luca down into the mattress as he shook and shook. He kept on for ages. When the last tremor passed, he found Luca’s mouth again and kissed him, slow now, deep and shaking and wet with both their tears, and then soft little kisses at the corner of his lips, his cheek, his damp eyelids. Then he collapsed on top of Luca, catching most of his weight on his forearms even now, his face buried in Luca’s neck and a stream of broken words pouring out of him, too fast and too low to follow: Luca’s name, and Angel, and fuck, over and over, half nonsense, half prayer.
They lay there, boneless, sticky and out of breath.
🏒💛🏒
As Adrien eased out, Luca winced and sighed, and felt the slow, warm trickle of come follow. A kiss landed on his shoulder, and a careful hand stroked the length of his spine, and then Adrien was gone for a minute. Luca heard the bathroom tap run and turn off. He lay face down in the pillows with a smile on his face that he couldn’t have wiped off if he had tried. He felt more than happy; he felt loved. He felt, for the first time in his whole life, like someone who got to keep things.
The bed dipped. A warm cloth passed over his stomach and then between his thighs, careful and slow; a hand cupped his hip, then stopped.
Luca felt it before he understood it. Adrien’s breath went out of him, and the hand on his hip lifted away, and then, very lightly, came back and laid itself over the mark, one fingertip at a time, until it fitted exactly.
“Oh, Angel. Look.”
Adrien’s whisper was barely there.
Luca turned his head. Along the curve of both hips ran a neat, dark row of finger-shaped bruises, already purple at the edges, four on one side and a thumb on the other. They were beautiful; he loved them. Even spent and exhausted, he felt a flicker of heat at the sight of them.
“Don’t you dare say sorry. I told you to.”
Luca mumbled into the pillow.
Adrien knew he had. That didn’t mean he wasn’t allowed to be sorry if he had hurt him. He dipped his head and kissed each bruise in turn, very gently, one after another, his lips warm and soft on the sore skin. Luca shivered, then let out a pleased sigh.
Luca twisted round to look at him, one eyebrow raised.
“Show me yours.”
Adrien huffed a laugh and turned onto his back. Down the insides of both his thighs and across his upper back ran long, raised, angry red scratches, parallel lines on each, and where Luca’s fingers had dug in hardest, a scatter of small, dark crescents bloomed that would be bruises by morning.
“I did that?”
Luca whispered, delighted and slightly appalled.
He had, Adrien told him, and looked insufferably proud of it. Smug git.
He wanted to lick them.
“I’m so sorry.”
He wasn’t. He wanted to make more.
Adrien rumbled the question low and deep, with a lazy, dangerous smile.
“No. Not even a little bit.”
Luca admitted without a shred of shame.
Adrien laughed, a rich, rumbling, satisfied sound, and pulled him back against his chest, wrapping a leg over his. Luca turned over and tucked his face into Adrien’s neck.
“I rode you.”
Luca mumbled into his skin. His own voice sounded dazed with wonder.
“You were magnificent. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. I’m going to think about it every day until I die.”
Adrien’s arm tightened around him, and he tilted Luca’s chin up with two fingers until their eyes met.
Luca’s mouth curved, and he let his eyes fall shut again, stretching his sore legs out with a pleased little hum.
Good. He wanted him to. A swirl of embarrassment came, and with it little sparks of glowing warmth in his belly.
“Earlier, when you stopped.”
Luca made himself go on, barely above a breath.
Adrien’s hand stilled against his back.
Adrien waited, and Luca felt his own voice wobble before he even used it.
“You didn’t even ask. You just knew. No one ever… Thank you.”
The chest under his cheek lifted and shook as Adrien sighed.
“You never have to thank me for that, Angel. It’s the easiest thing I’ll ever do, Angel. The easiest, and the most important.”
Adrien pressed a kiss to his head, and his arm tightened around him, hard.
Luca smiled against his collarbone.
He was thanking him anyway, he told the collarbone, and shifted closer, snuggling into the larger, broader body wrapped around him, and Adrien whispered that in that case he was very welcome, and pulled him impossibly closer.
For a while they lay there and basked in each other’s warmth. Luca’s fingers traced the faint scars on Adrien’s chest, old injuries from before the draft. Adrien’s hand rubbed circles on his back, and when it strayed over the bruises, Luca hummed and pushed into it. When he began to shiver as the sweat cooled on them both, Adrien rolled out of the bed, scooped Luca up into his arms as easily as picking up a jacket, one arm under his knees and one around his back (which was no small thing, despite him being the slightest player on their team), and Luca’s stomach swooped as he was lifted, and Adrien carried him through to the bathroom with Luca’s head on his shoulder, to set him on the soft padded stool while he ran the bath.
Adrien washed him. It was gentle and felt like worship with each steady pass over his skin: each press of the soft sponge and the expensive soap that smelled like vanilla and almond over his shoulders and the long muscles of his back, down the tender insides of his thighs, before he was lowered into the water. Those large, strong hands kept him steady as Adrien climbed in behind him. Luca lay between his knees with his head tipped back on that broad chest and those sinfully cut abs at his back, while Adrien’s thumbs worked firm circles into his calves and then up into the aching muscles of his thighs; the water went warm and cloudy, and a sweet, heavy tiredness crept up through his limbs until he could barely lift his fingers off Adrien’s knee. Adrien fed him two squares of chocolate from the stash on the windowsill and the rest of the glass of water, and wouldn’t let him argue about either.
Luca was never getting out of this bath. Never. They could post his things to the lake cottage.
Adrien dried him afterwards, caressing rather than rubbing, and smoothed the vanilla lotion into the red, stubble-burned skin of his inner thighs, then held up the black and gold tank with his number stitched across the back. Luca let himself be fed into it, one arm and then the other, and the hem was tugged down, very carefully, over the bruises on his hips. It swamped him. The wide straps fell down his shoulders and bared his neck, painted prettily with Adrien’s marks. The fabric smelled like cardamom and bergamot, Adrien all the way through. So when his fiancé sat back on his heels to look at him, something dark and pleased and soft crossed his face.
He looked like someone’s. He was someone’s. He was, actually, several people’s, and the thought made him want to laugh and cry at the same time.
Luca knew that look. Adrien liked him like this: like he was small, even though he wasn’t, not really, drowning and wrapped up in his things. Luca had discovered that Adrien liked it even more with his number sitting right between Luca’s shoulder blades. Luca thought he knew why; Adrien couldn’t put his name on him, because he was going to take Luca’s, and Luca suspected he had made his peace with that a long time ago; was glad of it, even. The number was the claim he could make. For now. Until there were rings on both their hands and the same name on both their jerseys.
Luca felt the blush climb his neck and kept his mouth shut as he was lifted, so carefully, and carried back to their bed.
When they came back into the bedroom, Adrien clicked the lock open on the way past, and the door swung inward; two sets of eyes looked up at them from the landing with identical expressions of long-suffering patience.
Anya rose from the floorboards with her tail swinging. Yuki stalked in past her ankles with her tail held high and her whiskers twitching in offence, leapt onto the rumpled bed without so much as glancing at either of them, and began, with great ceremony, to knead the exact centre of Adrien’s pillow.
“Oi, that’s my pillow.”
Adrien frowned down at her.
Yuki turned round three times and lay down on it. Back to them both.
Luca laughed until his stomach hurt. He climbed up the other side with the too-large tank slipping off his shoulder and nestled in. Adrien slid in beside him with a defeated sigh, a hand settling on Luca’s hip, and Anya, after a moment’s deliberation, hopped neatly up onto the foot of the bed, turned in a circle and collapsed across both their ankles with the groan of a dog who had been kept waiting far too long. The weight was warm and ridiculously sweet. The cat purred, loud and rumbling and smug, against the back of Adrien’s head.
Adrien grumbled into the dark that he would like it noted that he hadn’t invited either of them.
“Noted. They must not be able to get into Kaasan and Otousan’s room.”
Luca mumbled, then winced at the thought of why that door might be locked, and decided very firmly not to think about it ever again. Fuck. Too late.
He lay there with Adrien’s chin on top of his head and the ring catching the glow on his finger, and the house warm and sleeping around them. Somewhere downstairs, a floorboard groaned and went quiet. Most likely one of his grandparents getting a glass of water. Obaachan always did, at midnight, and Ojiichan always went with her, in case she needed help carrying it.
He thought about tomorrow instead. Wasn’t that easier than thinking about the door?
Tomorrow, Levi would be at Kaasan and Otousan’s door by six with Sharky under his arm, and he would stop and look, and get his arm held up for him, and climb in. Luca knew because he had done it too, once or twice, when the nights had been bad. He had stood in that doorway at three in the morning, 18, all broad shoulders and lithe muscles yet silently mortified, and Kaasan hadn’t even opened his eyes. He had just lifted the duvet; that was it. Otousan had rumbled something sleepy and hauled him in by the back of his T-shirt, and he had slept between them like a little boy, and no one had ever mentioned it the next day except to ask whether he wanted more tea.
Tomorrow there would be pancakes. Adrien would burn the first one, and Otousan would tell him so, and Adrien would understand nearly all of the Russian now, and be insufferable about that too. Kaasan would braid Levi’s hair at the bathroom counter; Luca would be allowed to do the clips.
And then Friday, and the drive, all of them in two cars with Anya’s head out of the window and Yuki yowling in her carrier like a tiny furious opera singer, and Levi asking every 10 minutes if they were nearly there, in three languages, just to be sure.
Otousan had promised him fishing. Proper fishing, off the end of the dock at dawn, just the two of them and a flask of Otousan’s favourite tea, the way Otousan’s own mama had done with him once on a lake outside Moscow, when he was small. Luca had tried very hard to look like a grown man about it. Yet he hadn’t managed. Not even close. Otousan had seen, and had pulled him in by the back of the neck and kissed his hair, and not teased him at all.
Otousan was going to teach Levi to swim, too. Kaasan had a laminated plan for that, obviously, a whole progression, starting with sitting on the edge of the dock with his feet in the water and ending, before the end of July, with floating on his back on his own, and Levi had studied the plan with the deep seriousness of an Olympic athlete and then asked if Otousan could just hold him until he was big. Otousan had told him yes. Otousan was going to hold him until he was 40.
There would be s’mores, which Levi was still deeply suspicious of. There would be the canoe, which Ojisan Cliff was banned from standing up in, by name, on the list. There would be the board games from the cupboard under the stairs in Obaachan and Ojiichan’s cottage, for rainy days, and Otousan cheating at every single one of them and Kaasan catching him every single time, and Levi refereeing in Japanese. While Luca tried to translate. There would be nights out on the end of the dock wrapped up in blankets, all five of them in a pile, looking up at more stars than Luca had known there were, while Otousan named the ones he knew and Kaasan corrected the ones he got wrong.
And the loon. Kaasan had promised Levi the loon. Kaasan could do the call himself, according to Otousan, a stupid Canadian wolf-bird noise, and had done it once in a hospital, and Luca was going to make him do it again on the first night at the lake if it was the last thing he did.
He wasn’t afraid any more of being left behind. He noticed it, lying there, like noticing a toothache had stopped. There was no car breaking down in his head, no phone call. There was a dock, and a lake, and a family that had made very sure there was a seat in the car with his name on it.
On Friday there would be a drive, and a lake, and as much of a summer as hockey players ever got. Early mornings on a dock. A ring on his finger, a dog who would never be left behind, a cat who believed the suitcase to be hers, and far too many hoodies. And after that, one day, a wedding with an ugly hat in it. And after that, everything else.
“Everyone’s going to see that bruise at breakfast.”
Luca muttered at last, muffled and slightly smug.
If Cliff turned up again, Adrien predicted, already resigned to it, he would say something unforgivable. Really loudly.
Luca huffed into the hollow of his throat and poked a finger into his chest.
“He’ll be too busy looking at yours.”
Luca murmured, tracing a fingertip over one of the possessive marks he had left along Adrien’s shoulder.
“You made them with teeth.”
Adrien laughed, a rich, sleepy sound against his hair.
“A little…”
Luca teased him back and felt Adrien’s chest rumble with laughter under his cheek, and a hand slid up to cradle the back of his head.
He was keeping them. All of them. Luca muttered, nuzzling closer as his eyelids grew heavy, and Adrien kissed his hair and stroked a thumb over Luca’s knuckles, because he knew.
Luca closed his eyes.
“Liebling…”
Luca murmured with his eyes still shut, and felt Adrien’s chin shift against his hair.
Adrien hummed, the sound a low vibration beneath Luca’s ear, and his hand drew a lazy line down Luca’s spine and rubbed gently at his sore hips.
Then he tried, very sleepily, to say goodnight in Russian, the way Otousan whispered to Levi. He got the first word right and the second word into something that meant, approximately, good potato, and Luca laughed into his chest until Adrien had to ask what he had done, and Luca told him, and Adrien tried the whole thing again, properly, slowly, and kissed the top of his head at the end of it.
“On Friday, can you sit on the suitcase?”
Luca asked it into the dark, half asleep, with Adrien’s arm heavy across his waist.
A pause. Then Adrien shook with silent laughter and buried it in Luca’s hair, and Luca grinned into the dark with his hand over the place where a heartbeat thudded against his own.
“I’ll sit on it with pleasure, and then I’ll carry it to the car. And then I’m going to carry you.”
Adrien promised it into his hair.
“Yes… please.”
Luca whispered, smiling, and drew one last, lazy heart on Adrien’s chest with a fingertip.
He was asleep before Adrien could reach over and turn the lamp out.
 
Victor POV
The ring had been in the drawer of Shane’s desk in his study for three weeks, and Victor had thought about it every single day.
He thought about it in the shower, with the water going cold on his back. He thought about it at morning skate, in the middle of a drill, so that Wyatt had to bang a stick on the boards to get his attention and then asked, far too loudly, whether Vic had left his brain in the car. He thought about it at the parade, standing on the back of an open truck in a river of black and gold with the Cup balanced on his hip and a hundred thousand people screaming his name, and the thing that went through his head wasn’t the triumphant we did it that any sane man would have been thinking. Instead it was a small, plain, utterly ridiculous thought. Not yet. Wait until you are home. Only an idiot thought that, with the Cup on his hip.
He had been looking at the wrong truck when he thought it, too, which didn’t help in the slightest. The Hollander-Rozanovs had been on the one in front, and Victor, team photographer to the bone, had taken more pictures of them than of the Cup. Levi rode the whole route on Ilya’s shoulders in a Bears cap three sizes too big for him, both small fists buried in Ilya’s curls like reins, and Ilya let him steer, turning obediently left and right at every tug. Ilya’s free hand never once left Shane.
It sat on his hip, then the small of his back, then curled round the back of his neck, then slid into the back pocket of his jeans in front of every camera in Massachusetts, and stayed there, shameless, for three whole blocks. Luca stood tucked under Shane’s other arm, pink-cheeked, waving the shy little flap of a kid who couldn’t quite believe the cheering was for him too. Every few minutes Shane turned his head and kissed his son’s hair without looking, easy and automatic, and Luca leaned up into it every single time.
Victor had zoomed in on that, on Shane’s mouth pressed into a mess of blond waves, and his chest had ached so badly that he had nearly dropped the bloody camera into the crowd.
He was very patient. It was a skill he had spent a long time learning; most days it even worked.
On Tuesday afternoon he let himself in through the gate with the code Shane had given him as soon as they had clicked, not long after Shane had arrived, in fact, tapped into his phone with a casual “so you don’t have to ring”, and Victor still felt a little warm glow in his chest every time he used it. The sun was hot on the back of his neck, and laughter was drifting over from the new koi pond, where Ilya was crouched on the flat stones at the edge with Levi standing on his thighs, one huge hand across the small back to keep him from toppling in. Levi was naming the fish, all of them, in order, with rules. Victor caught, “That one is Pavel; he is greedy, he only gets three pellets,” and Ilya’s low, grave rumble of agreement, and then Levi turned, saw him, and his whole face lit up.
“Ojisan Victor!”
He came at Victor’s knees at a run, Ilya rising behind him to his full and frankly unreasonable height, and Victor scooped him up before he could think, because that was what you did with Levi; you picked him up when he ran at you, every single time, and you didn’t let him wonder if you would. He came up into Victor’s arms so easily, a slight, warm armful with his arms already tight round Victor’s neck, and Victor was struck all over again by how little of him there still was.
He smelled like sweet pear, warm from the sun, and he patted Victor’s ears with grave care to check the tiger’s-eye studs were still in, which was a ritual of his now, a small, firm inspection every time they met. Satisfied, he wriggled to be put down and ran straight back to Ilya, who swung him up onto his hip without breaking stride and kissed the top of his head with a loud, smacking noise that made Levi squeal and burrow into Ilya’s neck.
Ilya jerked his chin at the house over Levi’s head.
“Shane is in the study.”
Luca was on the porch steps with his sketchbook and Adrien’s head in his lap, both of them half asleep in the sun, and Luca lifted his pencil to Victor in a sleepy wave. Victor stepped past them carefully and caught Luca tucking one of Adrien’s curls behind his ear with the pencil, absent and loving, without even looking up from the page. It was ordinary, here. That was what got under the skin, every time; everything soft in this house was ordinary.
He found Shane at the desk with a mug of tea, 11 open tabs, and Yuki asleep across the keyboard of the second laptop, sprawled belly-up in a square of sun. Colour-coded folders were stacked on every surface, and there was a crayon drawing of a shark taped to the lamp. Anya had followed Victor in, as she followed everyone, and sat politely on his foot. Shane looked up. He looked at Victor’s face for about a second and a half, which was all it ever took, the terrifying little man, and then, without a word, he opened the little hidden drawer, took out a small velvet box and held it across the desk between two fingers.
“It’s been safe.”
Shane spoke in French, low and gentle, and without a single trace of teasing in it, which was somehow worse. Merde.
“Thank you. For keeping it.”
Victor answered in French too, because his English had abruptly gone somewhere he couldn’t reach. He took the box and closed his hand around it, and after that, for an embarrassing stretch of seconds, his voice wouldn’t come at all. Shane stood, came round the desk and put a hand on his shoulder, a short, firm squeeze, the way he did it to anyone on the team who looked like he needed to be told he was all right.
Then he went back to his tabs, very politely not looking, to give his best friend some much-needed privacy. Yuki opened one bright blue eye, looked at the box, looked at Victor, and closed it again, entirely unimpressed. She had clearly known he was an idiot for a fortnight.
“I won’t tell anyone, Vic. Not even Ilya.”
Shane promised it without looking up from his screen, and scrolled one tab down very seriously.
“He will know by dinner.”
Victor murmured, very dry, and tucked the box into the inside pocket of his jacket, where it sat right over his heart, and his heart kicked hard against it.
A faint, wicked smile tugged at Shane’s full, pretty mouth.
“Of course he will. I just won’t be the one who tells him.”
He should have left then. He meant to. But Levi came pelting down the hall with Ilya’s heavy tread behind him, announcing his arrival with something said in Russian as he came.
“It is swimming lesson day. Hair first, or it goes in my mouth. That is rule number one. Only Kaasan does braids.”
So Victor ended up leaning on the kitchen island with a glass of iced tea he hadn’t asked for, watching Shane sit Levi on the granite and work three long black hanks of hair into a plait with quick, deft fingers.
Levi held perfectly obedient for it, chin up, Sharky clamped under one arm, chattering the whole time in a mix of Russian and English and the occasional very careful Japanese word for Shane’s benefit. Luca drifted in from the porch, sleep-creased and barefoot, and did what Victor had seen him do a dozen times without anyone asking: he tucked himself in against Shane’s chest, under the busy arms, his blond head fitting there just below Shane’s collarbone as if the place had been kept for him, warm and cuddly and entirely content, and waited. Shane didn’t stop braiding.
He just ducked his head and kissed Luca’s hair, and then again, firmer, because Luca had leaned in harder for the second one, and the boy went dark pink and pleased and stayed right there. When the plait was done, Luca was the one who tidied it, smoothing the little flyaways down with the flat of his palm and tying the end with a hair tie he had clearly been keeping on his wrist for that purpose, because that was allowed. Only Kaasan braided; Lukasha could tidy. Levi had explained it to Cliff in the locker room once, very slowly, when he had been practising his English, holding up one finger for each rule while the entire team listened in, and no one had dared laugh.
Ilya came up behind his husband the moment his hands were free. He did it the same way every time, drawn in without even seeming to think about it: one long, muscular arm around Shane’s waist, his chin coming down on top of that black head, his thumb finding the wedding band on Shane’s right hand and turning it slowly round and round. Shane leaned back into him with a small, contented sigh and reached up without looking to stroke Ilya’s cheek.
Then Levi held his arms out to both of them at once, imperious, and somehow got both, Shane lifting him off the counter and Ilya folding the pair of them into his chest, Luca tugged in last by a fistful of T-shirt, and a growled Lukasha, and a hand that came down to ruffle the blond waves into total chaos while Luca complained yet leaned into it anyway.
Victor stood at the island and watched the four of them in a heap by the fridge, and he couldn’t have spoken a word for any money.
He had grown up in a careful house. A loving one, he would never say otherwise, but careful, all good manners and not making a scene, a hand on the shoulder at Christmas and a nod at the door. He hadn’t known, before this family, that grown men could hold their sons like that in a kitchen at four in the afternoon for no reason at all. That a boy of 18 could lean into his who was essentially, in all the ways that mattered, his mother for a kiss and get two. That a little boy who had once flinched at every raised hand could fling his arms out and be certain, so certain he didn’t even look, that someone would catch him.
He thought of Cliff’s big hands. Of Cliff with Lola on his hip at the zoo, and the Chouinard kids hanging off both his arms at once, and Levi’s small fist bumping his at the end of every practice. Then he thought of the box in his pocket, and his hand went to it, and he caught Ilya watching him over Shane’s head with sharp, interested blue eyes.
Victor took his iced tea and fled. Luca pressed a cookie on him at the door, wrapped in a paper napkin, and Levi caught him by the trouser leg.
“Promise you come to cottage, Ojisan.”
Victor promised on the koi. Levi narrowed his eyes at him.
“Again, please…”
Victor promised again, louder, and Levi nodded once, satisfied, and let go of his leg. Maybe his family was bigger than he thought these days.
🏒💛🏒
It was 8 o’clock on Thursday evening now, the night before Shane’s family left for his lake cottage back in Canada for a month, and the box was in the pocket of Victor’s good linen trousers, a small solid weight against his hip. He had been aware of it all day, his fingers drifting down to brush over it every 5 minutes to check it was still there. It was still there. Of course it was still fucking there; it was a box, it didn’t have legs.
“Babe? Can I please, babe, please, taste test the sauce again?”
Cliff’s voice came from the garden door, plaintive and more than a little needy. He was waiting in the doorway; the frame groaned as he leaned his whole considerable weight against it, hopeful as a spaniel puppy who had heard the fridge open from three rooms away.
“No.”
Victor refused him flatly, tapping the wooden spoon twice against the rim of the pan.
“Just a little bit? A tiny bit?”
A soft thump sounded as Cliff’s forehead came to rest against the doorframe in defeat.
“You have tasted it 4 times.”
Victor didn’t turn round. He was standing at the stove in the big, bright kitchen with his sleeves pushed to the elbows, stirring a pan that smelled like garlic and white wine and the first good tomatoes of the summer, and his lips were fighting a losing battle against a smile. He wasn’t going to let it win. He had standards, thank you very much, and one of them was that the man didn’t get to eat the entire sauce before it had touched a single piece of pasta.
Footsteps crossed the tiles, heavy and cheerful, then two massive arms wrapped round his waist from behind and a bearded chin came down on his shoulder. Cliff smelled like black pepper and lime, warm from a whole summer’s day of pottering uselessly about in the garden, and Victor leaned back into him before he could stop it. He stole a spoonful from the pan before Victor could stop him, and Victor smacked his hand without any real force, and Cliff only hummed with pleasure and tightened the hug.
“It’s quality control.”
Cliff argued it against his ear, the words buzzing warm through the stubble of his beard, and his arms gave a small, shameless squeeze.
“That is theft. Behave, and go and set the table.”
Victor pressed the back of the spoon lightly to Cliff’s wrist in warning, leaving a little red smear of sauce on the pale skin. Cliff licked it off with great ceremony.
“I’m never gonna fucking behave. Not once. Not ever.”
He kissed the side of Victor’s neck; the rasp of his beard sent flutters of heat down Victor’s spine, and then the bigger man went to do as he was told. He always went in the end, grumbling all the way; Victor rather liked that about him.
A moment later there was a clatter of cutlery and a mumbled “Shit!” from the hall, and Victor shut his eyes and let himself laugh, silently, into the steam.
He was a very controlled man. He had been controlled all his life, in his body, his face and his voice, because the alternative was to be the loud one, the dangerous one, the Black kid in a rink full of white boys who already expected him to be angry. Control was safe; control was good armour. Control kept him out of the sin bin and off the front of the papers and out of every conversation he didn’t want to be in. And then a very large, occasionally stupid, very kind golden retriever of a man with pale skin and coffee-dark eyes had looked at him across a crowded locker room, with no shame at all, steady and certain, and hadn’t so much as blinked when Bood threw a sock at him.
Victor had looked back, mostly out of disbelief. He hadn’t had a plan for what would happen next. Control, it turned out, was no use at all against Cliff Marlow, not once the man had finally gotten a clue that Victor was flirting with him, which had taken an embarrassingly long time and the intervention of Shane, two rookies and a very pointed hot chocolate.
He stirred the sauce and thought about Tuesday, about four people in a heap by a fridge, and about the way Cliff had looked at the parade when Levi had leaned off Ilya’s shoulders to demand the secret fist bump. Report, mini Captain. Cliff had nearly fallen off the bloody truck reaching for it. He had reported back afterwards, to anyone who would listen, that the mini Captain’s report had been “Cup good, Ojisan loud,” and he had repeated it for three days, like a rookie showing off his first goal puck.
“Vic! Table’s done! You have to come and look. Right now. This second.”
Cliff’s voice rang down the hall, bursting with pride.
Victor turned off the heat, wiped his hands on a tea towel, took a breath that didn’t slow his pulse one bit, touched his pocket once, and went to look.
🏒💛🏒
It was a very sweet-looking table.
Cliff had set it on the back deck under the string lights. The good plates were out, the ones with the thin blue rim, along with the heavy wine glasses that had been a gift from Shane and Ilya when Victor had all but moved in. In the middle sat a jam jar of wildflowers he had clearly picked himself; several of them still had clumps of roots and soil attached, and one had a small, confused beetle on it. It was unbearably sweet.
He had put on a shirt with buttons. Specifically, he had put on the wrong shirt with buttons: Victor’s own dark blue one off the back of the bedroom chair, the soft cotton straining across that massive chest like a jersey two sizes too small, and the colour made Cliff’s pale skin and dark hair pop so prettily that it was frankly unfair.
He stood beside the table, a napkin folded into something that was meant to be a swan on each plate, huge hands hanging uncertainly at his sides, 6 foot 6 of pale, dark-haired, anxious bulk. He was trying so hard, bless him, and he was so obviously, hopelessly nervous about it. Victor stood in the doorway and didn’t move for a second. It went into him like a slapshot to the ribs.
Oh, mon Dieu. Look at him.
“You have done something.”
Victor got it out from the doorway, the pan still in his hands.
“I set the table.”
Cliff claimed it with elaborate casualness. His cheeks had gone a deep, helpless red right up to his ears, which ruined it entirely, and then the rest came tumbling out after it the way things always did with Cliff, once the first bit was loose.
“With flowers. They were free. It’s just a Thursday; it was nice out, you’ve been all quiet and weird for, like, a whole fucking week. I thought if I did something nice, you’d stop. Then I’d get to find out why.”
Victor didn’t move. The pan was hot through the cloth; he barely felt it.
Of course Cliff had noticed. Of course he fucking had. Cliff, who couldn’t find his own keys, who had once spent 40 minutes hunting for his phone while it was in his hand and had then accused Wyatt of hiding it, noticed everything that mattered. He just didn’t have the words for it, that was all; he made up for it with flowers. Flowers with roots on, and a beetle.
“Sit down, mon chéri.”
Victor kept it gentle, shifting the pan to one hip. His voice had gone low and warm without his permission, the way it only ever did for this man.
Cliff’s eyes went wary, big and dark and so easy to read that it hurt.
“Am I in trouble?”
Victor nodded at the chair, very patiently, with a mouth that kept trying to smile.
“Non, mon chéri. I would just like you to sit down, so that I can feed you.”
It was very difficult to stay dry with a man who had folded napkin swans.
Victor went back to the stove for the tea, because his hands needed a job and he couldn’t be trusted with a knife. He poured two mugs and set one at Cliff’s elbow, where it went cold untouched. Cliff sat, the chair creaking under him, and folded his hands on the tablecloth like a rookie called into the coach’s office, clearly trying to remember what he had done.
Victor put down the pan and served the pasta; he took the chair opposite. For a while they ate and talked about easy, silly things. The parade came up, then the cottage, then whether Cliff could be trusted in a canoe (he couldn’t). Cliff was certain Ilya was serious about teaching them all to waterski. Victor was certain Ilya was going to film every single fall and put it on the team chat.
Cliff had already been sent a list. Of course he fucking had. Shane had made one for everyone who might set foot on the dock, laminated, with the boys’ swimming rules at the top in Levi’s own dictation (Rule one. Lifejacket. Rule two. Lifejacket also for Ojisan Cliff. Rule three. No splashing Kaasan when he has his book), and Cliff had stuck his copy to the fridge with a Bears magnet like a report card.
He talked about it now with his mouth full: how Ilya was going to teach Levi to swim properly off the end of the dock this year, no armbands, and how Levi had informed him gravely that he could hold the net for the minnows but wasn’t allowed to fall in, because he would scare the fish. Cliff found this deeply unfair when Luca had managed to stop laughing long enough to translate. He had never once scared a fish. He had, however, once fallen off a jetty in Muskoka, and the story of that took them through most of the bread.
Victor let him talk and thought about the rink in May, the morning he had let Levi borrow his camera. Just the little one, the old one, with the strap wound twice around a small wrist and Victor’s hand hovering under it the whole time, ready to catch. Levi had taken it extremely seriously. He had walked the length of the bench with it held up to his face in both hands, serious as a war photographer, and Victor had braced himself for a hundred blurred pictures of the ceiling.
What he got instead, when he scrolled through them that night, was a hundred pictures of hands. Shane’s hands, mostly, lacing skates, holding a water bottle, braiding the end of Luca’s wet fringe out of his eyes for a joke. Ilya’s hand on the back of Shane’s neck, over and over, in nearly every frame where both of them were in shot, because there was apparently no angle from which you could photograph Shane Hollander-Rozanov without Ilya’s hand on him somewhere. Luca’s hand holding Adrien’s under the bench where they thought no one could see. And one, blurry and crooked and perfect, of Cliff’s massive fist held out for a bump, with Levi’s own small fist coming in from the bottom of the frame to meet it.
Victor had printed that one. It was on the fridge behind Cliff right now, under Shane’s laminated list, and Cliff didn’t know Victor had been the one to put it there. He thought it had been the mini Captain’s gift; Victor had decided to let him keep thinking so.
They talked about the brown-and-white spaniel pup at the shelter, who was apparently still waiting, and whom Cliff had named in his head three separate times. Cliff ate three helpings and told a long, unreliable story about a goose; Victor ate half of one. Cliff talked with his hands, sketching the goose in the air, and Victor watched the light move over his face, gold, then shadow, then gold again as the bulbs swung in the breeze. He had stopped chewing some time ago. Cliff didn’t notice; he was far too busy getting the goose’s wings right.
His hands were sweating, and his heart was going like the last minute of a tied game, and the man he loved was laughing at a goose. That was what made it so hard.
Cliff put down his fork, and the tines clinked against the good plate.
“Okay. I’m going to say it. You keep looking at me like I’m going to break. I don’t know what I did.”
His voice shook a little on the last word. Victor watched the knuckles of his free hand go pale against the tablecloth. Those hands, so huge and so careful with anything fragile, with the Chouinard kids and the rescue kittens and Levi’s small fist and Victor himself, had no business shaking because of him.
Victor set down his own fork and reached across the table. Cliff took his hand at once; he always did. Victor turned it over in his, running a thumb across the broad, scarred knuckles of a boxer.
“It is not you, mon chéri. I have been a coward, that is all. You said something in the locker room before Game 4. ‘At least it wasn’t a ring.’ Do you remember?”
Cliff’s whole face changed.
“Shit. I didn’t mean it, Vic. I’m not asking for anything, I swear, I’m not…”
His hand jerked in Victor’s, trying to pull free and hide under the table like a dog that knows exactly who chewed the sofa.
“I know. Mon chéri. Breathe.”
Victor reached up to cup the side of his neck until the broad shoulders began to drop. The skin there was warm and a little damp; his thumb found the pulse and stayed.
Cliff breathed. His chest rose, held, fell; his eyes had gone very round and very wet, fixed on Victor’s face and not daring to look away.
Victor went on slowly, choosing every word with care, his thumb still pressed to that racing pulse.
“I have wanted to say something for a long time. Longer than three weeks. I wanted to wait until I had something to bring you, something with a Cup behind it. It was a stupid reason.”
He was a grown man who had once been told he was too big to be wanted the way he wanted to be wanted, and some small, stupid part of him had thought he needed a trophy before he was allowed to ask. A trophy. For Cliff, of all people.
“It wasn’t stupid.”
Cliff growled it, loyal down to the bone. He was always on Victor’s side, even against Victor; especially against Victor. Victor let his mouth curve, just slightly.
“It was a little stupid.”
Cliff’s mouth twitched to match his. The string lights made two small stars in his eyes.
“Vic. What the hell are you saying?”
Victor drew a breath. Somewhere in the garden, a moth bumped against a bulb, over and over, tap, tap, tap, and Victor’s heart thudded right along with it.
He had practised this in two languages. In the car; in the shower; in the empty rink at six in the morning, with only the Zamboni driver for company, who had pretended not to hear. He had a speech. It was a good speech, measured and grammatical, with a quotation from a poet that Cliff wouldn’t have understood and would have asked him to repeat in English, twice.
He pushed back his chair, stood, and walked round the table. Then he went down on one knee on the deck. The boards were still warm from the day. He forgot every single word of the speech.
Merde.
“Oh, fuck …fuck. Vic. Oh my fucking god.”
Cliff whispered, his voice going up an octave higher than normal. He swayed in his chair. One hand rose, fell, rose again, hovering in the air between them, shaking.
“Hush, mon chéri. Be quiet.”
Victor’s hands weren’t steady as he took out the little velvet box. It had spent three weeks in a drawer in Shane’s study, and all of today in his pocket, and it felt heavier now than the Cup had.
“I am trying to remember what I am supposed to say.”
Cliff clapped a hand over his own mouth. His shoulders were already shaking.
Victor opened the box. The hinge gave a tiny, expensive click.
It was a solid band of warm yellow gold, broad and heavy, made to fit a hand the size of a dinner plate. Down the middle ran a thin inlaid line of tiger’s-eye, honey, amber, brown, the same stone as the studs in his own ears, the ones Cliff had given him. It was the same honeyed amber as the eyes Cliff had once told him, mid-orgasm and without a flicker of embarrassment, belonged to a panther.
Inside the band, in small, clean letters, he had had four words engraved. Ce soir, ou jamais. Tonight, or never. It had been a joke once, on the first night they had ended up in the same bed and Victor had been too proud to admit how badly he wanted to stay. Tonight it was nothing like a joke. Merde, his hands were shaking.
He began with Cliff’s whole name, low and steady, though his knee had started to tremble on the boards like a rookie’s on his first shift.
“Cliff Marlow. I am not good with speeches. I am good at silence, at standing still, at knowing where everyone is on the ice. I was very good at being alone. Then you looked at me across a locker room as if I were the only man in it, and I have been a little lost ever since. I have never been happier. You are the loudest, kindest man I know. I would not undo one minute of it.”
He swallowed. The deck was hard under his knee; he didn’t care.
“I want to be the last person you wake up next to. I want to get old and grumpy beside you. I wrote always under your post for two hundred thousand strangers to read. I would like to say it again with only you listening. Then I would like to say it in a room full of our friends, in front of Shane and Ilya and your terrible mother.”
He drew breath.
“I want to be your husband. Will you marry me?”
Cliff sat frozen, tears running steadily down his face; his mouth was working. A thin, high, wobbling noise came out of it, and his shoulders shook.
Then he managed it, in a very small, wet voice.
“I thought it was supposed to be me.”
Victor blinked at him, entirely lost; he had no idea what that meant. There was a heavy, loaded pause. A moth bumped the bulb. A dog barked somewhere down the road.
“I got a ring.”
Cliff fumbled in the breast pocket of the wrong shirt, Victor’s own shirt, which meant that Victor had been wearing that ring’s hiding place against his own chest at the bottom of a laundry basket at some point and never knew. He pulled out something small and glinting. Victor stared at it, then at him, as a hysterical, joyful laugh began to climb his throat.
It was a band of white gold, an intricate pattern carved into the surface, thinner than the one in his own hand. An inlaid diamond sat flush in the metal, so that it only caught the light when it moved, and it was safe from being caught on things when he used his hands, and wouldn’t dig in when he wore it on a chain around his neck on the ice. Like Shane and Ilya did.
Cliff huffed, dark coffee-coloured eyes shimmering and overbright.
“I bought it last month. It’s been hidden in my sock drawer! I moved it to the shirt tonight, then I put on the wrong shirt, then I panicked and moved it again. I kept thinking, after the Cup. Then after the parade. Then I was going to do it at the lake. In a canoe. I had a whole fucking plan! And you went and did it first, you utter …”
Victor was laughing now, helplessly, his forehead dropping against the edge of the table until the plates rattled.
“You are an idiot.”
He meant it with so much love that it sounded like an endearment.
“I am. A total fucking idiot.”
Cliff agreed cheerfully, beaming through his tears, and then it hit him all over again.
“We bought each other rings, Vic!”
He slid off his chair onto his knees in front of Victor, 6-foot-6 of sobbing, delighted man, and grabbed Victor round the neck in a hug that lifted him half off the boards.
“Yes. Yes. Obviously yes. Did you even have to ask? Yes, fuck, yes.”
Vic pressed his lips to Cliff’s thick, soft hair, and the black pepper and lime of him filled his nose, and that smell had never meant home before tonight, not quite like this.
“Ouf, mon chéri. Please, I cannot breathe.”
Victor wheezed, laughing, and bumped his knuckles twice against Cliff’s shoulder, the way they touched gloves; good, this was good, he only needed the man to let him have some air.
“Sorry. Shit, sorry.”
Cliff loosened his grip by all of an inch, then buried his face in Victor’s neck.
“I’m going to marry the hell out of you.”
Victor wrapped both arms round all that shaking bulk and held on. He pressed his lips to Cliff’s damp hairline and tasted the salt of the fallen tears.
Neither of them spoke for a while. Cliff’s breath hitched every few seconds, a leftover sob, and each time Victor’s hand moved over his back without being told to. The string lights swayed; the wildflowers had begun to droop in their jam jar, and the beetle had made its escape. Lucky beetle. Somewhere beyond the fence, a dog was barking, a long way off, and the cicadas were starting up in the trees. He could feel Cliff’s heart pounding against his chest, his own beneath it, very quick, very light. A thick, strange warmth spread right through him, from his chest down to the soles of his feet. It took him some time to recognise it as joy.





      






Joy. Just like that. On a Thursday.
“You haven’t put it on me yet.”
Cliff mumbled eventually, muffled in his collar, and sounded so personally wounded about it that Victor had to bite his lip.
Victor drew back. Cliff’s face was a mess; blotched red, streaked with tears, a fleck of tomato sauce on his chin. Victor wouldn’t have traded that face for a thousand perfect ones. Cliff held out his left hand, scarred and trembling, and spread his fingers. Victor slid the band on. It fitted. Of course it bloody fitted. He had measured the base of Cliff’s finger a month ago, while the man slept like the dead, with a length of dental floss and the torch on his phone, and he had felt like a spy and a lunatic in equal measure.
“Holy shit. It’s heavy. It’s got your eye colour in it.”
Cliff breathed, staring at his hand, and turned it to the light. The gold took the string lights and held them. His thumb found the tiger’s-eye and rubbed over the stone again and again, like a kid with a lucky coin.
“It has yours too.”
Victor covered Cliff’s hand with both of his own, his voice gone low and rough.
“My turn.”
Cliff held up the white-gold ring in two shaking fingers, suddenly shy, and the rest came out in a rush.
“It looked like you, in the shop. Not loud, but you couldn’t stop looking at it. And the diamond’s bigger than it looks, but it’s set in, so it won’t catch on stuff or dig in when we put them on chains to play.”
He scrubbed at his wet face with his free wrist.
“Like you, kind of. Fuck, that sounded better in my head.”
There was a flush across those pale, scuffed cheeks that couldn’t even be hidden by the rugged dark scruff, and Victor loved every inch of it.
“It sounded perfect.”
Victor held out his left hand. Cliff put the ring on him. His hands were shaking so badly that it took three tries and a muttered come on, you little fucker, addressed to either the ring or his own fingers. At last it slid over the knuckle with a small click. They both looked at it, a thin pale band against Victor’s dark skin, the tiny diamond winking when he turned his hand. Victor had to study the ring until he could trust his own face again.
Engaged. He was engaged. To this giant of a man. Mon Dieu.
“Hey. Remember the zoo? When I said you looked good with her? You said later.”
Cliff’s voice had dropped, his thumb stroking over Victor’s knuckles, and Victor’s heart did something complicated and acrobatic behind his ribs.
He did remember, and the memory sent heat seeping through his veins: Cliff, with little Lola on his hip in front of the penguins, glitter all over his shoulder, and the look on his face when Victor had taken her so Cliff could find his wallet.
And before that, at the shark tunnel, Levi on Ilya’s hip with both hands flat to the glass and Shane tucked under Ilya’s other arm, Luca and Adrien pressed in close on either side, the whole family lit up blue and silver by the water, and Cliff had turned to Victor in the dark and just looked at him, the question all over his face. Victor had looked back and thought, yes, that, and been far too much of a coward to say it.
“Is it later?”
Cliff barely breathed the question. His thumb stopped moving.
He was looking at Victor with an open, dazed, hopeful look that tore straight through all of Victor’s armour. There was no demand in it; there never was, with Cliff. Only the hope, and the waiting.
Victor took a long, slow breath and cupped his face in both hands.
“It is later. Not tonight. Tonight is for this. But yes, mon chéri. We will talk. For a long time. In the summer, when we have nothing to do but sit on a dock.”
Cliff’s whole face opened. His grin broke across it, wet and a little crooked.
“Okay. Okay, that’s really good. That’s so good.”
Cliff babbled and sniffed hugely, wiping his nose on the wrong shirt, which Victor decided he would deal with later.
“I’m gonna go cry in the kitchen for a minute.”
He started to heave himself up, chair scraping, Victor still half in the way.
Victor caught his hand as he tried to stand, the new gold cool and strange under his fingers.
“You are crying here. Stay. Cry on me.”
Cliff dragged him into his lap instead. Victor didn’t argue. He went, long legs, elbows, all of it, all 6 foot 5 of him folded into the only lap in the world big enough to hold him. It was solid and warm; Victor tucked himself beneath that bearded chin, his nose pressed into the warm skin of Cliff’s throat, and fitted there perfectly, and maybe he always had.
They sat with his forehead against Cliff’s shoulder, Cliff’s arms round his waist. They stayed like that until the string lights had drawn every moth in the county, until the cicadas gave up, until the dinner went cold on the table. Victor’s shoulders came down from around his ears for the first time in a week.
At some point Cliff’s phone buzzed against Victor’s hip, and then again, and then a third time, and Cliff fished it out one-handed without letting go of him. The team chat. Shane had sent a photo of a half-packed suitcase with Yuki enthroned in the middle of it and Anya sulking in the doorway, and Cliff, who was in the middle of the most important night of his life, couldn’t physically stop himself from typing a reply asking if Anya was in the suitcase too. Victor watched him do it, wet-faced and grinning, ring flashing on the screen, and loved the ridiculous man so much it felt like a bruise.
🏒💛🏒
They made it to the bedroom at a quarter past eleven, in a stumbling, laughing tangle. It began at the back door and went through the kitchen and the hall, where Cliff pinned him against the wall beside the coat hooks and kissed him until a jacket fell on their heads and Cliff’s laugh boomed off the hall ceiling, then broke off into a growl when Victor caught his lower lip between his teeth. It climbed the stairs in stages, with a good deal of kissing and one dropped phone that neither of them went back for. Cliff’s shirt, which was actually Victor’s shirt, came off on the landing, a blue heap of fabric against the dark boards, two buttons pinging off somewhere into the gloom; Victor’s belt went somewhere around the third step, and neither of them stopped to look for it.
By the time they reached the big bedroom, with its wall of windows and its huge bed with the grey linen sheets, they were both breathing hard. Victor’s back was against the doorframe. Cliff’s hands were under his shirt. His palms were warm and a little rough, and Victor leaned into them with a low hum, because nothing in the world felt better than Cliff’s hands on him. Cliff’s answering rumble went through both their chests at once.
“I’m kind of planning to do stuff to you. A lot of stuff. All night. Is that alright? Victor…?”
Cliff breathed straight into Victor’s throat, a low rumble, his thumbs finding the points of his hipbones, and then he waited, forehead against Victor’s. The thumbs didn’t move, patient and warm. Even now, even here, with his chest heaving, his breath coming in rough, audible pulls, and his cock a hard line against Victor’s thigh, he asked. He always asked. Victor had no idea how he had got so lucky.
Victor tipped his head back against the wood.
“I would be very disappointed if you didn’t.”
His own voice came out lower than he had meant it to. He lifted one fist and bumped his knuckles twice against Cliff’s bare chest, right over the heart. Gloves touched. Game on.
“Do your worst, mon chéri.”
Cliff’s eyes went dark. A sound came out of him, low and wordless, like a man taking a hit he had been waiting for all night. The lamp on the dresser threw his shadow long across the floor.
It was the look Victor had learned to read over this last year, heavy and hungry. It started in the eyes; it moved down to the mouth. By the end of it, Cliff was no longer the goofy, easily distracted man who lost his keys and fought geese. His hands had gone still and sure.
“Shirt off.”
His voice was gruff and low, his fingers curling into the hem of Victor’s shirt.
Victor arched an eyebrow.
“Please?”
He drawled, pointed, and pressed into those fingers anyway; he liked to make the man work for it. Making him work for it was half the fun.
“Please.”
Cliff growled the word back at him, scraping out of his chest like gravel, and Victor’s breath caught on it, a hitch he didn’t bother to hide, and he hummed his approval and stripped the shirt over his head and let it fall.
He was a long, lean, powerfully built man, dark and smooth and hard-muscled, wide through the chest and broad, sinewy shoulders that tapered down to a narrow waist, built like a swimmer. Tiger’s-eye studs glinted in his ears. A small gold cross on its thin chain lay at the base of his throat. He felt Cliff’s eyes travel over him, slowly, unashamed, and the heat of it settled low in his belly, heavy and warm.
“Fuck, you’re gorgeous.”
Cliff groaned it, helpless, the sound cracking down the middle. He crossed the room in two strides, gathered Victor against him with one hand cradling the back of his head and the other at the base of his spine, and kissed him.
It was nothing like the kisses on the deck; it was slow, wet, open-mouthed, certain, Cliff’s tongue sliding deep and lazy against his, and he didn’t stop, not when Victor gasped, not when Victor’s knees went, only tilted his head and kissed him deeper. Victor let out a shaky breath into his mouth, and a small, startled sound, half gasp and half hum, that Cliff swallowed whole.
He slid both hands up into the thick dark hair and kissed him back, hard, with teeth, because he wasn’t a man who melted without a fight. Cliff’s mouth moved down along his jaw, his throat, the line of his collarbone. He bit very gently just above the little cross, then less gently just below it, the edge of his teeth scraping the skin, and sucked, hard and deliberate, a hot, pulling ache that Victor felt all the way down to his cock, until Victor knew there would be a mark there tomorrow that no shirt collar would hide.
Victor hissed through his teeth and swore, câlice, on a breath that broke halfway through. Cliff licked over it afterwards, slow, and made a low, pleased sound against the bruise as it rose. Cliff tasted of wine and tomato and himself; Victor would have known that mouth in the dark. His knees went weak at the flood of heat.
“Bed.”
Victor barely managed to get the word out. Cliff laughed against his skin, a warm, happy, shaking sound.
“Bossy.”
Victor slapped his arse for good measure, and Cliff yelped, then groaned, then laughed, all in one loud breath.
“You love it.”
Cliff walked him backwards towards the bed, kissing him the whole way, deep and messy and breathless, a steady spill of low, happy noises coming out of him between kisses, hands everywhere, at his waist, at his hips, on his arse, squeezing, working the button of his trousers open with large, quick fingers. Then the trousers were gone, and Victor lay back in nothing but his boxers on the grey linen, the cross cool against his sternum, Cliff looming over him, shirtless and massive, the low lights turning his pale skin warm. Cliff didn’t move. He just looked. Victor lay there under it and felt that gaze travel over him, hot enough that his skin prickled everywhere it landed. It lingered on his face last of all, and Victor found he had to look away first, which was absurd. He had faced down three-hundred-pound defencemen without blinking, and he still couldn’t hold Cliff’s eyes.
“How did I get this lucky?”
Cliff exhaled at last, crooked, hoarse and desperate.
Victor drew one fingertip along the line of Cliff’s jaw, the beard coarse and soft at once, dark against pale skin.
“You looked at me across a locker room. And then, eventually, you realised I was flirting with you.”
Cliff shook his head, laughing. He pulled Victor up by the wrist and kissed him again, hard and deep and wet, and kept kissing him until they were both out of breath, and Victor was making small, hungry sounds into his mouth that he had never given anyone permission to hear. Fuck, that mouth.
“Fiancé. Holy shit. That’s so weird. I don’t ever want to get used to it.”
He murmured against his mouth, tasting the word, and Victor felt it land somewhere deep under his ribs. He pulled Cliff down on top of him by the belt loops. Cliff came, careful and heavy, bracing on his forearms so as not to crush him. It was a very particular feeling, the full weight of him, solid as the boards, pressing Victor down into the mattress until there was nowhere else to go.
Victor had never expected to want it. He had spent years being the big one, the one who held, the one who was told he was too big to bottom, and here he was, pinned and covered and wanting. He wrapped his legs round Cliff’s waist and arched up. He felt the hard, thick length of him through his pants, and let out a groan that surprised them both. Cliff answered it with one of his own, deeper, rolling out of that huge chest and into Victor’s.
Cliff rocked against him again, deliberately, grinding that heavy cock against his own until Victor’s toes curled and his breath stuttered out of him in short, broken gasps.
“Stop teasing.”
Victor was breathless, the words wobbling on a moan he couldn’t swallow. Cliff nuzzled his throat, not a bit sorry, and kissed his way up it to the hinge of his jaw, slow and open-mouthed, and then into his mouth again, deep and lingering.
“I’m savouring.”
Then he lifted his head.
Cliff leaned across him to the nightstand, rummaging, swearing under his breath when a phone charger tangled round his wrist. Victor lay there, chest heaving, the tiger’s-eye ring glinting on his fiancé’s hand against the dark wood. Fiancé. The word sat warm and sweet on his tongue, and he couldn’t stop smiling around it as he slid a hand down Cliff’s spine to the dip above his waistband and dipped his fingers beneath it, just to feel the man shiver and hear the low, needy whine it pulled out of him, absurd from a man that size.
The bottle came down on the sheets with a soft thud. Victor’s lavender and oat soap had somehow migrated into every drawer in Cliff’s house over the last year, and Cliff now claimed he couldn’t sleep without it; Victor could feel the faint trace of himself on the pillow under his cheek, on the sheets, on the big man kneeling over him, and something warm and possessive curled low in his belly. Cliff got up on his knees between his thighs and hooked his fingers into the waistband of his boxers, one eyebrow raised.
“Please, mon chéri. Take them off.”
Victor pleaded, low and rough, and wasn’t even ashamed. He lifted his hips an inch in invitation. His own pulse was loud in his ears.
“Since you asked so nicely.”
Cliff grinned and drew the waistband slowly, slowly down, kissing each new inch of skin as it was bared.
The boxers went. Cool air touched Victor’s skin; his cock sprang free, flushed at the tip and wet already, smearing pre-come across his stomach. Cliff made a low noise in his throat, half groan and half growl, that Victor felt against his skin before he heard it. He dropped his head and pressed a kiss high on the inside of his thigh, where the skin was soft and warm and still showed the faint shadow of last week’s bite, his beard rasping over it, and then another, open-mouthed and lingering, his tongue dragging over the old mark.
He kissed his way across to the other side, slow and wet, along the crease of Victor’s hip and down again, and then set his teeth in and sucked, hard, the scrape of teeth and the hot, relentless pull of his mouth drawing a fresh mark up over the old one. Victor’s hips lifted clean off the bed. Cliff pinned them down with one broad hand and went back to the first thigh and bit there too, a little harder, sucking until the skin throbbed and Victor heard himself swear, tabarnak, the word cracking apart into a ragged moan. When he lifted his head, he looked at the two dark marks blooming on Victor’s inner thighs and licked his lips, and Victor felt the look as much as the bites.
“I will be your husband. So you will do what I tell you.”
Victor’s voice was uneven, his hand fisting in the sheets. Cliff froze. His head came up. His eyes were massive.
“Say that again.”
Cliff’s grip on his thigh tightened, almost painful, his fingers digging into the long muscle hard enough to leave prints, the new ring pressing into his skin.
“Husband. In front of everyone. In a stunning suit.”
Victor held Cliff’s stunned gaze and didn’t look away this time. Cliff swore, one breathless fuck, and his hand shook where it gripped Victor’s thigh. He made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob, and pressed one more kiss, hard and open-mouthed, to the fresh bite on Victor’s thigh. Then he wrapped a hand round the base of Victor’s cock and took the head into his mouth.
Victor arched off the bed with a strangled cry. The grey linen bunched under his shoulders, cool against his sweat-damp skin.
It was hot, wet, slow; Cliff had the kind of mouth that could tell an awful joke and then do something unspeakable with the same lips. He took him in with agonising slowness, sinking down by degrees, tongue working along the underside, flattening against the vein, the hand at the base of Victor’s cock keeping time. Victor’s head fell back; his fingers dug into the sheets. A long, ragged groan tore out of him, a sound he would never have made in front of anyone else in the world. Cliff hummed in satisfaction; the vibration went through his bones and out through the soles of his feet.
“Oh, fuck … Cliff. Just like that.”
The broad hand on his hip squeezed, a silent reassurance. Cliff took him deeper, carefully, relaxing his throat until the head of Victor’s cock nudged against the back of it and his nose was buried in the short dark curls at the cradle of his hips, then swallowed around him. Victor’s thighs trembled; a broken, keening sound escaped him, and then another, each one higher than the last. His heels dug into the mattress. With every bob of that head, the ring on Cliff’s finger pressed into the tender crease of his hip, small, cool, solid. A brand. A promise. His.
Slick fingers found him while Cliff’s mouth was still busy, one fingertip circling his hole until it fluttered, and Victor’s brain politely left the building on a long, wavering moan.
“Stop. Cliff, stop. I am too close. I want you inside me.”
Victor gasped, his hand finding Cliff’s hair. Cliff pulled off with a wet, obscene sound, his mouth red and swollen, his eyes dark and heavy-lidded in want.
“Yeah, Babe? You want me to fuck you?”
Victor’s hand tightened in Cliff’s hair, hauling him back up.
“Yes. I want to feel it for a week.”
Cliff stared down at him like a man watching the Cup come out of the tunnel.
“Holy fuck, Vic. Holy fuck.”
His breath hitched; he kissed Victor’s stomach, the jut of his hipbone, the soft skin just above the fresh bite, and reached for the lube. His hands were shaking; the cap took two tries. Victor watched him with a hungry, helpless smile and spread his thighs wider, planting his feet on the sheets, letting himself be looked at. Spread out and open and on show, which was something he would deny liking under oath, in a court of law, with Sam Winchester asking the questions. A slick finger circled his entrance again, warm and careful. He let out a long, slow breath.
“You’re doing the shoulder thing.”
Cliff’s voice was low and fond, a hand smoothing up the outside of his thigh.
“I am not.”
The shoulders in question climbed another half inch.
“You totally are. Breathe, babe. You still okay?”
Cliff rubbed his thumb over the point of his hip and waited.
Victor lifted his fist and gently tapped his knuckles twice against Cliff’s forearm. Good. Very good. Hurry the fuck up.
“Continue.”
It came out in the tone he used on referees.
Victor breathed. He dropped his shoulders, slowly, one and then the other. The finger pressed in, slow, slick, thick. He gasped, clenched, a low grunt punched out of him, then felt his body soften and take it, the burn sliding into that slow, heavy pull he had missed all week.
“There. Fuck, there you go.”
Cliff breathed, watching his own finger sink into him, absolutely reverent. He worked it in and out, slow and shallow and then deeper, and bent to press his mouth to the hard, dark nipples as he worked, which caused Victor to hiss and try to arch into his mouth but was trapped, pinned and held by Cliff's larger frame.
“You’re doing so good, babe.”
Victor’s eyes flew open.
Cliff went red, a hot, blotchy flush that climbed his throat and lit up both ears.
“Shit. Sorry. That came out like I was grading you. I only meant you are. Doing good.”
He winced at his own words, tripping over himself, which only made it worse.
Victor stared at that flushed, stricken face, mortified to the ears and still honest. He didn’t trust himself to speak for a second, because he didn’t trust what would come out. He looked down at the finger buried inside him, at his own cock leaking against his stomach. Something warm and sharp went through him, which was ridiculous. No one had told him that in years. No one had thought he needed it. He was usually the one doing the holding.
“Again.”
Cliff’s mouth opened, closed. His eyes went darker and suddenly very deep.
“You’re doing so good for me, Vic. Just like that. Taking my finger so pretty.”
A shudder tore through Victor, and a whimper came with it, small and helpless, the last sound in the world he expected from his own throat.
“Again. Say it again.”
Cliff gave it to him, lower and rougher, with his mouth against the inside of Victor’s knee.
“So good for me, Vic. So fucking good.”
Cliff worked in a second finger, slow, careful, curling, stretching, scissoring him open, and kissed, nipped, and mouthed at the inside of his thigh right over the fresh bite while he did, and kept talking, low and rough, a steady stream of praise that Victor would never, ever admit he needed.
“So good. So tight. Look at you, babe. Look at you opening up for me.”
Victor’s back arched; his mouth fell open. Putain. It left him as more moan than word. Those thick fingers twisted, bent slightly and then dragged firmly right over his prostate, and he felt it like a goal horn going off in his bones. Cliff did it again, and again, rubbing slow, firm circles there until Victor’s thighs were shaking, then drew back to add more lube, cold and then warm, and pressed in a third finger. The burn of it, and the bite he liked. Cliff came up over him and kissed him through it, deep and messy, swallowing every sound he made, every hitch and gasp and broken scrap of French, and giving back low, rough noises of his own, his fingers working in and out in long, slick strokes until the stretch melted into heat and Victor was rocking down onto them. He felt Cliff watching him, both adoring and stunned, and between one breath and the next he stopped being the careful man who stood perfectly still on the edge of every room.
“Now. Cliff. Now.”
He pulled Cliff down by the back of the neck and kissed him, and Cliff laughed breathlessly into his mouth and reached for the lube again, snapping the cap open with his teeth.
🏒💛🏒
It took him a minute to slick himself up, because his hands were shaking and the bottle kept slipping in his grip. Victor lay back and watched, heavy-lidded, as that fist moved over the thick, flushed length of him, glistening, the new ring catching the light with every stroke. Cliff grunted on each one, low and unguarded, a big man trying and failing to keep himself together. Cliff caught the look, flushed and clumsy, and ducked his head.
“Don’t. I know you’re thinking it.”
He muttered mostly to his own cock.
“I was thinking that I love you.”
Victor lifted one hand to cup Cliff’s cheek, simple as that.
Cliff’s hands stilled. He blinked.
“That’s a really good thing to think.”
It was more breath than words. Victor’s thumb stroked along his cheekbone.
“Do not get used to it.”
Victor made it as dry as anything.
“Love you too, Vic.”
Cliff whispered, turning his face into Victor’s palm to press a kiss there. Then he folded him up.
He did so carefully. A hand under each knee, pushing Victor’s long legs back towards his chest until Victor was bent nearly in half, his thighs pressed to his own ribs. Not many men could fold Victor St-Simone in half. This one did it like he was folding laundry, and kissed the back of each knee as it went past his mouth. He lined himself up. The thick, blunt head pressed against Victor’s slick, stretched hole and rested there, hot and heavy and promising.
“Too much?”
Cliff kept his voice low, barely more than a rumble.
Victor held his gaze, shook his head, and bumped his knuckles twice against the thick wrist beside his head. Go on.
Cliff pushed in.
It was slow, wide, almost too much. Victor’s breath stopped, then broke out of him in a hoarse, wordless groan; his fingers clawed at the sheets. He clenched against it. Then, with Cliff’s voice murmuring above him, words of praise, words of encouragement and desire. The stretch burned, then melted into a hot, deep fullness. Inch by inch the big man sank into him, until his hips were flush against Victor’s ass and he was buried so deep that Victor swore he could feel him somewhere under his navel.
“Oh, fuck. Oh, Vic. Fuck.”
Cliff groaned brokenly, forehead dropping to Victor’s. He was trembling, the muscles of his arms quivering where they braced beside Victor’s head. Every breath he let out shook its way into a low, helpless sound.
“Do not move. Not for a minute.”
Victor’s breath came out in a shaky stream. He dug his nails into Cliff’s back and felt the skin give under them, ten small crescents pressed deep into all that muscle, and Cliff shuddered and hissed, a ragged sound through gritted teeth, and took it and didn’t move an inch. He kissed the edge of Victor’s mouth instead, so gently that it was almost worse.
“Take as long as you want. I’m not going anywhere. You okay, babe?”
Victor nodded with his eyes still shut, one hand rising to cradle the damp back of Cliff’s neck, and bumped his knuckles once, twice, against the side of it.
Cliff’s beard tickled his cheek; his breath came warm and unsteady, and every part of him was gentle. Too gentle. The fullness went all the way up; Victor could feel Cliff’s pulse beating inside him, thick, slow, heavy. Cliff folded himself down over him and kissed his forehead, his eyelids, the tip of his nose. He kissed his mouth, sweet and lazy, and then again, and again, a man with nowhere else to be and every intention of staying right here. Victor opened to it and tasted salt, wine, the faint sweetness of tomato. He wrapped his arms round the broad back. The muscles shifted and bunched under his palms, impossibly strong.
Far, far too gentle. Victor wasn’t made of glass.
“Move. Just please fucking move. I can take it, you know I can.”
He had to growl the words twice, because Cliff was still being careful, and the second time there was an edge to it that made Cliff shiver and moan, low and wrecked.
Cliff moved. Finally. The mattress dipped and rocked beneath them. He started slow, with long, deep strokes, pulling almost all the way out until only the head of him stretched Victor’s rim, then sliding home again, inch after thick inch, so that the headboard knocked against the wall in a lazy rhythm. He kept his eyes on Victor’s face the whole time, and kissed him on every slow stroke, his mouth, his jaw, the corner of his lips; every time he bottomed out, a little gasp slid out of Victor that he couldn’t stop. Cliff answered every one with a groan, deep and drawn out, as if each stroke cost him something.
“Harder. Please.”
Victor’s voice broke. His heels pressed into the small of Cliff’s back, urging. His fingers tightened in the damp hair at his neck and pulled.
Cliff drove his cock in; a hard, deep, solid thrust. It hit something at the centre of Victor that lit him up from the inside, and he cried out, loud and unguarded. Cliff did it again, with a grunt that came from somewhere deep in his gut. Again. Oui. He found a rhythm, relentless and heavy, the headboard banging, his hips snapping forward with a power that Victor had felt a thousand times and would never, ever get used to. The sound of skin on skin filled the room, wet and filthy, and sweat ran down both of them. Victor’s cock slapped against his own stomach, smearing pre-come across his abs. Every thrust dragged over his prostate, and every one of them knocked a sound out of him he didn’t recognise as his own: a sob, a keen, a hoarse, punched-out ah. Cliff kissed him through it, open-mouthed and messy, at his mouth, his jaw, his throat, the fresh mark over the cross, losing the rhythm of the kiss but never of his hips.
He lost the English somewhere around there. It spilt out of him in French instead, broken and filthy and pleading.
“Oui, là… encore… n'arrête pas…”
Cliff had perhaps nine words of French, and four of them were food, but he understood every single one. He panted against Victor’s ear, his beard scraping the skin there raw.
“That’s it. Fucking perfect. I’m not stopping. Not ever.”
Victor’s nails raked down the slick expanse of Cliff’s shoulders, dragging hard from the shoulder blades nearly to the waist. He felt the skin catch and burn under them, and felt Cliff jerk and groan into his throat and fuck into him harder for it. They would leave lines that the whole locker room would see in the autumn, and he didn’t care, and he hoped they did. He hoped Ilya saw them and grinned that wolfish grin of his; he hoped the rookies blushed.
Cliff reached between them and wrapped a rough hand round Victor’s cock, the new ring a cool band of metal against the hot flesh, and stroked in time with his thrusts, a long, slow twist at the head. Victor went rigid, a high, cracked whine escaping his throat. His eyes flew open.
“Look at me. You’re going to look at me while you come.”
Cliff kept stroking, and the wet slide of that palm made Victor’s vision swim. He held on to Cliff’s gaze with everything he had left, because those dark eyes were the only thing in the whole spinning room that made sense, and he got out his name, raw and broken, his fingers biting into Cliff’s biceps.
“Come on, babe. Fuck. Come on, give it to me.”
Cliff coaxed him, rough against his ear. The hand on Victor's cock twisted once more, slow and sure, and the thick, heavy cock inside him ground in deep and stayed there, pressing.
Victor came, and the whole world went white.
It slammed into him all at once; it tore up from the base of his spine, hot, white, endless. He cried out Cliff’s name, and then something in French that broke into a long, sobbing moan, arched off the bed, clenched around him, thick ropes of come spilling over Cliff’s fist and his own chest in long, shuddering pulses, one splashing as high as the little gold cross. His eyes stayed open; he caught Cliff’s face above him, wide open, wet with tears and sweat. Then the tightness of him dragged Cliff over the edge after him, his body greedy and milking. Cliff shouted, a big, raw, helpless sound that rang off the windows, drove in once, twice, buried himself to the hilt, and shook, and Victor felt every hot, heavy pulse of him spill deep inside, filling him up, marking him from the inside out.
Cliff sobbed his name into his neck, and swore, and sobbed it again.
They lay there tangled, gasping, the sheets damp and twisted under them. A cooler breath of night air drifted in from the open window. The ring caught the glow on Cliff’s hand where it lay on Victor’s chest, in the mess there. Cliff’s lips moved against his cheek, pressing small, clumsy kisses wherever they landed, murmuring nonsense, Victor’s name, babe, over and over, his voice wrecked and reverent, because apparently he couldn’t stop.
When Cliff finally began to ease out, Victor tightened his legs round his waist and held him there.
“Not yet.”
Cliff lifted his head, eyes hazy, and grinned at him slowly and delighted. He stayed. He stayed for a long, lazy time, softening inside him, and kissed him through all of it, humming low and content against his mouth, while Victor sighed and made small, sated noises he would never admit to.
🏒💛🏒
They managed the shower in the end, though it took two attempts and a good deal of leaning. Cliff held him up under the spray with one arm around his waist, which wasn’t strictly necessary but was welcome; Victor’s thighs had decided they were no longer on speaking terms with the rest of him. He washed Victor’s back with soap-slick palms, slowly, over every muscle, and his touch was so careful it was like watching a man handle the Cup. The big idiot still couldn’t quite believe he was allowed to touch him like this.
Victor leaned his forehead against that broad wet chest and listened to the slow beat of Cliff’s heart. Steam curled around them, and under it Victor could smell the two of them tangled together, lavender and oat over black pepper and lime, the same way their bodies were. He let himself be looked after. Cliff reached past him for the shampoo and worked it into his scalp with great, serious concentration, those huge hands moving with a care that would have made the rookies faint.
He was more careful still lower down, one hand sliding between Victor’s cheeks with a warm cloth to clean the mess trickling down his thighs. Victor hissed at the sting.
“Sorry, babe. I know. Nearly done.”
Cliff murmured low against his temple and kissed him there.
“I am not sure I can feel my legs.”
Victor’s voice came out husky and sated. Cliff pressed a kiss to the top of his wet head, looking far too pleased with himself.
“Not my fault.”
That earned him a light bite on the chest.
“It is entirely your fault, mon chéri.”
Cliff grinned into his wet hair without a shred of remorse, and then leaned his forehead on the tiles.
“Yeah, okay. It is. I can’t feel my face either.”
Victor blamed the wine, murmuring it into the wet skin of Cliff’s chest.
“It’s you.”
Cliff’s voice came out muffled by the tiles, and Victor’s heart, which had already been through enough tonight, turned over one more time.
Afterwards they stood shoulder to shoulder at the double vanity, the mirror fogged, brushing their teeth in comfortable silence. Cliff’s mouth was foaming; he looked ridiculous. It was lucky he was so pretty, Victor thought. He reached over, perfectly composed, collected a dab of foam from Cliff’s chin, and flicked it onto the tip of his nose. Same as ever. Those dark brown eyes met his in the mirror, crinkling at the corners.
A very large hand landed on his bare backside with a crack that rang off the tiles. It stayed there, warm and damp and entirely shameless, and squeezed.
“Behave.”
Victor managed to mutter out around his toothbrush.
“Never.”
Cliff kept his hand exactly where it was. It was a habit by now, the same lines every time, and Victor would have been lost without it.
Cliff rubbed the cream into the bite marks on the insides of his thighs afterwards, sitting on the edge of the bed with Victor’s long leg across his lap, frowning at each one, his thumb gentle over the bruises his own fingers had left, and then fetched two glasses of water and the soft old Bears hoodie Victor liked to sleep in and wasn’t allowed to admit he had stolen. Victor pushed at the huge weight that sprawled across him when they had fallen into the clean sheets in a heap.
Cliff had thrown a leg and an arm over him like an octopus. He was warm, his skin still heated from the water, and Victor sank into the heat without a word of complaint.
“I like this.”
Cliff observed, half asleep, nosing into the hair behind Victor’s ear.
“I tolerate it.”
Victor huffed, not meaning it and they both knew it, while his hand crept up to lace through the fingers on his chest. Same as ever.
“Tolerate this, then.”
Cliff grumbled deep and heavy into his shoulder and kissed him until he stopped arguing.
🏒💛🏒
Later, much later, after a second, slower, lazier round with Victor on his side and Cliff spooned behind him, one huge hand splayed across his stomach and the other holding his left hand so that both rings clicked together on every thrust, Cliff’s low, sleepy sounds warm against the back of Victor’s neck, the sheets had been changed again. The lights were low. They lay in a heap in the centre of the big bed, Cliff’s heavy arm over Victor’s waist, a glass of water drained on each nightstand because Cliff had stood over him until he drank it. Victor turned his head on the pillow and lifted his left hand into the lamp’s glow. The tiny diamond winked.
He turned the ring so the light slid along the white gold, his bare shoulder brushing Cliff’s chest.
“What will the others say?”
Cliff had it all worked out already. He mumbled it warm and sleepy, his eyes still shut.
“Roz is gonna say he already knew. Shane’s gonna pretend he isn’t crying. Troy’s gonna say something super dry and call me a soppy bastard, and then hug me too hard. Luca’ll cry and then offer to draw us something. And Nick’s gonna bawl his fucking eyes out, and then Theo’s gonna bawl because Nick’s bawling, and someone’s gonna have to carry them both out.”
Victor could picture every single one of them, clear as a team photo.
“Capitaine will cry first. He will try and hide it.”
Victor’s chest shook against his shoulder, and Cliff sniggered into the pillow.
“Bood’s gonna lose his shit. And Bood is not, on any account, in charge of the cake.”
The arm over Victor’s waist tightened in mock alarm.
“I promise.”
Victor made the promise gravely, and felt Cliff’s laugh shake through the mattress.
Then he thought of Levi, and that landed somewhere else entirely. Levi would want a job. Levi would want a job with rules, and probably a clipboard, and he would want to know exactly where Victor would stand and exactly where Cliff would stand and whether there would be fish. There would be fish, Victor decided on the spot. He didn’t know how yet. Shane would know; Shane would make a spreadsheet.
He thought of the coach home from the Cup photo shoot, too, though he hadn’t meant to. A few days after the Final, Freya's PR team had bussed every player and his family out to a country club for an afternoon of official pictures with the Cup on the lawn, and Levi had fallen asleep across Cliff’s lap 20 minutes into the drive back, worn flat by photographers and ice cream and an afternoon of running about on the grass, his cheek pressed into Cliff’s thigh, and Cliff had sat there for the rest of the journey not daring to breathe, his huge hand spread over the small back, covering nearly all of it, and had glared at anyone who so much as rustled a crisp packet.
When they pulled in, Ilya had come down the aisle and lifted Levi off him in one smooth movement without waking him, and Shane had followed with Cliff’s own jacket and tucked it around their son on Ilya’s shoulder, and then, without a word, had reached over and squeezed Cliff’s arm, and Cliff had gone bright red and stared out of the window.
Victor had seen his face in the reflection in the glass. He had known then; he thought, perhaps, he had known before.
“Shit. Two weddings, Vic. The kids’ and ours. The Wedding Committee’s going to need a subcommittee.”
Cliff’s eyes popped open in genuine alarm, the scale of the admin finally landing on him, and Victor bit down on a smile; it had taken him long enough. Luca in white, he thought, or more likely in something Shane had chosen and Luca had blushed over for a week; Adrien bawling at the end of the aisle before the music had even started; Ilya walking Luca down the aisle with a face like thunder and his eyes streaming, and Shane on Luca’s other side, because there was no world in which that boy was going to be given away by only one of them.
Levi with the rings on a cushion and a list of rules for the guests. And then theirs, in a suit, in front of everyone, exactly as he had promised. And after that, one day, on a dock, the conversation they had agreed to have, about a small person with Cliff’s laugh who might sit between them with their feet in the water. He hadn’t let himself want that out loud in years. He wanted it now. Mon Dieu, he wanted it.
“The kid gets to go first. He was engaged on live TV; he has seniority.”
Victor murmured, and felt Cliff nod very seriously against his hair, accepting the ruling.
“Hey. Vic. Babe. We’re engaged.”
Cliff’s voice was awestruck, tender, murmured into his hair, and Victor knew he was checking that it was still true. Victor let himself be pulled closer and went, resting his head on the broad shoulder. The tiger’s-eye band was warm against his collarbone, heated by Cliff’s skin. He listened to the slow, steady beat of his fiancé’s heart.
“Thanks for asking first.”
Cliff was already half gone. Then he added one more thing, with great menace for a man who was mostly asleep.
“Still doing the canoe thing.”
He pressed his lips to the crown of Victor’s head. His ringed hand opened and closed against Victor’s ribs.
“Please, no. I am begging you.”
Victor dropped his forehead against Cliff’s collarbone in despair. The man couldn’t swim in a straight line. Merde. He was going to drown them both, in front of Ilya’s camera, and it would be on the team chat by breakfast, and Levi would put it in his rules. Rule four. Ojisan Cliff is not allowed in the canoe.
“You won’t see it coming.”
Cliff sang, smug, walking two fingers up Victor’s spine.
“I will see it coming from the other side of the lake.”
Victor kissed the hollow of his throat.
“Je t’aime, mon chéri.”
The words were a puff of air in the peaceful dark.
“Love you so much, Vic.”
Cliff whispered, almost gone. His hand, heavy and warm, found Victor’s again and held it.
Victor closed his eyes. Beyond the window, the cicadas had started up again; the curtains stirred, pale against the dark glass. Down the hall the old house settled and sighed. Somewhere below, the refrigerator hummed to itself; the spaniel pup, he thought drowsily, would like it here. The ring on his finger sat warm and small and still. Tomorrow there would be calls to make, and a group chat to break, and a very large man to keep away from the canoe. Tonight there was only the dark, and the breathing beside him, and the warm hand wrapped round his own, and the two of them.
He fell asleep smiling, the warm weight of Cliff’s arm across him, the small cool gold on his finger.
🏒💛🏒
They didn’t make the calls in the end. Not that morning.
They decided it at half past six, over coffee; Cliff in his boxers and the Bears hoodie he had stolen back in the night, Victor in nothing but a towel and his ring. They would tell everyone together, all at once, at the lake, when the whole team was there, and Bood could be kept away from the cake. It was Cliff’s idea, which surprised them both. Cliff, being sensible. Whatever next.
“I wanna see everyone’s faces at the same time. So I don’t miss anyone’s.”
He frowned into his mug as he explained it.
So Victor found two of the thin gold chains from his travel case and threaded the rings onto them, and fastened Cliff’s around that thick neck himself, and tucked it under his T-shirt, and Cliff did the same for him with fingers that were somehow even clumsier than last night. Then they drove over to the Hollander-Rozanov house to wave the family off, because Levi had made them promise, twice.
The gates were open, and the drive was chaos.
Both cars stood with their boots up and their doors flung wide, and the porch steps were a landslide of bags, cool boxes, fishing rods, a crate of Ilya’s tea, two folded lifejackets and a very small one, a box of Luca’s art supplies and Levi’s entire aquarium collection of plush sea creatures in a laundry basket, each of which, Victor was given to understand at speed, had to travel separately and with its seatbelt done up.
Adrien was sitting on Luca’s suitcase in the hall with his arms folded, very serious, because Luca had asked him to sit on it and Adrien had apparently taken this as a sacred charge. He refused to get up even when Luca, laughing, tried to talk him off it.
“It’s zipped now, Liebling. You can stop.”
Adrien didn’t budge.
“I will stop when it is in the car, Angel.”
Then he picked the case up, carried it out to the car, came back, and picked up Luca as well, bridal style, and carried him down the steps to a chorus of whistles from Cliff, while Luca hid his hot, dark pink face in Adrien’s neck and laughed until he hiccupped.
Ilya came out of the house with Levi on his hip, still in his fish pyjamas, sleep-crumpled and blinking, his small arms wound round Ilya’s neck and Sharky dangling from one fist by the tail. Anya bounded at Ilya’s heels in ecstatic circles, and Yuki watched the whole operation from the bay window with the high contempt of a queen being moved to her summer palace against her will. Ilya didn’t put Levi down once, Victor noticed. Not once.
He loaded the car one-handed, rearranged a cool box one-handed, checked the tyre pressures one-handed while Levi gave him instructions from his hip, and every time he passed Shane on the steps his free hand landed somewhere on his husband, the way a defenceman taps his goalie’s pads every time he skates past the crease, because apparently Ilya couldn’t walk past the man without touching him.
Shane was sitting on the top step with a clipboard. Of course the enfoiré was. It had a list on it, several lists in fact, colour-coded, and Victor could see from the bottom of the steps that one of them was headed LEVI CAR RULES (DICTATED) and ran to 11 items.
Shane ticked one off as Victor came up, then held out his free arm without looking, and Levi, deposited by Ilya at the top of the steps, walked straight into it and sat down between Shane’s knees to have his hair done for the journey. Shane put the clipboard down. He braided with his reading glasses pushed up into his own hair and his tongue caught between his teeth, and Levi read him the rules back, item by item, to make sure Shane had written them right.
Luca, released from Adrien’s arms and still pink, sat down on the step behind them both and leaned his chin on Shane’s shoulder to watch. Shane leaned his cheek against Luca’s without breaking rhythm. When the braid was done, Luca tied it off and tidied it with two quick strokes of his palm, and then, with the air of someone getting away with something, stayed put with his arms round Shane’s neck from behind, and Shane let him, and reached up to pat his forearm, and then just held on to it.
Victor stood at the bottom of the steps with his hand over the chain under his shirt and had to squint into the bright morning as if it were only the sun.
The sun cream came out after that, which was a battle Victor had heard about at length from Cliff and hadn’t quite believed. Shane stood up with the bottle in his hand and the light of a man going into Game 7, and Levi, who had been perfectly content a second earlier, took one look and bolted. He got as far as the koi pond. Ilya scooped him up from behind mid-stride, swung him upside down to a squeal of outrage and delight, and held him there by the ankles, braid dangling, while Shane walked over at a leisurely pace and dabbed white cream on his nose, his cheeks, the tips of his ears, both small upside-down knees, and the back of his neck, with great thoroughness.
Levi, the right way up again and sitting on Ilya’s forearm with his arms folded, was outraged.
“This is against the rules.”
Shane didn’t even blink.
“It’s rule number one.”
Then he turned round with the bottle, and Luca, who had been laughing on the steps, stopped laughing and tried to look very busy with a bag. It didn’t save him. Shane cupped his oldest son’s jaw in one hand and did his nose and his cheekbones with the other while Luca complained in three languages and didn’t move an inch away, and went pink under the cream, and leaned into the hand at the end the way Victor had seen him lean into it in the kitchen, because he couldn’t help it and had stopped trying.
Adrien got done too; Adrien, Victor suspected, had queued for it. And then Ilya, with Levi still on one arm, bent down and offered his own nose, and Shane rolled his eyes and gave him a dab on the end of it, and Ilya caught his wrist before he could pull away and kissed the inside of it, right on the pulse, in the middle of the drive, and Levi groaned at them both with massive long-suffering and buried his face in Ilya’s shoulder.
Then Levi, sun-creamed and set back on his feet, spotted Cliff by the cars, and whatever was left of the careful scene dissolved. He shot down the steps in his fish pyjamas and launched, and Cliff caught him a foot off the ground and swung him up onto his shoulders in one movement, and stood there with a small boy clamped around his head like a hat, and held up his fist.
“Report, mini Captain.”
Levi bumped it gravely and reported, in his careful, stepping-stone English.
“Car is packed. Yuki is very… um… serdityy. Cross. Otousan put tea in first, before plushies. Is wrong. Kaasan make list, eleven rules. Rule eleven is Ojisan Cliff and Ojisan Victor come to lake soon. Is most important rule. Is last one, so nobody forget.”
Cliff, who was meant to be keeping a secret, made a strangled, high-pitched noise in the back of his throat and had to turn round and look very hard at a hedge. Subtle, Cliff. Really fucking subtle.
Ilya hugged him goodbye a minute later, a huge back-thumping Russian bear hug that went on far too long, and Victor, watching, saw the exact moment Ilya’s hand landed on Cliff’s back right over the thin line of the chain beneath his T-shirt and stopped there. Ilya pulled back. He looked at Cliff. He looked at Victor. His eyes dropped to Victor’s collar, and then, slowly, the grin spread across his face, wide and wolfish and hugely smug.
“Knew it. Knew it Tuesday, by dinner.”
Ilya murmured, low enough that only the two of them heard, and Victor could have killed the smug bastard and kissed him in equal measure. Of course it was Tuesday. Then Ilya reached out and squeezed the back of Victor’s neck, the same hard, warm squeeze he gave Shane dozens of times a day, and that was the whole of it. That was all he did; he let go and went back to strapping Levi’s plush hammerhead into the middle seat, cool as anything, and Victor stood on the drive like a man who had taken a hit he never saw coming, the place on his neck still warm.
Luca came to say goodbye properly a little after that, shy about it the way he was shy about everything that mattered. He hugged Cliff first, and vanished entirely into Cliff’s arms, and then he came to Victor and stood in front of him for a second, fidgeting, working out the right angle, and then just leaned in, forehead to Victor’s shoulder, and held on.
“Will you send pictures of the koi? Every day, if you can? Levi will worry.”
He asked it into Victor’s shirt, and then went pinker still.
“So will I.”
Victor promised. There was nothing he wouldn’t have promised that boy. Luca went back up the steps to where Shane was waiting with an arm already lifted for him, and tucked himself under it without breaking stride, and Shane kissed his hair. Ilya came by on the way to the car and ruffled both their heads at once, Luca’s and Adrien’s, one hand each, a matched pair, and Adrien looked so startled and so happy about it that Victor had to look at the koi pond again. Honestly. This family.
Shane hugged him last, on the steps, for a long time. He pressed his cheek to Victor’s and spoke into his ear in French, so that no one else would understand it.
“Félicitations, mon ami. I am so happy I could scream.”
He didn’t scream. He went down the steps instead, to where Ilya was holding the passenger door open for him with a hand ready at the small of his back, and Ilya kissed him before he got in, in the middle of the drive, in broad daylight, with the gates wide open to the road, and Levi in the back yelled Kaasan in delight, because clearly this was the best part of the show. Then Ilya went round and leaned in through the rear door to check every buckle- Levi’s and Sharky’s and the hammerhead’s- and dropped a kiss on top of Levi’s braid and another on Luca’s blond head beside it, and ruffled Adrien’s hair too, for good measure, because Adrien was part of the count now, and that was that.
Victor took a photograph as they pulled away; it was the one thing he knew how to do with his hands at that moment. Levi’s small palm flat against the back window, Luca’s face beside it, and Anya's nose shoved in between as Ilya’s arm hung out of the driver’s window, was lifted in a wave, and in the passenger seat, half turned, Shane with his hand already resting on the back of Ilya’s neck.
The cars went out through the gates and round the bend, and the drive went quiet, and the koi pond glittered in the sun.
Cliff came and stood beside him and took his hand. He did it right there on the gravel, no hesitation, fingers sliding between Victor’s, and the chains under both their shirts were warm against their chests. They stood like that until the dust settled.
Not so long ago he wouldn’t have done it. Neither of them would. Not so long ago Victor had been the careful man on the edge of every room, and Cliff had been the loud one dating women he didn’t love, and Shane and Ilya had been two men hiding a whole marriage from the league behind polite smiles and chains under their jerseys. Then the C and the A had stood up and told the whole damn league the truth, and kissed in car parks, and carried their sons on their shoulders through a city that had screamed for them, and somehow, without anyone making a speech about it, every one of them had been given permission.
Victor looked down at their joined hands on the gravel, Cliff’s pale knuckles and his own dark ones, and thought that he would like to be the kind of family that was seen. In a suit, in front of everyone. On a dock, with a small person between them. In a car on a Friday morning, with a list on the dashboard and a child in the back yelling at them for kissing.
“That’s going to be us.”
Cliff murmured, and his voice broke in the middle, and he didn’t even try to pretend it hadn’t.
Victor squeezed his hand and looked at the empty drive and the open gates and the koi he had promised to feed every day, and he thought of a small person with Cliff’s laugh and a list of rules of their own.
Oui.
🏒💛🏒
The box had been at the bottom of Victor’s travel case for nine days, under his shaving kit and two folded shirts, and Cliff had walked past it every single morning without the faintest idea.
Victor had bought it on the second trip. The first time, months ago now, he had taken Shane, who had stood in the middle of that shop gone pink across both cheekbones, every freckle standing out, the flush running down under his collar, and so stiff with terror that the woman behind the counter had brought him a glass of water. The second time he had taken Luca, whose cheeks had gone dark pink the moment they walked through the door, the colour spreading down his neck and out to the tips of his ears and then, to everyone’s surprise, including his own, had known exactly what he wanted inside four minutes. Victor had stood between the two of them on both occasions, offering opinions and holding coats, like a man who had only come along to drive. And on the second visit, while Luca was behind the curtain, he had wandered to the back of the shop where the good things were kept, and seen it, and not been able to look away.
He had told himself it was for later. For some quiet night, when there was nothing to celebrate and no reason to be brave.
Then he had put a ring on Cliff’s finger, and Cliff had put one on his, and Victor had lain awake at four in the morning with the man snoring into his shoulder and thought that there was never going to be a better reason than this.
So on Friday evening, with the family gone north and the koi fed and the house to themselves, he sent Cliff out for Thai food from the place on the corner, which was always slow on a Friday. He made it sound like a craving. Cliff, who would have walked into the sea if Victor had mentioned he was peckish, kissed him on the doorstep, told him he was a diva, and went.
Victor locked the bathroom door behind him, which was absurd in an empty house, and opened the box.
The harness was black lace, so fine it weighed almost nothing in his hands. It was cut like something between a collar and a breastplate: a high band that sat at the base of his throat, then delicate straps of lace that crossed over his chest and shoulders and framed his pecs without hiding a thing, and fastened at the back between his shoulder blades. From the collar, gold chains fell in fine, graded loops across his chest, five of them, the lowest swinging just above his navel. Tiny stones sat at every point where the chains met the lace, tiger’s eye, the same honey and dark brown as the studs in his ears, and it was the stones that had decided him in the shop. They had looked as if someone had made it with him in mind.
There was a belly chain to match, gold, sitting low on his hips, with a single drop of tiger’s eye that hung down the centre. There was a strip of black lace that called itself underwear and did almost nothing at all, sheer at the front, a single string at the back, with two fine gold chains that ran from the waistband up over each hip to clip into the belly chain. It was outrageous. He had stood in the shop and held it and been half appalled at himself, and then he had paid for it before Luca came out from behind the curtain.
He put it on slowly, because the clasps were tiny and his hands, it turned out, were not quite steady.
Then he added the rest, which was the part that was only for Cliff. The thin gold chain Cliff had bought him for his birthday, doubled round his left wrist. The anklet from Montreal, the one Cliff had chosen in a market stall in about four seconds flat and then been shy about for a week. The cross, which he never took off. The tiger’s-eye studs, which he had already been wearing. And last of all, on its chain, the ring.
He looked at himself in the long mirror on the back of the door.
The lace was black against his dark skin, and the gold sat warm on top of it, and every time he breathed the chains moved and caught the light. The straps drew the eye straight down his chest and over his stomach to the low line of the belly chain, and then lower. His nipples had gone tight and pebbled against the cool air between the lace. He looked expensive. He looked like a gift somebody had wrapped. He looked, if he was honest, like a man who very badly wanted to be unwrapped.
A faint warmth rose at the high points of his cheekbones, just visible in the mirror, and he scowled at it until it went.
He heard the front door.
“Babe, they gave us extra prawn crackers because I told them we got engaged. I know we agreed we weren’t telling anyone, but she asked why I was smiling so much, and I panicked, and also I think she’s going to tell her whole family, and also I got you the spicy one even though you’re gonna say you didn’t want the spicy one…”
Cliff’s voice came up the stairs ahead of him, warm and loud and running on, the way it always did. Victor turned off the big light, left the small one over the mirror on, and opened the bathroom door.
He leaned in the doorway of the bedroom with one shoulder against the frame and waited.
Cliff came round the top of the stairs with the bag of food in one hand and his phone in the other, still talking, and looked up.
The bag hit the floor.
“Oh.”
It was barely a word. It was hardly even a breath.
Victor didn’t move. He let himself be looked at. It was harder than it should have been, with the man standing three feet away and staring at him as if he were the only light left on in the house, and he held himself very straight and very calm against the urge to fold his arms over his chest.
Cliff’s eyes went over him once, fast, and then again, slowly, all the way down and all the way back up. They caught on the chains at his collar and followed them down, loop by loop, over his chest to the stone at his navel, and then lower, to the lace, and stayed there. His mouth was open. The flush started at his throat and climbed, a hot, blotchy red that spread up his neck and over his cheeks until even his ears were glowing with it.
“Vic. Babe. Fuck…fuck… when did… how long have you had this?”
His voice cracked straight down the middle.
“Nine days.”
Victor made it bored, as if he were reporting the weather.
“Nine days. It’s been in this house for nine days. I’ve been in this house. I’ve been, like, sitting on the bed. Next to it, probably.”
Cliff sounded genuinely betrayed. He took one step forward, then stopped, as if he wasn’t sure he was allowed.
“You were sitting on it on Wednesday. You were eating cereal.”
Victor watched the information land, and felt the corner of his mouth give him away.
“You bought this when you took the kid.”
Cliff’s eyes had gone enormous.
“I bought this when I took the kid.”
Victor tipped his chin up a fraction, and the chains slid across his chest, and Cliff made a noise like he had been hit in the stomach.
“They had a thing for Luca, and a thing for Shane, and I was not about to let that family have all the fun. Also, I have been thinking about your face when you saw it since the moment I paid.”
He let the words land and watched them hit, the chains lifting and settling on his chest with every slow breath he made himself take.
“My face.”
Cliff touched his own cheek, as if to check it was still there.
“Yes. This face. The one you are making now.”
Cliff crossed the last of the distance in one stride and stopped close enough that Victor could feel the heat coming off him, and lifted one hand, and then held it there in the air between them, an inch from the lace, as if it might burn him.
“Can I… Is it okay if I touch it? I don’t wanna break it. It looks like if I breathe on it wrong, it’ll snap.”
His big fingers hovered, trembling.
Victor caught his wrist and brought the hand in himself, and laid that wide palm flat on his own chest, over the crossing straps and the chains and his heartbeat.
“It is stronger than it looks. Like me.”
He kept his voice low.
Cliff let out a long, shaky breath. His thumb moved, just barely, along the edge of one strap where lace met skin, and Victor felt it go through him like a current. Then the thumb moved again, over the swell of muscle beside it, and found the tight point of his nipple through the gap in the lace, and circled it once, so lightly that it was barely there. The pad of it was rough with old callus, and the lace beside it was so fine that the heat of Cliff’s skin came straight through it.
Victor’s breath hitched.
Cliff heard it. His eyes came up to Victor’s face, very dark, the pupils swallowing up all the brown, and something shifted in his whole body, the way it had last night, the goofy, flustered man with the takeaway bag going still and certain all at once.
“Turn around.”
His voice had dropped, rough and thick.
Victor turned. He did it slowly, because if he was going to do this, he was going to do it properly, and he felt Cliff’s eyes drag down his back, over the lace fastening between his shoulder blades, down the long groove of his spine to the belly chain sitting low on his hips, to the single black string that disappeared between his cheeks and the two fine chains that ran up over his hips. He heard Cliff swallow.
“Oh, fuck me.”
Cliff’s whisper went to nobody, to God, to the ceiling.
“That is the general idea, mon chéri.”
Victor looked back at him over one shoulder, and felt the warmth at his cheekbones again, and decided he didn’t care.
Cliff laughed, a rough, helpless sound, and then he wasn’t laughing any more. He stepped in behind him and laid both hands on Victor’s hips, right over the gold, and dropped his mouth to the back of Victor’s neck just above the lace collar and kissed him there, open-mouthed and slow. His beard rasped over the skin. His breath was hot and uneven, and he smelled of the warm night outside and lemongrass from the bag and, under both, black pepper and lime, the smell Victor would have known in a locker room full of men. He kissed the bone at the top of Victor’s spine, and then along the edge of the lace across one shoulder blade, and then the other, following the straps as if he were reading them.
“You’re so pretty. Vic. You’re so fucking pretty I can’t think.”
His mouth never left Victor’s skin between the words, his voice gone hoarse, each one a small puff of heat against the lace.
Victor leaned back into him. He felt the whole hard length of Cliff against his back, the soft cotton of his T-shirt, the denim of his jeans, and the thick ridge of his cock pressed hard against Victor’s ass through it all; he let his head fall back onto that broad shoulder and rolled his hips back against it, once, deliberately. The string pulled tight between his cheeks with the movement, the rough denim dragged over the bare skin on either side of it, and through all of it he felt the heat of Cliff’s cock, thick and straining and hot as a brand.
Cliff groaned. It came up from the very bottom of his chest, and Victor felt it rumble right through his own back. The big hands on his hips tightened, and slid forward over the belly chain, and spread wide over his stomach, and pulled him back harder.
“Bed. Now. Please. Before I do something stupid like carry you.”
Cliff was already steering him backwards, step by step, kissing the nape of his neck between words.
“You would drop me, right now”
Victor didn’t bother turning round to say so.
“I would never drop you. I just carried a whole fridge up three flights of stairs for Troy.”
Cliff sounded deeply wounded about it.
“That was a very small fridge.”
Victor turned in his arms and took his face in both hands and kissed him.
Cliff made a desperate, happy noise into his mouth and kissed him back with everything he had. It was not careful. It was deep and wet and clumsy with want, Cliff’s tongue sliding hot against his, his teeth catching Victor’s lower lip and tugging, his hands roaming everywhere at once, over the lace at Victor’s back, the bare skin between the straps, down over the belly chain to cup his ass in both palms and haul him in close. The chains on Victor’s chest pressed into Cliff’s T-shirt and slid and clinked. Victor pushed his hands up under the cotton and dragged it over Cliff’s head, and threw it somewhere behind him, and then there was skin, a great warm wall of it, pale and dusted with dark hair, against the lace and the gold and his own dark chest. Cliff was warm all over from the walk, a faint sheen of sweat in the hollows of his collarbones, and the cold, slowly warming gold trapped between them made them both shiver.
They kissed their way to the bed. Victor walked him backwards, for once, until the backs of Cliff’s knees hit the mattress and he sat down hard, and Victor stood between his spread thighs and let Cliff look up at him.
It was the look that undid him. It always was. Cliff sat there on the edge of the bed with his chest heaving and his jeans straining and his mouth kiss-red and wet, and looked up at Victor in the lace and the gold as if he had been handed something he would never, as long as he lived, be able to deserve.
“Can I take my ring off the chain?”
Cliff’s voice was very small for such a big man.
Victor hadn’t expected that. It went straight under his ribs. He reached up behind his own neck, under the lace collar, and found the clasp of the thin chain where it sat among the others, and unfastened it, and slid the white gold ring free. He held out his hand.
Cliff took the ring and slid it back onto Victor’s finger, where it belonged. His hands were shaking so badly it took him two tries. Then he lifted Victor’s hand and kissed the ring, and the knuckles, and the gold chain around his wrist that he had bought, and the inside of his wrist where the pulse beat hard and fast, and Victor stood over him with his heart pounding and let him.
“In here it’s on your hand. Okay. Only out there it goes on the chain.”
Cliff’s lips moved against his palm with every word, warm and damp. Victor stroked his thumb along the man’s cheekbone.
“In here it is on my hand.”
He bent and pressed his mouth to Cliff’s, slow and sweet, and then not slow at all, and pushed him back flat on the bed.
He climbed over him on his knees. He felt the chains swing forward from his collar as he leaned down, the cool little weights of them brushing Cliff’s chest, and Cliff hissed at the touch of the cold gold and then groaned at the warm skin that followed it. Victor kissed his throat. He found the place under the jaw where Cliff’s pulse was jumping and fastened his mouth there and sucked, hard and slow, until he felt Cliff shudder and heard him swear, a long, cracked fuuuck that went up at the end into a whine. He licked over the mark he had made, tasting salt and the faint sharp tang of sweat, and moved lower, and did it again at the top of his chest. Then again over his heart, scraping his teeth across the skin, and felt the bruise rise hot under his tongue, and kissed it better.
“Vic. Babe. Oh god. Okay. Okay, you’re going to fucking kill me; that’s what this is.”
Cliff was panting, both hands buried in Victor’s hair now, not pulling, just holding on.
“I am marking my property.”
Victor didn’t elaborate. He went back to it.
He undid the jeans with his teeth on the button just to hear the noise Cliff would make, which was gratifyingly loud, and dragged them down with the boxers, and Cliff kicked them off and lay back naked on the duvet, all that huge pale body flushed pink from his throat to his chest, and his cock lying thick and heavy and dark against his stomach, already starting to get wet at the tip. The dark hair on his chest narrowed into a trail down his belly and thickened again at the root of him, and a fat vein ran along the underside of his cock from base to head. Victor sat back on his heels and looked his fill. He let himself take his time about it, the way Cliff had.
“Fuck, you’re looking at me like I’m dinner.”
Cliff’s laugh came out wobbly, and his cock twitched against his stomach under Victor’s gaze.
“You are dinner. The other dinner is going cold on the landing.”
Victor ran one fingertip down the centre of that broad chest, through the dark hair, and watched the skin twitch.
“I don’t care about the other dinner. I’ve never cared about anything less.”
Cliff reached up and hooked one finger very carefully into the lowest loop of chain on Victor’s chest, and tugged, gently, and Victor let himself be pulled down.
Cliff rolled them. He did it the way he did everything in bed, easily, as if Victor weighed nothing, and laid him back on the pillows, the cool cotton a shock against his hot shoulders and the chains sliding to pool in the dip of his collarbones, and then rose up over him on his hands and knees and just looked again, at Victor lying in the low light in the black lace and the gold, the chains split across his chest, the stone sitting in the hollow above his navel, the ring on his hand. He made a sound that was close to a sob.
Then he put his mouth on all of it.
He kissed the lace collar at Victor’s throat, and the skin above it, and the skin below it, where the gold cross sat. He followed the first chain across Victor’s chest with his tongue, and the second, and the third, licking the warm gold and the skin under it in long, slow, wet strokes, and every time the chain moved, it dragged over Victor’s nipples, which caused Victor to arch and hiss.
Cliff noticed. Of course he noticed. He took one nipple into his mouth through the gap in the lace and sucked, slow and hard, rolling it with his tongue, and then caught it between his teeth, very gently, and tugged, and Victor heard a sound come out of himself that was halfway to a whimper.
“Câlice. Cliff…”
It fell apart before it was finished.
“You like that.”
Cliff did it again, the other side, harder, and Victor felt it right down in his cock, a hot sharp pull, and swore again in French, low and filthy and broken, and dug his fingers into the big shoulders and held on. Cliff kissed his way down his stomach, over the belly chain, and nosed the tiger’s-eye drop aside to lick into his navel, and Victor laughed and moaned at once, which he had not known was possible. Then Cliff got down between his thighs and stopped.
The lace was soaked through at the front. Victor could feel it, the wet, sheer fabric clinging to the head of his cock, which strained against it, dark and swollen. Cliff stared at it as if he had been shown a miracle.
“Oh, you’re so wet for me. Look at that. Look at you, Vic.”
Cliff’s voice was all gravel now.
He bent and put his mouth on him through the lace. Hot and open and wet, his tongue dragging over the head through the fabric, and the friction of the lace and the heat of his mouth together was so much that Victor’s hips came clean off the bed and a strangled cry broke out of him. Cliff pinned him with one big hand on his stomach, fingers spread over the belly chain, and did it again. He mouthed down the whole length of him, slowly, through the sheer black, and back up, and sucked at the head until the lace was transparent with spit and pre-come, and Victor was gasping, and his heels were digging into the duvet, and his fingers were fisted so hard in the pillow that his knuckles ached.
“Off. Mon Dieu. Cliff. Take it off before I…”
Victor heard his own voice crack.
“Not all of it. I am keeping all the rest of this on you. All of it. Every bit.”
Cliff hooked his fingers into the lace at Victor’s hips, very carefully, and unclipped the two little chains from the belly chain, and drew the strip of lace down, the soaked fabric peeling cool and clinging from the head of his cock, catching on it and letting go so that it slapped back against his stomach, and then dragging wet down his thighs and off, and dropped it on the floor like something holy. He left everything else exactly where it was. Victor lay there in nothing but lace across his chest and gold on his body and the ring on his finger, naked from the waist down except for the chain sitting low on his hips, and felt more undressed than he ever had in his life.
He felt the heat climb his cheekbones again.
Cliff saw it. Cliff, who had lived with him for a year, knew exactly where to look. He crawled back up and kissed him there, on the high point of one cheekbone, and then the other, where the warmth was.
“There it is. There’s my blush. I love it when I get one of those. You never give them up.”
He sounded so pleased with himself that Victor would have hit him if he had been able to feel his own arms.
“That is not a blush. It is warm in here.”
Victor glared up at the ceiling, which did nothing to help.
“It’s the warmest it’s ever been, babe. It’s like a sauna.”
Cliff kissed his mouth, deep and slow, and reached across to the nightstand without looking and came back with the lube.
Victor drew his knees up and let them fall open. He did it slowly and on purpose and watched Cliff’s face while he did it, and was rewarded with a look of such naked, stunned hunger that it made his stomach drop. The belly chain shifted on his hips. The tiny stone slid down to rest at the very top of the short dark curls at the base of his cock.
Cliff warmed the lube between his fingers first. He always did. Victor felt the first touch of it, slick and warm, circling his hole, light and teasing, around and around, until he was clenching on nothing and his hips were twitching up to chase it.
“Please.”
It came out of Victor without his permission, rough and low. Cliff kissed the inside of his knee.
“Breathe, babe. Shoulders.”
Victor let his shoulders drop. He breathed out. The fingertip pressed in.
It was thick even as one finger. Cliff had big hands, broad and blunt and calloused from the stick, and Victor felt every bit of it: the first press against the tight ring of muscle, the slight resistance, the slow, slick give as his body opened and let it in, the knuckle sliding past the rim with a bright little sting that made his breath catch. Then the long, hot drag of it going deeper, filling him, stretching him from the inside. He clenched around it without meaning to, and felt how Cliff stopped and waited, perfectly patient, and then the ache softened, and the finger slid all the way home.
“Oh, fuck, you’re always so hot inside. Vic. So tight around me. I can feel your heartbeat.”
The words came warm against his knee, reverent, his eyes fixed on where his finger disappeared into Victor’s body.
Victor could feel it too. He could feel his own pulse beating hard around that thick finger, and Cliff could feel it from the other end, and the thought of it went through him in a hot, dizzy rush. He tapped his knuckles twice against Cliff’s forearm. Good. More.
Cliff worked him slowly. Out, until only the tip held him open, and back in, deep and steady, curling at the end of every stroke. The slick, wet sound of it was obscene in the quiet room. Victor’s whole body followed each push like a tide, his hips rocking down onto it, chasing the full, heavy feeling, and the chains on his chest slid and chimed faintly every time he moved. Cliff watched them move. He watched Victor’s stomach clench under the belly chain, and his cock leak in long, slow strings onto his skin, and the lace collar rise and fall at his throat with every ragged breath.
“You’re so beautiful like this. You’re like… there aren’t words. I don’t have the words. I should’ve gone to school more.”
Cliff sounded reverent and a little in awe, honestly.
“You are doing fine for words.”
Victor’s voice rasped on the last one, because Cliff had chosen that moment to slide in a second finger alongside the first.
The stretch was sharper now, a hot, bright burn as the two thick fingers pressed into him side by side and opened him wider, and Victor hissed and clenched down on them hard. Cliff held still at once. He kissed the inside of Victor’s thigh, right on top of last night’s bite, and sucked on the bruise very gently until it throbbed, and Victor groaned at the double ache of it, the fresh sting of the bruise and the deep stretch inside, and felt his body give, all at once, and take them.
“There you go. There you go. Fuck, look at you take my fingers. So good for me, Vic. So fucking good.”
Victor felt every word of it on his skin. He felt the fingers begin to move, slow and deep, and then begin to scissor, spreading him open on every withdrawal, and the stretch turned from burn into heat, and the heat turned into a slow, aching need that pooled low in his belly. Then Cliff crooked them, and dragged them forward, and found his prostate with the pads of both fingertips, and pressed.
Victor’s back arched clean off the bed. The breath went out of him on a long, keening sound he had no idea he could make. White light went off behind his eyes. The chains split sideways across his chest, and his hands flew out and grabbed the duvet, and his cock jerked against his stomach and leaked a long, thick pulse of pre-come onto the gold.
Cliff did it again. Slow, firm circles, right there, rubbing, relentless, and Victor fell apart under it in English and French at once, fuck, putain, Cliff, oui, là, là, right there, and couldn’t stop, and didn’t want to.
Cliff was making noises too. Victor could hear him through the roar in his ears, low, needy, desperate little groans every time Victor clenched around his fingers, as though he could feel every flutter of muscle through his own skin and it was killing him. When Victor looked down, Cliff was rutting helplessly against the mattress between his legs, his cock dragging on the duvet, his face red and slack with want.
“I can feel you squeezing me, babe. Every time. Fuck. Fuck, I can feel how bad you want it.”
Cliff’s breath came hot and ragged against his thigh, and then he bit there, sharp, the edge of his teeth sinking into the soft skin and then sucking, hard, and Victor felt a second bruise bloom beside the first, hot and pulsing, and cried out.
The third finger made his eyes water. It was a deep, burning, beautiful stretch, three of those thick fingers working into him together, and he felt his rim go tight and hot and then slowly, slowly yield around the width of them. Cliff came up over him and kissed him through it, deep and wet and messy, swallowing every cry, murmuring between kisses…
"Breathe, babe, I’ve got you, I’ve got you…"
As he pumped his fingers slow and steady until the burn melted and Victor was rocking down onto them in long, greedy rolls, his body slick and open and hungry, the gold on his chest pressed tight between them.
“Now. Mon chéri. I need you now.”
Victor dragged the words out of somewhere very deep. Cliff kissed him once more, hard, and drew his fingers out, and Victor whimpered at the empty, aching loss of them, a small, wrecked sound he would deny until the day he died.
Cliff knelt up between his thighs and slicked himself with one long, rough stroke, and groaned at his own touch, his head dropping back. Victor watched him. The lamplight slid over the thick, flushed length of him and the ring flashed on his hand. Then Cliff looked down at him, at all of him, the lace and the gold and the marks blooming on his thighs, and made a low, cracked noise.
“Like this. Facing me. I wanna see all of it. I wanna see you in this while I’m inside you.”
Victor didn’t answer. He reached down and took Cliff by the wrist and pulled him in.
Cliff hooked one big hand under each of his knees and pressed them back and wide, and Victor felt himself spread open, felt the cool air on his slick, stretched hole, and then the heat of Cliff settling over him. The blunt, heavy head of his cock nudged against him. Rested there. Pressed.
Victor felt it all. The first blunt pressure, too wide, too much, his body clenching against it on instinct. Cliff waiting, perfectly still, his thumb stroking the back of Victor’s knee. The slow, deliberate breath out, and the shoulders dropping, and then the give. The thick head pushing past his rim with a bright, burning stretch that wrenched a hoarse sound from his throat, and his body closing around the ridge of it, hot and tight, and holding.
“Oh, Vic. Oh fuck. Oh fuck, you’re so tight. So hot. You’re squeezing me so hard.”
Cliff’s voice broke apart. He was shaking. Victor could feel it in the hands on his knees and in the cock lodged just inside him, twitching, thick and hot and alive.
Victor tapped his knuckles twice on Cliff’s wrist. More.
Cliff gave it to him. Slowly. A long, steady push that went on and on, and Victor felt every inch of it open him, the thick shaft dragging along his inner walls, the pressure building and spreading until he could feel it in the pit of his stomach and under his navel and all the way up his spine. He gasped, and the gasp turned into a groan, and the groan turned into a low, desperate whine, and still Cliff kept coming, sinking deeper, until the full weight of his hips settled against Victor’s ass and he was buried as deep as he could go.
Victor couldn’t breathe. He was so full he could feel the shape of Cliff inside him, every ridge and vein, the slow, heavy throb of his pulse deep in Victor’s body. The belly chain had pressed into his skin between them. The chains on his chest were tangled with the dark hair on Cliff’s. He felt Cliff shudder, felt it right inside himself, and heard him let out a long, helpless groan into the hollow of his throat.
“Don’t move."
Victor’s wanted to feel this just for a moment, to hold it in his mind forever. Cliff nodded against his neck and didn’t move. He kissed the lace collar instead, and the skin above it, and the hinge of his jaw, and his mouth, over and over, small, sweet, shaking kisses, while Victor lay pinned and open under him and let his body learn the shape of him again.
Then the ache turned. It went warm and heavy and golden, and Victor felt himself relax around the thickness inside him, and felt Cliff feel it, and heard him groan.
Victor dug his heels into the backs of Cliff’s thighs.
“Now you move.”
Cliff drew back. Victor felt the long, slick drag of it, so slow, the emptiness opening up behind it and every nerve inside him lighting up as the thick head dragged past his prostate on the way out. He made a broken sound. Cliff stopped with just the tip held inside him, the rim stretched tight around the head, and then pushed back in, deep and slow, all the way, and Victor’s eyes rolled back.
It was slow at first. Cliff took him with long, deep, rolling strokes, his forehead pressed to Victor’s, their breath mixing, and every time he sank in, the chains on Victor’s chest shivered and chimed. Cliff kept looking down at them. He kept looking at Victor’s face. He couldn’t seem to decide which he wanted more, and the not deciding was in every stroke, a kiss to Victor’s mouth, then a kiss to the gold over his heart, then his mouth again. Sweat had gathered at Cliff’s temples and in the hollow of his throat, and a drop of it fell from the end of his nose onto Victor’s chest and ran down between the chains, and Victor felt every inch of its path.
“You look like a king. Vic. Babe. You look like a fucking king.”
The words went straight into Victor’s mouth on a groan.
“Then fuck me like one.”
Victor bit his lower lip, hard, and dragged his nails down the broad back.
Cliff snarled. Victor had never heard that sound out of him in his life. Something in the big man broke loose, and he hooked one arm under Victor’s knee and pushed it up to his chest, folding him open until his thigh lay flat against his own ribs and the long muscle at the back of it burned, and drove in, hard, at the new, deeper angle, and Victor cried out.
The bed slammed against the wall. Cliff did it again, and again, setting a pace that was deep and brutal and relentless, every thrust punching a sound out of Victor’s chest. Victor felt each one all the way up through his body, the thick drag out and the hard, heavy slam back in, the wet slap of skin and the creak of the bed and the chains clinking wildly on his chest, and over all of it, Cliff, making noise. Loud, desperate, filthy noise, groans and grunts and swearing, Victor’s name over and over.
"Vic, fuck, Vic, babe.."
The words raw and cracking.
Victor clung to him. He had both hands on Cliff’s back, and he raked them down every time Cliff slammed into him, and felt the skin give under his nails, long welts rising in parallel lines from the shoulder blades down to the waist, and Cliff only groaned louder and fucked him harder, as if every scratch were a reward.
He bent and set his teeth into Victor’s shoulder, over the lace strap, and bit down. Victor felt the sharp pressure of teeth and then the hot, wet suck of his mouth, pulling and pulling until the skin throbbed. When Cliff lifted his head, he kissed the mark, and then bit again an inch lower, on the curve of Victor’s chest under the edge of the lace, and sucked a second one up there, dark and hot and his.
“Mine. Look at you. Mine. In all my gold.”
He was hoarse, a growl right against Victor’s skin.
The words went through Victor like a shock. He felt himself clench tight around the cock inside him, and Cliff choked and stuttered, his rhythm breaking, and then caught it again, harder, at a new angle, and hit Victor’s prostate dead on with every stroke.
Victor stopped being able to speak. The pleasure was coiling tighter and tighter low in his belly, hot and heavy and unstoppable, and every thrust dragged that thick cock over the swollen spot inside him and pushed it higher. He was making sounds he had never made in his life, high, keening, open-mouthed cries, the French falling out of him in pieces, oui, oui, encore, mon Dieu, Cliff, and his cock was bouncing untouched against his stomach, leaking onto the belly chain, onto the gold.
Cliff got a hand on him. He wrapped that big, calloused fist around Victor’s cock and stroked him in time with his thrusts, tight and slick, his thumb rubbing over the swollen head, the gold of his ring a hard, warm band sliding up and down the length of him, and Victor’s whole body bowed off the bed.
“Come on, babe. Come for me. Come all over your pretty chains. Let me see it.”
Cliff’s voice was a ruined growl.
Victor came with a shout he had never heard himself make. It ripped out of him from somewhere in the base of his spine. His body locked tight, his thighs clamping around Cliff’s waist, his back arched so far the lace collar dug into his throat, and he spilt over Cliff’s fist in long, hot pulses, up his own stomach, over the belly chain, across the lowest loops of gold on his chest, all the way to the tiger’s-eye stones. He clenched down on the cock inside him again and again in hard, rippling spasms, and couldn’t stop, and heard himself sobbing Cliff’s name.
Cliff lasted three more strokes. Victor felt every one of them, deep and ragged and desperate, and then felt him slam into the root and stay there. Cliff threw his head back. The sound that came out of him was huge, a long, shattered roar that rang off the walls and probably the neighbours’ walls too. Victor felt him pulse deep inside, thick and hot, again and again, flooding him, the heavy throb of it going on and on, Cliff’s whole body shuddering over him with every wave.
Then he came down on top of Victor in a heap, catching himself on his forearms at the very last second, even now, and buried his face in the side of Victor’s neck, and lay there, shaking and gasping, still buried inside him.
Neither of them moved for a while.
Victor stared at the ceiling. He could feel everything. The full, aching stretch where they were still joined. The heavy warmth spreading deep inside him where Cliff had filled him. The cooling wet of his own come on his stomach, gone sticky in the curls at the base of his cock. Cliff’s heart hammering against his chest through the lace. The chains, sticky and warm and pressed into his skin. The throb of the bites on his thighs and his shoulder and his chest. Cliff’s breath, hot and wet on his throat, slowly evening out. His own heartbeat in his ears, and under it, very faintly, the sound of the cicadas through the open window.
“I think I died.”
Cliff mumbled into his neck after a while.
“You did not die. You are too heavy to be dead.”
Victor patted his back, and Cliff made a contented, wrecked little noise and didn’t move an inch.
“I definitely died. That was heaven. You were there. You were wearing gold.”
Cliff lifted his head. His face was flushed, blotchy red from forehead to chest; his hair was everywhere, and his eyes were wet. He looked down at Victor, at the mess on the chains and the lace and the ring on his hand, and his face crumpled.
“Vic. You did all this for me.”
His voice was husky and deep.
“I did it for me. You were an afterthought.”
Victor reached up and wiped Cliff’s eyes with his thumb, and then kissed him, slow and sweet and tasting of salt, so that the lie didn’t stand a chance.
When Cliff finally eased out of him, he did it slowly, with one hand spread under Victor’s hip, and Victor felt every inch of the long, slick drag, the thick head catching at his tender rim and then slipping free. He hissed through his teeth. The emptiness came after it, sudden and aching, his body clenching on nothing, and then the warm, wet trickle of Cliff’s come sliding out of him and down between his cheeks onto the duvet. Cliff made a low, wrecked noise at the sight of it and laid his palm flat on the inside of Victor’s thigh, over the bites, warm and steady, until the trembling in the muscle there had stopped.
🏒💛🏒
Cliff took the harness off him in the end. He did it in the bathroom, under the warm light over the mirror, with Victor standing on the bath mat and pretending he could still feel his legs. His thighs shook whenever he shifted his weight; there was a deep, hollow ache where Cliff had been that pulsed with every heartbeat, and the inside of his legs was still slick. He found every tiny clasp by touch and opened it with a care that would have been funny on any other night, and he lifted each chain away from Victor’s skin as if it might break, and kissed every place where the lace had been, the shallow pattern it had pressed into Victor’s chest, the faint marks of the straps on his shoulders. He laid it all out on a towel beside the sink, the harness and the belly chain and the scrap of lace he had gone back to fetch from the bedroom floor, and smoothed it flat with one finger, and looked at it as if he were going to remember it for the rest of his life.
Then he ran the bath. He got in first and pulled Victor down against his chest, and washed him with a flannel and the lavender and oat soap, slowly, from his throat to his knees, and pressed his lips to each bruise he had made as he came to it. The hot water stung the bites and then soothed them. When the flannel moved between his legs, Victor hissed at the tenderness there, and Cliff murmured an apology into his hair and kept on, slow and careful, until it stopped hurting. The two on his inner thighs. The one on his shoulder. The one on his chest.
“I’ll get you more. Gold. Whatever you want. A whole shop.”
The promise went into the back of Victor’s neck, warm and damp against his skin.
“
Victor lay back against him in the warm water and felt the ring on his hand, and watched the light catch on it under the surface.
“And a dog. And a wedding. And more gold.”
Cliff kissed his shoulder, right on top of the bite, and Victor felt the warmth climb into his cheekbones one more time and let it, because there was nobody in the world to see it but this man.
 
Cliff POV
The text had come through on Friday morning, right in the middle of the Hollander-Rozanov driveway, while Levi was strapping a plush octopus into its own seat with great ceremony and Cliff was holding a laundry basket full of sea creatures.
Rescue ➡️He’s all signed off by the vet! Ready whenever you are 🐶
Cliff had read it 4 times. Then he had put the phone face down on the roof of the car so fast that Ilya had looked at him over the top of the boot, sharp, dark blue and nosy as hell, and Cliff had given him the most innocent face he owned. It was a good face. He had practised it in the mirror. Ilya had narrowed his eyes and kept his mouth shut, which was worse, and then Levi had needed the shark’s seatbelt checked, and Cliff had been saved by an 8-year-old.
So on Saturday morning, the morning after the best night of his whole entire life, Cliff Marlow slid out of bed at ten to seven like a man defusing a bomb to try and make sure the beautiful, stunning creature beside him did not awake.
Vic didn’t stir. He was face down in the pillows, the ring on his finger catching the grey light through the curtains, and there was a very dark, bruised bite on his shoulder that Cliff was very fucking proud of and a little bit sorry about. Only a little bit. He pulled the duvet up over it, kissed the back of that dark head as lightly as he had ever kissed anything, and tiptoed out in his socks, carrying his jeans.
He made it all the way to his car before he let himself grin.
🏒💛🏒
He had been planning this since the shoot. Since that very afternoon, with his shirt still off and dog hair stuck to his chest, when he had watched Vic hand that gangly little spaniel back to the shelter assistants and seen his whole face go flat and careful. Vic did that when something hurt, and he didn’t want anyone to know. Cliff always knew.
So he had gone straight over to the young woman with the clipboard. Cliff never talked himself out of things; he always talked himself into them. He had told her he wanted the brown-and-white one with the big ears, the one who had picked Vic, and he wanted to be sure nobody else got him first. She had looked up at him, all 6 foot 6 of him with his chest out, and laughed in his face. Then she had seen that he meant it, and stopped laughing, and got her phone out.
Victor had seen them. Cliff knew he had. He had felt that exotic, warm golden stare land on the back of his neck and turned around to go to stand next to Ilya and Anya and looked at a light rig like it was the most interesting light rig in Massachusetts. Smooth. Very smooth. Vic had narrowed his eyes at him for the rest of the night.
After that, it had been a full-on secret mission.
There were forms. So many fucking forms. Cliff had filled them in on his phone in hotel bathrooms on the road, sitting on the closed lid of the toilet like a teenager hiding a cigarette. He had filled them in on the team bus with the screen tipped away from Vic, who had been asleep on his shoulder, drooling a little bit, which Cliff was never going to tell him about. There was a page about his garden. There was a whole box for Who will care for the dog when you are away? and he had typed out Ilya’s exact words from the day of the shoot, when Anya went home with them: that the pup could come and spend days at Shane’s parents’ with Levi and Anya, any time, as long as Cliff promised to help with the garden clean-up.
Then there had been the home check.
The woman from the shelter had come round on a Tuesday afternoon, the same Tuesday Vic had disappeared off to Shane's for about three hours and come back quiet and twitchy, with a cookie in a napkin. Cliff had spent the whole visit sweating through his T-shirt and showing her the fence. He had shown her the fence three times. He had shown her the spot by the kitchen door where he thought a little dog might want to sit and wait for people to come home. He had shown her massive sofas and all the space. She had written it all down. At the end, she had looked up from her clipboard and told him he was going to be a really good dog dad, and Cliff had needed to go and stand in the garage for a minute.
The garage was where the bed was hidden. It was a huge, squashy thing in golden velvet, way too big for a puppy, and it looked exactly like something Vic would choose. It was under a tarp behind the kayaks. Victor never went in the garage because of the spiders. And the collar was in the side pocket of his hockey bag, wrapped up in a clean sock, because Victor would rather die than touch his dirty hockey bag. It was the tiniest collar in the whole shop, soft tan leather with a little gold buckle and a little gold tag that didn’t say anything yet.
That was the part he kept getting stuck on. Every time he had brought the dog up, all through the playoffs and the parade, Vic had tipped his head at him with that look and given him the same two words. Not yet. Not in the Finals. Not with the parade. Not until things settled. And Cliff had nodded, every single time, and gone home and checked his forms.
He had been so sure he was going to have to sneak a whole puppy past Vic and beg forgiveness. He had a speech ready. It had points.
Then, on Friday night, in the bath, with the water going cool and Vic’s back warm against his chest, Vic had told him to save his money for the wedding. And for a dog.
And a dog.
Cliff had very nearly drowned them both.
🏒💛🏒
The pup remembered him. That was the first thing. The young woman brought him out to the car, and he took one look at Cliff and wriggled like a freshly caught fish until Cliff crouched on the gravel and let his face get washed. He was bigger than he had been at the shoot, and rounder, because somebody had been feeding him up. He was still white and toffee-brown in big soft patches, all curls and paws, with ears like two little floppy dishcloths, and he was still growing into his legs. He looked like a very fluffy cushion someone had sewn four slippers onto.
Before he got out of the car to sign the last form, Cliff had threaded his ring back onto its chain and tucked it under his T-shirt, because he had promised Vic they would tell everyone together, at the lake. Also, if anyone so much as looked at it, he was going to burst into tears and tell them everything, including the canoe.
The pup cried in his crate on the passenger seat the whole way home, so Cliff talked to him the whole way home. He told him about the fence, which was a very good fence, with lots of space. He told him about Vic. He told him that Vic was going to pretend not to like him, and that this was a lie, and that Vic had kissed his nose in front of the whole team and then glared at anyone who mentioned it. That he would get to go meet Anya, and little Levi, who would help look after him. Somewhere around the last set of lights, the crying stopped. When Cliff looked over, there was a small, damp nose pressed through the bars of the crate, as close to him as it could get.
He had to pull over for a second after that. Just for a second. To stroke that little nose and maybe kiss it.
🏒💛🏒
Vic was in the kitchen when he came in, standing at the coffee machine in Cliff’s Bears hoodie and not a lot else, the sleeves pulled down over his hands and his feet bare on the tiles. He didn’t turn round. He didn’t have to.
“You were gone when I woke up.”
The voice was dry and soft and still rough with sleep. Cliff stood in the doorway with his hands behind his back and his heart going like the last 30 seconds of a tied game.
“Yeah. Had to go do a thing. A quick thing. Babe, can you come here? Can you not look yet but come here?”
Vic turned around anyway, because Vic never did anything just because someone told him to. He looked at Cliff’s face. He looked at Cliff’s arms, which were very obviously behind his back, and at Cliff’s T-shirt, which was very obviously moving. His eyebrows went up, slowly, one at a time.
“Cliff? Your shirt is whining.”
Cliff gave up. He brought his hands around.
“Okay, so. Before you say anything. I filled in the forms. All of them. I did the home check; it was a Tuesday. She loved the fence. Ilya says he can do days at Shane's parents' with Levi and Anya when we’re away, so he’ll never be lonely. I already checked. I got him a bed. It’s gold. I got him a collar. I know it was not yet, Vic, but then it was and a dog, in the bath, I heard you, you can’t take it back, and I wrote points…”
Victor wasn’t listening to a single word of it. He was staring at the puppy.
The puppy was staring back at him. His whole fat, curly body had gone completely still in Cliff’s hands for the first time all morning, his big brown eyes fixed on Victor. Then his tail started, slow at first and then so hard his whole back end wagged with it, and he made a tiny, cracked, desperate little noise, and reached.
Cliff put him in Victor’s arms.
Vic tried. Cliff would give him that. He held the pup out a little way, very correctly, like a parcel he hadn’t ordered, and he put on his driest face, the one he used on referees and reporters and Nick.
“He is very small. He will shed on everything. He will eat my good loafers.”
The pup scrabbled up the front of the hoodie, oversized paws everywhere, until he got where he wanted to be. Then he tucked his head in under Victor’s jaw and laid his soft little chin down on Victor’s collarbone, right in the spot it had found at the shoot, and he sighed. A great big, whole-body, world-weary sigh. As if he had been looking for that exact spot for weeks and weeks and had finally, finally found it again.
Vic’s face fell to pieces.
It went all at once. His mouth went soft and wobbly. His eyes went bright and wet. His hand came up, the ringed one, and cupped the back of that curly little head as carefully as if it were made of glass, and he bent and pressed his face into the fluff.
“Oh, c’est toi. C’est toi. Tu te souviens de moi.”
Cliff's French was not as good as it should be, but he knew enough to know that was a man completely losing his shit over a dog. He leaned on the counter and watched it happen and kept his mouth shut, which might have been the first time in his life, and he felt his own eyes go hot and didn’t care even a little bit.
After a long while, Vic looked up at him over the puppy’s head. His stunning eyelashes were wet.
“I knew you were up to something. Since the shoot. You looked innocent. You never look innocent.”
Cliff grinned at him, enormous and helpless.
“I was really good, though, right? You didn’t know when.”
Victor’s mouth twitched. He kissed the top of the pup’s head instead of answering, which was an answer.
“He needs a name. I’ve got some. I’ve got three. Tank. Gordie, after Howe. Or Meatball.”
Victor looked at him with deep, quiet pity.
“Non.”
Cliff opened his mouth to defend Meatball. The little thing burrowed deeper into Victor’s neck and huffed, and Victor looked down at him for a long, long moment with an expression Cliff had only ever seen pointed at himself.
“Bijou.”
Cliff turned it over. It sounded nice. It sounded fancy.
“That French for something rude?”
Vic rolled his eyes so hard it was a wonder they stayed in his head.
“It means jewel, mon chéri. You keep giving me gold. Earrings, chains, a ring. A whole shop, you promised me. So this one is a jewel too. Only this one I can carry around.”
Cliff had to look at the ceiling for a second. Jewel. Vic had never looked at a single bit of gold the way he was looking at this fat, curly, not-so-little now puppy, and Cliff didn’t mind at all. He was going to have to fight a puppy for first place now. He was probably going to lose. He could live with that.
He went out to the garage and came back in with the golden bed and the collar, and the tag that got its name on it at the key shop in town the very same afternoon.
🏒💛🏒
Bijou did not use the bed. Bijou did not, as far as Cliff could tell, put a single paw on the floor for the rest of the day.
Vic carried him to the coffee machine and back. He carried him around the garden to show him the fence, the good fence, and the spot by the kitchen door where the sun came in. By mid-afternoon, he had stopped noticing. He went about his business, lean and elegant and barefoot in a hockey hoodie, with a small, round, extremely fluffy dog tucked neatly under his elbow, like a designer handbag that occasionally snored.
Cliff stood in the kitchen doorway and watched them go past for the sixth time.
“Babe. He’s got legs. He can walk.”
Vic didn’t even slow down. He shifted his grip so the pup’s fat little bottom sat in his palm, and Bijou yawned, enormous and pink, and settled his chin back down on the crook of that dark arm, right beside the ring.
“He has very short legs. He is very tired. And he is a baby, mon chéri. Babies are carried.”
Cliff took a picture. He took about 40 pictures. He didn’t send a single one of them to the group chat- not one, not even the really good one with the yawn- and it was the hardest thing he had done all year, and he had won a fucking Cup.
 
Troy POV
Troy had never bought anyone a present he’d been proud of.
It was a fact about himself he had filed years ago with all the others, somewhere between can’t cook and shouldn’t be left alone with a group chat. Flowers, wrong. Wine, wrong. A watch for Adrian once, which Adrian had worn precisely until it stopped being useful to him, and then left on the bedside table of some other bloke’s flat. Buying things for people had always made his stomach knot; he would hand the thing over and stand there sweating, waiting to be told he’d got it wrong again.
So he had sat on the edge of Harris’s sofa, three days after the parade, laptop balanced on his knees, a very expensive website open in front of him, while Harris hummed in the kitchen and burned toast. One single word on the screen. He had stared at it until the letters blurred and his stomach turned over.
Lovebird.
The Lovebird Getaway. Private cabin in the hills, two nights. Hot tub on the deck. A massage for each of them. Chocolate strawberries and a bottle of champagne waiting on arrival.
He knew exactly where the idea had come from, and it wasn’t a place he was going to admit to under torture. It had come from the Hollander-Rozanov kitchen, the one night Shane had fed the whole team after the Cup, 40-odd hockey players and their families wedged into every corner of that glass house eating Ilya’s barbecue off paper plates. Troy had ended up in a corner by the sectional with a beer he wasn’t drinking. That was where he always ended up, and from there he had watched Ilya carry a plate across the room to Shane.
Just a plate. Food he had picked out himself, the things Shane liked, three vegetables and the good bits of chicken with the skin taken off, and he had put it in his husband’s hands and then stood behind him while he ate it, one palm resting on Shane’s hip the whole time as it lived there. No one had asked him to. Shane hadn’t even looked up from his conversation. He had just leaned back a fraction into the hand, not even looking, because he knew damn well it would be there. It always was, steady as the boards under a man’s skates.
Levi had been asleep on the sectional by then, flat out across the kid’s lap with his feet in Shane’s, Shark plushie tucked under his chin and his braid coming loose. Now and then, without breaking off whatever he was saying, Shane would rub his thumb over a socked foot; Luca would smooth the hair back off his brother’s forehead; and Ilya would bend down between sentences and kiss whichever of the three heads was nearest.
It had gone on like that all night, a sort of steady relay of touching, no one keeping score, no one seeming to even notice they were doing it. Troy had noticed. Troy had stood in the corner with his warm beer and noticed until his chest hurt, and he had thought, quite clearly and without permission: I want to do that for someone. I want to carry someone a plate.
So. Lovebird.
It was fucking mortifying, and that included the apology tour. He had clicked confirm before he could talk himself out of it, then shut the laptop so hard the hinge complained, and sat there with his ears on fire.
“Do you want jam on yours?”
Harris’s voice floated through from the kitchen over the scrape of a knife on burnt toast, cheerful as anything, and Troy croaked back a yes without the faintest idea what he had just agreed to.
🏒💛🏒
The cabin sat at the end of a gravel track. Pine trees stood on three sides, a deck ran along the fourth, and beyond it lay a valley, green and soft and rolling away into the haze, so lovely that it hit Troy like a clean check he never saw coming. Troy parked, killed the engine and sat there with his hands still on the wheel. The engine ticked as it cooled. Gravel dust hung in the air behind them, gold in the low light.
Fuck. It could be shite. Harris could hate the whole fucking thing.
“Troy…”
The name left Harris on a soft, stunned breath, hardly louder than the ticking engine. He was staring through the windscreen, both hands pressed flat against his mouth. A bird called somewhere in the pines. His ginger curls had gone wild from 4 hours of open window, a proper bird’s nest of copper, and Troy wanted to put his hand in them more than he wanted to breathe.
“Is that … is that a hot tub?”
The words squeaked out between Harris’s fingers, his voice gone high and thin.
“It bloody is.”
Troy kept his jaw tight and his eyes on the steering wheel. Harris leaned so close to the glass that his breath fogged it.
“Is it ours? Is it actually ours?”
Harris was rubbing the back of his neck, the way he did when a number on a spreadsheet looked too good to be true.
“It’s ours.”
Troy kept his voice low and gruff, aimed squarely at the wheel. Harris’s fingers were still working at his neck. Those fingers. Troy had watched them trace columns on more spreadsheets than he could count, and he would happily watch them do anything.
“And there’s a bottle. In a bucket. On the table, Troy.”
Harris’s voice had gone up another notch. Yes, there was a bottle in a bucket. He was fucking not going to say what was in it. His ears went hot.
“I didn’t know what the strawberries would be. I just ticked the box.”
Harris turned round in the seat. A strand of hair stuck to his forehead where the window had blown it. The green of his eyes had gone very bright, and very wet.
“You booked this for me.”
Harris turned the words over slowly, carefully, as if they might break.
“It’s for both of us.”
Troy gripped the wheel harder and mumbled the words at the dashboard, which was a lie, and they both knew it.
“You booked this for me, Troy. No one has ever booked me anything. I did the booking. I always do the booking. I’m the one with the spreadsheet.”
Harris went on, his voice climbing, one hand flapping in the small space of the cab and nearly taking out the rear-view mirror. Even now, he was lovely when he flapped. Especially now.
“I know. That’s why.”
He hadn’t planned the words. They just fell out into the quiet, clumsy and far too loud, and his ears burned. Harris stopped breathing for a full second. Then he laughed, a cracked, wavering sound, and kissed Troy across the gearstick so hard that Troy’s head knocked the window. Troy didn’t feel it. He had a fistful of soft green jumper and a mouth that tasted of the mint Harris always kept in his pocket, and sweet apple warm on the man’s skin, and that was the whole fucking world.
Best weekend he’d ever had. No contest.
He wouldn’t have been able to tell anyone, afterwards, what the cabin looked like. The bed was huge, the sheets were white, the floorboards were warm under his bare feet; that was all he had. Ask him the colour of the curtains, and he’d have nodded like a lemon.
What he remembered was Harris. Harris on the deck in the late sun, in a fluffy white robe too big in the shoulders and too short in the leg, drinking champagne out of a flute with his pinkie out. He did that on purpose, very badly, with a godawful posh accent. Harris in the hot tub, steam rising around him, the scar a faint silver-pink line down his wet chest, his soft belly breaking the surface of the water every time he laughed. Troy had kissed that scar once, slowly, the length of it, and Harris had gone quiet under his mouth and let him, trusted him with it, and something in Troy had cracked wide open. Harris’s eyes shut, his face unclenched for the first time since Troy had met him.
And Harris at the little spa reception desk, where Troy had reached over and taken his hand in front of a stranger with a clipboard. On purpose. He had laced their fingers together on the counter and left them there while she found the booking, and the world hadn’t ended. No one had even blinked. Harris had, though; Harris had gone pink and stared down at their joined hands as if someone had handed him the Cup, and hadn’t stopped smiling all the way down the path.
Troy had learned that from Ilya, if he was honest, and he wasn’t going to be honest about it out loud. He had stood on the back of the second truck at the parade and watched the Captain’s hand on Shane for two straight hours in front of a hundred thousand people and every camera in the state. Hip, back, neck, pocket, hip again. Levi riding on his shoulders the whole way, steering him by the curls. Luca under Shane’s arm, getting kissed on the head every time the crowd got loud.
Not once had Ilya checked who was watching before he touched his husband. Not once had Shane flinched. They had just been a family on a truck, loud and soppy and theirs, and the whole city had screamed for them until Troy’s ears rang. Troy had looked at that hand on Shane’s hip and felt something in his own chest go, oh. Something loosening that had been clenched for years. Like that. You can just do it like that.
So he had. At a spa desk, in the hills, in front of one woman with a clipboard. It was a start.
Then there was Harris, face down on a massage table in the spa hut, making a sound at the first press of the therapist’s hands that Troy had to stare hard at the ceiling to survive.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s just. No one has touched my back since my surgeon.”
Harris whispered from the next table, muffled by the hole in it, the bit of cheek Troy could see gone bright pink.
“Don’t be sorry.”
Troy’s voice came out gruff and low, pitched up at the ceiling tiles, his fingers curling into the warm towel under him because he couldn’t reach across and take Harris’s hand. Something in his chest turned over, tender and furious at once, that no one had touched this man’s back in all that time. 22 years of being handled like he was breakable, poked and scanned and cut open, and not one bastard had thought to just rub his fucking shoulders.
“I’m being so loud. Oh my god, I’m so loud.”
A cracked half laugh broke out of Harris, muffled by the hole in the table.
“I like it.”
The words were out of Troy before he could catch them. Then he shut his mouth with a click, because the therapist at his own table had gone very carefully blank, in the way of someone who heard everything and was paid not to.
He fed him strawberries. That was the thing he would take to the grave. Harris on the deck, wrapped in that stupid robe, the sun sliding down the valley and turning his curls to copper at the edges. Troy held a chocolate-dipped strawberry out between two fingers. The chocolate had gone soft in the warm air; he watched Harris bite it. The juice. The little startled flick of his tongue at the edge of his lip to catch the drip. Troy’s own mouth went dry as a bone, and his cock, which had no shame at all, took a very keen interest from under the robe.
“These are obscene.”
The words left Harris on a low, indecent moan, his eyes rolling back, and Troy nearly dropped the bowl.
“They’re just strawberries.”
Troy tried and failed to keep his face straight.
“They’re dipped in something that cost more than my first car.”
Harris licked chocolate off his thumb, slow and deliberate, his eyes laughing at Troy over it, the menace.
“I’ll buy you more.”
Troy’s voice scraped low and rough over the promise, and colour climbed Harris’s throat.
“Troy…”
Harris was caught somewhere between laughing and something else entirely, and Troy only held his eye.
“I will.”
He meant it the way he meant a block in front of his own net.
Harris put the flute down on the rail with a very careful click; the wood was still warm from the sun. He looked out across the valley, then at his own bare feet, then back at Troy.
“I’m n…not used to this. Being the one who gets looked after. I keep waiting to be told it’s someone else’s turn.”
It was how flat he said it, how matter-of-fact, without inflexion, that went in under Troy’s ribs like a skate blade. Someone else’s turn. Fuck that. Troy put the strawberry down. He crossed the deck and got down on one knee on the warm boards in front of the chair, which felt a hell of a lot like a proposal and wasn’t, not yet, and he refused to think about that, thank you very much. He took both of Harris’s hands in his. They were warm, a little sticky, ink-stained at the side of one finger. He turned them over and kissed each palm.
“It’s your turn. It’s been your turn since the week you met me. I was just too much of a fucking idiot to notice.”
The words came out of him gruff and halting, nudged loose one at a time, and Harris’s chin trembled.
“That’s very sweet.”
Harris sniffed wetly around the words, his sticky hands tight in Troy’s.
“It had swearing in it.”
Troy let the words out on a deadpan huff of breath and looked away to fight the blush climbing out of his collar.
“I know. That’s why it’s sweet.”
They stayed there a long time, the sun going down in the valley, the champagne going warm. Then, when it was nearly dark, the first stars out above the pines, the hot tub bubbling away with its lights on low, Troy sat on the edge with his feet in the water. Harris sat beside him, shoulder pressed to Troy’s, robe hitched up over his soft, freckled knees. Troy got out the thing he had driven 4 hours to say. His heart was going like the clappers.
Later, with the jets off and the water gone still and black, they lay back with their heads on the rim and looked up. There were more stars than Troy had ever seen; Toronto didn’t have stars, and Boston only had the bright ones. Harris knew some of their names. Not many. He pointed them out anyway, with total confidence and at least two of them wrong, and Troy let him, because the arm stretched up over his face had sweet apple on the inside of the wrist.
“I know some of them in Russian, too.”
Harris’s confession drifted up towards the sky, soft and a little proud, and Troy turned his head. Levi had taught him. At the team picnic in June, lying on a blanket between his parents in the dark while the fireworks were late, Levi had pointed straight up and recited the names Ilya had taught him, one after another, very loudly, for anyone who wanted to hear, and Ilya had lain there beside him with his hands folded on his chest and corrected every one of them in a low rumble without opening his eyes, and Shane had been shaking with laughter on Levi’s other side, enough to rattle the blanket. Harris had lain on the next blanket over and learned three.
“I can’t remember which stars they belong to. I only remember how it sounded.”
The admission came wrapped in a sheepish little laugh, and Harris’s arm dropped back into the water.
“I want to be your boyfriend. Properly. Not secret. Not we’ll see. I mean it. If that’s what you want.”
His voice was rough. He fixed his eyes on the water, because it was easier than looking at the face beside him. If he looked, he would lose the words, and he’d only found them about 10 minutes ago. Harris went taut beside him, and then he turned so quickly that the water slopped against the side of the tub.
“Troy. I thought we were already.”
Troy stared at the water.
“No one ever actually said it.”
He mumbled the words down into the bubbles, gruff and low, and Harris went pink to the ears.
“I did. To my sisters. 11 days ago. They threw a party.”
Harris owned up to it with his chin in the air, pink right to the tips of his ears.
A party. For him. For fuck’s sake. Troy blinked at the water.
“It was only a small one. Anna made a banner.”
Harris was crying and laughing at once now, in a loud, wet, thoroughly delighted way. He was a mess. He was gorgeous. Troy would have sat in that cooling water all night just to keep looking at him.
“Yes. Obviously. Yes! You are my boyfriend. I’m so sorry I didn’t make you say it first.”
Troy answered with his mouth against Harris’s. He was no good at words, but he was very, very good at this. The kiss was long and slow and deep. It tasted of champagne, strawberries, a little of the chlorine from the water. When they surfaced, Harris’s forehead was pressed to his. Harris’s thumb stroked the line of his jaw, the way it did when he was thinking.
“Can I say something? And you don’t have to answer.”
Harris’s murmur was soft against his skin, his thumb still moving. Troy managed a nod, his hand clamped on the rim of the tub, braced for the hit.
Harris’s voice was careful, steady, very gentle. He wasn’t a brave man in the way Troy was brave, with fists and a stare. He was brave in a different way, the kind that kept going while his hands shook. The better kind, if Troy was honest.
“I know you’re not out. Properly, I mean. Not to everyone. I’m n…not going to ask you to do anything before you want to. But if you ever did. If you decided. I want to be standing next to you. Not in front, not behind. Just there. Whatever it looks like.”
It was a long time before Troy could answer.
He thought about Toronto, the dressing room where no one had known, and Kent had made sure no one ever would. He thought about a number on the back of a jersey, and the coach on the bench who would have looked straight through him. He thought about his father’s face. He thought about 4 years of lying so carefully it had become a kind of muscle, one he used every single day without noticing. Then he thought about a man in a green jumper who had walked into his life with a laptop and a nervous stammer. A man who had told him, in a voice that shook but didn’t break, it’s your pace.
And he thought, because he couldn’t help it, about the kid. About Luca in the locker room the week after the adoption went through, pulling his new jersey over his head and stopping dead with his hands on the hem to stare down at the name on the back, HOLLANDER-ROZANOV, in gold, while Shane pretended to be very busy with his skate laces and Ilya pretended not to be watching and both of them failed.
Luca had turned round and walked straight into Shane, jersey half on, and Shane had just opened his arms without a word and folded him in, and Ilya had wrapped himself round the pair of them from behind like a goalie smothering a puck, and the whole room had gone on lacing its skates and chirping each other, and no one made a thing of it. That was what it looked like, on this team: no press conference, no statement, just a kid hugging the man who was, for all intents and purposes of the role, his mom, in front of 20 grown men and not one of them being able to hide the fact that they were tearing up about it.
“I want to. Not yet. But I want to.”
The words scraped out of him like skates on bad ice.
“Okay.”
Harris whispered with his forehead still against Troy’s. His breath smelled like strawberries. His eyelashes were wet.
“I want it to be mine. Not something someone does to me.”
Troy pressed his thumb into his own knee until it hurt. No leak, no screenshot, no arsehole with a phone. His.
“Then it’ll be yours.”
Harris whispered, his smile wide and wet.
“Will you hold the speech cards?”
It took Troy two goes to find his voice.
“I’ll hold anything you give me.”
Harris took his hand and squeezed it under the water. His grip was small, warm, certain; Troy would have followed it anywhere.
“My mom’s going to cry.”
Troy muttered into Harris’s wet hair, smiling, because it was the one thing he was sure of.
“She cries at the weather forecast.”
Harris choked out with wet, helpless certainty. Then he drew back an inch, struck by a sudden thought, and went a pink so deep it spread right down his neck to his chest.
“Oh, god. That reminds me. I was going to ask you on Saturday, and I chickened out. I might have been saving it for the champagne.”
Harris moaned suddenly into his hands, and peeked out from between his fingers, pink right up past his beard.
“Ask.”
Troy rubbed a hand over his jaw. He would have agreed to anything. Kidney. Arm. Whatever the man wanted.
“It’s Sunday dinner. At home. It’s, um, every Sunday; it’s a family thing. My sisters will be there, the husbands, my parents, the dogs. You don’t have to. It’s a lot. They are a lot. There’ll be an interrogation. And the stories, I should warn you about the stories. They have so many stories, and Margot has a laminated photograph of me in a nativity play dressed as a sheep that she keeps in her purse for situations exactly like …”
The whole lot tumbled out of Harris in one breathless rush, glasses sliding down his nose; he had swapped his contacts for them on the drive because the open window had dried his eyes out, and Troy had spent 4 hours not saying how much he liked them.
“Harris.”
Troy closed a hand around Harris’s wrist and stopped him with it. He could feel the pulse there, fast as a bird’s, the faint tick of the valve under it. Harris peered at him, braced, as if he were waiting to hear whether he’d made the cut.
“I’d like to come.”
Harris’s mouth shut. He nodded, three small jerks of his chin. Troy watched his face rearrange itself into something so bright and so glad it hurt to look at. Then, eventually, wiping his eyes with the heel of his hand, Harris recovered enough to get bossy about it.
“You’ll need to bring something. You can’t turn up empty-handed; my mom would die. We’d better make a pie.”
He announced as if he were chairing a meeting.
“I can’t bake.”
Troy confessed with his eyes on the water.
“I know. I’m going to teach you.”
Harris kissed him again, quick and sure, then grinned at Troy through pretty ginger lashes.
Troy lasted 4 minutes in Harris’s kitchen before he took charge of the timer. It was a small white thing shaped like an egg, and he kept it clenched in his fist and refused to give it back.
He wasn’t proud of it. It had been a clean split of labour: Harris peeled, Troy measured. The measuring was the problem. Harris measured the way he talked, by instinct, in a rush, with a heaped spoon and a cheerful about this much. Troy had spent his whole adult life being the guy who knew what the number was. Weights, reps, ice time, cap hit, the exact number of drinks before he opened his mouth and something stupid fell out. Watching Harris not know it, and not care, was somehow restful. He had no fucking idea how that worked.
“250 grams, it says. You’ve given me 260.”
He read from the recipe, the scales in one hand, eyes fixed on the little red numbers as they’d personally insulted him.
What followed was a debate.
“It’s only flour.”
Harris flapped a floury hand and created a small weather system.
“It’s science.”
Troy didn’t budge an inch.
“It’s pastry, Troy. Pastry is feelings.”
Harris announced, as if that settled everything. The apron he was wearing read ‘Kiss the Cook’ in red letters. Harris hadn’t noticed. Troy had noticed at once, and had been thinking about it for four solid minutes.
“Pastry is butter ratios.”
Troy dug his heels in. He had just read that on the internet, in a fit of nerves, and was now defending it to the death. He folded his arms, the scales clamped under one elbow.
“You told me cold hands. Specifically cold hands. And then you put your own hands in it.”
He jerked his chin at the bowl, accusing.
“That’s because I’m warm. I’ve got a heart that runs hot. It’s medically documented; I can’t help it.”
Harris had a smear of flour across his cheekbone. Troy’s fingers itched to wipe it off. He kept them folded.
“I’ll do it.”
He was already reaching for the bowl.
“You’ll do it too fast.”
Harris pushed his glasses up as he teased him, and left a white thumbprint on the lens.
“I’ll do it right.”
Troy took the bowl.
Harris stepped back with his hands up, flour on his nose; the kitchen clock ticked on the wall. Troy rubbed the butter into the flour with the tips of his fingers, slow and careful, holding his breath. Breadcrumbs, that was the instruction. Like breadcrumbs. To his surprise, he found that he was good at it. Cold hands. Patient. A thing you did a little at a time until it was right. It was hockey, the way Coach LeClaire talked about hockey. It was the whole fucking game. Behind him, Harris had gone quiet, and when Troy glanced back, he was leaning on the counter with his chin in his hand, watching Troy’s fingers, and the look on his face made Troy forget how many grams of anything there were.
The apples were from the orchard. They had arrived in a wooden crate on Thursday, taped shut by Harris’s mom, a note on top in big loopy handwriting. They were small, mottled, russet-skinned and hard as stones, the late keepers that had sat in the cold store since the autumn. Harris cut the first one open and held it out. The smell went through the whole kitchen, sharp, sweet, green, and Troy’s mouth watered. It smelled like Harris, was the thing. It smelled exactly like the crook of his neck.
“Try it.”
Harris held it closer. Troy took a bite; his eyes closed. Cold juice ran down his wrist, and the flesh cracked crisp and pale between his teeth.
“S’good.”
The word came out thick around a mouthful of apple, and Harris lit up.
“They’re called Ashmead’s Kernel. They’re ugly, and they taste of pears and honey; nobody grows them any more. My great-grandfather planted the first tree. It’s still there.”
Harris’s whole face had opened up the way it did when he talked about anything he loved: dogs, hockey, enamel pins, the Centaurs’ penalty kill. He was looking at the half apple in his own hand, not at Troy.
“I wanted you to taste them first. Before the pie. In case you didn’t like them. In case it was … too much.”
He made a vague circling gesture, his thumb turning the half apple round and round.
“It’s not too much.”
Troy shook his head. He wanted to cross the kitchen and take that nervous thumb in his mouth. Instead, he stayed where he was, steady as a post, so Harris could look at him and see that he meant it.
“It’s a bit much.”
Harris winced, with a lopsided half-smile.
“It’s good. Harris. It’s really good.”
Troy repeated. It was the only thing he could say that was big enough, and his voice was thick with it.
By nine the pie was in the oven. It wasn’t a very pretty pie. The lattice had come out a bit crooked on one side; Harris had patted it back into shape, murmuring encouragement at it. Troy stood in the kitchen watching it through the oven door without blinking. Somewhere in those 40 minutes, with his hip against the counter, the oven ticking and the glass door steaming up, Harris stepped in front of him. He laid one flat, floury hand on Troy’s chest. His round cheeks were smudged. His ginger strands had flour in them.
“You’re good at this. You were so patient.”
Harris’s voice was as warm as the oven. No one had called Troy patient in his whole fucking life; he had been called things like ‘cold’ and ‘arrogant’ before the whole shit show with Kent. Now, maybe he was better? He liked to think he was, and Harris certainly seemed to think so; that was all Troy really cared about.
“I’m not.”
Troy’s denial came out low and gruff, addressed to the floury handprint on his shirt, which sat right over his heart, and Harris only smiled a little smile, private and pleased.
“You’d make someone a very good husband, you know. One day. If you ever wanted.”
Troy’s heart stopped, restarted, then tried to climb out through his throat. A husband. Him.
“Harris…”
His face was hot; he could feel it as he coughed slightly and just about managed to say Harris’s name, and Harris grinned, quick and bright.
“I’m only saying.”
Harris waved one forcibly casual hand as he carried on, like he had claimed nothing at all of importance. Like he hadn’t just set a trip wire off in Troy’s brain, then continued like it were nothing at all.
“I know.”
Troy’s voice had gone rough. The blush spread across those pink cheeks; Troy tracked the lovely, patchy flush as it grew under the neat ginger beard and down his neck.
“I was only saying.”
Harris repeated, going even more pink under his neat soft beard, and fled to the cooling rack as if it were a naughty puppy chewing on a shoe. Troy watched him go, the soft curve of his arse under the apron strings, and had to pull the brakes on his thoughts as that tripwire explosion Harris had just set off was still flaring things like: fuck yes. This one, if he’ll have me. I want to be this lovely man’s husband.
His phone buzzed on the counter. It was the non-official team group chat. Shane had sent a photograph: one of the huge bedrooms in the Hollander-Rozanov house, a half-packed suitcase open on the floor. In the middle of it sat Yuki, massive, black and fluffy, one glittering blue eye open in disdain. Behind her, in the doorway, was Anya, chin on the threshold.
She was the picture of a dog who had been told she wasn’t allowed in, and had decided to respect the boundary in the loudest possible pouty silence. A small sock with a clownfish on it hung off the edge of the case, and in the very corner of the frame, half cut off, was a very large muscular forearm with a small boy in fish pyjamas dangling from it upside down like a bat, clearly howling with laughter.
Shane ➡️ Cottage packing. Update: she has decided the suitcase is hers.
The kid chimed in a few seconds later.
Luca ➡️ They are both ruling the household now. We just live here.
The Captain followed on Anya’s behalf.
Ilya ➡️ Anya is in the doorway under protest. She would like this noted.
Then Cliff, who should have been busy with Vic- Troy would have bet money on it- got involved.
Cliff ➡️ IS THE DOG IN THE SUITCASE.
Ilya answered him before Troy had even finished reading, with great gravity.
Ilya ➡️ Isn’t in the suitcase. Respect the doorway. She is a good girl and does as she is told. Unlike you assholes.
Troy snorted and held out the phone. The screen lit both their faces, blue-white in the warm kitchen. Harris peered at it and made a sweet, delighted sound. He zoomed in on the forearm and the upside-down boy, and his face went soft all over, and Troy knew exactly what he was thinking, because Troy was thinking it too. Harris had been there the day Anya came home.
He had stood in the car park with his mom, a crate of rescues and watched a giant of a Russian get down on his knees on the floor for a collie, and then watched a very small boy explain to that collie, with soft, unsure little hands, that this was her family now and these were the rules. Shane had translated quietly for them as Anya had ever so gently licked those tiny hands every time Levi had added a finger to show the next rule number. Harris had cried in the car on the way back, Troy had heard. His mom had too.
“I love them. All of them. Is that mad?”
Harris snorted at himself, pushing his glasses up with the back of a floury wrist, in the voice of a man overwhelmed by everything good that had ever happened to him.
“It’s mad. Obviously.”
Troy put the phone down so he could say it properly.
Barking. He was absolutely fucking barking mad. Harris stood there with flour on his apron, in his beard and flecked in the glowing ginger hair with joy all over his face; Troy would have burned the world down for it.
Harris scrolled back up through the chat while the timer ticked, showing him things Troy had already seen and pretending he hadn’t. A video from last week of Levi teaching Anya to shake hands in the garden, with Shane narrating in a low, serious sports-commentator voice and Ilya on his knees in the grass beside the dog, hand held out like the world’s biggest good boy, until Levi shook it, dead serious, and gave him a treat. A photo of the Cub asleep on the team bus with his head in Shane’s lap and Shane’s hand in his hair, captioned by Ilya, from the seat behind: Is mine. Both of them.
Harris had a whole folder of them, it turned out.
“I’ve been saving them.”
He confessed shyly to the oven door, in a small, guilty voice, and Troy, who had a folder of all the same pictures on his own phone and would rather let Shane punch him again before admitting it, only put an arm around his waist and pulled him in.
So he did something about it. He picked the phone back up, took a photo before he could think twice- the crooked pie through the oven glass, and in the corner of the frame Harris’s floury hand resting on his arm, the ‘Kiss the Cook’ apron just in shot- and sent it to the team chat. 6 months ago he would have cropped the hand out. 6 months ago there wouldn’t have been a hand.
Troy ➡️ Made a pie. With my boyfriend. Don’t start.
They all started. The phone buzzed and buzzed and buzzed across the counter, Cliff first in capitals, then a row of crying faces from the kid, then Shane, polite as ever, asking for the recipe, and Ilya sending nothing but 🥧🐻💛 three times.
Then, a few minutes later, a separate message, just to Troy, from Shane: a photo of Levi, right way up now and sitting on the kitchen island in his fish pyjamas with Shane’s hand visible in the frame tucking a loose strand behind his ear, holding up a piece of paper with a drawing on it in thick orange crayon. A pie. Fucking hell, it was a pie. A lopsided pie, with a bear next to it. Underneath, in Shane’s tidy hand, the note read: Lyovushka says well done, Mr Troy. He wants to know if it has fish in it?
Troy stared at it until the screen dimmed. Harris peered around his bicep, and then he wrapped both arms round Troy’s waist from behind and held on, and Troy stood there in a kitchen full of apples, pastry and the spicy tang of cinnamon, pale skin red to the ears, letting him.
🏒💛🏒
It took way too many hours and two bad coffees to get to Ottawa. At the second service station, in a queue of truckers and a bored kid with a slushie, Troy had kissed Harris on the side of the head while they waited to pay, without looking around first to see who was watching. He only noticed afterwards that he hadn’t looked. That was new.
Harris slept for four of them, his cheek on the window, a pie tin in his lap wrapped in a tea towel, both hands clamped around it even in sleep like someone might try to take it away. His ginger hair had gone crooked over his eyes; his mouth was a little open. Troy kept both hands on the wheel and one eye on the road. The other, whenever he could spare it, stayed on the man beside him.
His phone had buzzed at the first stop, while Harris was in the bathroom. Shane, again, not the group chat this time. Just Troy.
Shane ➡️ Harris tells me you’re driving to Ottawa today. Drive safe. Text me when you get there, please.
He had read it three times standing by the instant coffee machine. Then a photo had come through underneath it, and he had stood there so long with his thumb over the screen that a trucker had asked if he was in the queue. It was what looked like a dock on the edge of a huge, stunning lake, early morning by the light, the lake flat and silver behind it. Ilya was flat on his back on the boards in a pair of swim shorts with his eyes shut and his arms flung out, and Levi was asleep on top of him, starfished across that massive chest in a tiny lifejacket, one hand fisted in the gold cross around Ilya’s neck.
Shane’s bare feet were in the corner of the frame, tucked under Ilya’s thigh, and one of Ilya’s hands had found its way around Shane’s ankle and was holding it, even asleep, even with his son on top of him. Out on the water behind them, very small, the kid and Adrien sat in a red canoe going in a gentle circle, because, Troy would have bet money, Adrien was paddling on the wrong side.
Shane ➡️ Ilya says he isn’t asleep; he is guarding. There is a guestroom that is yours and Harris’s whenever you want it this summer. Levi has already put a drawing on the door for you.
Troy hadn’t known what to do with that, so he had just stood in a service station holding a paper cup of shite coffee and felt something in him inside his ribcage give way over a photo of his Captain asleep under a child, and an offer of a room with a child’s drawing on the door. No one other than his Mom had kept a room for him anywhere in years. Fucking years. Then Harris had come back from the bathroom, drying his hands on his jeans, peered over his fingers, and gone soft all over, and Troy had typed with one thumb before he could overthink it.
Troy ➡️ Will do. Thanks, Shane. Tell Levi thanks for the drawing.
He’d never used the man’s first name in a text before. He noticed that afterwards too. It was turning into a whole day of noticing.
He remembered the first time he had seen Levi at morning skate. The kid had come in with Ilya and sat on the bench for the whole session in Shane’s spare gloves, which came up past his elbows, and banged the boards with both padded fists every single time anyone scored, even in drills, even when it was the other line, fair to everyone and very pleased about it. At the end of it, Ilya had leaned over the boards and lifted him straight onto the ice and up onto his shoulders, gloves and all, and skated a slow lap with him while Levi held his arms out like wings and Shane skated backwards in front of them both, laughing, filming the whole thing on his phone.
Troy had been leaning on his stick by the blue line. He had told himself at the time that he was rolling his eyes. He knew now that he had been watching them go round and round that he hadn’t been able to stop.
🏒💛🏒
He was fucking terrified. That was the plain truth of it; he had run out of ways to hide it from himself. He was a grown man who had played in front of thousands of people while a bastard in a different jersey screamed that he was a fucking disgrace to the sport. He had put a man on the floor with his bare fist, in a room with a camera in it. He had given a statement, over 11 days, about the worst thing that had ever happened to him, with Harris’s hand on his knee under the table the whole way through. None of it had scared him as badly as a farmhouse door. Fucking pathetic.
What if they don’t like me?
It was the stupidest, simplest question in the world. It kept crawling back out of its hole no matter how many times he stamped on it. He glanced across at Harris, soft and sleeping, trusting him with the wheel and the pie and everything else. It crawled out again. This man had a family. A proper one, the kind that threw parties and made banners and rang on a Sunday to ask if you’d eaten. This wonderful, amazing man was handing Troy the whole of it, tin and all.
Troy’s own father hadn’t rung on a Sunday in years, other than to hurl his disappointment down the speakers. Troy had stopped waiting for it somewhere along the line.
It was a strange thing, then, to realise somewhere past Kingston that someone had in fact asked him to text when he got there. That someone was keeping an eye on the clock for him. Shane did it for all of them, Troy knew; he did it for the rookies on road trips and for Zane, Evan or Nick and for Cliff every single time Cliff got in a car, and he did it with Luca like breathing, a text on every away night at 11 sharp, home safe?, and the Cub’s phone lighting up wherever he and his larger shadow strayed away from the pair, regular as clockwork, Luca had smiled down at every single text.
Troy had watched it happen all season from the outside and told himself he didn’t want it. Utter bollocks; of course he had been lying, and he had known he was lying. And now there was a text on his phone with ‘please’ in it, and a room with a drawing on the door, and he had somehow, without asking, been let in.
🏒💛🏒
They came off the main road at two in the afternoon, onto a lane, then a smaller lane, then a rutted drive that wound between rows upon rows of apple trees. Small, gnarled, crooked old things, their branches heavy with tight green fruit, set out in long straight lines across rolling fields. At the top of the hill, settled deep into the orchard with the trees crowding right up to it, was a house.
It was pretty and old. It was crooked. It was, Troy thought, perhaps the loveliest thing he had ever driven towards. White clapboard, a green door, a porch with a swing. The roof sagged ever so slightly in the middle. A vegetable patch lay at the side, a washing line with sheets on it beyond that, and Troy knew, the second he saw it, that no one had ever gone hungry or lonely or unloved in that house.
No wonder Harris was the way he was. Gentle, funny, forever feeding people, forever apologising for taking up room he had every right to. He had been raised in this. He had been loved in softness, this kindness, even when he was sick, small and sometimes scared; it had made him kind instead of bitter. Troy didn’t know many people who would have grown that way. He wasn’t sure he would have managed to stay so kind and positive in the face of all that shite the universe had decided to heap on to his boyfriend from birth.
Harris woke when the tyres started to crunch on the gravel. He sat up, blinked, and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms and yawned cutely. The instant he had realised where they were, he turned a luminous shade of green.
“We’re here. Oh, god.”
Harris whispered, gripping the pie tin in both hands. His knuckles had gone white around the foil. Then he tugged the sun visor mirror down to check his face, and it all came out at once, breathless.
“We’re here, and I’ve got a pie, and I’ve been asleep, and I’ve got a crease on my face, haven’t I? There’s a crease.”
Troy glanced over, gaze low, at the side of Harris’s face. The crease was there, a faint pink line from the window frame across one round cheek. It was fucking criminally cute, and he had seen the Luca asleep on Adrien in the locker room like a pair of kittens.
“I’m going to throw up.”
Harris hunched over the pie tin.
Troy turned in the seat and took his face in both hands. His palms looked huge against those freckled cheekbones; he felt the tremor run through them.
“Look at me.”
Harris looked.
“It’s your family. They love you. They are going to like me because I’m yours. If they don’t, I’ll be polite, I’ll go home, and I’ll still be yours.”
He intoned in the flat, steady voice he used before a face-off, and barely recognised his own voice saying it, his thumbs moving once over Harris’s cheekbones.
“That’s the most words you’ve strung together all year.”
Harris managed, wet-eyed.
“Shut up.”
There was no heat behind the words, only a soft huff of breath across the inches between them, and Troy felt his own mouth curve, helpless, fond.
“I love you.”
Harris was staring at him with a kind of wild, disbelieving astonishment. It had slipped out by accident; Troy could see that it had. His face went blank, then a fetching shade of soft red under the beard as he clapped both hands over his mouth.
Troy sat there, his own hands still on Harris’s cheeks. The flushed skin was hot under his palms, damp with sweat. For just a moment, the whole world stopped. Then, with a wrench, it seemed to somehow start again at a slightly different speed.
Harris kept talking through his fingers, frantic and muffled.
“That’s not how I meant to say it; that was not romantic at all, of fuck…you don’t have to say it back. I don’t want you to say it back just because I blurted it; I want you to say it because …”
Troy didn’t let him finish.
“I love you too.”
It was out before he’d checked it. It was out in the air between them, at the top of a farm drive. A crease on Harris’s cheek, a pie tin on the floor where it had slid off his lap. His heart was going so hard he could hear it in his teeth. It was the truest sentence he had ever spoken, and he had spoken it to the kindest man he had ever met.
Harris took his hands down from his mouth. He was crying. He was crying properly and messily, his eyelashes shimmering and wet with the moisture, then he suddenly lunged across the console, flung both arms round Troy’s neck and held on so tight it hurt. Troy gathered him in, one broad hand between his shoulder blades, and breathed in sweet apple, car-sleep and just the unique scent of Harris. He held on just as hard.
“Okay. Okay. Right. We can go in now. I’m ready. That was the hard bit.”
Harris whispered into Troy’s collar. As Troy dared to press a light, soft kiss to that sweet mouth, both to reassure and comfort himself too, just as their little pocket of peace was interrupted.
Then the green door opened, and the world around them kind of exploded.
🏒💛🏒
There was a noise. There was no other word for it. It started somewhere beyond the porch, low at first, then rising in pitch, a roaring, yapping, joyous, many-voiced riot. A great brown, white and black avalanche of dogs hit the drive at a flat run, ears flying, tongues out, tails thrashing.
Harris scrambled out of the car with the pie held over his head like a trophy.
“Mac! Shannon! Bowser, no! Down! He’s got nice pants on!”
No one listened to him, least of all the dogs.
Troy got a face full of fucking Bowser. He was a big, scruffy, heartbreakingly stupid dog of no discernible breed, with one eye that went one way and a tongue that went all of them. He planted both paws on Troy’s chest and washed his entire face with the devotion of a dog who had just found God. Shannon, a lean black-and-tan with a worried expression, leaned against his left knee. Mac, the family’s massive black Newfoundland cross, a walking hearthrug the size of a small bear, sat directly on his right boot and pinned it there. He looked up with a flat, level, assessing stare, clearly deciding whether Troy was good enough to come in.
Troy looked back; Mac drooled on his laces. Fair enough.
Behind them, with a lot less speed and a lot more poise, came the others.
Troy knew some of them from the photos, and from that one brief evening at the rink when Harris’s mom had driven down with a car full of rescues and stolen the whole team’s hearts in about 10 minutes. Harris had shown him the rest, on the sofa, in the dark, with the pride of a man showing off his children. Three roly-poly lab-cross pups with feet the size of dinner plates tumbled out of the porch in a heap. They had been the size of baked potatoes in a car park in the spring; now they were fat and round and enormous. They fell over each other, got up, and tried to eat his shoelaces in a single fluid movement.
Last came a long, tall, elegant brindle sighthound with ears like sails. She picked her way down the steps with great deliberation, stopped in front of Troy, looked up, sighed, and leaned the full length of her body against his thigh.
His hand went down on its own; it found the soft fold of her ear.
“Well, that’s the one, then. She never leans on anyone. She’s very particular.”
The voice came from the porch, warm and amused. Troy looked up.
Harris’s mom was coming down the porch steps, a dish towel over one shoulder, her arms already out. She was small, round and grey-haired, in a fleece so covered in dog hair that Troy couldn’t have told you what colour it had started out. She was beaming so hard her whole face was one crease. Harris had her smile exactly, the wide, unguarded kind. Troy had fallen for that smile across a conference table, with a laptop between them and Freya glaring at them both.
“You’re taller than your photo.”
She reached up, which took some doing, and patted his cheek twice, firm and decided, the way you’d pat a good horse you had already made up your mind to keep.
“Come in, hon. Don’t mind them. Don’t mind any of us. Harris, you’ve got a crease.”
She flapped the dish towel at the dogs. Harris clutched the tin to his chest, flushed to the eyebrows.
“I know I’ve got a crease, Mom.”
He slid a glance at Troy, mortified and glowing, and Troy gave him the smallest nod, soft and supportive: ‘You’re fine. I’ve got you.’
“Is that a pie?”
Harris’s mom craned to look at the tin, eyes lighting up, and Harris’s mouth ran away with him at once.
“It’s an apple pie, Mom, Troy made it, we made it, he did most of the …”
He trailed off, fussing with the tea towel around the tin.
“I did the lattice.”
Troy pointed out, to no one, and promptly felt his pale skin heating in mortification. Fuck he was so bad at this already. Harris’s hand found the underside of his bicep and squeezed, quick, firm and proud, where his mother couldn’t see.
Harris’s mom breathed out a small, pleased huff of air as she carefully looked at the tin in her son’s hands, then at him, the taller, battered, terrified man holding a sighthound’s ear with a Newfoundland on his foot, that her son had brought home. Then she did something that went straight through Troy and lodged under his ribs. She took the dish towel off her shoulder and wiped her eyes with it.
“Well, now. Well.”
That was all she murmured before she swept him into a hug that was all warm fleece, the faint traces of dog hair and soft, solid, determined arms.
Troy stood, stiff as a fucking board, hands out at his sides, useless. A hand pressed gently into the base of his spine, Harris’s small hand familiar in its touch, and it was as if that touch was the lock that opened something in the very centre of his chest, because his posture eased, and he was able to put his arms around her. She was tiny, height-wise; yet he could feel her sturdiness, her strength and her support that was trying to seep into him from just the simple act of a hug. She patted him on the back, three sweet, almost pet-like pats, like he was a nervous dog that had let her touch for the first time. Her fleece was soft against his cheek. Over her head, he saw Harris watching them, lovely green eyes wide and bright with welling emotions that Troy wasn’t sure he could name right now.
No one had hugged him like that since he was a kid. He hadn’t known, hadn’t a clue he’d apparently been waiting for it.
It was the way Shane hugged Luca; the thought swam to the surface of his fuzzy mind, stupidly, standing there with his arms full of this tiny woman in a dog-hair fleece. He’d seen it in the tunnel after Game 7, when the whole arena was still shaking and the kid had come off the ice white-faced, shaking, and Shane had pulled off his own gloves and his helmet, softly, ever so gently taken his son’s face in both hands and then just held him, right there against the wall with the cameras going and Ilya’s arms coming round them both from behind, a huge, protective barrier between both his husband and his son that no one would have got through while Luca had his moment. Troy had looked away that night, because it had felt like watching something far too private. Now someone was doing it to him, and he had no idea where to look at all.
She stepped back and gave him a satisfied once-over.
“There. That’s better. Now you can come in.”
She gave his arm one last pat and tucked the dish towel back over her shoulder.
🏒💛🏒
The kitchen was the heart of the house, and the heart of the house was a mess.
It was low-ceilinged, wide and warm, with a huge scarred table in the middle. Mismatched chairs. Shelves of preserves, baskets of apples, rows of cider bottles with hand-drawn labels, a clock that had stopped, a range cooker the size of a car. Every surface was covered in some combination of jars, dog leads, seed catalogues and cats. Not cats. One cat. She was on the dresser, very large and very black, with a squashed, furious face. She looked down at the whole bustling scene with such concentrated loathing that Troy felt a kinship in his bones. He nodded to her, very slightly, one disgruntled, naturally grumpy creature to another.
“That’s Ursula.”
Harris pressed close, his shoulder warm against Troy’s arm. He had stayed close since the porch, never more than a step away, like a winger who knew where his centre was.
“She hates everyone. She bit people before. Don’t try to pet her, whatever you do, she’ll take your hand off; she’s never …”
The cat dropped off the dresser with a thump; a jar rattled on the shelf. She crossed the flagstones with her tail in the air, wound once round Troy’s ankles, and hopped neatly onto the chair beside him. Her yellow eyes stared up into his face, unblinking.
Harris trailed off faintly, mid-warning.
“… done that. She’s never done that.”
He finished in a much smaller voice.
Troy held out one finger; Ursula sniffed it. She considered the situation at great length, narrow-eyed, then pushed her entire skull into his palm with a deep, rumbling purr that Troy felt right up his arm.
She reminded him of Yuki, was the thing. Yuki, who hissed at Ilya every morning since she had claimed her kingdom and slept on Shane’s feet every night, and who had once sat on Troy’s kit bag in the hall of the Hollander-Rozanov house for an entire team dinner and refused to let him leave, while Levi, one fist knotted in Shane’s T-shirt and half hidden behind his hip, whispered very seriously up at Shane in Russian, and he translated: that this had meant Troy was chosen, and he would have to stay until she allowed otherwise. Troy had stayed. It had been the first time anyone in that house had looked at him like he belonged in it, and it had been a cat.
“Brace yourself. The cat’s got you. That’s it now, you’re hers.”
A woman’s voice came from the doorway, delighted.
“Margot…”
Harris groaned his sister’s name with a note of fond despair in it, and then, as a second, drier voice came from behind the first, he groaned Anna’s as well.
“We’ve been waiting at this table for 40 minutes, little brother. We were promised a boyfriend. We got a pie!”
Two women stood in the doorway. Both were slightly taller in height than their brother; both wore his face but feminine, with different hair, one dark, one red, one sharp, one soft. Behind them came two men, one tall and smiling, one broad and quiet.
They shook Troy’s hand in turn, offered “Mike” and “Jason” and “good to meet you”. Then they looked at their wives with the identical expression of long-suffering men who had been waiting years for this day and wanted front-row seats. Each of them, Troy noticed, kept one hand resting at his wife’s back. Easy. Unthinking. Like it had always been there.
He wanted that. Christ, he wanted that, a hand on Harris’s back at a family table and no one blinking. He had watched Ilya do it all season, in kitchens and car parks and the players’ lounge and once, memorably, at a charity gala in front of a man from the league office who had looked like he was going to have a stroke, and he had thought it was bravado. Bravado, his ass. He could see that now, in a farmhouse with a cat in his hand: it was just habit, just what your hand did when you’d stopped being scared. It was what your hands did when you were near the person you loved, and words were no longer needed.
Margot folded herself into a chair and looked Troy up and down like a scout at a draft combine.
“So you’re the one who punches people.”
The back of Troy’s neck went hot. Harris groaned her name into one hand, and Anna patted her brother’s arm in mock sympathy.
“It was a very good punch. We’ve watched it 14 times.”
There were mumbles of agreement from around the table, and from the range. Jason reached for the salt.
“He deserved it.”
Jason offered the observation mildly, salt cellar in hand.
“He deserved worse.”
Mike chimed in and reached across to squeeze Harris’s shoulder, and the warmth in that hand and the looks on their faces said, you’re family, you’re one of us; you always have been, better than words could.
Troy opened his mouth. He had no fucking idea what he was meant to say to that. There was nothing in there. He stood in a farmhouse kitchen with a cat in one hand, dog fur on each pant leg and boot, while four strangers stared at him. Not one of them was angry. Not one of them was looking at him like he was a problem. They were leaning in like fans against the glass at warm-ups, thrilled to bits to finally have him there in the flesh.
“Yeah. He did.”
He looked at the cat, ears burning, fingers still buried in her fur. Beside him, Harris sagged with relief and leaned, just slightly, into Troy’s side.
Harris’s mom nudged him towards a chair with her hip.
“Sit down, love. Dinner’s in an hour. Now, how’s Lady? Anya, I mean, I know they renamed her; I’ve seen the photos. I cried at the photos. How’s she settling? Is she herding the little one? Is your big Russian Captain still letting her sleep on the bed?”
She was clearly a woman who couldn’t let a thing lie.
So Troy, who didn’t talk, found himself talking. He told her about the photo shoot, when Anya had broken her stay and launched herself clean into Ilya’s arms in front of three photographers and a lighting rig, yet Ilya had caught all 50 pounds of her without even staggering and then stood there holding her like a baby for the rest of the shoot because she wouldn’t get down. He told her that Anya herded Levi everywhere, around the garden and down the hall and away from the koi pond, nose gently bumping the backs of his knees whenever he got too near the edge, and that Levi had made her a rule list of her own, pinned to the fridge at dog height so she could read it and was adamant that she could read Russian. Ilya backed his son up vehemently on this despite Cliff’s loud protests.
He told her that, yes, she slept on the bed; she slept across Ilya’s feet, and Shane’s cat slept on Shane’s, and some nights the little one crept in too and ended up wedged between his parents with the dog on one side, and the cat on the other, and Ilya had sent the team a photo of it once, captioned only ‘No room for me in own bed’, from what was clearly the very edge of the mattress.
Harris’s mom had both hands over her heart by the end of it. So did Anna. Margot pretended not to, and failed.
“And the little one? The boy with the long hair? I saw him in the photos with it in a plait. Is that the fashion now?”
She wanted to know everything. Troy told her about the braid. He told her it was Shane’s job only, a rule, a proper one, written down, and that the big brother was allowed to tidy it but never to braid it, and that Ilya wasn’t allowed to touch it at all. That he abided by this with a great deal of sulking and the odd hopeful look at the brush. He told her he had seen Shane braid it on the bench before the parade with his own gloves tucked under his arm, quick and neat, while Levi stood between his knees reading out the rules, and that half the team had stopped lacing their skates to watch.
She looked at him across her kitchen for a second, with Harris’s eyes in a softer face.
“You notice a lot, for a boy who doesn’t talk.”
Her voice was very warm. Troy went red to the collar and looked at the cat. Fuck. Apparently he did.
Harris’s dad was waiting for him in the garden, though, so Troy didn’t sit for long. The evening light lay long and gold across the grass, warm on the back of his neck.
He stood at the fence in his shirt sleeves, a lean, quiet man with Harris’s green eyes and a hearing aid he turned down when the dogs got loud. He was looking out at the orchard; he didn’t turn when Troy came out. Troy stopped about 4 feet away and put his hands in his pockets. Through the kitchen window, he could see Harris’s mom at the range, humming. The dad’s head turned a fraction towards the sound. It was the way a man turned after 40 years of knowing exactly where his wife was in a room.
Troy rolled his shoulders, tight as a drum.
“Sir.”
It was all he could manage.
“Sir’s for the minister. Drop the sir. You’ve got the look. I had it myself. First Sunday. Thought someone was going to hand me a form to sign.”
Harris’s dad didn’t look round. Troy blinked. Well, shit. He tried a smile, slow and a little crooked, and found that it worked. His shoulders came down half an inch.
“Something like that.”
He looked out at the orchard, and Harris’s dad only hummed.
A long quiet. The orchard hummed with bees and the last warmth of the day. Beyond the fence, a pair of crows quarrelled on a post, and the sun slid down behind a long row of crooked trees.
“I’ve seen the video. The punch. And the one where you passed to the lad on the wing when you could have taken the shot yourself. Harris sent me both. Why’d you pass?”
Harris’s dad got there at last, in his own time, and rubbed his chin.
Troy considered the question. He considered the orchard, the dogs, the open, plain, patient face beside him. He thought of Harris, who had taught him, without even meaning to, that the pass was the better shot. He thought of the Luca, too, who had taken that pass and buried it top shelf and then turned round on the ice looking for Ilya before he looked for anyone else, and found him already coming, and been lifted clean off his skates.
“Because he was open. And because I’d stopped needing to prove something.”
It was mostly the truth. The rest was between him and Harris.
Harris’s dad nodded slowly. He turned and, for the first time, looked at Troy properly. A long, level look, the way he probably sized up a tree before he pruned it.
“Good answer.”
He smiled, and it was Harris’s smile, folded into older lines. What he would see, hopefully in years and years to come.
“Come on, then. They’ll have started without us.”
He headed for the porch, and Troy followed.
🏒💛🏒
They hadn’t started without them. They had started, in fact, without anyone noticing, on the embarrassing stories.
Troy sat at the long table in a chair that was a little too small for his thighs. The wood was scarred with 60 years of elbows, jam rings and a child’s initials gouged near his plate, H.D., in shaky capitals, which he was going to think about later. A plate of roast chicken steamed in front of him; a pup slept on his foot, warm as a hot-water bottle; Ursula had claimed the chair on his other side and was watching his chicken with a predatory interest he respected. Harris sat at his right, so close their knees touched under the cloth. Troy learned, in no particular order, over the clink of cutlery and the gravy boat making its slow circuit of the table, a whole load of things.
That Harris had been a nativity sheep for four consecutive years, and had cried in the third because the donkey had looked funny at him. That he had given a seven-minute speech at age nine on the pollination of the Ashmead’s Kernel, in costume, as a bee. That he had once locked himself in the cold store on purpose to see what would happen; what had happened was his mother’s scolding, worried rant. That he had, at 14, written a letter to the Prime Minister about the lack of drinking fountains in the hockey rinks of rural Ontario. He had received a reply. It hung, framed, above the downstairs toilet.
“Mom. Mom, stop.”
Harris groaned, going pink from the collar of his shirt to the tops of his ears. Anna speared a potato, thoroughly pleased with herself.
“You kept the reply. And we, for our part, kept the letter.”
Anna smiled sweetly at him down the table.
“I was 14!”
Harris wailed, and hid his glowing face in his hands while Troy braved a quick, soothing hand on the knee pressed up against his own still.
“You wrote, and I’m quoting here: ‘a child deserves a drink the way a tree deserves rain’.”
Anna recited with utter relish, pointing her fork down the table, and Harris sank lower in his chair, until only his ears and his eyes and the edge of his soft beard were visible.
“That’s very good.”
Troy meant it right down to the marrow. Of course Harris had written that, at fourteen, with his tongue between his teeth and his heart spilling out all over the page. It was exactly the kind of sentence Harris would write, earnest and soft and a bit daft and absolutely right. Harris stared at him in horror.
“Don’t encourage them. Troy. I’m begging you.”
Harris begged, and Troy fought a smile and lost.
“It’s a good line.”
Troy insisted, and Harris made a strangled noise.
“It’s an awful line. I was not a poet. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, I am a very serious professional.”
Harris yelped, going redder by the second. Margot buttered a roll, dry as toast.
“You weren’t a very serious professional at 15. At the cider festival. When you fell in the vat.”
She didn’t even look up from the butter.
“Margot!”
Harris cried, scandalised, and put both hands over his face. Under the table, Troy found his knee and rested a steady hand on it. Breathe, boss. Harris’s fingers crept down and wove through his, hot and damp.
“The big copper one.”
Margot went on, serene, passing the gravy, and Harris’s voice came out muffled and wounded from behind his free hand.
“I was rescuing a wasp.”
Harris’s mom had put her fork down to laugh properly. Harris’s dad had his hand over his eyes, shoulders heaving. Mike was making small, helpless wheezing noises into his napkin. Troy heard a sound, and it took him a second to work out it was coming from his own chest. A laugh. A real one, rusty as fuck, hinges and all. It rose from somewhere under his ribs and shook him from the shoulders down. He put his fork down. He laughed until he had to wipe his eyes with the back of his wrist, and Ursula looked deeply offended by the whole display.
Harris stared at him across the corner of the table. The noise went on around them, cutlery, laughter, a dog’s nails on the flagstones. He had gone silent and motionless, a forkful of peas halfway to his mouth. The pink faded slowly from his cheeks. Troy had never seen that look on anyone, not turned towards him. Wonder. Plain, helpless, dazzled wonder.
Troy held his eye over the chicken, the candlestick and the dogs. He didn’t look away. Look at that, he thought. Look at what you did. You gave me this.
He did one more thing, then, before he could think better of it. He lifted their joined hands up out from under the table and put them on top of it, on the cloth, beside the gravy boat, in front of everyone, and left them there. It was a small thing. It was the smallest thing in the world. No one at that table so much as glanced at it except Harris’s mom, who looked, and smiled, and passed him the carrots. Harris looked down at their hands on the tablecloth for a long, dazed second, and then up at Troy, and his bottom lip went, and he squeezed so hard it hurt.
The pie came out last.
Harris’s mom cut it herself. Every face in the room went to the lattice, crooked, golden, bubbling a little at the edges. The first slice slid onto a plate with a puff of steam. The smell of cinnamon and apple filled the whole kitchen, and Troy’s stomach knotted the way it did before a playoff game. Someone had dimmed the overhead light. She carried the plate to Troy’s place, set it down in front of him, and rested a hand on his shoulder for a moment.
Harris’s mom nudged the plate an inch closer.
“You first, love.”
Troy blinked up at her, startled, and she wiped her hands on her apron.
“You made it.”
She was very firm about it. He turned, helpless, and found Harris already looking at him, eyes warm behind his glasses.
“You did the lattice.”
Harris smiled up at him and squeezed his hand on the tablecloth.
Troy picked up his fork. He cut a piece, the pastry crackling under the tines, a bead of dark syrup welling out. He put it in his mouth; it was warm, sharp, sweet, with a crumble of butter, pear and honey, the faint bitter spice of the peel. He chewed, swallowed, and found that he couldn’t, at that moment, speak. Harris’s hand tightened on his, and didn’t let go.
He’d made that. Him, Troy fucking Barrett. With his own two hands, and a man in a Kiss the Cook apron telling him he was patient.
Harris’s mom was watching him, her hands folded under her chin.
“Well? How is it?”
The whole table waited with bated breath.
“It’s good.”
Troy nodded; a sudden flutter of shy awkwardness rose in his throat, which meant he didn’t dare do more than that.
“Of course it’s good.”
Harris’s dad nodded. Then he reached for the jug of cream and passed it to Troy first, and Troy hoped that he knew a seal of approval when he saw one.
Troy took a second photograph that night, after the washing up, when Harris was out on the porch swing with his mom and three of the dogs. It was the last slice of pie on the scarred table, with a fork beside it and a sighthound’s long nose resting hopefully on the edge of the wood. He sent it to Shane, just to Shane, because Shane had asked him to text when he got there and he had forgotten, in the chaos of dogs, and he felt bad about it in a way he hadn’t felt bad about forgetting anything in years.
Troy ➡️ Here. Sorry, forgot. They liked it.
The reply came back in under a minute, a photo of Levi asleep at the cottage under a jellyfish lamp, one arm around Sharky and the other flung out across a very large forearm, because Ilya had clearly sat down on the floor beside the bed to finish the story and fallen asleep there with his head on the mattress. Shane’s hand was just in frame, tucking the quilt up around both of them.
Shane ➡️ Of course they did. Proud of you, Troy. Goodnight.
Troy read that simple message on the porch steps in the dark, with a cat on the rail behind him and an orchard full of crickets. Proud of him. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had said that, just so casually too; Troy had to sit there alone for a minute before he could go back in.
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  🏒💛🏒
Harris’s childhood bedroom was at the top of the house, under the eaves, up a staircase so narrow Troy had to turn his shoulders. It was small; it was blue, the soft faded blue of a robin’s egg, the paint chipped along the skirting where a boy’s shoes had scuffed it. The sloping ceiling got his head within 4 seconds of walking in. The slightly larger single bed had clearly been a double in a previous life and had been squashed, with a patchwork quilt and a mountain of mismatched pillows. A dormer window looked out over the orchard, black now, with one pale moth tapping at the glass.
The walls were covered, from floor to ceiling, in Harris. Harris at six, in a sheep costume. Harris at 12 with a trophy, a hospital bracelet still on his wrist in the photo. A certificate for the junior chess final. A faded, thumbtacked poster of the Ottawa Centaurs from their miserable 2004 season, the corners curling with age.
Every corner of the room breathed the uncritical devotion of a kid who loved a sport he couldn’t safely play. A shelf of fantasy novels with cracked spines was flanked by a pair of battered, oversized red-and-black hockey gloves, very possibly a Christmas gift he’d outgrown but refused to part with. There was a model of an apple tree, built out of lolly sticks and green felt. Beside it sat a clear plastic puck case containing a scuffed game puck, the Centaurs’ centaur logo half-scraped off from hitting the boards.
Draped over the back of the desk chair was an old team jersey with a blank back, the fabric pilled from being worn to bed a hundred times, missing the nameplate because a ten-year-old Harris hadn’t cared who was traded; he just loved the crest. On the desk, right next to a jar of old ticket stubs from the Ottawa Arena, a hand-lettered sign hung over the bedpost that read, in the round, careful capitals of a boy of ten: THIS IS MY ROOM. PLEASE KNOCK.
Levi would have approved of that sign, Troy thought. Levi had one just like it on his own door at home, in Ilya’s cursive hand with Levi’s own additions underneath in black felt tip, and a list of rules beneath that so long it had needed a second sheet. Troy had read it once, waiting in the hall for Luca to find his keys: Knock. Say who it is. Anya yes. Yuki only if she wants. Kaasan, Lukasha and Otousan always come in even if I am asleep. That last one had been underlined three times.
Troy had stood in front of it for longer than he probably should have done, long enough that Luca had come down the stairs and caught him at it, and had only smiled, a bit shy. He had quietly asked Luca for a translation once and had to look away from the younger blond at the last one.
“He added that one himself. After the first night, he had a nightmare in the new house. They both came. So now it’s a rule.”
Simple as breathing. A rule.
Troy wanted to stand in this room for an hour. Every frame was a small, bright piece of the man downstairs, the man he might just, if he was lucky enough, get to keep.
“Don’t read anything, Troy. Don’t you dare read anything.”
Harris had gone pink all over, and pointed one finger at the wall, then at Troy, in warning.
“Oh, I’m reading everything.”
Troy smirked, hands on his knees, bent nearly double under the slope of the ceiling. He was already fond of the boy in the sheep costume, and he didn’t bother to hide it.
“Troy…”
Harris sighed and scrubbed a hand through his hair until the curls stood up in tufts.
“The sign’s good.”
Troy murmured with his eyes on the lolly-stick tree.
“I was ten!”
Harris huffed and shut the door with his shoulder, only to lean back against it, bright green eyes glittering with both a touch of embarrassment and plain happiness. Those eyes were watching him now.
“I’m so sorry about the vat story.”
Harris winced out, two fingers pinching the bridge of his nose. Troy looked at him, steady, and let the smile stay.
“I liked the vat story; I liked all the stories.”
Troy meant it.
“You liked the vat?”
Harris’s echo came out strangled, his voice climbing in disbelief.
“I’m going to think about it till the day I die.”
Troy delivered the vow deadpan, without so much as a twitch. Only Harris could turn mortification into something that warm.
Troy sat down on the edge of the bed. The frame made a small, old protest at his bulk but settled as he did. The quilt was soft and worn thin under his palms. His knees came up almost to his chin. Harris looked at him, a whole hockey player folded into what was to most people a normal-sized bed, and burst promptly out laughing. He put his hand over his mouth to try and stifle it, rather unsuccessfully, Troy would point out. Instead, Harris laughed until he had to slide down the door and sit on the floor.
Troy watched him, the helpless crinkle at the corners of his eyes. Nothing had ever been worth watching the way that laugh was. Not a fucking thing.
“It’s not funny.”
Harris wheezed at him from the floor.
“It is, it is. You’re the size of a wardrobe.”
Harris clutched his stomach.
“It’s a small bed.”
Troy huffed, trying for indignant but failing when he attempted to unfold a leg and hit the bedside table.
“Sorry. Sorry. It was fine for me.”
Harris gasped and wiped his eyes. Then he crawled across the rug on his hands and knees, which Troy found unbearable, the soft sway of him, the jumper riding up over the pale curve of his back, and came up on his knees between Troy’s feet, both hands on Troy’s knees. The warmth of those palms went straight through the denim.
They traded a single, soft kiss between them, sweet and lingering, before Harris lifted himself slightly to find his balance. Troy’s hands slipped around that soft, sweet waist to help him, his fingers digging into the thick wool fabric of Harris’s jumper as it bunched up under his grip, trapping the lovely, solid warmth of him.
Harris looked up at him through his lashes, his face lit from the inside like a lantern, and Troy’s chest ached with it.
“They loved you.”
Harris assured him. His voice was softer and quieter than usual, a gentle, private sound that made Troy’s grip tighten on reflex when his boyfriend wobbled slightly, shifting his weight where he was kneeling.
“Yeah.”
It was all Troy could manage; he was not exactly capable of stringing a proper sentence together right now. Not when Harris’s hands were so busy on Troy’s knees, fingers slowly inching upwards, every slow creep of them utterly, completely distracting.
“Did you hear my mom?”
Harris kept going, a lovely, disbelieving sort of wonder in his tone.
“She called you love. She calls the postman dear, Troy. She called you love in the first thirty seconds.”
Troy just let him talk. Honestly, he could have listened to that voice recite the dry pages of a phone book and not complained once. He just wanted to keep hearing it.
“I heard.”
The words were barely a sound, soft and caught tightly in his throat.
“And my dad said good answer…”
Harris added, his face moving closer.
“He didn’t say it to my cardiologist. He didn’t say it to Anna’s husband.”
On the last word Harris’s voice thinned and wavered like a candle flame in a draught, the sheer weight of the emotion catching in his chest. Troy didn’t even think; he just reached up and put his hand flat against Harris’s cheek. The skin there was hot and slightly damp, remarkably soft under the rough callus of his thumb.
“Harris…”
Troy breathed, his voice rough and thick. He didn’t move his hand, refusing to break the contact, and Harris let out a low, content hum into his palm.
“I love you.”
The words scraped his throat on the way out, sharp and raw, but it didn’t matter. He would have handed his heart over again and again anyway, as many times as Harris needed it.
“You already told me. In the car.”
Harris whispered, a tiny, beautiful smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, the words no more than warm breath between them.
“I’m saying it again. Now.”
Harris turned his face directly into Troy’s palm and shut his eyes tightly. His beard rasped, soft and familiar, against the calluses there, and his breath went out of him in a long, unsteady rush. When he opened his eyes again, his lashes were wet. The green of his eyes was deep, changing in the dim light of the room, and looking very, very serious.
He pressed a soft kiss right into the centre of Troy’s palm.
“I keep thinking about the pie.”
Harris murmured, his thoughts spilling out now.
“And what you told my dad. I keep thinking, in a year or two, if we…”
He stopped, swallowing hard. He tried again, his voice dropping an octave.
“I think I’d like a house with a bit of a garden. Not a too big one. A kitchen with a table in it, so everyone can fit. You in it. A dog, to start with, then probably a second dog, because that’s just how it goes, isn’t it? Ursula, if she’ll come. She absolutely hates the car, but I think she’d make an exception for this.”
Troy let his thumb stay resting against Harris’s cheek, keeping him focused while a picture he’d never allowed himself to draw—not once in his life—began to draw itself in his head. A sturdy kitchen table, and Harris sitting at it, and a ring, and maybe one day a small person with ginger curls and his own stubborn, ridiculous chin kicking their heels against the chair legs. A small person who would have a list of rules tacked onto their bedroom door. A small person who would come running down the stairs in fish pyjamas—or Bears pyjamas, more likely—and walk straight into someone’s arms without even looking to check, because they’d never had any reason to doubt whether those arms would be there to meet them.
He had seen that exact thing. He had seen it every single day for six months now. He had watched Levi do it to Ilya in the players’ lounge, and to Shane on the bench, and to Luca out in the car park, launching little self sideways off a kerb with total, unshakeable faith. And every single time, without fail, someone caught him. Troy hadn’t known a child could be that sure about the world. He hadn’t known you could actually make a child that sure, after everything they’d been through, just by catching them every single time they nearly dropped.
He wanted that. He wanted to be someone who caught.
Harris shifted on his knees, his posture straightening with that mock-offended dignity he used when he was playing up his best country-boy charms for the viewer, though right now, Troy was the only audience that was going to see this version of his boyfriend again, if he had anything to say about it.
“Ursula is a person.”
Troy fucking doubted there was anyone on earth more lovable while being so ridiculous. He tried, just to see what would happen.
“She’d hate Boston.”
He kept his face perfectly straight.
“She’d only hate it on principle. That’s what makes it perfect.”
Harris’s voice was a soft, rushed thing, and Troy could practically see the hope unfurling warm and bright in his chest even as the nerves started to creep back into the tone.
“I’m only saying. I know it’s early. I know you’re n…not out. I know there’s a whole summer, a whole season, a whole lot of …”
Harris looked up, braver than Troy had ever seen him. The old desk lamp caught the shine of his hair; strands of gold glowed in the lush ginger, highlighting the cute frame of the neat beard that gave his jaw such a nice shape, and the joyfully sweet, handsome smile that Troy had completely fallen for. Harris trailed off, his fingers twisting anxiously in the soft weight of the quilt next to Troy’s thigh.
“Yes.”
Troy cut in, low and sure, letting his deep voice carry that smooth, pleasant undercurrent he knew could soothe Harris’s racing thoughts.
Harris blinked, his glasses sliding slightly down the bridge of his nose. “I haven’t even got to what I’m asking yet.”
Troy reached out, pushing the frames back up with one knuckle, gently, with that careful, tender precision he had learned just for Harris.
“Yes. To the house. To the table. To the dog.”
His massive hand closed warm and grounding around the back of Harris’s neck. The curls there were still a little damp, silky and soft against Troy’s fingers, the sheer vulnerability of the touch sending a rush of pure, transfixing heat between them.
“All of it?” Harris breathed the words, his green eyes huge in the lamplight, changing colour softly in the dim glare.
“The second dog too.”
The promise came low and perfectly deadpan, and Harris couldn’t help it—his bottom lip wobbled, his control breaking as his face split into a lovely, breathless grin.
“And Ursula?”
He was teasing now, the playful, sassy side of him bubbling right back to the surface, and they both knew it.
“I’ll bribe her.”
Troy meant that, too.
Harris made a small, shattered noise, half a sob and half a laugh. He surged up to kiss him, and a pillow slid off the bed with a thump; the noise went on into Troy’s mouth as a wet little hum that Troy felt in his own teeth.
It was a long one. Deep and lazy, with Harris’s hands cradling his jaw. His weight tipped them both backwards onto the little quilt, Harris sprawled on top of him, all warm soft heft pressing Troy down into the mattress, and Troy’s hands went straight to his hips, to the plush give of him under the jumper, and held on. He could feel all of him through two layers of denim: the warm, solid weight of his thighs bracketing Troy’s, the soft press of his belly, and under it, unmistakable, the thick ridge of him getting harder against Troy’s hip.
Troy’s own cock gave a hard throb in his jeans in answer. A groan came up out of Troy’s chest before he could stop it, low and rough, and Harris answered it with a breathless hitch of his own. The narrow bed complained; the ceiling beams loomed overhead. When they came apart for air, Harris’s glasses were on crooked. His hair stood up on one side. And his smile… Troy would have killed for that smile.
“You’re a very good boyfriend.”
Harris whispered against his mouth, still breathless, the words gone husky round the edges.
“I’m learning.”
Harris’s thumb ran along his jaw; Troy leaned into the touch, unable to help himself.
“You’re a natural.”
Harris laid the words down plain and certain, no fuss, as if the matter was now settled. Troy could have wept at how easily he believed it.
“I want to be good at this.”
Troy watched him, jaw tight, eyes on Harris’s mouth.
“You are.”
The hands in his hair tightened. Harris’s eyes went dark. His voice dropped into that low, even, certain register Troy had learned to follow without a second thought, the one he’d first heard in Harris’s bedroom.
“I’m going to ask you for something now. I want you to tell me if it’s too much.”
Harris waited, patient and steady, watching his face. His thumb had stopped moving. Troy could hear the clock ticking on the landing, and under it, from the chest pressed to his, the bright little tick of the valve, and Harris’s breath going quick and shallow above him. Troy swallowed hard, a dry catch in his throat, and nodded.
“I’d like to take you to bed.”
Harris was flushed, skin going that lovely pink shade under his beard, his voice gone soft and low around the words, though his eyes held.
“We’re in a bed.”
Troy pointed out, a little dazed, and an amused little breath of a laugh escaped Harris.
“I mean properly. I’d like to top you, Troy. Tonight. I’d like to be the one who is on top. If you want. If you don’t, I don’t mind; I’ll go make us a cup of tea. I’m only asking, I dont know you’ve e…ever, so I don’t want to, so …”
Harris trailed off on a mortified little whimper, now bright red, and tugged on Troy’s belt loop without seeming to realise it in his nerves. Troy felt like a puck had just hit him straight in the chest; this man, this kind, clever, endlessly considerate man, was offering to go and make tea if the answer was no.
“Harris.”
Troy purred, low, catching his wrist, and Harris made a noise, almost a squeak.
“Yes.”
Harris’s thumb traced his cheekbone, gentle as anything.
“Are you sure? You can say no.”
He waited, the way he always waited; he was so kind, too kind almost.
“I’ve never been so fucking sure of anything. I want you to, and I want you to be bossy.”
His mouth was dry with the flash of want that was sparked low in Troy’s stomach, so much so that he had to stare at the sloping ceiling, hands fisted in the quilt. As his neck went hot from the ears down, because he did. He really fucking did want. After so many years of being the one who held it all together, all he wanted right now was to be told what to do by a man in a jumper.
Harris grinned, blissfully pleased.
“Oh. Good.”
He leaned down and kissed him, slow, deep and messy, until Troy was chasing his mouth off the pillow. Troy heard himself whine, needy and embarrassing. Harris bit his lower lip, just once, very lightly, and Troy’s groan went straight into his mouth, rumbling between them. Harris hummed at it, pleased. Then he rolled off the bed and went to the door. The key turned in the lock with a small, final click. Then, perfectly calm and in charge, he switched off the big light and left only the little lamp.
It was the same blue lamp he’d had at ten. It threw a small warm circle across the quilt.
“Boots off.”
Harris smiled at him, sweet as a kiss and twice as bossy.
🏒💛🏒
Troy took his boots off.
He did so rather badly, swearing under his breath in a low, rough mutter, fingers shaking so hard the laces tangled twice. He lined them up neatly by the door, heels together, because his hands needed something to do. Harris watched from the foot of the bed in his green jumper, arms folded. His smile was bright and wanting as his gaze tracked down Troy’s shoulders, chest and thighs. The jumper brought out the lovely green of his eyes. Troy liked this colour on him.
“Shirt.”
It went over his head; the air raised gooseflesh along his arms. He folded it; he didn’t know why. He put it on the chair, where it sat uneasily on a pile of old school textbooks. When he turned round, Harris had crossed the room. He stood very close, looking at Troy’s chest, pure, attentive greed all over his face, and a small, hungry noise caught in his throat. Troy had never been looked at like that; it made his skin go hot and tight all over, and his breath went out of him in a ragged huff. His nipples drew up tight in the cool air under that look. He felt it happen, and he knew Harris saw it.
“You’ve healed.”
Harris’s voice dropped to a hush, his fingertips hovering a breath above Troy’s ribs.
“Pretty much, yeah.”
Troy nodded; he had mostly healed now, it was true. Harris tilted his head, the lamp glinting in his pretty coloured hair.
“And the ribs?”
Harris’s fingertips still hadn’t landed.
“You can touch; I won’t break if you catch a bruise, promise.”
For the count of Troy inhaling, there was nothing, only for Harris’s voice to come again.
“Can I?”
Troy nodded.
Harris laid his palm on the last fading smear of the bruise. His hand was warm, soft everywhere Troy’s were callused; it travelled up, slow, over the heavy muscle of his chest, the heel of it dragging across one tight nipple on the way so that Troy’s stomach jumped, across the collarbone, to the side of his neck. It settled there at the base, fingers tangling in his shorter hair. Something in the back of Troy’s skull, something wound tight for years, gave a small, pleased sigh and uncoiled; a long, shaky breath shuddered out of him that was very nearly a moan.
“Tell me if you want to stop.”
Harris kept his gaze steady on him.
“I won’t want to.”
Troy rasped as Harris’s thumb brushed behind his ear.
“Tell me anyway.”
Somehow that was the tenderest thing yet: the insistence, the care, the refusal to assume.
“I will.”
Troy promised, as his breath hitched, and Harris’s gaze zeroed in on the sound, on the muscle pulsing in his throat as his green eyes went hot and focused. The heat of it went right down his nerves and to his cock.
“Belt.”
Harris’s hands were working before he’d finished the word. The buckle, the button, the zip. Troy stood there, arms hanging at his sides, while this lovely man in a jumper unwrapped him with his knuckles. Cold air on his hips, and the jeans sliding heavy down his thighs to pool round his ankles. Then a warm palm, curving around him through his shorts, the heat of it soaking straight through the thin cotton, where he was already hard and aching and pushing against the fabric. He made a sound he was fucking glad no one was around to hear, a strangled, needy whine that cracked halfway through and dropped into a groan.
“Oh, that’s l…lovely. That’s the nicest noise.”
Harris murmured, squeezing, his thumb sweeping once, slowly, over the wet spot darkening the cotton. He looked as delighted as if he’d found an Ashmead’s Kernel on a bare branch. He leaned in and kissed Troy’s throat, open-mouthed, right over the pulse, and squeezed again, humming against the skin when Troy’s breath stuttered out of him.
“Don’t…”
Troy begged, his face burning.
“I’m going to make you do it again.”
Harris promised against his skin, hooked his thumbs in the waistband and drew the shorts down, slow, the cotton catching on the head of his cock and dragging over it until it sprang free and slapped up against his stomach, leaving a cool wet smear just under his navel. Troy stepped out of them. He stood naked in the lamp’s glow in front of someone fully dressed, his cock standing up,p flushed and heavy against his stomach. He had never in his life felt so exposed, or so wanted. Not once.
“Sit on the bed.”
He sat. The springs twanged, loud in the sleeping house. Harris took the green jumper off with both hands, in one swift pull, without a flicker of hesitation. Troy’s heart turned over at that. The jumper dropped; the shirt went after it. Then Harris stood in the lamp with his chest bare, the long silver scar down the middle of him, his belly soft, round and unashamed, freckles scattered thick over his shoulders and down his arms under the ginger hairs. He looked at Troy with a face so open that Troy forgot to breathe. There was nothing hidden in it. Nothing held back. Not any more.
And fuck, he was gorgeous. All that softness. The plush give of his hips, the thick freckled thighs, the dip of his navel, the little pale stretch marks silvering his sides. Troy had spent his whole life around bodies built like machines, all hard edges and cut lines, his own included, and not one of them had ever made his mouth water as this one did.
“Come here.”
Troy’s voice came out desperate and thick with want.
“Ah, no. You come here.”
He went. He would always go. He went down on his knees on the rug, because it was where he wanted to be. Both hands went to Harris’s waist, sinking into the warm give of him. His mouth found the soft curve of his stomach, and he breathed him in, sweet apple and a touch of salt on clean skin. Harris’s fingers slid through his hair. A shaky exhale that broke into a whimper.
Troy pressed a kiss to the soft skin, then another, then a slow open-mouthed one just under his navel that made Harris’s knees go and dragged a hoarse little cry out of him, then one to the edge of the scar. Above him, Harris shivered and made a wet, wobbling sound that was almost a sob. He kissed the silver line again, slowly and reverently, his kisses trying to convey his thank you for keeping him alive all this time till Troy found him, or rather, Harris has found him.
“That’s it. That’s so good. You’re so good, Troy.”
Harris whispered above him, his fingers combing steadily through Troy’s hair as his forehead rested against warm skin.
“Trousers. Then the bed. On your back.”
Harris undid the trousers himself. They hit the floor, then the fox-print boxers that Troy would be teasing him about for a week. Harris stood naked in the blue glow of the lamp, thick and flushed, blushed cock curving up against the soft warmth of his belly, ridiculously, wonderfully unashamed. Troy lay back on the quilt, the patchwork rough against his shoulder blades, under the sheep, the lolly-stick tree, the sign that read PLEASE KNOCK.
“Arms up, above your head.”
He obediently put his arms up over his head. He let Harris look.
Harris’s voice shook on a small groan, and then he was gazing down at him, flushed to the collarbones, drinking in every inch of him.
“Oh, you’re lovely. You’re so lovely. You’re so massive. Don’t act like you don’t know.”
Troy kept his arms over his head because he’d been told to stay, and it was easier than knowing what to do with his hands. Harris climbed onto the bed on his knees. He settled between Troy’s spread thighs, hands on the insides of his knees, thumbs rubbing back and forth. He leaned down and kissed a line down his hips and up his chest, his beard rasped soft and rough at once over the skin, his breath hot. Then back down the other side to burrow his face in the heated crease of his hip, close enough that his beard brushed the base of Troy’s cock and made it jerk, and Troy hissed through his teeth.
Harris looked up, pink and bright-eyed.
“I’ve w…wanted to do this for weeks. Can I?”
He waited. Troy’s fists tightened in the pillow, and a low sound scraped out of him, half a growl.
“Yes.”
Troy got the word out barely, and Harris’s mouth curved against his hip.
“Properly, Troy.”
His voice curled warm and wicked around the words, and he pressed a wet kiss to the crease of Troy’s thigh while he waited.
“Yes, please.”
He was rewarded with one broad, wet lick from the base to tip, and a moaned hum of pleasure as Harris took him in his mouth: the soft drag of lips over the head, the flat, hot press of his tongue along the underside, then wet heat closing round him by slow degrees until Troy felt the give of the back of his throat and the tickle of beard at the base.
Troy’s back arched off the quilt. A sound ripped out of him, high and torn, so raw and unguarded that it startled him to hear it in his own voice. One hand flew to the headboard, the other to his own mouth. Harris pulled off with a husky, delighted laugh.
“Shh. Shh, Troy. Quiet. Walls are thin up here.”
Troy groaned, a long, low, helpless sound that rattled in his chest, then immediately tried to stifle it by biting his lip so hard it hurt.
“Then you shouldn’t …”
He got the strangled protest halfway out before it frayed into a whine.
“Sorry.”
Harris wasn’t sorry in the slightest. His eyes were warm with it, smug and bright.
“Put your hand over your mouth, then. Go on. Like that.”
Troy shut his eyes and clamped his palm over his own mouth, and a muffled moan went straight into it, hot and wet against his own fingers. Heat pooled low in his spine. He turned his face into the pillow and bit down on the edge of the quilt.
Harris was patient. He was so fucking patient, every move slow enough to be a question. No rushing: tongue, lips, the light press of his palm on Troy’s heaving stomach holding him down. He sucked slow and wet, his cheeks hollowing, drawing up until only the head was left in his mouth and then sinking back down, and every time he came up Troy felt the cool air on the wet length of him, and then the heat again. Then the other hand slid down, between, behind, over the drawn-up weight of his balls and lower, along the seam of him, into the crease where he was damp with sweat.
The snick of a cap. A warmed slick fingertip circled, cool and then warm, rubbing over a place no one had ever touched, round and round, until Troy was one long held breath. His hole twitched under it, clenching shut and then fluttering against the pad of that finger; he could feel himself doing it and could not make it stop. Harris hummed around him, approving, as if he could feel it too. He probably fucking could.
That finger pressed in, just the tip. There was a moment of pure pressure, his body clamping tight, refusing to give, and then a small, strange pressure and the ring of muscle opening round the blunt pad of it, slick and hot and nothing like he’d imagined, and Troy’s hips jerked. Harris’s mouth sank right down on his cock at the same time so that he didn’t know which way to move, forward into that wet heat or back onto that finger. A choked noise leaked out between his fingers, and Harris hummed around him in answer, the vibration going all the way down to his toes. Harris murmured the whole way, every time he came up for air, a steady, constant stream of praise.
“There you are, pretty. That’s it. So good for me. So patient.”
He kissed the crease of Troy’s hip, wet and open-mouthed, and sank back down. One finger, all the way in, slow. Troy felt every bit of it: the slick slide past the tight ring of him, the first knuckle, the harder nudge of the second as it pushed through, until Harris’s palm was pressed warm and flush against his ass and there was nowhere further to go. It didn’t hurt, not really. It was just there, thick, strange and inside him, and his body kept clenching round it, over and over, trying to work out whether it wanted less or more. Harris held it still through all of it. Troy heard him take a sharp breath against his thigh, and then a shakier one.
“Oh. You’re so warm. You’re so tight round me. I can feel your heartbeat.”
Harris’s breath ghosted hot over the sweat-slicked skin of his chest as he licked at one tight nipple, causing Troy to moan as Harris swapped to the other and sucked on that as well. Then the finger began to move, curling, drawing back and pressing in again until Troy’s body stopped fighting it and began, slowly, to give. Then two. Harris drew the first nearly out and brought the second up beside it, and the press of both together at his rim was a different thing entirely, wider, blunter.
Troy’s breath stuck in his chest as they pushed in, past one knuckle and then the next, the stretch spreading out hot and bright round the edges of him. He clenched. Harris waited, lips on Troy’s thigh, until Troy’s body unlocked again on its own, and then began to scissor them apart, gently, stretching, the burn of it bright and strange and then not strange at all, melting by degrees into a slow, heavy heat that pooled at the base of his spine. He could feel his own pulse throbbing round those two fingers, and every slow drag of them over his rim sent a shiver up the backs of his thighs.
Harris kissed the inside of his thigh through every slow push of them, his beard scraping the soft skin there. Troy found that he was shaking, and that the sounds he was making into his palm had stopped being words at all: just hitched, muffled little groans, one on every push. When he managed to open his eyes, Harris was watching his own hand, flushed to the ears, his mouth wet and open, his breath coming quick and shallow, his free hand gone down between his own thighs to squeeze himself hard at the base as if he couldn’t help it.
“Okay?”
Harris checked in, sliding up to brush damp hair off Troy’s forehead, his fingers still buried and unmoving. His touch there was so gentle that Troy nearly came apart at it.
“Yes.”
Troy gritted his teeth on the word, and Harris’s other palm spread warm on his stomach.
“Tell me. Tell me how it feels.”
He kissed the corner of Troy’s mouth while he waited, and then the whole of it, slow and deep.
“It’s. It’s a lot.”
Troy moaned into the pillow. Harris froze, fingers and all.
“Do you want me to stop?”
Harris didn’t move a muscle.
“No. God, no.”
Troy’s head turned on the pillow, and Harris slid back down to put his lips to the inside of Troy’s thigh.
“Slower, then?”
He murmured into the skin there.
“No, I want …”
Troy didn’t get any further than that.
Then Harris crooked his fingers, just so, and pressed up, firm, against something inside him that lit Troy up like the goal light, a hot, bright jolt that shot straight up his cock and out to the ends of his fingers, and he forgot the end of the sentence entirely. A cry broke from him, raw and cracked, and he only just got the quilt between his teeth in time. Fuck. Fuck. So that was what all the fuss was about. Jesus Christ. Harris did it again, slower, rubbing a small, firm circle there, and Troy’s cock jerked against his stomach and dribbled a long, clear liquid onto it, as his thighs fell open wider on the quilt without his say-so.
There was a short silence while he remembered how lungs worked. Harris drew his fingers out, slowly, and Troy felt every bit of the leaving: the drag over his rim, and then a strange, cool emptiness, his hole clenching on nothing, slick and loosened and aching to be filled again. Then a kiss, a very soft puff of breath across his heated, flushed rim.
“I’ll always do it right. For you. Look at me.”
Harris reassured him with such plain certainty that it undid something in Troy’s chest. He looked. Harris loomed over him, lamp-gold and flushed, glasses off at last and folded on the windowsill, hair on end, eyes steady. In his hand was the foil packet, already torn. Troy watched him roll the condom down over himself, slow, a little clumsy, his soft belly curving over his thick, flushed cock, and slick himself with more lube, and nearly came from the sight alone. A low, rough groan rolled out of him, and Harris’s breath stuttered at the sound of it.
Harris rested one hand steady on Troy’s hip and leaned down to kiss him, long and deep, the taste of Troy still on his tongue. He moaned into it, small and shy, as if the sound had surprised him.
“Ready?”
The question was hardly more than a warm breath against Troy’s mouth.
“Yes.”
Troy breathed back, and Harris nipped his lip, warmly bossy.
“Say it, then. Ask me.”
He held there, waiting.
“Harris. Please.”
Troy begged, raw and needy, their eyes locked.
“That’s it. That’s mine.”
First there was the head of him, blunt and slick. It felt so much bigger than two fingers, pressing against his rim and resting there, hot even through the latex. Harris leaned in. The pressure built and built, Troy’s body locking tight against it on pure instinct, until Harris’s thumb rubbed one small circle on his hip and Troy breathed out, and on the out-breath he gave. His rim stretched wide and then wider round the thick crown, and then it slipped past all at once, and Troy’s mouth fell open on a noise he didn’t have a name for.
Then it went in slowly, an inch, then another, a hot, tight stretch that burned, then didn’t, then burned again, the thick drag of him opening Troy up from the inside, and filled him in a way nothing ever had. He felt it in his belly. He felt it behind his fucking navel. When Harris’s hips came flush at last, soft and warm and heavy against the backs of his thighs, Troy could feel him throbbing inside him, a thick, steady pulse, and he couldn’t have said whose it was.
Troy gripped the quilt in both fists, a long, broken groan dragging up out of his chest; he forgot his own name. Harris’s weight settled over him, forehead dropping to Troy’s collarbone, breath shaking out of him in little whimpering huffs. He murmured the whole time, and every word of it went straight down Troy’s spine.
“You’re doing so well. You’re taking me so well. Oh, Troy. Oh, you feel …”
He never finished. He kissed Troy’s collarbone instead, and his throat, and his jaw, and then his mouth, slow and wet and shaking.
“Harris…”
The low, hissed moan flowed from deep in his throat as his fingers dug into Harris’s shoulder, and Harris shook against him, holding himself still by what looked like sheer will, a thin, strained whine leaking from between his teeth.
“Wait. Wait for me. Just a second.”
His heart was going hard enough that Troy felt it through both their chests, the quick, bright tick of it right against his own sternum, and the worry cut straight through the haze, sharp and cold.
“Heart.”
Troy got the question out, rough but firm, one hand coming up to the side of Harris’s neck, two fingers on the pulse there the way he’d learned.
Harris’s mouth opened, and nothing came out but a breathless huff; the stammer had his tongue, and he shook his head at himself, laughing, and patted Troy’s chest twice instead. Fine. We can keep going. Then, when he got the words back:
“F…fine. It’s fine. It’s just you. You do that to it.”
Troy let out a shaky breath that was nearly a laugh, his fingers still on that pulse. He nodded; he couldn’t finish any words at all. He turned his head and kissed the first part of Harris he could reach, the side of his neck. Sweet apple, warm and clean, the smell of him filling Troy’s senses.
Troy held on, his muscular thighs trembling where they were wrapped around those wide hips. Every small shift of Harris’s weight moved inside him. His body kept clenching down around the thickness of him, fluttering, learning it, the burn sinking into a deep, full ache that made his cock twitch against the soft curve of Harris’s belly.
“So good. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
Troy broke and finally begged into his neck.
“I won’t, lovely. I won’t.”
Harris promised with a kiss to his mouth, and began to move.
It started as a slow, deep, rocking glide, Harris drawing back an inch or two, the drag of it tugging at his rim, then pressing home again until his belly was soft and warm against Troy’s. With every shift of those generous hips, something tightened in Troy’s belly, low and hot. Harris was careful. Harris was tender. He angled his body, adjusted, felt for the place, kissing Troy’s lips, jaw, his throat, the hinge of his shoulder, between every slow roll. He found it on the third thrust, the thick head of him dragging right over that spot inside, and Troy saw white. A sound tore out of his throat that was never going to stay inside that room. Harris gasped at it, a startled, delighted hitch, and his hips stuttered.
“There it is. There you are.”
Harris panted, hot on his cheek, and Troy gasped a broken fuck with his head thrown back against the pillows.
“Mouth, Troy. Quiet. Kiss me.”
He kissed him. It was the only thing that could have held him. A sloppy, open-mouthed, shaking kiss; Harris swallowed every sound that came out of him, the groans and the whimpers and the hoarse half-swears, and gave him back soft, breathless little moans of his own. He rocked harder, deeper, sweat slicking the skin between them so that they slid together, the quilt rucking up under Troy’s back, the soft weight of his belly dragging against Troy’s cock on every stroke, then one hand slid between them to take hold of it properly, slick, firm, sure.
The valve ticked in the cage of his chest, quick and bright and steady, and Troy could feel it against his own skin. Troy lay under him, held, filled, loved. He felt every wall he’d ever built come down, brick by fucking brick, and Harris knew where every support was.
“I’ve got you. I’ve got you. Let go.”
Harris breathed against his mouth, and his hand found Troy’s, fingers lacing tight.
“I can’t…”
The words tore loose from Troy in a choke, his voice gone to a hoarse sob, every inch of him shaking.
“You can. I’m here. Let go, lovely. I’ve got you.”
Harris kissed the words into his mouth, one at a time, his voice gone husky and frayed and catching on each of them.
It tore through him all at once, from the base of his spine to the crown of his head. His balls drew up tight. His whole body went taut round the cock inside him, and his heels dug into the backs of Harris’s thighs.
He came like a dam breaking, his cock jerking in Harris’s fist, spilling hot in long, thick pulses over his knuckles and Troy’s own stomach, up as far as his chest, every pulse clenching him down so hard around the thickness inside him that Harris cried out. The muffled cry went into Harris’s mouth. Harris groaned, a deep, broken, helpless sound that Troy felt rumble through his chest and into his own. He snapped his hips once, twice, buried his face in Troy’s neck, and came with a long, trembling gasp, and Troy felt it, every heavy throb of him swelling and jerking deep inside, the heat of it through the thin latex, Harris’s hips grinding in tight and small as if he could get closer still. It was heavy and hot. It left them both wrung out, shaking, in a small room, under an old lamp.
Neither of them moved for a good while. Troy could still feel him inside, softening by slow degrees, and his own body gave small, helpless aftershock clenches round him that made Harris whimper into his neck each time. The come on his belly was cooling, sticky, pressed between them; Harris’s skin was slick with sweat and stuck to his wherever they touched. The lamp hummed; somewhere below, a pipe knocked twice, then settled. Harris’s heartbeat ticked against Troy’s chest, fast at first, then slowing, a small clever clock keeping time for them both.
“Oh. That was … I don’t have a word. I think I’m broken. I think I need to lie here for the rest of my life.”
Harris moaned eventually, limp, laughing weakly, his breath warm on Troy’s collarbone.
“Fine by me.”
Troy whispered with one hand on Harris’s back. The skin there was damp and warm, the spine a gentle ridge under his palm. Harris lifted his head to look at him.
“Are you all right? Troy?”
His eyes were searching, already worried.
Troy found, to his own surprise, that he was crying.
Nothing dramatic. Just a slow leak at the corners of his eyes, running down into his ears. That was what happened, apparently, when you’d been braced for fucking years; you forgot how to stop. He didn’t try to stop it. He lifted one trembling hand, put it on the back of Harris’s head, and held him there, and kissed him, gentle as you like.
“I’m fine.”
He swallowed against Harris’s mouth.
“Troy.”
Harris pushed, gently, with only that, his eyes searching Troy’s face. Those green eyes missed nothing. They never had.
“I’m happy.”
Troy whispered, tears running into his ears.
Harris’s lip trembled, and a very small oh came out of him. He lifted his head. He took Troy’s face in both hands, thumbs on his wet cheeks, and kissed him, gently, over and over. Each kiss landed somewhere new: an eyelid, his chin, the tip of his nose.
“I know. I know you are. Me too. So happy. Stay. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”
He eased out of him with a murmured apology at Troy’s wince, slow, the long, slick slide of it leaving him hollow and loose and aching, his rim tender and twitching in the cool air. He knotted the condom and dropped it in the little wicker bin. He went to the bathroom across the landing and came back with a warm flannel and a glass of water. He cleaned Troy slowly, without a word, the cloth warm and rough, each stroke careful over the tender places, the way Troy had learned to do for him in the West End. Troy lay there and let himself be tended. He couldn’t have lifted a hand if the house had been on fire.
Harris wiped his belly, his thighs, his hand, and lower, between his cheeks, over the tender, swollen rim of him, so gently that Troy’s breath hitched. He dried him with the corner of a towel. He held the glass to Troy’s mouth until he drank half of it, and drank the rest himself, and swallowed one of the tablets from the little case in his washbag with it, because it was that time. He pressed a kiss to the point of each hip as he went, quick and absent, without even thinking about it. Troy shifted onto his side to let him in and felt it everywhere, a deep, sweet ache low in his belly and at the base of his spine, a stretched soreness that pulsed in time with his heart. He’d feel it on the drive home. He hoped he would. Then he crawled in under the quilt, gathered Troy in, and pulled his head down onto his chest.
The tick. Faint and bright, over a slow, steady thump, right under his ear.
“Heart.”
Troy mumbled into his skin.
“Fine. Perfect. Go to sleep.”
Harris kissed his hair, and his arm tightened around him. His hand moved in his hair, slow, in the same patient rhythm as the tick.
🏒💛🏒
He woke at some hour of the small morning, the lamp still on, a weight on his chest.
It was a big, black, warm weight with yellow eyes. Ursula had arrived, by some feat of burglary, through a door that had been locked. She sat square on his sternum, kneading the quilt with all four paws, staring into his face with grave attention.
“No.”
Troy whispered at her, stern and not even slightly convincing.
She purred, a deep, rattling engine of a purr that he felt right through his ribs.
“You’re not allowed. This isn’t happening. I was told you hate everyone.”
He tried, weakly, to explain it to her. The cat didn’t give a single fuck. Ursula turned round once, lay down on his heart, and shut her eyes. Her fur was thick and faintly dusty, and tickled his chin.
Beside him, Harris was asleep, curled on his side. One arm was flung across Troy’s waist; the quilt was up to his ear. One foot stuck out of the end of the bed. His mouth was a little open. His hair was a catastrophe; a single strand lay across his bare, creased eyelid. Troy wanted to kiss that eyelid. He did, the lightest brush, and Harris sighed and burrowed closer without waking.
From downstairs came the soft, distant, cheerful clatter of a family getting breakfast ready. A clock struck; a dog barked once in affection. The whistle of a kettle and the hiss of a frying pan came up the narrow stairs, and Troy’s stomach rumbled.
It made him think of Ilya at the stove on a team breakfast morning, flipping pancakes one-handed with Levi on his hip, sleepy and trusting as the little boy steered the spatula with both small hands wrapped around Ilya’s huge wrist, and Shane wandering in half asleep in one of Ilya’s T-shirts and walking straight into his husband’s back like a homing pigeon, face buried between those shoulder blades, while Ilya reached back without looking and pulled him round to the front and tucked him in against his side as well.
Both of them on one hip and one arm, and the pancakes still getting flipped. Luca had come in a minute later, rumpled and yawning, and without a word Shane had held out his free arm, and the kid had walked into it, and that had been all three of them wrapped around the big Russian at the stove, clinging on, and Ilya grinning over the tops of their heads. Troy had been sitting at the island with Harris beside him. He remembered Harris’s hand finding his under the counter, and squeezing, hard. He hadn’t known then what it meant. He thought he knew now.
Troy lay on his back in a too-small bed with a cat on his chest, a man in his arms, a sheep on the wall and an orchard outside. He didn’t even think to move, did not want to. He had no reason in the world to.
Somewhere a long way north and east of here, he thought, there was a glass house on a lake with all of them asleep in it. Levi under his jellyfish lamp. Luca curled up against Adrien. Shane with his cold feet tucked between Ilya’s calves, the way the whole team knew he liked it, because Ilya had told them, at length, with a pained expression, in the middle of a video review. Anya across the bottom of the bed and Yuki sprawled across the pillows. Out, all of them. Asleep in a house with the curtains open. No one in it afraid of being seen.
He thought, quite clearly: I’m going to tell them.
Not today. Not this month. But the thought came to him without fear, plain and certain, and settled warm in his chest. He was going to stand up, with Harris beside him holding the speech cards, and say it. In his own words. At his own pace. When he did, there’d be a farmhouse in Ottawa where someone would cry into a dish towel. There’d be a team in Boston who would already be planning the banner, and Cliff would want to be in charge of it, and no one would let him.
There’d be a glass mansion on a lake where Shane would text him that he was proud of him and mean it, and Ilya would clap him on the back hard enough to dislocate something. Luca would draw him something that could have been sold in a gallery, and little Levi would make a rule and maybe even smile at him. And one day, if he didn’t fuck it up, and he wasn’t going to, there’d be a ring, and a kitchen with a table big enough for everyone, and a second dog, and maybe, maybe, someone small at that table who’d grow up thinking all of this was normal. Someone who’d launch themselves off the kerb without looking. Someone he’d catch.
Mine, he thought. It’s going to be mine.
The cat purred; Harris snuffled into his shoulder. Somewhere below, a voice called up the stairs.
“Harris! Troy! Breakfast, boys!”
A chorus of dogs took up the cry. Harris stirred and flung one arm up over his face.
“Five more minutes, Mom.”
He pleaded into the pillow.
Troy grinned at the ceiling, at the sign over the bed, at the whole ridiculous, wonderful, bloody room.
“Five more minutes.”
Troy agreed, and kissed the top of those lovely ginger strands
He closed his eyes. Under his cheek, the small, bright, clever tick went on, steady as a watch, keeping time for them both.
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  Chapter 85 Part 2. The Cottage
Shane POV
The Jeep had been sitting waiting since the wedding.
Shane saw it the moment the car turned the last corner: a sensible, slightly dusty black Cherokee parked under its cover at the side of the long gravel drive, right where he had left it, nose to the pines like a patient dog. Shane’s chest went warm and a bit ridiculous at the sight of it. Most of a year. Most of a fucking year. Hockey summers weren’t that long in the first place, and they were even shorter when your team went and took the Cup, thank you very much. No early finishes for them, and no break in April either; they’d had two extra months of playoff hockey instead, a parade, a legal war and a 7-year-old learning what a home was. And now, finally, this.
It was Friday, two days after Sam Winchester had tucked the last folder under his arm and walked out of their kitchen. The whole legal mess lay a long day’s journey behind them in a Boston filing cabinet: colour-coded, cross-referenced and, for the first time in a year, closed. Shane had shaded the final tab of the spreadsheet himself. He had turned it green. Fucking finally. Then he had sat and looked at the green for a full minute before going to be sick, very neatly, in the downstairs bathroom. Probably not the normal way to celebrate winning. Ilya had held the back of his neck anyway and not made one single joke about it, the bastard, which had almost been worse.
He drove down the track through the pines at a crawl, partly out of respect for the suspension and partly because he could feel himself wanting to slow down and take it in. His shoulders had been up around his ears since about bloody October; he could feel them starting, one notch at a time, to come down.
Beside him, Ilya sat with one hand loose on the console, blond curls squashed flat on one side where he had leaned against the window for most of Ontario. Shane had been stealing glances at the broad line of his shoulder for hours. Ocean-blue eyes, half shut against the sun. The gold cross glinting at his open collar. That low accent murmuring along to the radio, ever so slightly off-key and utterly unbothered about it. Christ, he was gorgeous. His husband. After everything, after Montreal and the leak and the lawyers and the whole fucking circus, still a small, unbelievable miracle who sat in his passenger seat and stole his sunglasses.
“Are we nearly there?”
The question came from the back seat, in the small, careful voice Levi used when he wanted something badly and didn’t yet trust himself to want it out loud. He had been strapped into his booster seat for the best part of a day, with two stops for Anya to get out and see to her business and for all the rest of them to stretch their legs. Sharky sat in his lap; one hand was knotted in Anya’s ruff where she sprawled across the other half of the seat.
In all those hours he hadn’t complained once. He had been good. Too good, the anxious, careful kind of good that broke Shane’s heart and that he couldn’t for the life of him tell him to stop. It was rarer now than it had been in the spring, much rarer; at home Levi climbed on whoever was nearest and argued sweetly about bedtimes and informed Cliff, very seriously, that he was wrong about fish. But long journeys and new places still brought it back, for a while, until he had checked that everyone he loved had come too. No one could blame him for that. At the last stop, Ilya had crouched by the open door and run a hand over that long black braid, kissed the top of Levi’s head and then the top of Anya’s, and stood up again with his eyes gone sad and knowing.
Shane glanced at the rear-view mirror and found his son’s ocean-blue eyes already waiting in it, so exactly his Otousan’s that it still caught him like a hit he hadn’t seen coming, and let the smile reach his own.
“Very nearly, Lyovushka.”
He eased off until the car was barely moving at all, the gravel popping under the tyres.
“Look through the trees on the right. Wait for it. Wait… there!”
The pines opened.
It always happened all at once; that was the whole bloody point. Shane had worked it out with the architect on the second day of drawings, when he was 21 and twitchy and had brought a binder. They had drawn the drive in dozens of different curves until he found the one that hid the water until the last possible moment, and then he had made them draw it again, just to be fucking sure. Now the trees fell away. Light poured through the gap. The lake lay beneath the afternoon sun, long and blue and so still that the opposite shore hung upside down in it, every dark spire of pine copied out perfectly. At the top of the slope stood the house, long, low and glass-fronted, its roof slanted to catch the light, a wall of honey-coloured cedar glowing gold in the sun. Gulls turned over the water below it, small and white.
Levi gasped.
It was a small, delighted noise, pulled straight out of him before he could think better of it. He pressed both palms to the window. Sharky slid off his lap into the footwell. Ilya twisted around in the passenger seat, reached all the way back with one long arm and scooped the shark up off the floor. He held it up over his shoulder, perfectly serious.
“Sharky does not like to be on the floor.”
He waited there, arm stretched out, shoulder jammed against the headrest, until Levi took the plushie from him. All that size, those huge warm hands, and he waited like that. Patient. Gentle. It undid Shane every single time, and honestly, it was very fucking inconvenient.
“Thank you, Otousan.”
Levi whispered, gathering the shark into both arms. He didn’t look at it. He was staring, wide-eyed and breathless, at the huge glass windows, the water, the great pale sweep of the sky.
“That’s a cottage?”
The question came out of him on a breath, his nose still pressed to the glass and fogging it.
Shane’s mouth twitched; he pulled in beside the Jeep, cut the engine and let the silence of the woods settle around the car before he answered. He knew exactly what was coming. He knew exactly who was going to deliver it, too: the smug bastard.
Ilya’s full mouth had already curled up into that sexy little smirk, the one Shane had been weak for since he was 17 and had very much not wanted to be.
“Cottage.”
He took it slowly, of course, rolling every consonant around his mouth, slow and savouring. Then he turned his head and looked at Shane with such innocent, glowing, wicked delight that Shane felt the heat start at the base of his throat and climb. Blue eyes crinkled at the corners; Shane could have drawn that face from memory. He had, once, in the margin of a playbook, and then burnt the page in a Montreal sink. Shane at 20 had been a fucking mess.
“It’s a cottage.”
Shane’s sniff was as haughty as he could make it, which wasn’t very haughty at all with pink rising across his cheekbones and his freckles standing out.
“It’s a lakeside summer residence, and in this part of the country, that is what we have always called it.”
He lifted his chin and stared very hard through the windscreen, as if the pines might back him up. The pines, the bloody traitors, didn’t.
“Five thousand square feet.”
Ilya murmured, all innocence. One hand slid across the console and curled around Shane’s thigh, warm and entirely proprietary. Shane wouldn’t have moved it for anything in the world.
“Ilyusha…”
It was meant to be his warning voice. It sounded a lot more like begging. Shit.
“Four bedrooms. A pool table. A gym with a wall of windows. A kitchen with an island like an aircraft carrier.”
Ilya rolled out the inventory with lip-smacking relish, ticking the items off on the fingers of his free hand while his thumb rubbed lazily back and forth over the seam of Shane’s jeans.
“It’s a cottage!”
Shane insisted, a little desperately. Then he found that he was laughing, because Ilya had begun to shake silently against the headrest like a man trying not to laugh in church.
“Very pretty. So pretty when you are angry at your own design. Lyubimyy.”
Ilya grinned at him and made a great show of wiping one eye. He reached over and brushed the sensitive tip of Shane’s ear, the nearer one.
Shane’s face went hot. The bastard. From the back seat, small and clear and astonished, Levi’s voice cut straight through it.
“But Otousan, it’s a house.”
He made his case with the devastating, unanswerable reasonableness of a 7-year-old, one small finger pressed to the glass as if that settled the matter. Well, shit. There was no arguing with that.
Behind them a car door thumped, and a voice Shane would have known anywhere came floating over the gravel.
“It’s a cottage with ambitions.”
Their second car had pulled in behind, Adrien at the wheel. Luca stood beside it now with his arms wrapped around himself, grinning in the sun like a kid let out of school. Adrien came around the bonnet behind him, bigger than the door he had just shut, with Yuki’s carrier hooked in one hand; from inside it came a low, continuous, aristocratic grumble. He put his free arm around Luca’s shoulders without even looking. Luca leaned straight into him. The ring on his finger caught the sun.
Shane looked away before he got caught looking. He had done a lot of looking away from those two this year. It was very good for his bloody character. There was a wedding coming, after all. Ilya had absolutely fucking not made his peace with that yet. Shane already had a binder for it anyway. A small one. Mostly tabs.
The suitcases came out of the boot last. Adrien took one in his other hand; Luca slung both rucksacks over his shoulders and grabbed the second, less overfull-looking suitcase. When he straightened up, Ilya was eyeing that case with one eyebrow raised: the zip was straining at every single tooth. Luca smiled, a little sheepish, a little pink about the ears.
“Well, it’s only closed in the first place because Adrien sat on it.”
Shane laughed out loud, the sound warm and delighted in his chest. Adrien, not sorry in the slightest, flexed.
Then the Cub’s handsome face lit up, intrigued and hopeful.
“Has it really got a pool table?”
Ilya nodded, the smirk back in full force.
“It has, Cub. And will beat you on it as many times as you like.”
Adrien spluttered and ducked his head, his ears going red. Luca gave his arm a small, fond squeeze, and Adrien’s storm-cloud grey eyes found him, helpless and grateful and so full of love it was almost embarrassing to stand next to. Luca’s smile deepened. Shane could read that smile from 20 feet away; he had worn one very like it himself, once, at 19, and still caught himself wearing it in the kitchen. It was the smile of someone who couldn’t quite believe that this huge, gentle man blushed over a pool table, and could believe even less that he got to keep him.
“Is bar too, Adrien.”
Ilya nudged the dark-haired young man’s shoulder with his own as he went past with the cool box, and waggled his eyebrows.
“There’s a bar. It’s a very small bar.”
Shane felt obliged to point that out, and shook his head at the pair of them. No one listened; they didn’t have to listen, not here at the lake. It was one of his favourite things about it.
Ilya had already gone around to the back door. Shane watched him unbuckle the booster straps with those careful fingers, one clip at a time, the way he did everything for Levi, and then just lift. Levi went up and over in one smooth swing and landed on his Otousan’s shoulders with a squeak, hands diving straight into the blond curls.
From up there, he could see the whole lake.
Shane watched his son see it. He watched the small mouth fall open, watched Ilya tip his head back to grin up at him and get a curl tugged for his trouble. Ilya only laughed, wrapped one hand around a skinny ankle and turned a slow circle on the gravel so that Levi could take in every bit of it: the water, the dock, the pines, the long glass house blazing gold in the sun. Anya bounced around his legs barking her head off at the lake, the trees, the gulls and the gravel. Yuki, still in her carrier, lodged a formal objection to all of it.
Then Ilya came back around the car with Levi riding high, and his free hand found Shane’s hip, like always. He pulled him in and kissed his hair, right there on the drive in broad daylight, and Shane leaned into it and didn’t look around once to see who might be watching. Not anymore.
No one was. That was the point of the place. But he wouldn’t have looked even if they had been. Not any more.
There had been years of looking around. Years of hands dropped the second a door opened, of separate cars and separate hotels and a ring on a chain under his shirt, of kissing his husband goodbye in a basement car park and then driving around the block twice so they wouldn’t arrive together. He had been so fucking good at it. He had been the best in the league at it, frankly; he had colour-coded the bloody thing. And now here he was in the sun on his own drive with Ilya’s hand on his hip and their son on Ilya’s shoulders, and the whole world knew, and the whole fucking world could go and get stuffed.
He wanted to show them off. That was the truth of it, the thing he would never have admitted at 21 with his binder labelled ‘for the future’. He didn’t think that was so terrible, not any more. He wanted every person he had ever met to see this. His husband. His boys. His family, loud and mostly likely to be sunburnt pretty soon and all his.
Luca came around the bonnet with the rucksacks still dangling off both shoulders and walked straight into Shane’s side, no invitation needed. A year ago he would have hovered first; he would have waited at a polite distance with his hands pulled up into his sleeves until someone noticed him and held out an arm, and even then he would have looked faintly astonished to be let in. Now he just came, and tucked his face into Shane’s chest for a second, and breathed out. Shane got an arm around him and squeezed and pressed a kiss into those fair, wind-tangled waves, and breathed in vanilla and almond, warm and rumpled from the long drive.
“Hi, Kaasan.”
Luca mumbled into his collar, pink-cheeked and pleased with himself for no reason at all.
“Only got lost twice. And one of those was the satnav’s fault.”
Adrien made his confession cheerfully to the gravel, with the air of a man fully expecting to be handed a medal.
Ilya reached over Shane’s head with his free hand and ruffled Luca’s hair until it stood up in tufts, ignoring the indignant squawk entirely.
“Lukasha. You are home.”
Ilya announced, vastly satisfied, as if he had arranged the lake personally. He leaned down and kissed the top of Luca’s head. Adrien was standing there looking hopeful and slightly lost with a cat in one hand, so Ilya reached out, put his palm on the back of the Cub’s neck and squeezed, once. Adrien went bright red and grinned so wide his eyes crinkled shut.
Shane stood in the middle of all of them, his husband’s hand on his hip and his eldest tucked into his side and his youngest drumming his heels on Ilya’s collarbones, and thought: this. This is what the cottage was built for.
🏒💛🏒
His husband’s laughter, low and rich and not even slightly sorry, rolled across the drive. Shane let it wash over him. Warmth spread through his chest and his cheeks heated with their usual, traitorous blush, freckles and all. He thought, not for the first time, that he would put up with any amount of teasing in the world for that sound. He stole a glance sideways: shoulders shaking, the gold cross swinging free of his collar. Handsome hardly covered it. It really wasn’t fair for one man to be that big and that beautiful. Shane had thought about it a lot. He had a whole list.
His parents’ cottage was a mere 10 minutes away through the trees, across the bay. It was a much more traditional cottage, charmingly more rustic, with a back deck of knotty pine, old and slightly mismatched wooden chairs, and a wood stove that smoked like hell whenever the wind came from the east. Shane had spent two weeks of every summer there from the time he could walk. God, he loved it, with an unreasoning, aching, childlike love: the squeak of the third stair, his mother’s sunhat on the hook, his father’s crossword left open on the arm of a chair.
He had never been able to be properly alone in it. Not alone the way he had needed to be, at least, with the door shut and the mask off and no one’s eyes on him. So at 21, with his first big contract signed, he had come back to the same lake. He had the careful, stubborn, secretive instincts of a young man who had learned that nowhere was safe unless he built it himself. He found the one quiet bay where the shore ran private for half a mile. He drew up his own place from the foundations. A cottage no one else could see into. A home he could close the door on. A cottage with space in it. All his, clean, quiet space, with nothing yet to fill it, and a little voice in the back of his head that he had refused to listen to, wondering who the fuck all those bedrooms were for.
He had wanted it all, even then. He could admit that now. A husband he could kiss on a dock in daylight. A name he didn’t have to hide. Children’s boots by the door. He had just never let himself believe, not even for a second, that a man like him was allowed it.
He had never, until this very moment, imagined it this full.
🏒💛🏒
It took them the better part of two hours to unload.
It might have taken 40 minutes, but Levi wanted to be shown everything. Every room required a pause on the threshold and a long, careful look into each corner, like a goalie checking his posts. Then a hand slipped into Shane’s. A long breath. A very small “Can I?” before he would step inside. Shane let him; he never hurried him. He answered every question with the same steady, patient yes, and he kept his own hand loose and warm around those small, thin fingers. By the third room, the grip had begun to slacken. Shane noted that too, in the column where he kept the good things.
The great room came first. It rose two storeys to a beamed ceiling, the whole lake framed in glass at one end. The leather sectional sprawled across the middle in a vast L, with about 40 plaid cushions in red, green and black scattered all over it in soft, lopsided heaps. Anya shot through the door past their legs; she took one leap onto the nearest cushion, turned around three times and flopped down with a groan of pure bliss. Levi laughed out loud, a bright, startled sound. Shane caught it and filed it away in the secret, treasured place where he kept those sounds, next to the first “Kaasan” and the first time Levi had asked for seconds.
Then the kitchen, with its huge pale island that could seat six and very possibly land a small plane. Then the long room beside it with the pool table, a great antique thing nearly a hundred years old, its green baize still sealed under a dust sheet, and the bar in the corner with its little brass rail, which was in fact very small, as Shane had pointed out, and which no one was going to admit. Then the gym, with a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked straight down the slope to the water. Adrien and Luca both made the same small noise of pure awe at the same moment and then looked at each other and grinned. Levi crept in after them with his curiosity winning by inches and his hands held close, like a visitor in a museum.
“Is this where you and Otousan get stronger?”
The question came in a whisper as he tipped his head right back to look up at Shane. Shane crouched so that their eyes were level.
“It is. And you can come in whenever you like, if someone’s with you. There are rules about the heavy weights, though, Lyovushka.”
He kept his voice warm and level; this mattered, and he wasn’t going to rush it.
“Rules are fine. I like rules.”
Levi agreed at once, with the smallest smile.
Something in Shane’s chest gave, like lake ice in March. His boy liked rules. God help them all, his boy liked rules, and Shane could have wept at the sheer, ridiculous rightness of it. He pressed his lips to the top of that dark head and breathed in sweet pear, warm and sleepy from the car.
“I know you do. Come and see your room.”
The big single bedroom was at the end of the first corridor, tucked in beside one of the bathrooms, with a pitched ceiling and a window that looked straight out at the lake. Shane had been waiting for weeks to see his son’s face when he saw it. He had been shipping things up from Boston by courier since May, with a secrecy and a tracking spreadsheet that had made even Ilya raise his eyebrows and mutter blyat under his breath.
There was a quilt on the bed in deep teal, covered in whales and turtles, with little curling waves around the edges. There was a rug shaped like a manta ray, soft and grey and deep enough to lose your toes in. Four different plush sharks stood on the shelf in height order, with a space left in the middle for Sharky. A little blue lamp in the shape of a jellyfish sat on the nightstand. From the ceiling, turning slowly on a thread of fishing line, hung a mobile of paper seahorses that Luca had stayed up until two in the morning folding, swearing at them in German (Scheiße, mostly, and a few words about paper that Shane hadn’t known Luca knew).
Levi stood in the doorway for an age. Shane couldn’t tell whether he liked it, and it was killing him. Sunlight lay across the rug in a warm, pale square.
He didn’t make a single sound; his hand had tightened in Shane’s. His breath had begun to come short and quick. He took one step into the room, then another. Slowly, he turned on the spot with his arms wrapped around the shark, taking in the whole of it.
“All of it is mine?”
His eyes were so wide when he turned, damp and glassy.
“All of it is yours, Lyovushka.”
Shane dropped to his knees on the manta ray and opened his arms. Levi all but fell into them and held on like a swimmer reaching the ladder.
“We all chose it together. Luca did the seahorses. Adrien found the manta ray. Your Otousan picked the sharks. Even Anya picked something. That pink ball.”
Shane whispered into his son’s beautiful dark hair.
He laughed, a little unsteadily, and pressed his cheek to the top of that small head.
“It’s the best room. It’s the best room in the whole… in all the whole world.”
Levi’s little chest hitched; the tiny, muffled voice came out from somewhere in Shane’s shoulder.
The unsteady little voice gave out altogether, thinning to a wobble and then to nothing at all. Behind them, in the corridor, a sound that might have been Luca clearing his throat to hide a sniffle came and went. A large hand settled on Shane’s shoulder. Ilya had got down on the other side of the manta ray.
He didn’t speak, not at first. Over Levi’s head, his ocean-blue eyes found Shane’s, wet and warm, and he mouthed one word at him: lioness. Then he laid one broad palm against Levi’s back and kept it there. Levi shifted, turned in the circle of the two of them, and wedged himself with great determination into the narrow gap between them.
There he stayed.
They spent the rest of the afternoon in that room, making the bed.
It was a ridiculous, wonderful, slow job. Every plushie had to be placed just right; every pillow had to be tried and rearranged. The jellyfish lamp had to be switched on and off 11 times, until Levi was satisfied that it went blue in the dark, and then off again, and then on, for the pure pleasure of it. Luca and Adrien, summoned to help, spent 20 minutes hanging a string of little paper stars across the window, stars Levi had folded himself in the car. Adrien held the chair steady; Luca perched on it with a pin in his mouth, giving orders in German words that Adrien obeyed instantly and without understanding half of them. A gentle, muddled hum of voices filled the room. Someone dropped the tape, and everyone laughed.
Shane sat on the floor with his back against the wall, Anya’s warm weight laid across his legs, and watched his family arrange a shelf of sharks. He honestly couldn’t remember the last time he had sat on a floor with nowhere to be and nothing to fix. Years, probably.
Yuki had followed the noise upstairs, as she followed all noise she felt required her personal input. She conducted a slow, suspicious inspection of the room from the doorway. She sniffed the manta ray. She sniffed the four plush sharks in turn, then gave Sharky’s empty space on the shelf a long, narrow, judging look.
At last she stalked across the teal quilt, tail high, the faint hitch in her gait only making her more regal. She turned around once on the exact middle of the pillow Levi had just plumped for the ninth time. Down she went with a thump. Her round blue eyes blinked at the room. It had clearly been made for her alone; as far as Yuki was concerned, everything had.
“That’s Yuki’s now. I’ll have the rest.”
Levi announced in a tone of happy satisfaction, and climbed very carefully onto the other edge of the bed so as not to disturb her.
Shane closed his eyes for a moment and fought, with every scrap of Hollander discipline he possessed, to keep the wet gathering at their corners where it was. Oh, hell.
“You are crying.”
Ilya’s voice stirred his hair and brushed the bare, vulnerable slope of his neck. He had come to sit beside him, close enough that their shoulders pressed together. That shoulder was a wall of warm muscle; Shane had been leaning on it, one way or another, for years.
“I’m not crying. I have some dust in my eye. That’s all.”
Shane issued his denial with all the firmness of a captain at a post-game podium. He turned his face into the warm, familiar hollow of Ilya’s neck anyway. Ilya’s arm came around him and pulled him in, solid as the dock. One hand cupped the back of his head. The fleece was soft against Shane’s jaw.
“Of course.”
Ilya agreed, straight-faced, and pressed a kiss into his hair. The scent of him drifted up, sun-warmed skin and sandalwood and that sharp, clean edge of alpine spice that Shane would have known blindfolded in a crowd of thousands. He nuzzled deeper into the fabric and let the familiar, perfect mix of it soak up the tears he was absolutely not crying.
“Pollen. It is very bad in Ontario.”
Ilya’s voice was grave, but Shane felt the rumble of laughter underneath it, against his cheek.
🏒💛🏒
Luca’s room had been saved for last. Shane had made everyone wait until the sharks were in height order and the jellyfish lamp had been tested to Levi’s satisfaction, and then he had led them all down the corridor, Levi on Ilya’s hip, with his heart going like the last minute of a tied game.
It was the big one at the end of the upstairs corridor, with its own small balcony over the water and a bathroom with a window you could see the lake from while you brushed your teeth. Shane had moved the bed so the morning light wouldn’t wake them. He had put in blackout blinds, because Adrien slept like a felled tree and Luca didn’t. And under the window, angled to catch the north light the way the internet and two separate art teachers had assured him was correct, stood a proper drafting table, with a tall stool, a lamp on a jointed arm and a wooden box of pencils graded hard to soft that Shane had spent 40 minutes choosing in a shop in Boston while Ilya held his coat and pretended not to be moved.
A sketchbook sat on top of it. The good kind, with the heavy paper. On the first page, in Ilya’s beautiful cursive, ran the words For Lukasha’s summer. Fill it with whatever you like. Under that, in Shane’s neat, square print: Including the dock. Especially the dock. Love, Kaasan and Otousan.
Luca stood in the doorway.
Then he crossed the room and put one finger on the edge of the table, very lightly, half afraid it would vanish, and opened the sketchbook, and read the first page, and turned around with his face doing the thing it had done the first time Shane had ever called him Lukasha, crumpling and lighting up all at once, laughing and crying both.
He didn’t hover this time. He didn’t wait to be asked. He came straight back across the room and walked into Shane, arms around his waist, face in his chest, and held on. Shane held him right back and rocked him a little, just like he rocked Levi. It didn’t matter one bit that his eldest was 19 and broad through the shoulders; his head still came to Shane’s chest, and he still fitted there perfectly.
“Thank you.”
The words were wet and muffled and in Russian, which was how Shane knew it had come from the very bottom of him.
“You’re welcome, love. Draw us something good.”
Ilya, in the doorway with Levi riding on his hip now, made a low, rumbling sound of deep approval, came in and folded the pair of them into his free arm. For a minute the four of them were one big, warm, lopsided knot in the middle of the room, Levi’s elbow in Shane’s ear and Luca’s hair up Ilya’s nose, until Adrien set the cat carrier down very carefully in the hall.
“Is this a family hug, or a family-family hug?”
The question hovered small and hopeful in the doorway, from a man far too big to sound that uncertain.
Ilya didn’t even turn around; he just held out an arm.
Adrien was in it before the arm had finished extending.
🏒💛🏒
Dinner that first night was pelmeni from the freezer bag Ilya had smuggled up in the cool box, because Ilya wouldn’t hear of anything else for a first night, and a salad Shane made purely so there would be a vegetable on the table and he could sleep. They ate on the deck with the lake turning copper below them. Levi sat on Ilya’s knee instead of on his own chair, which had been the plan from the start, and no one pretended otherwise. He ate his dumplings one at a time off Ilya’s fork with tremendous concentration, dipping each one in sour cream exactly once.
Ilya’s other hand was on Shane’s thigh under the table for the entire meal. Shane let it stay. He covered it with his own and turned the wedding ring around on Ilya’s finger with his thumb, idly, without even thinking about it.
Halfway through, Levi produced a piece of paper.
It had been folded very small and kept in the pocket of his shorts all day. He unfolded it on the table with great ceremony and smoothed out the creases with both palms. Shane recognised his own handwriting on it, and Levi’s careful letters beneath, and the felt-tip whale in the corner. They had written it together at the kitchen table in Boston the week before, because Levi liked to know the rules of a new place before he arrived in it, and Shane, frankly, liked a list.
COTTAGE RULES, it announced at the top, underlined three times.
1. Life jacket on the dock. Always. (Even Otousan.)
2. No swimming without a grown-up.
3. Sunscreen. Every time. No arguing. (This means you, Otousan.)
4. Hats.
5. Do not feed Anya from the table.
6. Yuki is in charge.
7. If you are scared, wake someone up. Any time. Even if it is silly.
And at the bottom, in Ilya’s slanting cursive, added at some point without anyone’s permission:
8. Hugs are compulsory. Many. Ask Otousan.
Levi read it out, slowly and very carefully, in English, for practice. He tripped over compulsory, and Luca whispered to him, and Levi frowned hard at the word, deeply offended by it, then read it again, correctly, very pleased with himself. Then he looked around the table to make sure everyone had understood that these were now the laws of the land, folded it back up and handed it to Shane. Shane accepted it with enormous gravity, kissed the top of his son’s head, and stuck it on the fridge before dessert.
Bath time was chaos, as bath time always was; bedtime after it wasn’t. Bedtime was a ritual, and in the Hollander-Rozanov house rituals were sacred. Levi sat cross-legged on the manta ray in his shark pyjamas with his back against Shane’s knees, smelling like sweet pear, and Shane combed out his damp hair, long and silky and black, the curls straightening under the comb, and braided it for sleep. One long, loose plait, the way Levi liked it, so it wouldn’t tangle on the pillow. No one else was allowed to do this. That wasn’t one of Shane’s rules; it was Levi’s. Luca was permitted to tidy afterwards, and did, tucking a stray wisp behind one little ear with the tip of his finger and earning a sleepy, serious nod of approval that turned his cheeks dark pink all over again.
Then Ilya read.
He read with all the voices, sitting on the floor with his back against the bed, his long legs stretched across half the room, and Levi tucked against his side under the whale quilt. The book was about a hedgehog lost in the fog. Ilya did the hedgehog in a tiny, worried whisper and the owl in a hoot so deep it rattled the jellyfish lamp, and Levi laughed every single time, though he had heard it 40 times and knew exactly when the owl was coming. Luca sat on the end of the bed with his knees pulled up and listened just as hard. Shane leaned in the doorway and watched all three of them in the blue light, and thought that if anyone ever asked him what he had won this year, he wouldn’t say the Cup.
He went down to put the kettle on while Ilya did the tucking in. He was halfway down the stairs when a small, careful voice floated out along the corridor behind him, in English, every letter in its place.
“Good night, Otousan.”
Shane stopped with one hand on the bannister.
Further along the landing, just outside Levi’s door, Luca stood with his own hand pressed flat over his mouth and his eyes huge. Luca had taught him that, quietly, without breathing a word to anyone, the sneaky, soft-hearted little sod. A moment later the bathroom door clicked shut, the tap began to run, and it kept on running. Shane stood on the stairs and listened to it, and didn’t go back up, because some things a man was entitled to do on his own.
Luca came down 20 minutes later and found him on the sectional with Adrien already sprawled at the other end of it, three-quarters asleep. He didn’t hover. He didn’t ask. He lifted Adrien’s head into his lap without waking him, then turned and folded himself into Shane’s side, cold feet tucked under Shane’s thigh just like Levi’s, and let out a long, contented breath. Shane wrapped an arm around him, pressed his cheek to the top of that fair head and stayed.
They watched the lake go dark through the glass. After a while Luca’s breathing slowed and his fingers curled into the front of Shane’s shirt, and Shane sat there not daring to move. He thought about the ring that had caught the sun on the drive, and about the kid who had stood at the back of a tryout rink not two years ago, too thin and too frightened to look anyone in the eye. And now he was engaged, and asleep on Shane like a puppy. Shane found that he was smiling into Luca’s hair like a bloody idiot.
When Ilya came down at last, his eyes rather pink around the edges, he stood and looked at the three of them for a while, at Luca asleep on Shane and Adrien asleep on Luca, and his face went soft. He bent over the back of the sofa and kissed the top of Luca’s head, then Shane’s, then, after a moment’s thought, gave Adrien’s hair a gentle ruffle too.
“My boys.”
He breathed so low that it barely counted as sound, and went to make the tea Shane had abandoned. Then he came back and shooed the pair of them up to bed, Adrien stumbling and Luca yawning, with a hand on each of their backs all the way to the stairs.
🏒💛🏒
By 10 o’clock, the house had stopped making noise.
It happened in stages. First came the last reluctant thumps from the upstairs corridor, then a long argument about teeth that ended in Luca’s low, patient voice. Then the water in the pipes. Then the click of one door, and another. Adrien murmured something and was answered with a muffled laugh. After that, nothing but the tick of the cooling glass and the slow breath of the lake against the shore.
Shane had been up twice. Once to check on Levi, who lay on his back in the middle of the whale quilt with Sharky on his chest and one foot hanging out from under the covers, while Yuki stretched long and black along the pillow beside his head, purring away to herself. Once to let Anya out, and then to stand at the edge of the deck in his socks, with the cold coming up off the water, and look back at the house. Afterwards he had lit the fire pit.
Every window had a light in it.
He had stood there far longer than he meant to.
Now the deck was dark except for the fire pit’s low orange flames and the squares of light the house threw across the boards. Stars were scattered thick over the water, more of them than Boston ever let him see. The cold nipped at his nose and the tips of his ears, and only made the warmth of the blanket and the weight in his lap feel all the sweeter.
Shane sat in the corner of the wide outdoor sofa with his feet up on the footstool. His reading glasses were pushed up into his hair and forgotten. A grey fleece blanket was pulled snug around his shoulders, and Ilya lay across his lap.
He lay the way he lay on every sofa in every house they had ever owned, which was to say all the way. His shoulders and the long muscles of his back stretched over Shane’s thighs. His head was tipped into the crook of Shane’s arm, his legs hung off the far end of the cushions, and his bare feet were propped on the armrest.
He was far too big for it. He didn’t mind in the slightest.
The fleece ran from Shane’s shoulders down over the curve of Ilya’s hip and across his legs. Under it, Ilya’s hand had found Shane’s knee and settled there, one broad thumb rubbing absently back and forth over the cotton. Now and then the palm wandered a few lazy inches up the heavy muscle of Shane’s thigh, checking, Shane was sure, that his favourite property was still where he had left it. Ilya adored those thighs. He announced as much often, loudly and in company, and once, memorably, in front of fucking Coach.
Shane’s fingers were in his hair.
They had been there for 20 minutes. He did it without thinking. He had never been able to keep his hands out of that hair. Not since about the first week. From the forehead back, down into the curls at the neck, over and over, light and lazy. The blond ringlets sprang around his knuckles and slid between his fingers. They were still damp at the roots from the shower, and they smelled like sandalwood and alpine spice, faint and warm and unmistakably Ilya.
Every time Shane’s nails grazed the warm skin behind his ear, Ilya’s eyes closed a little more. A long, contented sigh went all the way through him.
“This is good. It is the best part of the whole day.”
Ilya murmured into the dark in the sleepy, honey-thick accent that came out of him when he was almost asleep.
A hand drifted up, found the glasses forgotten in Shane’s hair and settled them carefully back onto his nose. Ilya studied the effect, deeply satisfied with himself.
“Boring Hollander. Glasses, fleece, kale smoothie in the fridge. So boring. So sexy. You are my favourite thing.”
The words rolled out of him on a low purr, every one of them an endearment, which, from him, they were.
Shane’s cheekbones burned.
“Better than the pollen?”
He drew his thumb along the edge of Ilya’s ear as he put the question, slow, just to feel him shiver.
Ilya’s brow furrowed with great mock seriousness, and he turned his face a little further into Shane’s stomach.
“Pollen is very bad. But it is close. It is very close.”
The concession came only after a good deal of thought, and it rode out of him on a great, put-upon sigh that warmed Shane’s stomach through the fleece.
Shane laughed, a low, soundless breath, careful of the sleeping house. He felt it ripple down through Ilya’s ribs where they pressed against his thighs. Ilya’s mouth curved. He didn’t open his eyes; his lashes lay dark against his cheek. Shane’s ears were still warm; he pushed the glasses back up into his hair so he could see him properly.
For a while, neither of them spoke. A log shifted, and the fire pit hissed and settled with a small, dry sigh; a spark drifted up and died. On the boards by the footstool, Anya rolled over in her sleep and let out a muffled, indignant woof, legs twitching as she chased some dream squirrel through a dream wood. Shane combed his fingers back from Ilya’s forehead, watched a lock spring straight back up again, and had to bite the inside of his cheek.
“He said goodnight in English.”
Ilya’s words were thick and a little rough; they had clearly been sitting in his throat for some time.
Shane’s hand kept moving.
“I know. I heard.”
A pause; Ilya’s fingers tightened on Shane’s knee.
“Luca taught him; I did not know. He stood in the doorway with Sharky, and he pronounced it very carefully. Every letter. ‘Good night, Otousan.’ Then he looked at me to see if it was correct.”
Ilya swallowed; Shane felt it, the bob of his throat against his own wrist.
Shane’s hand stopped mid-stroke in his hair, the curls still wound around his fingers.
“Was it?”
Ilya sighed and melted a little further into his stomach.
“It was perfect. I told him so. Then I went to stand in the bathroom for a while.”
He was talking into the fleece now, half muffled.
Shane bent his head and pressed his mouth to Ilya’s forehead and kept it there, feeling the long breath go out of him.
“I heard the tap running. Ilyusha.”
He kept his voice gentle against the pale skin.
“I was washing my face.”
Ilya didn’t open his eyes. The excuse came out on an indignant huff, warm through the fleece against Shane’s stomach.
Shane let that sit for a second. Somewhere out in the dark, the lake lapped once against the dock.
“For 11 minutes? Really, Ilyusha?”
There was a pause. Ilya pressed his nose more firmly into Shane’s belly, the heat of his mouth seeping through every layer of fabric between them.
“It was a very dirty face.”
Shane felt the low chuckle rattle through him again, damp and helpless. God, he loved this ridiculous man; it was frankly a bit embarrassing how much.
“Do not tell Luca.”
The pout was audible in every sulky syllable.
“Lukasha was outside the door.”
Shane ran his nails over the sensitive spot just below Ilya’s ear as he broke the news, purely to enjoy the shiver and the low groan he got for it.
Ilya didn’t answer that right away. His thumb drew a lazy line over Shane’s knee. Then it slipped under the hem of Shane’s shirt to the silvery marks along his hip, the tiger stripes Ilya had claimed as his own the very first time he saw them, and stroked them, slow and reverent, the way he always did.
“Ah. Nyet.”
Heat bloomed from every pass of those strong fingers; each mark was more sensitive than the last, and Ilya knew every single one of them.
“Then I will say it was the pollen.”
Shane’s face was buried in the curls by then, his shoulders shaking. He drew a long breath, full of sandalwood and alpine spice and his husband’s warm skin, lifted his head, and went back to his slow petting of the silky curls.
His own eyes had gone hazy. It was an old, familiar, wonderful feeling. He had stopped trying to fight it somewhere around the third week of knowing Levi. Ilya had a word for what Shane became around their sons. He used it with such open, shameless admiration that Shane had never found a way to argue.
“I stood out here before… when I let Anya out.”
He paused halfway and had to start again. Ilya made a small, questioning sound in his chest, and his thumb paused in its slow circling on Shane’s hip.
The flames ticked and settled; Shane kept his eyes on them.
“I looked back at the house.”
He wasn’t sure why he was saying it. It seemed like such a small, silly thing to say.
“I used to sit on the dock at night, when I first built this place. I’d come up in the off-season when no one was around, and sit at the end with a mug of tea and look back up the hill. The house was always dark. I never left a light on, because there was no point. All that glass, all black. It looked like it was waiting for someone who wasn’t coming. I told myself that was fine. It was just a house.”
He stopped, and the fire murmured to itself.
Under the blanket, Ilya’s hand slid down from his hip, found Shane’s own and closed around it, rough, warm and strong.
“Tonight, every window had a light in it. Levi’s jellyfish. The landing. Luca and Adrien’s lamp. The kitchen, because someone left it on, which was you, by the way, Ilyusha. I stood on the edge of the deck just to look. That’s a house with people in it. It feels like home, I think.”
His voice shook at the end of it, and he let it.
Ilya turned his head. In the orange glow of the flames, he opened his eyes, those dark ocean-blue eyes, and they were very bright and very steady.
“It is lit because we are in it, Lyubimyy.”
His voice was low and reverent, and a touch rough around the edges.
A log slumped in the pit; Ilya’s gaze didn’t leave his face.
“You built a house for more than one person, sweetheart. It was not a mistake. It was only waiting for us to come and make it fit.”
He lifted their joined hands out from under the blanket and held them against his chest, where Shane could feel the slow, heavy thud of his heart.
Shane had to look at the fire for a minute after that. Fucking hell.
He thought of all those bedrooms he had told himself were for guests. Only Shane fucking Hollander would build a four-bedroom house for one person. He thought of the spare one at the end, which had been empty for 6 years, and which Luca had walked into this afternoon and declared perfect for the ring bearer to stay in “when there is one”, before going dark pink to the tips of his ears and fleeing. He thought of Cliff on the phone last week, very casually, asking whether the dock could take a hundred chairs, hypothetically, Hollzy, no reason, while Victor was audibly in the next room. Weddings. Plural. On his lake. He had wanted that once so badly, for himself, and been so sure it was the one thing he would never be allowed to have, that he had built a whole house around the hole where it should have been.
“That’s very good.”
Shane’s voice came out watery and unsteady.
“Did you practise that in the bathroom?”
Ilya smiled and pressed his mouth to Shane’s knuckles.
“For 11 minutes.”
They sat in the glow a little longer. Shane’s fingers went on moving through the curls, down from the crown and over the curve of the skull, slow and steady, over and over.
🏒💛🏒
Out on the lake, something howled.
It was long, thin and rising, a hollow, wavering note. It slid upward, splintered at its peak into a higher, wilder note, and hung there over the black water, raising every hair on Shane’s arms even though he knew exactly what it was.
Ilya went rigid; his back turned to stone against Shane’s thighs. His hand clamped down on Shane’s knee. He came half up off Shane’s lap before the fleece and gravity dragged him back, wild-eyed as a rookie on his first shift.
“Blyat. Not again…”
He hissed at the dark like a cat with its back up.
Shane’s hand was still on his head. Under his palm, the muscles of Ilya’s scalp were taut as wire. He felt the laugh start somewhere under his ribs.
“It’s a loon.”
Ilya knew this. Shane knew Ilya knew this. It didn’t help one bit. Ilya still took the sound this innocent bird made as a personal insult every single time.
“I know it is a loon. I know. I have heard it before, last summer. It is not important. It does not matter that I know.”
Ilya’s heart was going hard enough that Shane could feel it through the blanket.
Shane lost his shit. He bent double over him, forehead against Ilya’s shoulder, shaking so hard the whole sofa groaned. The sound that came out of him was a wheezing, silent, breathless thing that he tried and failed to smother in the fleece.
“It is not funny!”
Ilya hissed, grumpy and sulking, for all the world like Yuki when she was lifted out of a warm spot she had claimed.
Out on the water, the loon called again, closer this time, a long, ghostly, rising wail. Ilya jolted so hard he nearly dislodged them both. Shane made a noise like a kettle.
“Stupid Canadian wolf bird! Birds should tweet. This is a bird from a horror film. Who lets it live next to children?”
Ilya’s mutter was as dark as the water itself, and he glared out over the black expanse of the lake as though he meant to go down to the shore and have words with the thing personally.
Shane could barely hold himself together enough to speak.
“Hold on.”
The words squeezed out of him on a wheeze, somewhere between a laugh and a gasp, while he wiped his streaming eyes with the heel of his hand.
He sat up straighter, cupped his hands around his mouth, and called back across the water.
It was a quavering, tremulous, laughing cry, rapid and shivering and strangely wild. It carried out over the water in the stillness and came echoing back off the other side. It was much louder and far more aggressive than the sweet little version he had once shown Levi, trembling and terrified in his lap on a cool, sterile hospital bed.
Ilya’s head turned slowly on his lap. He stared up at his husband, open-mouthed.
Out on the lake, the loon went silent.
“What is that call? It is different, da?”
Ilya whispered, sounding half impressed and half betrayed.
He narrowed his eyes up at Shane, suspicious now.
“You speak fluent bird now? Five languages not enough for you, Lyubimyy?”
Shane was a little breathless. He lowered his hands and went back to the curls, cool as you like, his cheeks still warm.
“It’s called a tremolo. They do it when there’s something on their territory. When another one gets too near their mate. It’s a warning. It means stay away.”
Ilya looked at him for a good while, and something delighted began to dawn across his face.
“So you told it to get off our lawn, and away from your mate. In its own language.”
He formed every word slowly, savouring each one.
Shane nodded, and refused to be embarrassed about it. Mostly.
“Da. Yes.”
Ilya shook his head slowly against Shane’s thigh. His mouth was starting to curl up.
“You yelled at the wolf bird. To protect me.”
Shane smoothed a curl back off his forehead, very gently, very innocently.
“You sounded very frightened, Ilyusha.”
He felt the indignant noise huffed out against his thighs more than he heard it.
“I was not frightened. I was startled. It is different.”
The blue eyes went soft then, a little wicked and ridiculously fond. Ilya reached up, hooked a hand around the back of Shane’s neck and tugged him down into a kiss that tasted of warmth and laughter and the woodsmoke on both of them.
“It is the most romantic thing a person has ever done.”
Far out over the water, very faintly, the loon gave a single low, offended hoot and then shut up. Ilya smiled against Shane’s mouth.
“It is afraid of you.”
Ilya’s murmur held all the warm, glowing pride of a compliment, his lips brushing Shane’s with every word.
“Everyone is, apparently.”
Shane was laughing again, low and helpless. He settled the blanket back over Ilya’s hip, and his fingers slid straight back into the curls where they belonged.
“My pretty, terrifying Lioness. You roar at birds for me. You roar at the whole world for our children.”
The words drifted out on a long sigh, sleepy and fond, and sank warm into Shane’s stomach as the dark deepened around them.
Little by little, Ilya’s breathing began to lengthen. His grip on Shane’s hand loosened to nothing. His head grew heavier in the crook of Shane’s arm.
“Ilyusha. You’re falling asleep.”
Shane bent his head and let the words fall soft and low into the curls; half a laugh caught behind them.
There was a slightly too long pause.
“I am not.”
Ilya mumbled. A curl had fallen across his cheek; he didn’t brush it away. Shane pressed his lips together hard, and his shoulders gave one betraying shake.
“Come on, bed. You’ll be stiff in the morning.”
He whispered, and tugged gently on the curl caught between his fingers.
Ilya’s voice had gone almost into a mumble.
“In a minute. It is very comfortable. It is the best sofa.”
He nuzzled in, a big contented animal and didn’t move again. Shane listened to the breath grow long and even. He felt the heavy, trusting weight of him settle across his thighs, and looked down at the face in the firelight. The thick lashes lay on the cheekbone; the mouth was soft. The flush the fire had put in his skin made his cheek look warm as honey. Shane let his gaze travel over the broad, beloved length of him, long legs dangling off the end of the sofa like a boy’s off the dock. Every inch of him was Shane’s favourite place. Shane seriously doubted there was anything better in the world than this.
Shane knew.
He had known for a long time, if he was honest. He had known since the very first winter, though he had never breathed a word of it. He could tell by the breathing; Ilya’s pretend sleep was always just a bit too even, too perfect, the big show-off. And in real sleep, the broad fingers curled around his own wouldn’t have squeezed.
They squeezed, once, very slightly, against his palm. A small, warm pulse, deliberate as a signal.
Shane’s mouth began to curve. It spread, slowly, into something very near a grin. He bent until his lips were against the shell of Ilya’s ear.
“I know you’re awake.”
He whispered. Nothing happened. The breathing went on, steady and slow and very, very convincing. The man was seriously going to keep this up, the stubborn, beautiful idiot.
“I always know.”
Shane kept his voice down to almost nothing.
“Most home games. You go down on the sofa, I carry you up, you never wake, and I’ve never said a word. Do you know why?”
One eyelid, with curious caution, lifted a quarter of an inch.
“Because I like it. I like the weight of you. I like that you let me.”
Shane told him plainly, right into his ear.
Ilya opened both eyes. A flush stood on his cheeks that had nothing to do with the fire. He looked wounded and sheepish and thoroughly caught out all at once, like Anya found with her nose in the bin, and Shane had to press the back of his wrist against his mouth.
“How long have you known?”
The demand came in a low rumble that Shane felt through his own thighs, every inch the offended Captain.
“Since the first winter.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed a fraction, and his fingers tightened around Shane’s, holding on, in case he tried to wriggle out of the question.
“And you did not say.”
His brows drew together, deeply offended on principle. His thumb, though, had started stroking Shane’s knuckles again, slow and sweet, which rather gave the whole game away.
“I didn’t want you to stop.”
There had been a time when Shane would never have admitted to wanting anything. Years of being the polished, careful one, the golden boy with nothing out of place. His Mom had pushed so hard for that perfect public image, because of his mixed heritage, because a kid who looked like him would be given half the room to make mistakes in, and she had been right, which was the worst fucking part. With Ilya he could just say it, plainly: I like this. I want this. And Ilya had never made him feel it was too much. Not one time.
Ilya just looked at him for a while, the fire moving on his face. Then the blue eyes went soft and wet, and a smile came up through them, sweet and sure.
“I pretend because I like it also. No one carried me. Not ever. Not once in my whole life, until you. I think if I am awake, you will stop, because it is silly, and I am too big.”
His voice was deep and rough, completely unguarded, here, where there were only the two of them and nothing for miles but their family.
Shane’s answer came up rough and unsteady, snagging halfway on something too big for his throat, and he didn’t try to smooth it over.
“You are very silly. And you are very big; I will carry you whenever you want for the rest of our lives.”
The fire popped; Ilya stared up at him, his eyes huge and dark in the glow.
“Da?”
The whisper came so small and so hopeful that it sounded like a question he had been carrying for 30 years, waiting for someone to give him the answer.
“Da.”
Shane nodded and kissed him, long and sultry with the promise of it.
Ilya smiled then, the slow, sleepy, unguarded smile that Shane had spent years learning how to earn. He lifted his hand and laid it along Shane’s jaw. His thumb found the freckles under Shane’s eye, like always, and traced them. He drew him down again. This kiss was lazy and sweet, tasting of the lake and the last of the wine; it didn’t ask for anything at all.
When it ended, Shane reached out and turned the dial on the fire pit until the flames dropped and went out. The last warmth ticked away in the cooling stones. He tucked the blanket higher around them both, slid one arm beneath Ilya’s shoulders and the other under his knees, and stood.
It was nothing; it never was. Ilya was heavy, warm and solid as a sleeping bear, but Shane’s thighs, thick and strong from 20 years of crossovers, took the weight without a murmur of complaint. His biceps strained a little, and his back held firm. Ilya had been known to say, at volume, that those thighs were the real reason he had married him. He was joking. Mostly. Shane knew exactly how much his husband weighed, and he couldn’t have cared less.
The muscles in his back settled into the load, easy and familiar, sure of themselves. Ilya’s arm slid up around his neck; the fleece came with them, trailing behind over the deck boards. Ilya laid his head against Shane’s collarbone and let out a long, rumbling sigh.
“Do not drop me.”
He murmured into Shane’s shirt.
“I’ve never dropped you.”
Shane muttered, deeply indignant at the implication.
Ilya’s mouth twitched against his shirt, his eyes still closed. His arm tightened around Shane’s neck, and Shane felt the warm puff of a smothered laugh land right over his heart.
“Once, on the stairs.”
His breath was warm, and they both smelled faintly of smoke.
“You were laughing.”
Shane levelled the accusation with tremendous dignity, hitching him higher in his arms with a grunt.
Ilya only hummed, smug as anything.
“That doesn’t count.”
Shane carried him in through the glass doors and up through the dark. They passed the sleeping rooms and the single square of blue from the jellyfish lamp under Levi’s door. Anya padded after them, nails clicking on the boards. The cottage held all of them now: Luca’s sketchbook left open on the landing, Adrien’s huge trainers kicked off outside their door, Levi’s clownfish shampoo bottle standing on the edge of the bath. At the top of the stairs, in the quiet, Shane felt his husband’s lips move against his throat. Once. Not a sound, only the warm shape of the words against his skin.
He didn’t need to hear it in either language to know what it was.
🏒💛🏒
The first week was a sunlit, undemanding blur.
There was a rhythm to it by the third day. Shane woke every morning at six to find Ilya’s hand in his hair, as always. Broad fingers, warm and lazy, the callused pad of a thumb brushing his hairline. Its owner was dead to the world and, when poked, denied bloody everything. Shane lay and listened to the cottage come alive around him. Anya’s claws clicked in the hall. The kettle ticked. Luca’s laughter rattled down the corridor, and small bare feet thumped on the stairs.
Sunlight lay in long gold bars across the quilt, warm on his shins. Yuki had taken one look at the windowsill in the living room and claimed it forever. It was a wide, deep, sun-warmed sill of polished pine with a view of the entire lake, and she lay along it all day long, a massive black blue-eyed loaf with her tail hanging over the edge and one ear swivelling at every bird. She watched the herons on the water with the cold, patient, professional interest of a cat who had decided to leave them alone purely out of kindness. Anya, in her turn, had discovered the dock. She spent her mornings at the very end of it, staring down at the water like a fisherman waiting for a bite.
On the fourth day, she jumped in.
Breakfast was Ilya’s department. He stumbled down at eight, hair wild, and stood at the great pale island in his bare feet with the radio murmuring in Russian and the lake flashing in the window behind him.
Butter spat in the pan; the kettle rattled on the hob and steam fogged the bottom of the window. Out came omelettes thick with spinach and feta. A bowl of Greek yoghurt for Shane, heaped with blueberries and crushed walnuts. A platter of cut peaches and strawberries. For everyone else, a plate of something that was invariably, thunderously, dripping with syrup.
He set Shane’s plate down with the stern, loving ceremony of someone who had read the nutrition plan twice and had no intention at all of discussing it. Shane ate every mouthful. Then he stole a single syrup-coated strawberry from Ilya’s plate on principle. Ilya pretended not to see. His smirk gave him away; he had left the ripest berry on top on purpose, same as every morning for years.
His gaze lingered on Shane a second too long: the sleep-creased cheek, the dark hair still sticking up at the crown. Pretty, that look told him, with the same dazed wonder it had worn every morning since Montreal. A kiss landed on that crown as Ilya passed with the teapot. Syrup glistened on someone’s chin. Levi’s small blue mug held his own special blend, mostly warm milk with a spoonful of honey stirred in, exactly like his Otousan’s tea and not like it at all. The whole kitchen watched him drink it, and not one of them dared make a fuss.
Saturdays were pancakes, by law. Levi’s law, written on the fridge underneath Ilya’s rule eight in slightly wonky felt-tip that no one had dared to correct.
On pancake mornings Levi stood on a stool at the island in front of his Otousan, inside the circle of those huge arms, with Ilya’s hands around his small ones on the handle of the pan. They flipped together. The first one always landed half on the hob, and the second one always landed on the floor, where Anya was waiting, because of course she was; she had planned for this from the start. By the third one, they had it. Levi let out a squeal of pure triumph every single time it worked. Ilya kissed the top of his head after each one, then kept his chin resting there through the next one, so that the two of them flipped pancakes as a sort of totem pole, blond curls stacked on a black braid.
Shane leaned against the counter with his tea and watched, and every time Ilya reached past him for the butter or the syrup, a hand landed on him on the way. The small of his back. His hip. The back of his neck, a brief warm squeeze. A thumb on the inside of his wrist. Shane honestly couldn’t remember when that had started. It had been that way for years now, and it had stopped being a thing Shane noticed with his head and become a thing he felt the absence of, on the rare mornings it didn’t come.
Luca drifted in on the second batch in Adrien’s hoodie with his hair standing straight up on one side, and didn’t even pause on the threshold any more. He walked straight over and leaned on Shane, cheek against his chest and eyes still shut, without a second’s thought, and Shane put an arm around him and went on drinking his tea one-handed. Adrien came in after him and was handed a plate and a fork before he had fully woken up, and sat at the island and ate four pancakes without appearing to notice he was doing it, gazing at Luca the whole time, dazed and sleepy and still clearly unable to believe he was allowed to wake up in this house.
No one had to ask to be fed, or held, or kissed good morning. That was the thing. No one in this kitchen had to ask for a single thing.
Then the days began to run together, gold and blue and smelling like sunscreen.
Sunscreen was a war, and Shane was winning it. Every morning after breakfast he set up on the deck with the big bottle of factor 50 and ran a production line, because a list was a list and rule three was rule three. Levi went first, standing on a chair with his eyes screwed shut and his arms held out like a scarecrow while Shane did his nose, his ears, the backs of his knees and the tops of his feet, which were the bits everyone forgot. He bore it with great, long-suffering sighs. Then he took the bottle off Shane, climbed down, and went to find his next victim, because Levi had appointed himself enforcer of the Cottage Rules on the very first morning and took the position extremely seriously.
Luca burned in 11 minutes flat, knew it, and still tried to sneak past to the dock with his T-shirt pulled up over his head. He got caught, without fail, every morning. Shane would catch him by the back of the shirt, sit him down on the step and do his shoulders and the pale back of his neck under the fair waves, while Luca grumbled in a mixture of swear words from all three languages, yet still leaned back against Shane’s knees and very obviously loved every second of it. By the fourth morning he was sitting down on the step on purpose before Shane had even picked up the bottle. Shane didn’t say a single thing about it. He just did his ears as well, the tender tips that always caught first and turned pinkest, and kissed the top of his head when he was done.
Ilya was the real bloody problem.
“Russians do not burn.”
Ilya’s proclamation rang out across the deck every blessed morning, loud and unrepentant, as a matter of national pride. On the second day he went the colour of borscht by noon (Russians didn’t burn, his ass) and spent the evening lying face down on the sectional while Shane smeared aloe across his shoulders and Levi sat on the arm, patted his curls and read him rule three out loud, in English, slowly, with heavy emphasis on no arguing. After that, Ilya stood on the deck every morning with his arms folded, looking deeply hard done by, and let his son and his husband do him together, Levi on a chair doing his face with tremendous care and the tip of his tongue poking out, Shane doing his back. Both of them took their time with it. Ilya’s hand always ended up on Shane’s waist, his thumb hooked into the waistband of Shane’s shorts, and he always ended up purring.
Then there was the dock.
Levi had been in a pool before, in Boston, a heated one with steps, held tight between two adults. The lake was different. The lake was cold and dark and went down further than you could see, and that first morning he stood at the very edge of the dock in his orange life jacket and his armbands and looked at it, wound tight as a skate lace. So Ilya got in. He lowered himself off the end of the dock with a grunt and a hiss at the cold, stood with the water at his chest and held out his arms, and waited, just like he had waited with the shark in the car. Shane lay down on his front on the warm planks beside Levi, took hold of the back of the life jacket and didn’t let go.
It took 20 minutes and two false starts. Then Levi sat down on the edge. Then he put his feet in, squealed at the cold, and laughed at himself for squealing. Then, very suddenly, while Shane was still counting to three for him, he jumped on two.
Ilya caught him. There had never been the slightest doubt in the world that he would.
He caught him every single time after that too, all morning, 40, 50 times, Levi scrambling up the ladder and pelting back to the end of the dock with his life jacket bouncing around his ears and jumping again before anyone could count to anything. In the end, Shane gave up counting and just lay on the planks with his chin on his folded arms and watched the two of them with his heart so full he thought it might crack a rib.
“Again! Otousan! Again, please, one more, just one more!”
That one came out at the top of his lungs, triumphant and breathless, and Ilya laughed until he swallowed half the lake and had to be thumped on the back.
By the end of the week Levi could put his face in the water and blow bubbles, and doggy-paddle three whole strokes from Ilya to Shane in the shallows with no one holding the life jacket at all, and he made them count the strokes out loud every time in three languages, in case one of them got it wrong. Luca and Adrien raced each other out to the swimming raft every afternoon. Adrien lost every race. Shane suspected, watching Adrien’s face each time Luca slapped the raft first and turned around grinning with his hair plastered to his forehead, that he lost them on purpose, the soppy bastard, and would go on losing them for the rest of his life.
On the third day it rained.
It came in off the lake in the morning, grey and steady, drumming on the cedar and running down the glass in silver ropes, and the whole cottage curled up on itself. Shane had a list for that too; he had a list for most things, and rain had been on this one since May. Rainy Day Options, colour-coded: board games, baking, films, the big jigsaw, the pillow fort. They did all of it.
They played snakes and ladders on the living room rug, and Levi won four games out of five and announced each win in Russian, then in Japanese, then in English, just to be sure that everyone had heard. They played cards, and Ilya cheated outrageously and very badly, and it was Levi who caught him, pointing one finger at the ace poking out of his Otousan’s sleeve with a look of such scandalised betrayal that Ilya had to lie down flat on the floor and be forgiven, which took several hugs. Shane was banned from Monopoly within the hour, by unanimous vote, after he bought every railway on the board in the first three rounds and began, very politely, to charge everyone rent. He didn’t see what the hell the problem was. It had been a very sound portfolio.
At lunchtime his mother rang.
Levi took the call cross-legged on the kitchen island with the iPad propped against the fruit bowl, Ilya’s arm around him so he wouldn’t topple off, and Shane stood at the stove pretending to stir soup and listened to his son talk to his Obaachan in Japanese. The words fell out of him so much more easily than his English did. It always had. Some of it was his mama’s, from before; some of it had come back to him through the songs Yuna sang and the bedtime words Shane used, and it ran out of him now in quick, bright rushes, words his English couldn’t yet carry.
“Are you eating properly, Levi?”
Yuna’s voice came small and bright out of the iPad, the same question that opened every call she made.
“Yes, Obaachan. Eggs. Toast. Two peaches. Otousan’s pancakes, but only one, because Kaasan was looking.”
He delivered his report with great seriousness, ticking each item off on his fingers, every inch his Kaasan’s son. Shane heard his mother laugh down the line, the real laugh, the one she had used when he was small, and had to turn the gas down and stand with his back to the room for a minute while Ilya came up behind him, wrapped both arms around his waist and rested his chin on top of his head until it passed.
In the afternoon, Ojisan Cliff rang, at a volume that made the iPad rattle against the fruit bowl. He wanted to see the lake (“the whole fucking lake, Hollzy”). He wanted to see the cottage. He wanted to see Levi’s room and the sharks and the manta ray and, most of all, Sharky, who was held up so close to the camera that Cliff got an extreme close-up of one felt eye and yelled with delight. Victor appeared over his shoulder, golden-eyed and elegant even in a T-shirt on a sofa, the tiger’s-eye studs catching the light at his ears.
“Ma puce. And tell me, how is the wolf bird?”
Victor’s face was perfectly straight as he put the question, which meant Luca had told him, which meant Luca was in deep shit. Cliff’s arm was around Victor’s waist the whole call. Victor’s hand rested on Cliff’s chest. Neither of them seemed to notice they were doing it any more, and Shane remembered a time, not so very long ago, when both of them would have noticed and moved.
Before they rang off, Cliff leaned right into the camera, so that his nose filled the screen.
“Save us a spot on that dock, Hollzy. A big fucking one. I mean it!”
Victor’s hand covered half the screen, and his voice came from behind it, very dry and very fond.
“Mon chéri. Subtle.”
Shane hung up laughing and didn’t ask; he did go and find a notebook, though, and start a fresh page.
That evening they built the pillow fort in the living room out of every one of the 40 plaid cushions, both spare duvets and the dust sheet off the pool table, and put a film on inside it for Levi, Kung Fu Panda in Russian, which he could recite. And that was where Adrien’s Russian lessons, begun on the sofa back in Boston, got serious.
They had been happening in bits for months, in the car and at the dinner table and in the locker room, a word here and there, mostly swear words, mostly courtesy of Cliff knowing them all from Ilya over the years. But it was here, in the blue flicker of the film with the rain still drumming on the glass and all of them piled in together under the cushions, that it became a thing they did. Ilya was the official teacher. Levi was the unofficial one, and far stricter.
Adrien tried spasibo and got it wrong. Levi, half asleep on Ilya’s chest with his braid coming loose, opened one eye and corrected him with enormous, weary patience. Adrien tried again. Levi corrected him again. Adrien tried a third time, and Levi sighed, the most massive sigh a body that size had ever produced, patted Adrien’s arm in consolation, and went back to the panda.
Ilya laughed until the whole fort shook. Then he leaned over and murmured something in Adrien’s ear, and Adrien stopped breathing for a moment, and then went pink, and then turned to Luca, who was curled into Shane’s side with his head on Shane’s shoulder and his cold feet tucked under Shane’s thigh, and laid the words before him one careful syllable at a time, as though each of them were made of glass.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
It was awful. His accent was bloody awful. And it still landed in the softest part of Shane’s chest and glowed there like a coal, warmer than any sound the week had given him, and the week had given him his son squealing with laughter off the end of a dock.
Luca made a noise like a deflating balloon and hid his whole face in Shane’s neck. Shane felt the heat of it through his shirt, and the smile. He put a hand on the back of Luca’s head and held him there and grinned at Adrien over the top of it, and Adrien grinned back, helpless and massive and very pleased with himself. A son-in-law in every way but the paperwork, and the paperwork was coming.
By the end of the film, Levi was asleep on Ilya’s chest, one fist wrapped around the gold chain of the cross, his breath warm and damp through Ilya’s shirt. Luca was asleep on Shane. Adrien was asleep on Luca’s legs. Anya was asleep across everyone’s feet, and Yuki had installed herself on the very top of the fort, on the dust sheet, where she was slowly sagging it inward. Ilya reached across all of them, very carefully, so as not to wake a single soul, laced his fingers through Shane’s on the cushion between them and rubbed his thumb once, slowly, over Shane’s wedding ring.
No one moved for an hour. No one wanted to.
On the clear nights after that, they lay out on the dock on blankets and looked at the stars.
There were more of them up here than Levi had known there were in the whole sky. He lay between his parents with his head on Ilya’s arm and his feet on Shane’s stomach, and Ilya pointed them out one at a time in Russian: the bear and the swan and the hunter. Shane gave him the English names. After a while, Levi, in the smallest voice, gave them the one word he had for all of it in Japanese.
“Hoshi.”
The word floated up from him to the sky, softer than the lap of water against the dock, and then, smaller still, he gave them one thing more.
“Mama taught me that one.”
Ilya’s arm tightened around him. Shane found the small hand on the blanket and held it. None of them spoke for a long while; the stars didn’t seem to mind.
When Levi fell asleep out there, which he always did, Ilya carried him up to bed on his chest, one hand covering most of his back, the small braided head tucked under his chin. Shane walked beside them with a hand on the small of Ilya’s back, Anya brought up the rear, and the jellyfish lamp was waiting for them, blue, at the top of the stairs.
Every morning started with the braid.
It was the first thing, before breakfast, before sunscreen, before anything. Levi came padding into the big bedroom at seven with his hair a black, sleep-tangled cloud and the comb already in his fist, climbed onto the end of the bed and sat down with his back to Shane, waiting. He didn’t have to ask; he hadn’t had to ask for months.
Shane sat up against the pillows, and Ilya rolled over without opening his eyes and pulled them both back against his chest, so that Shane was braiding in Ilya’s lap and Levi was sitting in Shane’s, the three of them stacked like nesting dolls in the plaid. Shane worked the comb through from the ends up, the way his mother had taught him on his own hair at nine, patient and careful so it never pulled. Levi leaned back into him and told him, in a sleepy murmur, everything he had dreamed. Ilya’s hand came around and settled on Shane’s waist, and his breath against the back of Shane’s neck went slow and even again.
One plait. Three strands, over and under, the same every day. Shane could have done it in his sleep; some mornings he very nearly did.
When it was done, Levi went to find Luca, and Luca tidied: one wisp tucked, one hair tie straightened, a tiny, serious nod between the two of them, very grown-up and very important. Then Levi went down to breakfast with his head held high, as if a crown had been put on it.
Which, in a way, it had.
On the fifth afternoon, Shane took a photograph.
It wasn’t a particularly good photograph, technically. The light was too bright, and the horizon wasn’t quite level, and if he had been grading it on a spreadsheet he would have given it a six. But he had come around the side of the house with an armful of towels and stopped dead, and he had put the towels down on the grass and got out his phone without thinking about it at all.
Ilya was asleep in the hammock between the two big pines at the top of the lawn. He was far too big for it, naturally; his legs hung off one end and an elbow off the other, and the whole thing sagged nearly to the grass. On his chest, rising and falling with each massive breath, lay Levi, flat out on his front like a starfish, his cheek squashed against the gold cross. Sharky had been wedged under Ilya’s chin. Anya lay in the grass directly underneath, guarding the pair of them, one eye open. Ilya’s hand covered most of Levi’s back, even in sleep. Especially in sleep.
Shane took six photographs. Excessive, probably. He didn’t care. Then he sat down on the towels in the grass and just looked, for a long while, until the lawn went blurry and he had to blame the pollen even though no one was there to hear him.
That night, after Levi was asleep, he showed it to Luca, and then to Adrien, and then to Ilya, who looked at it for a very long time with his jaw working and then handed the phone back without a word and kissed Shane so hard his glasses went crooked.
And then, after he had checked with every single one of them, twice, and with his mother by text, because she would want to know, Shane did something he had never, ever done before.
He posted it.
No caption, at first. Then, after a minute of staring at the screen with his thumb hovering and Ilya’s chin on his shoulder, he typed four words.
‘My boys. Summer, finally.’
He put the phone face down on the nightstand and didn’t look at it again until morning, by which time it had been liked by a little under two million people, Cliff had commented 11 times in capital letters, most of them some version of FUCKING HELL HOLLZY, Victor had commented once, in French, with a single heart, and someone at the League office had shared it with a caption about family. Shane read that one twice. Then he put the phone down and went to braid his son’s hair.
He had spent half his life making sure no one saw anything he loved.
Now he wanted the whole world to look.
The post came on the fourth day too, which was something of an event these days, when everything came by email. It brought a square cream envelope with Levi’s name on the front in neat, round, careful handwriting. Inside was a card with a hand-drawn whale on it. Under the whale were a few lines from Jahseh Bennett, who had once made a single, steady phone call that got a frightened boy to exactly the right home.
‘You are the bravest person I have had the honour to meet. Not because you were hurt. Because you kept going. I am so glad you found your home. Good luck, Levi Hollander-Rozanov.’
Levi asked Luca to read it to him 4 times, moving his lips along, one finger tracing under each line. Then, once he was sure he had it right, he carried it through the house in both hands, climbed onto a stool and fixed it to the fridge with a magnet shaped like a clownfish. Dead centre, where no one could possibly miss it. Shane smiled and added a line to the list on his phone: VIP tickets for Jahseh, new season, the good seats. Possibly a jersey. Possibly two.
🏒💛🏒
The scream that went up from the shore could have been heard in Ottawa. Every gull on the lake took off at once.
Ilya went in after her, fully clothed, in a single massive bound off the end of the dock. He surfaced with the collie mix tucked under one arm, sodden and outraged and dripping. Levi, hysterical with laughter at the edge of the planks, could barely get the words out.
“She’s swimming, Otousan, she’s swimming!”
The whole household came pouring down to the shore in various states of undress. Shane stood on the warm planks with both hands over his mouth, quite unable to stop laughing. His husband waded ashore with the lake streaming off his shoulders, a sodden Anya in his arms and a delighted small boy splashing out to meet him. He set Anya down; she shook herself all over Levi, who screamed with laughter and fled up the beach with her into the big towel Luca was holding open.
Ilya straightened up, shirt moulded to every line of that stupendous chest, water running down the golden stubble along his jaw. His curls lay dark and plastered to his forehead. The little gold cross swung at his throat. Shane’s heart did the slow, foolish roll it had been doing since the very first time he saw him. Fuck, he was gorgeous. It shouldn’t be legal to look like that, soaking wet, in front of their children. The wet cotton clung to the heavy slabs of his pecs and the ridged plane of his stomach, and to his nipples, drawn into two small, hard points by the cold.
The soaked shorts had slid low on his hips and lay plastered to the thick, heavy shape along his thigh, outlined in dark wet fabric for the whole beach to see. Water beaded in the gold hair on his forearms. A single drop ran from his jaw down the long column of his throat and into the hollow under the cross, and Shane followed it all the way down and felt his mouth go dry, his tongue suddenly, specifically aware of the shape of that hollow and the lake salt that would be waiting in it.
Ilya caught him looking. Ilya always caught him looking; it was one of the great injustices of Shane’s life.
“Do not look at me like this.”
His voice was a low growl as he passed, meant for Shane alone, and there was a deep, dangerous warmth in the blue eyes that went straight to the pit of Shane’s stomach. One wet palm brushed his hip in passing and squeezed, once, the plush curve of it filling that broad hand, brief and possessive, there and gone. Cold lake water soaked through his shorts where it had been, and right behind the cold came the heat of the handprint, lingering on his skin. It sat there through the cotton like a brand, the exact span of that palm, and Shane could have traced its outline from the heat alone. His shorts had gone tight. He shifted his weight on the planks and folded his arms, which helped nothing at all, and under his T-shirt his own nipples pulled up hard, as if the lake had got him too.
“Later. I promise, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s own voice was a lot lower than he had meant it to be. Pink crept up his neck and across his cheekbones, and he knew without looking that every freckle there stood out. Ilya noticed, naturally; Ilya noticed every blush and treasured each one; he kept count, Shane was sure of it. Those eyes dropped, slow and deliberate, to Shane’s mouth, to the throat where Shane could feel his pulse jumping, to the folded arms and lower, and came back up a shade darker. Every place they had rested prickled and warmed, as if he had laid his wet hands there instead.
“Later.”
Ilya agreed, and the promise in it curled low and hot in Shane’s belly. A thumb slid once across his knuckles, and then his husband was gone, towelling a collie. Shane stood on the dock with the sun on the back of his neck and a wet handprint cooling on his hip, and studied the horizon with enormous care, breathing through his nose, until his cock stopped making a fool of him in front of his entire family.
🏒💛🏒
Later came at a quarter to midnight, and it came with a door shut and a lock turned.
The master bedroom sat at the other end of the house in its own corner, behind two closets’ worth of wall and the thickest insulation the architect had been able to source, which at 21 Shane had put down on the plans as acoustic, for reading; the architect had very kindly not laughed. Shane had been a lot of things at 21, and an optimist hadn’t been one of them, but some small, stubborn part of him had specified those walls anyway. He was bloody glad of that part of himself tonight.
He had made Ilya wait for it, deliberately, and with every ounce of malice aforethought he possessed. He had spent the whole evening being boring on purpose: loading the dishwasher in the correct order, reading two chapters to Levi with all the voices, folding towels, going over the week’s food plan on his tablet at the kitchen island with his glasses on and one bare foot hooked around the rung of the stool. Every time Ilya came within reach, Shane found something else to do on the far side of the room; every time Ilya growled, a low, put-upon rumble from somewhere behind the fridge door, Shane smiled at the tablet and hummed to himself.
He felt Ilya’s eyes on him the whole time, a steady weight that moved from the back of his neck to the curve of his ass in the old cotton shorts to the bare ankle hooked around the stool, and he let it rest there. Once, only once, he stretched, arms high over his head, so that his T-shirt rode up over the strip of smooth belly above his waistband. The rumble from behind the fridge door went ragged at the edges. Shane didn’t look around. His own skin had been humming under his clothes for an hour by then, his cock half hard against his thigh, and that was part of the game too: an ache he had chosen for himself and was paying off in instalments. By 11, his husband had been prowling the house like something in one of his big-cat documentaries, and Shane had known exactly what he would pay for it.
He had counted on it.
He was barely through the bedroom door before he found out. Ilya came up behind him, wrapped one arm around his waist and just lifted, so that Shane’s feet left the floor and his back hit that broad chest, and Ilya’s mouth was hot and open on the side of his neck. Stubble scraped the tender skin under his ear. The arm across his stomach was a hot iron bar, and through two thin layers of cotton he could feel all of it: the hard swell of Ilya’s chest against his shoulder blades, the heavy thud of his heart, and lower down, the thick, hard length of him pressed into the curve of Shane’s ass. Ilya rocked it there, once, a long, slow drag of heat through the cotton, so that Shane could feel the full shape of what he had been doing to him all evening. His other hand came up and spread across Shane’s collarbones and chest, the span of it so wide that his fingertips reached from one shoulder almost to the other, and pressed up until Shane’s chin came to rest on the heel of it and his head tipped back onto Ilya’s shoulder, so that his neck lay bare to that mouth. Shane let out a startled yelp, then a breathy little purr he hadn’t given anyone permission for.
“Boring all evening, Lyubimyy. Towels. Spreadsheets. Very cruel. You think I do not see what you do?”
He growled against Shane’s skin, low and rough and accented to hell, his voice already dropped a full register into gravel, the rumble of it buzzing through Shane’s back where it was pressed to his chest. His hand had found its way under Shane’s T-shirt and spread over his stomach, palm hot and enormous, fingertips reaching almost from hip to hip, and it held him there with his toes dangling an inch above the floorboards.
Shane swallowed against the heel of the broad palm under his chin, felt Ilya feel it, and gave him the full, sweet, innocent smile, the one that made referees nervous, and purred the lie up at him, husky around the edges.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was being helpful.”
The growl that came out of Ilya, deep and rough as a gravel road, vibrated right down Shane’s spine and pooled, warm and heavy, between his legs. Ilya turned him in his arms in one easy heave, huge hands hooking under his thighs, and Shane’s legs went up high around that waist on pure instinct, ankles locking at the small of Ilya’s back, arms winding around his neck and into his curls.
Ilya carried him the three strides to the bed like that, mouth fastened to his throat, and dropped him onto it in one rough, easy movement that knocked the breath out of him on a winded gasp that turned straight into a whine, and then Ilya was over him, a huge, damp-curled, furious, gorgeous weight pinning him to the bed. The smooth fabric was cool under his bare calves. A heavy thigh pushed between his and pressed up, hot and hard, against the aching line of his cock, and Shane’s breath stuttered. He felt the muscle of that thigh flex as Ilya shifted, each small rock of it rubbing him through his shorts, and his own thighs clamped around it before he had decided anything, strong and greedy, squeezing until Ilya growled at the grip and grinned down at him with all his teeth.
Shane fought it, because that was half the fun; he shoved at those shoulders. He hooked a heel around the back of Ilya’s knee and nearly rolled them, and for one glorious second he had him, until Ilya laughed, a dark, delighted sound, caught both of Shane’s wrists in one hand and pressed them into the pillow above his head. The grip was huge and warm and completely immovable, Ilya’s thumb resting over the inside of one wrist, and Shane felt his own pulse kick against it. Game over, and they both knew it. Shane hissed up at him like a kitten. Ilya bent and bit the hiss right off his mouth, growling into it, and the hiss turned to a helpless little mewl on Shane’s tongue.
He bucked once more anyway, on principle, with all the power of his thighs behind it, and lifted Ilya a clean inch off the mattress. Ilya allowed him the inch. Then he settled back down over him heavier than before, chest to chest and belly to belly, and pinned him with nothing but bulk and patience until Shane’s muscles gave up the argument one by one and he lay there panting under him, hot and furious and so hard it hurt.
“Hiss all you like, Kotik. You are mine tonight.”
Then he kissed him properly, deep and wet and filthy, his tongue sliding hot into Shane’s mouth and his free hand fisted in Shane’s hair, tugging just hard enough to tip his head back and sting at the roots. He tasted of black tea and honey, and faintly still of the lake. He kissed him until Shane stopped struggling with a whimper that Ilya swallowed whole, and started kissing back, wrists still trapped, hips rising off the plaid to chase him. Ilya broke away only to breathe, a ragged groan scraping up out of his chest, and came straight back for more, and Shane purred into his mouth to welcome him back, and it was a long time before he let him go.
When he did, Shane’s mouth felt swollen and bruised and wet to the chin, his bottom lip throbbing where it had been sucked, and he chased Ilya up off the pillow with a needy little sound and got a nip on the lip for his trouble. Ilya soothed it with the pad of his thumb, dragged that throbbing lip down, and pushed the tip of his thumb into the corner of Shane’s mouth, forcing the swollen lips to part around it and holding them there, watching. Shane kitten-licked it. Then he bit down, and Ilya’s breath left him in a growl.
He stripped Shane with no patience at all. The T-shirt went over his head and somewhere into the dark; the sleep shorts were dragged down and off and flung after it. Cool night air from the open window slid over his bare skin, and goosebumps chased each other down his arms and across the smooth, nearly hairless stretch of his chest and belly. Ilya sat back on his heels between Shane’s spread knees and just looked, chest heaving, eyes gone almost black, and Shane felt the look like hands and whined under it, low and husky, before he could stop himself. Pink spread from his cheekbones down over his chest, hot as a hand. The plush curve of his hips.
The thick thighs falling open on instinct. The tiger stripes gone silver in the low light. His cock already hard and flushed against his stomach, wet at the tip, twitching under that stare. His nipples drawn up tight and aching in the cool air off the lake. Almost a decade, and no one had ever looked at him the way Ilya looked at him, and the years had not blunted it by a hair. The stare went over him like warm water. Down the long, smooth line of his throat. Over the freckles scattered across his shoulders and the tops of his arms. Along the soft swell of his chest and the firm ridges of muscle under the give of his belly, and down to his thighs, thick and solid and strong enough to drive a full-grown defenceman off the puck, and the fine, pale, silky hair that began at his calves. Shane’s thighs trembled under it. He let them fall wider. Ilya made a low, punched sound, as if Shane had hit him.
“Look at you. All evening I think about this. Towels, and I think about this.”
Ilya’s voice had gone hoarse, dropped so low and rough it was barely more than a growl dragged up from the floor of his chest. He hauled his own T-shirt over his head and shoved his shorts down and off, and knelt there over Shane naked: lamp-gold and broad, damp with sweat at the temples, the little cross swinging against his chest, his cock jutting thick and heavy and flushed from the gold curls at its base, already slick at the tip. Shane’s mouth watered. He wanted it in his mouth and in his hands and inside him, all at once; he wanted to lick the salt off that cross and the sweat out of the gold hair on that chest. His hole clenched on nothing, an empty, hungry pulse, and he heard himself whimper.
Then Ilya pounced, with a snarl that Shane felt in his teeth.
His mouth went everywhere. Shane’s throat, the hinge of his jaw, the dip of his collarbone, where he latched on and sucked, hard and deep and wet, the scrape of his teeth and the steady, greedy pull of his mouth dragging a hot thread of feeling straight down to Shane’s cock. Shane arched right off the bed, a high, helpless moan pouring out of him. Their chests dragged together, hot and damp, Ilya’s skin rougher than his own, the gold cross pressing a small cool shape into his chest. Ilya was moving over him all at once, hot skin sliding on hot skin from chest to knee, the heavy cock dragging wet along Shane’s hip and leaving a slick trail across the crease of his thigh, and each time it rubbed against his own, Shane jolted and keened.
Ilya ground down into it, heavy and unhurried, groaning at the contact, until their cocks were sliding together between their bellies, trapped and leaking, and Shane’s nails were in his back and his other hand was fisted in those damp blond curls, pulling hard, every tug dragging a deeper growl up out of Ilya’s chest.
“Oh… fuck… Ilya…”
He knew, even as he swore, that he would be wearing a high-collared shirt to his parents’ table on Sunday and that his mother would see it anyway. Ilya lifted his head to admire his work, pressed his thumb into the fresh mark until it throbbed, and growled something low and pleased about it, deep in his chest, the vibration buzzing against Shane’s ribs, before he kissed his way down to Shane’s chest. He took one nipple into his mouth and worried it with his teeth and tongue until it was swollen and puffy and so sensitive that Shane was writhing, mewling, every flick of that tongue punching another thin sound out of him, then moved to the other and did it all again, while his hand kneaded the first one, thumb rolling over the wet, tender peak until Shane’s back came right off the bed on a long, shaking whine.
He kept on until both nipples were throbbing, until the cool air from the window on the wet, swollen tips was a torment of its own and every ragged breath tugged at them. His stubble had rubbed the tender skin around them raw and pink. When he blew across one, a slow, cool stream, a shiver ran down Shane’s spine, and his cock jumped against his belly. He hitched his hips up, chasing the heavy thigh between his legs for any friction at all, and Ilya shifted it away and pressed his whole weight down into Shane’s hips, flat and unhurried, a warning. Shane stilled with a cry.
“Ilyusha… please… oh…”
Ilya only hummed against the swell of Shane’s chest, a low, smug rumble that Shane felt right through his nipple, hot breath on wet skin, in no hurry at all to answer.
“These are so pretty, sweetheart. So sensitive. You like when I play with your tits, da? Look how you shake for me.”
Shane couldn’t answer that with anything but a whine, high and husky, that slid into a whimper when Ilya’s thumb flicked over him again. Ilya laughed, low and rough as a growl, and came up to kiss the sound out of his open mouth, slow and messy and lingering, before he moved on.
He kissed down the soft line of Shane’s belly, that one patch of skin just below his navel that drove them both mad, and lingered there, mouth open, tongue tracing the silvery stripes on his hips one at a time, slow and thorough, learning every one of them all over again. He bit the inside of one thigh, hard, teeth sinking into the soft skin until Shane yelped, then moaned, and felt the bruise bloom hot under that mouth, and soothed it with his tongue and a long, open kiss, and bit again higher, and Shane’s cock jerked against his stomach and smeared a wet line of pre-come over his own skin. Ilya ignored it.
Ilya ignored it completely, the absolute menace, mouthing at the crease of his thigh, breathing hot on his balls, nosing into the fine, silky hair at the base of his cock and dragging in a deep breath of him, nuzzling everywhere but the one place Shane wanted him, until Shane was rocking his hips up at nothing and making noises, whimpers and needy little mewls and one long, wavering whine, that would have been mortifying if he’d had any shame left at all. His thighs had gone tight as wire under that mouth. Ilya pushed them wider with both palms flat on the insides, thumbs sinking into the softness just above the knee and finding the hard muscle underneath, and held them open with a lazy strength that made Shane’s stomach flip.
He kissed the bite he had left, and the one above it, and growled into the crease of Shane’s groin, and the growl buzzed straight through his balls. When he let go of one leg to bite higher, Shane hooked that heavy thigh around the back of his neck and squeezed, all the power of it locking tight, and Ilya’s fingers dug in hard and warning on his hip.
“Steady, Lyubimyy.”
It was a rumble against his skin, low and flat, and Shane whined, but he eased the grip. If he got both thighs around that head, they both knew whose game this would turn into.
“Ilya… Ilya…”
Ilya bit the soft skin just under his hip bone and sucked until it stung, perfectly calm, growling low and contented against the bite, taking all the time in the world.
“You were boring all evening. Now I am boring. Very slow. Very careful. Like a spreadsheet.”
Shane let out a strangled noise that might have been a laugh and might have been a sob, and Ilya, the bastard, smiled against his thigh and hummed, a deep, rough sound that went straight through the bite and into Shane’s cock.
He reached for the bottle on the nightstand at last. He warmed the lube between his palms first, always, every single time, his eyes on Shane’s face, and then one slick finger circled Shane’s hole, slow, feather-light, around and around, the lube gone warm as skin, until the muscle fluttered under it and Shane mewled. The pad of the finger settled in the centre and pressed, a blunt, patient pressure that asked and didn’t take. Shane breathed out. His body gave. Ilya pushed in.
One knuckle, a thick little ridge of bone sliding past his rim, and Shane felt every bit of it. Out. In again, a little further, the tight ring of muscle closing around the base of the finger and then easing, the slow, slick drag of it waking him from the inside, inch by tender inch. Shane opened around him in a long, shivering sigh that ended in a purr, because it knew this, because it had known this hand for nine years. Ilya worked that one finger for a long time. Into the second knuckle, a slow curl, out again. Into the hilt, so that Shane felt the hard ridge of the knuckles pressed flush against his rim and the thick, blunt length of it lying deep inside him, and then a lazy circle that stretched the muscle around it and made him gasp. He stayed scrupulously, wickedly clear of the spot Shane wanted. He brushed past it, close enough to leave a hint of that sharp, sweet jolt behind, and away again, until Shane was rolling his hips after it, huffing frustrated little whines through his nose, his heels digging furrows in the sheets.
Ilya felt it too. Shane watched it land on his face: the lips parting, the breath going short at the heat clutching his finger, his gaze fixed between Shane’s thighs with the rapt, unwavering focus he usually saved for a breakaway. He could feel Shane’s heartbeat in there; he had told him so once in the dark, wondering at it. Shane could feel it now too: his own pulse beating around Ilya’s finger, quick and hard, and the tiny answering twitch of that finger every time he clenched.
“That’s it. That’s it, Lyubimyy. Open for me.”
One finger became two. The second pressed in alongside the first with a slow, spreading stretch that caught Shane’s breath in his throat, a sweet pinch at the rim that bloomed and then eased as he bore down and let them in, all the way to the knuckles, the calluses on Ilya’s palm rough against the soft skin behind his balls. Ilya crooked them and stroked, deliberate and unrelenting, right over the swollen spot inside him, and Shane clamped down on him hard, and the sound that came out of his throat, a raw, wordless moan, bounced off the acoustic, ‘for reading’ walls.
Ilya came up over him to swallow the next one. He kissed him deep and slow and dirty, fucking his tongue into Shane’s mouth in time with his fingers, and he didn’t stop when a third finger pressed in beside the other two. He kissed him right through the burn of it, three thick fingers spreading his rim wide and stinging, the stretch hot and sharp and then, as Ilya held them still and let him breathe, turning slowly from sting to heat to a deep, full, liquid ache, until Shane was moaning into his mouth, whimpering at every twist, tears stinging hot at the corners of his eyes and clinging to his lashes, and rocking down to take more, and Ilya groaned back into him, deep and rough, as if it were his own body being opened.
Then he found the spot and stayed on it. All three fingertips together, pressing up into the swollen gland in a firm, merciless rhythm, rubbing tight circles over it, and the pleasure rose through Shane in long, hot pulses that had nothing to do with his cock and everything to do with the man inside him. His toes curled. His belly jumped. He heard himself babbling into Ilya’s mouth, and none of it was a word in any language he knew.
“Look at you, sweetheart. Three fingers, and still you are greedy. Still you want more.”
Ilya’s breath was hot against his lips, his voice gone rough as split wood, and he worked him through it, twisting, scissoring, his other hand pressing down on Shane’s belly, holding him there. Shane could hear it now, the slick, wet sound every time those fingers drew back and pushed in again, and he could feel his own rim gone soft and swollen and clinging to the knuckles. Ilya kept on until Shane was sloppy and loose and shaking and whining on every breath, and his cock was leaking a steady string onto his stomach without ever having been touched. Ilya’s eyes went to it and stayed there. His breathing changed. Shane felt his fingers flex inside him, once, as if he couldn’t help it.
“Tell me, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya stilled his fingers inside him and waited, watching his face. Shane whimpered at the loss of motion, a thin, husky, outraged sound.
Shane dragged his eyes open. He reached down, found the thick forearm between his legs, and tapped it three times, firm and deliberate.
“Ilyusha… please…”
The taps did something to Ilya’s face every time. They did it now. He pulled his fingers free, and Shane’s body clutched at the sudden emptiness, slick and open and aching, cool air touching where they had been. Ilya slicked himself in three rough strokes, hissing through his teeth at his own touch, 9 heavy, flushed inches, gleaming wet, the vein along the underside thick and standing proud, and Shane’s mouth went dry, and his hole clenched on nothing just from looking at it, and he whined, low and needy.
Ilya caught him looking and gave himself one slow pull from base to tip, purely to show off, thumbing the slick over the swollen head, and his eyelids sank, and a low growl came out of him that Shane felt between his own legs.
Ilya hooked both of Shane’s knees over his forearms and folded him nearly in half, growling, until Shane’s thighs were pressed to his own chest and the backs of his knees were hot in the crooks of Ilya’s elbows, his hips tipped up off the sheet, the stretch pulling sweetly down the backs of his legs.
Ilya’s weight came down over him, broad and damp and smelling of sandalwood and sweat. The head of his cock found Shane’s hole, blunt and slick and burning hot, and rested there, a heavy, throbbing promise against the swollen rim. Shane’s thighs were trembling against his ribs. He could feel his hole fluttering against that blunt heat, opening and clutching, trying to draw it in, and the helpless little pulses were so obvious that Ilya swore under his breath in Russian and pressed just hard enough to make the rim bulge around him, and held it there, watching Shane’s face, not moving, until Shane snarled at him.
“Dyshi, Kotik. Breathe for me. Eyes on me.”
Ilya’s voice was barely there, a scrape of gravel against his lips, and Shane dragged his wet lashes up to that dark blue and breathed.
Then he pushed in.
It was slow. It always was, at first. The broad head stretched him open in one long, burning, perfect press, his rim spreading wider and wider around it until the thick, flared crown slipped past the ring of muscle with a deep, sudden give that he felt all the way up his spine, and Shane’s mouth fell open and not one sound came out.
Ilya held there, shaking, the head lodged just inside him and throbbing, one hand dropping to wrap hard around his own base to get hold of himself, so that Shane could feel Ilya’s heartbeat in his own stretched rim, a long, strained groan grinding out of him, his forehead against Shane’s, breathing like the last shift of a triple overtime, and kissed him, open-mouthed and trembling, until Shane remembered how to breathe, and the first breath came back out of him as a husky, helpless moan.
Then he sank, bullying his way inside inch after thick inch, steady and relentless, forcing Shane to open for him, the heavy vein dragging along his inner walls, the stretch travelling deeper, splitting him open where no fingers had reached, filling him until Shane could feel him in his belly, in his lungs, in the back of his throat, until those heavy balls pressed against his ass and there was nowhere left to go, and Shane was whimpering, on and on, small, helpless sounds he couldn’t have stopped for anything. He was so full he could feel the shape of it. The thick base held his rim stretched wide and aching; the heavy shaft was packed all the way up into his belly; the blunt head sat deep against some place inside him he had no name for, nudging it with every throb. His body had gone tight around the intrusion, clamped and fluttering, and with every flutter Ilya shuddered and groaned through his teeth. The pressure on his prostate never let up. It simply sat there, a heavy, constant weight against the gland, and sent sparks crackling down the insides of his thighs.
“Fuck. Fuck, Shane. So tight. Always so tight for me. Take all of me. Look. Look, sweetheart, you take all of me so well.”
Ilya’s voice had gone to scraps and pieces, dropped so deep and rough it was more snarl than speech.
Shane looked. He couldn’t help it. Ilya’s hand had slid to his belly again, spread wide over the soft skin below his navel, and when Ilya rolled his hips, Shane felt it there, a deep, obscene pressure pushing up against that palm from inside. He sobbed, then mewled, high and desperate. Ilya groaned like he had been gutted and did it again. He didn’t pull out to do it. He stayed buried and grounded, a deep, sealed roll of his hips with never more than an inch of drag, his balls pressed flush to Shane’s ass and the head of his cock rubbing in tight circles over that tender spot, over and over, until Shane’s rim was clutching uselessly at a hilt that never left him and his pelvis had gone molten and heavy. It was unbearable. It went on. Ilya watched him unravel through it from three inches away, sweat dripping off the ends of his curls onto Shane’s cheek, his lip caught in his teeth, a rumble rising out of him whenever Shane clenched.
Then he stopped being careful, thank fuck.
He fucked him hard and deep and fast, the way Shane had been begging for all evening without ever saying a word, long brutal strokes that dragged almost all the way out, the flared head catching at his rim on every pull, and slammed home again, every single one grinding over his prostate until Shane’s vision went white at the edges and the noises came out of him with every stroke, punched-out moans, whines, a long, ragged yowl that bounced off the walls.
Ilya’s hands had found his hips, fingers spread wide and sinking deep into the soft flesh above the bone, gripping so hard that Shane felt every fingertip as its own bright point of pressure and knew, with a hot lurch of pleasure, exactly what they would look like in the morning. Ilya used that grip to drag him down onto every thrust. The headboard was fastened to the wall; thank fuck, but the bed still shook. Shane’s hands scrabbled at those broad, sweat-slick shoulders and found purchase and dug in, nails dragging down the long muscles of Ilya’s back, and he felt the skin rise in hot welts under his fingertips; Ilya snarled at the sting and went harder for it.
He kissed Shane through all of it, sloppy and breathless, missing his mouth and catching his jaw, his cheekbone, the corner of his lips, biting at his bottom lip and sucking it and groaning into him, a deep, continuous growl that rumbled from his chest into Shane’s. There was nothing in the world but the slap of skin and the wet, filthy sound of Ilya’s cock in him and the hand on his belly and Ilya’s voice, low and wrecked and rougher with every word, pouring praise into his ear, and Shane answering it with nothing but whimpers.
Every thrust shoved him up the bed. His shoulders hit the pillows, then the headboard, and Ilya hauled him back down by the hips without missing a stroke and fucked him straight back up again. Then one hand let go of his hip, slid up over his heaving chest and wrapped around his throat.
It didn’t squeeze. The broad palm lay over his windpipe with the fingertips tucked under his jaw on both sides, a warm, heavy pressure that would never bruise and never hurt, only hold, so that Shane knew he could, and knew he was being pinned there on Ilya’s cock by his own throat. The hold tipped his head back and changed the angle, and the next thrust felt as if it were forcing its way deeper than any before it; a long, keening whine came out of him that he felt buzz against that palm, and he clenched so hard around Ilya that Ilya snarled. Shane’s thighs burned where they were folded to his chest; his calves bounced over Ilya’s forearms; his own cock slapped wet against his belly on every slam. He felt the drag on the way out as a long, sweet pull through the very core of him, his swollen rim clinging to the shaft and tugging outward with it, and then the punch on the way in, the fat head driving so deep that his breath left him in a punched little cry each time. Ilya’s growls had gone short and rough, torn out of him on every thrust, and even his Russian was fraying, one word at a time.
“Khorosho. Tak khorosho. So good for me. My Shane. Moy. Mine.”
It built from the place Ilya kept hitting, a hot, swelling pressure low in his belly that drew tighter with every stroke, pulling his balls up hard, his thighs shaking against his own chest, his toes curling in the air over Ilya’s arms, until there was nowhere left for it to go. Then Ilya’s other hand left his hip and closed around Shane’s cock, hot and slick and tight, and stroked him in time with his thrusts, one long, hard pull for every slam, once, twice, three times, and Shane came first, with a cry he wouldn’t have owned to in daylight, high and husky, rising into a sobbing keen. It tore out of him into that fist, his hole clamping down in long, helpless spasms around the thick length still driving into him, come striping hot and pearly up his belly and over his chest in thick, jerking pulses, each one wrung out of him by the cock still dragging over that spot and the hand milking him through it, the pleasure rolling through him in wave after wave until he trembled with it like a struck bell.
He felt it in the backs of his knees and the soles of his feet and the roots of his teeth. He felt his own hole pulsing around Ilya in hard, rhythmic squeezes he had no say in, each one wringing a broken sound out of the man above him; he felt come land hot on his throat and his chin, felt his thighs jerk against his ribs, and the edges of the room went to bright, ringing static, and the tears that had been clinging to his lashes spilt over at last and ran hot into his hair.
Ilya fucked him through it, through the aftershocks, through the oversensitive, whimpering stretch beyond; Shane let him, wanted him to, mewling at every stroke, and sobbed out three clumsy taps on his shoulder when Ilya’s eyes flicked down to check.
“Inside… please…”
Ilya buried himself as deep as he could with a broken groan and came, the sound dragging down into a long, shuddering growl that Shane felt rumble through his own ribs and settle, deep and warm, behind his breastbone. His huge body locked over Shane: the arms trembling under his knees, the stomach gone rock hard against the backs of his thighs, his face buried in Shane’s neck and his teeth closing on the muscle there, not quite a bite, a hold, while the snarl went through them both.
Shane felt every pulse of it, and whimpered at each one. The thick cock jerking deep inside him, swelling against his stretched rim with every throb, the heat of it flooding him, filling him, more and more, until it seemed impossible that there could be any more, and still Ilya ground in, groaning with each pulse, little short, sealed rolls of his hips, his palm pressing down on Shane’s belly as if he could feel himself there. He probably could. Shane could feel it too: the heat spreading through him, the slick fullness deep in his belly, the steady throb of the cock that was keeping every drop of it inside. When Ilya finally stopped moving, his whole weight came down and pinned Shane into the bed, sweat-slick and heaving, and Shane lay under it with his thighs shaking and his ears ringing, and loved the weight of it.
“There. All of it. You keep it in you all night, Lyubimyy. Every drop is mine.”
Ilya was panting into Shane’s neck, voice thick and drunk and scraped down to gravel.
Something hot and helpless twisted low in Shane’s belly at that. It was probably ridiculous. Tonight he didn’t give a single fuck. There was a small, greedy, private animal in him that loved being kept full and told so, in the dark, with Ilya’s come warm inside him. That would always love it.
“I know. I know. Keep it in me.”
He whispered, hoarse and wrecked, and turned his face into those damp curls with a contented little purr.
Ilya made a low, punched-out sound, and shuddered over him. He reached for the nightstand without pulling out, came back with the plug, the black one with the little gold base, and slicked it one-handed. He drew out so slowly that Shane felt every inch of the loss and whined at it, and the plug slid home in the same breath, cool silicone after all that heat, the wide bulb stretching his sore, puffy rim one last time before it popped past and the base settled snug against him, sealing everything inside him. Shane clenched around it and shivered, and a long, low purr rolled out of him. His rim was sore and puffy around the narrow neck, and every time it twitched he felt the plug shift, felt the slick warmth inside him slide and settle against it. Ilya set two fingertips on the gold base and pressed, very gently, testing the seal, and the pressure nudged straight into his oversensitive prostate; Shane jolted, and he whined and kicked at him with no force at all.
“Still with me, sweetheart?”
Shane managed a hum and a nod against the pillow, and three lazy taps on his wrist, because even wrung out and half asleep he knew that mattered. Ilya kissed his belly, right below the navel, once, very gently, and then rolled away to fetch the water.
🏒💛🏒
“Drink, Lyubimyy. Half, at least. Then you get chocolate.”
He made Shane drink half a bottle, cool against a throat scraped raw from the noise he had made, sitting him up against his chest, one hand holding the bottle and the other petting his hair. He fed him three squares of dark chocolate from the secret stash in the nightstand, which Shane was officially not aware of. He wiped the worst of the come off Shane’s chest with a warm cloth and kissed every bruise he found, and there were a lot of them already, and Shane lay in his arms for 10 lazy, hazy minutes with the plug a heavy, delicious ache inside him, every small shift of his hips moving the warm, wet weight of Ilya inside him, and his heart coming back down from the ceiling.
He took stock, lazily, the way he would after a hard game. His thighs ached in long, warm bands down the backs, where they had been folded to his chest. His hips throbbed in ten separate places. The bite on his collarbone pulsed when he swallowed, and his nipples were still so swollen and tender that the brush of Ilya’s chest hair across them made him hiss. Ilya’s thumb found the fresh bruise on his inner thigh and rubbed it, idly, and Shane felt that all the way up inside him, around the plug, a lazy curl of heat that was nowhere near finished. Ilya kissed his shoulder. Then his neck, the hinge of his jaw, slow and open-mouthed, his breath still uneven, and with every kiss Shane felt the cock against the small of his back stir a little more, and the contented grumble in Ilya’s chest grew an edge.
Then he sat up.
He swung a leg over Ilya’s hips and planted himself there, on that broad, flat stomach, his thighs spread wide over Ilya’s waist, the skin under his balls and his ass hot and still tacky with sweat, the hard ridges of muscle shifting under him with every breath Ilya took, and pushed both hands into the middle of that massive chest until Ilya went back flat on the pillows. Ilya let him. Ilya always let him. That was the point. He sat there a second and enjoyed it: the strength of his own thighs clamped around that waist, the rise and fall of Ilya’s stomach under him, the hot, slick patch spreading on Ilya’s abs where the plug and his rim pressed down.
He felt Ilya’s cock twitch under his ass, already thickening again, heard the low, hungry growl that came with it, and smiled a slow, wicked, very un-Canadian smile.
Shane took both of those big hands and put them where he wanted them, one curved over his own hip, one spread low across his belly, right over the place where Ilya would soon be. “Hold me. Feel it go in.”
Ilya’s eyes went black. His fingers flexed once on Shane’s skin, slow and deliberate, the broad palm pressing warm into the soft give below his navel, as if he were already trying to feel through it.
“Da. Yes. Whatever you want.”
He sounded hoarse, his voice scraped down to almost nothing, the growl half strangled at birth.
Shane reached behind himself and eased the plug out, inch by slow inch, his eyes on Ilya’s face the whole time. Ilya watched every second of it, lips parted, not even blinking. The plug came free with a soft, filthy sound, and Shane mewled at the emptiness, and felt the warm, slick rush begin to slide out of him and clenched to hold it with a shaky little whimper, and Ilya’s hand jerked on his hip, and he snarled. Shane reached back and pressed two fingers to his own puffy rim, gathered what had escaped, and pushed it back inside himself, hissing at the tender sting of his own touch. Ilya watched his fingers disappear and let out a sound high and raw and ragged, torn up from somewhere so deep in him that Shane felt it in his own chest, and the fingers on Shane’s belly dug in hard enough to leave marks.
“Shane. Shane…”
Shane leaned down until their noses almost touched.
“Watch.”
Shane made it a promise, even in a voice gone husky, and Ilya stilled with a growl caught behind his teeth.
He took Ilya’s cock in one hand, held it upright, notched the thick head against his own loose, dripping hole, and pressed down. His rim was swollen and tender from the first around and the plug, and the broad crown spread it wide again in a hot, raw, aching stretch that made his eyes water, so sensitive it was almost too much and so good it hurt. Then it slipped past, and he sank down onto it in one long, endless, punishing slide, every thick inch dragging over walls still slick and puffy, all the way, until he was sitting flush on Ilya’s hips with every inch of him buried inside. Ilya’s come eased the way. Shane’s thighs shook with it. Fuck. His mouth fell open on a moan he didn’t even try to stop, and it ended in a whine at the very end, when he hit bottom.
Under him, Ilya made a sound like something being torn up by the roots, a deep, rough groan that went on and on. Shane sat there and didn’t move, and let himself feel it. Fuller than the first time, somehow; heavier. Ilya was pressed up into him so deep he could feel the head of his cock nudging somewhere under his navel, and his own come-slick walls were clinging and fluttering around it, sore and tender and so sensitive that each twitch of the shaft lit him up from the inside. His knees had sunk into the mattress either side of those hips. Under his palms, Ilya’s chest heaved, damp with sweat, his heart slamming against Shane’s hand. Shane rocked, a bare quarter-inch, and they both moaned.
Then he rode him.
Slow, first. Torturously slow, because he could, because Ilya had made him wait on the other side of the room all evening, even if Ilya would swear blind it had been the other way around. He nudged Ilya’s knees up behind him, leaned back and braced both hands on them, and the new angle laid him out on show: his belly drawn taut, his cock bobbing hard and flushed above it, the tiger stripes gone silver on his hips, every inch of him there for Ilya to look at. He rose up on those thick, strong thighs until only the head was left inside him, his quads burning and trembling with the effort, and hung there, clenching, purring down at him, while Ilya swore in both languages, his voice dropping lower and rougher with every curse, his palm hot and spread on Shane’s belly. Then he dropped, hard, all the way, and ground his hips in a slow, deep circle with Ilya’s cock pressed up against that spot inside him, and watched his husband come apart beneath him, and moaned, low and husky and pleased, at the sight.
Ilya’s head went back into the pillows. The tendons stood out in his neck. His stomach clenched and rippled under Shane. A snarl tore out of him, raw and helpless. Shane did it again. Up, by degrees, until he felt the flared crown catch and tug at his rim from the inside and his thighs began to shake; down, all at once, so the whole length punched back into him and drove the breath out of him on a sharp cry. Ilya’s hand slid off his hip then, and his thumb found the place where they were joined; Shane’s rim stretched thin and shining around the thick shaft, and traced it, slow, the whole tight ring of it, as Shane rose and sank. Every time Shane came down, a little of Ilya’s own come squeezed out around him, warm and pearly, and Ilya’s thumb caught it and smeared it back over the stretched skin, round and round, and pressed, just there, so that Shane felt himself touched at the very edge of where he was being filled. The other palm lay flat and heavy low on his belly, and on every downstroke Ilya felt himself move under it, pushing up against his own hand from inside. The sound he made at that was a long, desperate howl that lodged, buzzing, at the base of Shane’s spine, and Shane laughed down at him, husky and wrecked and drunk on it, pink from his cheekbones to his nipples, freckles blazing, his thighs on fire.
“Fuck…Shane....”
Ilya’s voice was a low, ragged growl, and his eyes never left the place where his thumb was. Shane let his head fall back and showed him everything, slow and shameless, rolling his hips on every stroke so that Ilya could watch himself disappear into him, and purred at the ceiling. He felt Ilya’s cock jerk inside him at that, and laughed, breathless and husky, the laugh sliding into a moan, and began to move faster.
He rode him harder, then, the slap of his ass on Ilya’s thighs loud in the room, and louder still the sounds coming out of him, whines and whimpers and husky little purrs. He kept his hands braced on Ilya’s knees and his back arched, and let him look; Ilya’s thumb never left his rim, and the palm on his belly pressed down every time he sank, as if to hold the shape of himself there. Ilya was growling now, a continuous, rough, rolling sound low in his chest that Shane could feel through the hand on his belly. Between the growls came scraps of Russian, krasivyy and moy and yeshchyo, Kotik, yeshchyo, and a broken run of something filthy that Shane only half caught and flushed hot down his chest anyway.
Come, and lube ran out of him with every stroke, slicking them both, the sound of it obscene. His own cock bounced against his stomach, hard again, leaking, untouched. Every drop of his weight drove Ilya deeper. Sweat ran down the smooth length of his spine and gathered at the small of his back, and his thighs had begun to burn in earnest. He didn’t let them stop. Under the softness of them was the muscle he had spent his whole life building on the ice, and he used every fibre of it, driving himself up and down on Ilya in a hard, rolling rhythm, hips snapping on every downstroke, quads and glutes standing out under the sweat-slick skin. Ilya’s hip bones were bruising the backs of his thighs. The head of Ilya’s cock dragged over his prostate on the way down and again on the way up, a long, molten rub each time, so that the pleasure never had a chance to ebb. He could feel the tears starting at the corners of his eyes from the sheer overwhelming fullness of it, and he didn’t stop, and he begged; not for Ilya to do anything, but just to hear himself, in Russian first and then, as it built and built and he lost the words for everything, in Japanese.
“Aishiteru… onegai…”
That was what broke Ilya. It always did. His hips came up off the bed on their own, one desperate, helpless thrust, and then another, and Shane cried out, a high, thin whine, and let him, wanted him to, and Ilya fucked up into him from beneath, hard and wild and frantic, snarling with every thrust, the bed trying to slam into the wall. The palm on Shane’s belly slid lower and wrapped around his cock, slick and tight, and stroked him in long, rough pulls, until it gathered in him again, slower and deeper this time, from somewhere so far inside him that it seemed to come from Ilya’s cock and not from his own body at all.
Every wild thrust from beneath pushed it higher. His thighs shook helplessly on either side of Ilya’s hips, his cock jerking in that fist, and then he let go of Ilya’s knees and fell forward onto his chest, and locked tight and came for the second time with a long, hoarse sob, and buried it in Ilya’s neck, sinking his teeth into the pale, mole-dotted skin at the base of it and holding on. It was a long, deep, wringing clench that went on and on and ached a little at the end, his body squeezing in hard, rhythmic pulses around the thick length inside him, spilling the last of himself over Ilya’s fist and stomach in a few thin spurts. He clenched so hard around that thick cock that Ilya snarled, came half up off the pillows on one elbow, caught Shane by the nape and dragged his mouth up off the bite and into a kiss, and followed him over the edge like that, hips jammed up off the mattress and held there, and Shane felt all of it from the inside: the hard swell at the base, the jerk and throb of the shaft against his raw, oversensitive walls, the fresh heat flooding into him on top of the first, filling him all over again until it squeezed out around the base and ran down over Ilya’s balls. Ilya kept on pumping up into him through it in short, jerking thrusts he didn’t seem to be in charge of, shaking all over under Shane, and the noise sank into a long, hoarse groan against Shane’s lips that unravelled, thread by thread, into Russian, into Shane’s name and mine, over and over, a breath from his mouth. Then he sank back into the pillows and took Shane down with him.
Shane went boneless on top of him with a long, shaky, contented purr. Ilya was still inside him, softening by slow degrees, twitching now and then with an aftershock that made them both gasp. Their stomachs were glued together with sweat and come, and his thighs trembled where they sprawled open over Ilya’s hips. Everything ached. His thighs had gone to warm, quivering jelly that twitched on its own. His rim throbbed in time with his heart, stretched around the softening cock and leaking where it could no longer hold, and he felt the warm trickle of it run down over his balls and onto Ilya’s skin. Sweat was cooling along his spine. He could smell the two of them on each other, salt and sandalwood and come, and he breathed it in with his nose pressed to Ilya’s throat and hummed, a deep, contented rumble that shook his chest against Ilya’s.
For a while there was nothing but breath and heartbeats, Ilya’s huge and slamming under Shane’s ear, his own fluttering somewhere up in his throat. One of Ilya’s hands was still clamped on the back of his neck, and the other spread over the small of his back, and both of them were trembling.
Then both of those arms were around him, crushing and warm, and Ilya was kissing his face, his eyelids, his forehead, his mouth, murmuring Russian into his skin, most of it too low and ragged to be words. He caught the end of it.
“Mine. My Shane. My clever, cruel, beautiful Kotik.”
Shane hummed into his neck, a low, sleepy purr, and let himself be kissed.
Ilya eased out of him in the end with a hand on his hip, and a murmur against his temple, and Shane felt every inch of the slow withdrawal from the inside: the soft, heavy drag of it, the last of the head tugging at his raw rim, and then the hot, slick rush that followed, running out of him and down the insides of his thighs, and with it came the hollow, sudden emptiness he always hated, so that he whimpered and pink climbed his cheekbones all over again, his freckles standing out. Ilya’s hand came down between his legs at once and cupped him there, warm and careful, holding him, and kissed him on the nose.
The aftercare sometimes took longer than the sex, and neither of them minded.
Ilya carried him to the bath deep enough to swim in and ran it as hot as Shane could stand, with the salts that smelled like the sea and the oil Shane liked, rinsed them both off under the shower first while it filled, because Shane would not get into a dirty bath and Ilya knew better than to try, and then climbed in behind him so Shane could lie back against his chest. The heat bit at every bruise and then sank into the aching muscles of his thighs and hips until they unknotted, and Shane let his head fall back onto Ilya’s shoulder with a groan.
The water lapped at his chest. Under it, Ilya’s legs bracketed his, thick and hair-roughened against the smooth skin of Shane’s calves, his spent cock lying heavy against the small of Shane’s back, and each breath he took lifted Shane a little and set him down again. He washed him with a cloth, slow, thorough, everywhere, gentle between his legs where he was swollen and sore and still leaking, so that Shane hissed at the warm cloth on his tender rim and then sighed into it, and checked, very carefully, that he hadn’t been torn, his lips against Shane’s ear the whole time. Two fingertips traced the puffy ring of muscle, methodical as a team medic, and Shane flinched at the first touch and then sank back into him, the ache pulsing warm under that light pressure. A little more of Ilya slid out of him into the water. Ilya made a low, soothing noise into his hair and went on.
“Does it hurt, Lyubimyy? Tell me. Here?”
His fingertips were feather-light, and his voice had gone low and worried, the way it never was on the ice.
“Sore. The good kind. I’m okay, love. I promise, Ilyusha.”
Ilya kissed his temple, not entirely convinced, and checked again anyway. He kissed every bruise again, one by one: the dark bloom on his collarbone, the bites on his thighs and under his hip bone, the neat row of fingermarks on each hip. Shane was fairly sure he was counting. When Shane leaned forward to let him at his back, he twisted around and got his first proper look at Ilya’s shoulders: four long, angry welts on each side, raised and raw where his nails had dragged, one of them beaded with blood. He touched it with a fingertip. Ilya hissed, then grinned, enormously pleased with himself, as if he had won them in a fight.
The bite at the base of his neck was already purpling, a perfect ring of Shane’s teeth in the pale skin among the moles, and Ilya kept touching it with his fingertips as if to make sure it was still there. Afterwards he dried him on the edge of the bed with a towel warmed on the rail, worked the arnica into the marks on his hips, already deepening from red to plum in the shape of each broad fingertip, smoothed the cream into the silvery stripes on his belly and thighs with long, careful strokes, gathered up the clothes he had flung into the dark and dropped them neatly into the hamper, and stripped the spare sheet off the top of the bed to leave the clean one underneath, a trick he was hugely proud of and brought up, unfailingly, as though he had only just invented it.
“You see? Clean sheet underneath. Genius.”
Shane rolled his eyes at the ceiling and let him have it.
He put Shane in his own grey T-shirt, the one that came halfway down his thighs and smelled like sandalwood, and climbed in behind him, and pulled him back against his chest. Shane wedged his freezing feet between Ilya’s calves. Ilya hissed, as he always did, and didn’t move them, as he never did.
His hand settled low on Shane’s belly, warm and heavy. Shane shifted back into him and felt the ache everywhere it touched: the throb of his rim, the stiffness down the backs of his thighs, the hollow, well-used tenderness deep in his belly, all of it warm and heavy and his. He lay there and let himself feel it, and reached back over his shoulder to sink his fingers into those damp curls and scritch his blunt nails along Ilya’s scalp, slow, until the big body behind him went heavy and a deep rumble of contentment rolled against his spine.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
He breathed into the back of Shane’s neck.
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.”
Shane mumbled into the pillow, already halfway under.
Somewhere out on the dark water, very faintly, a loon called once. Shane felt his husband stiffen all over behind him, then relax again with a long-suffering sigh and a muttered fuck, and fell asleep smiling.
🏒💛🏒
The synthetic rink stood on the far side of the garden, in its own long, single-storey building, one wall of glass facing the lake. It was one of the first things he had asked for, in the very first meeting with the architect, before the bedrooms, before the kitchen: a place that was his, where he could shoot a hundred pucks at a hundred targets in a summer without anyone telling him what to do with them, and where, when no one was watching, he could practise the things he wasn’t supposed to know how to do on blades.
The surface was polymer tile, white and slightly pearlescent, faintly cool under a bare palm. In the right light, it looked exactly like ice. It wasn’t; you couldn’t skate on it, not properly. You could skid on it, if you were very determined, in your socks; Adrien had learned that on the second morning, loudly, and had the bruise to prove it.
Levi had been watching the rink from the door for two days.
He hadn’t asked; Shane had noticed that, and had been careful not to push. Levi had been skating since the spring in the Bears’ private practice zone, always inside the human wall of four skaters, always with a hand to hold. He had never asked for more. He would stand gripping the boards while Luca and Adrien and half the team moved free across the ice, and he would watch them like a kid with his nose pressed to a sweet-shop window. But whenever anyone so much as mentioned letting go of every hand, something crossed his face, so tight and frightened that Shane had put the whole idea away in a drawer for a month.
It was the trainers that did it.
It was Luca’s idea, naturally. He raised it at breakfast on the fifth day, buttering a slice of toast, face perfectly neutral, in the offhand tone of someone mentioning the weather.
“You know, you can learn most of it in trainers. Balance, I mean. The whole of the first year of figure skating is about how you stand, and no one can fall through a floor. I could show you, Lyovushka. If you wanted. We wouldn’t even need ice.”
He bit into the toast and chewed, in no rush at all.
There was a short, tense silence. Somewhere down the table, a spoon clinked against a bowl. Ilya’s hand found Shane’s knee under the table and squeezed.
“I wouldn’t be good at it.”
Levi murmured, sad and small, the old shrinking back in his voice for the first time in weeks, and Shane’s heart went straight down through the floor. Shit.
Luca kept his eyes on his plate, his voice light and easy.
“No one is, at the start. I fell over so many times I had a bruise in the shape of Ohio.”
He reached for his tea.
His eyes stayed on his plate, but he was starting to smile.
“Ohio?”
Levi leaned a fraction closer with a small frown, his toast forgotten halfway to his mouth.
“I’ll show you. It faded in a month. It was a really good bruise.”
Luca made the promise completely straight-faced, as solemn as a man under oath, and reached for the marmalade.
Levi stared at him. His small face went through a whole series of rapid, complicated shifts. Then, without a word, he slid off his chair and trotted out to the corridor. He came back dragging a pair of tiny white trainers by the laces.
They started at ten.
🏒💛🏒
Shane stood with his back against the glass wall, arms folded, and watched.
Luca had asked him, very low, in the kitchen, not to interfere with the first lesson. His ears had gone faintly pink with the asking; he had half expected to be told off for it.
“He’ll look at you for permission, Kaasan. If you’re beside him, he’ll keep checking whether he’s allowed to be shaky. I’ll tell you when.”
So Shane stood where Levi could see him and didn’t move, which was quite possibly the hardest physical task anyone had ever set him, the Cup final included. He watched his youngest son stand alone on a smooth white floor in a pair of trainers, with Luca kneeling in front of him and both of Levi’s hands held tight in both of Luca’s.
“Soften your knees. Like you’re sitting down on a very small chair. And your weight goes over your toes. Not your heels. Over the middle of your feet, like a little tripod.”
Luca tipped his head and bent his own knees so that Levi could see.
Levi bent his knees. He swayed. His eyes went wide. One hand flew up towards Luca’s shoulder; Luca caught it without a flicker and set it back exactly where it had been.
“Good. That’s exactly what’s meant to happen. It’s your body asking where the middle is. Every skater in the world does it. Go again.”
Luca’s praise was warm and certain, with no fuss in it anywhere.
He went again. And again. He tottered his way across the rink in his small white trainers with his arms stuck out like a tiny tightrope walker. Every time he reached the end of the floor, he turned with grave care and tottered back. On the fourth lap, he fell.
He went down on his bottom with a soft thump on the polymer tile, and went rigid.
Shane’s heart stopped. Fuck. He knew that posture. It was the sudden, frightened freeze of a child who had learned, a long time ago and in a cold place, that a mistake was a thing to be braced for. He was moving off the glass before he had decided to.
A strong hand closed around his wrist.
Adrien.
He had been sitting on the end of the bench with a bottle of water; now he had come up silently behind Shane, and his hand was warm and steady and very gentle.
“Wait, Shane… Luca’s got him.”
The younger man pressed his thumb once against Shane’s pulse and didn’t let go.
Luca hadn’t moved from his knees; he was watching, and Shane could see him thinking it through, quick and clever behind those blue eyes. Then he let out one slow, unbothered, theatrical breath and flopped sideways onto the floor beside Levi. Behind Shane, Adrien made a small sound, half a laugh and half something much softer. It was the sound of a man watching the person he adored do something brave, and wanting to as him to marry him all over again for it.
“Oof! Lyovushka. Look at that! That is a spectacular fall. Did you see how you went? You didn’t even put your hands out. Very advanced.”
Levi stared at him. His eyes were huge, his knuckles pale where he gripped his own knees.
“But I failed, Lukasha. I fell down.”
There was a broken, panicked stutter in that thread of a voice that Shane felt in his own teeth.
“You did not fail. You fell, and you did it properly, too. Ten out of ten. Do you know what you do when you fall over on the ice, in the very first lesson of all?”
Luca rolled onto his stomach, propped his chin on both fists, and looked at Levi seriously from a foot away.
He waited, chin on his fists, in no rush at all.
“Nyet.”
Levi whispered, his eyes never leaving Luca’s face.
“You laugh. That’s the rule. Whoever falls over has to laugh first. Otherwise it doesn’t count.”
There was a pause. Shane could see the small chest rising and falling.
Then, out of nowhere, a sound came out of his son. High, cracked, startled; a half-hiccup that had clearly escaped without permission. It came again. Then Levi had his face in his hands and was laughing helplessly, his legs kicking on the white floor like a puppy on its back. Luca was laughing with him. Beside Shane, a large, very soft man wiped his eyes on the back of his wrist and tried to pretend he was doing no such thing. Luca glanced up through his own laughter, caught that wet silver-grey gaze, and gave Adrien a look so fond that it needed no translation in any of their languages.
“Okay… okay. I’m fine. I’m just… it’s dusty in here.”
Adrien muttered at the ceiling, sniffing hard.
Shane found, to his considerable surprise, that his own voice wouldn’t work properly either.
“Pollen.”
Anya had been lying across the doorway the whole time. She had watched every move of those small white trainers with the grave, worried devotion of a collie who has been told to guard something and can’t quite work out what.
When Levi fell, she was up and across the floor before anyone else had drawn breath. She pushed her long nose under his arm. She licked his chin from collar to ear, once, very thoroughly, making quite sure he was all there. Levi squealed and flung both arms around her neck. The lesson dissolved into a heap of laughing Levi, laughing Luca and one thoroughly pleased Anya, and Adrien, giving up, went down on the floor and joined the pile.
Luca looked up at Shane from the bottom of the heap, his hair full of dog, and nodded once.
Now.
Shane was across the floor before the nod had finished. He went down on his knees on the white tile, and Levi came out of the pile and climbed straight into his lap, flushed and giggling and not one bit afraid.
“Kaasan, I fell down a spectacular fall! And I laughed first, so it counts!”
It came out in one breathless, tumbling rush that didn’t stop for commas.
“I saw, Lyovushka. I saw the whole thing. That was the best fall I have ever seen, full stop, and I once watched Ojisan Cliff fall off a hotel balcony into a swimming pool.”
Shane held him and rocked him and kissed the top of his head again and again, and then, without letting go of Levi, reached out his free arm and hauled Luca in too, dog hair and all, and pressed his mouth hard to that fair hair.
“Thank you, Lukasha. You were brilliant. You were so, so brilliant.”
Luca didn’t duck his head. A year ago he would have. A year ago he would have gone dark pink to the ears and mumbled that it was nothing and found something very interesting to look at on the floor. Now he just tucked himself into Shane’s chest and let himself be held, and smiled, a small, certain, glowing smile, the smile of someone who knew exactly where he belonged and had stopped waiting to be told he could stay.
🏒💛🏒
That evening, his father rowed across the bay.
Shane saw the old green boat coming from the deck, a long way off, pulling slow and steady through the gold light with a familiar hunched shape at the oars and two fishing rods sticking up out of the stern. His heart did a silly, 9-year-old leap. He had been watching his father row across this lake his whole life, but never towards a grandson. Not until today.
David tied up at the end of the dock with the same knot he had always used, the one he had taught Shane at six and Shane had never got right, and climbed out with a grunt and a hand pressed to his lower back. He kissed Shane on the top of the head, the way he had when Shane was nine, and Shane leaned into it and let him. He shook Ilya’s hand and then pulled him into a hug, as he always did now, and called him son, as he always did now, and Ilya went pink, as he always did (Russians didn’t blush, apparently, unless David Hollander was involved). Then he crouched down on the planks, careful on his old knees, until he was eye to eye with Levi.
“Now then, young man. Do you know how to catch a fish?”
David put the question very seriously, as if a great deal depended on the answer, and perhaps, to him, it did.
Levi didn’t. Levi had never held a fishing rod before. Levi looked at the rod, and at his Ojiichan, and then back at the rod, deeply suspicious; then he looked around for Shane, got a small nod, and climbed into David’s lap on the end of the dock, wriggled until he was comfy, and stayed.
They fished for an hour. No one caught anything for 50 minutes of it, and no one minded. David held the rod with his arms around Levi and his freckled hands over the small ones, and explained about the bobber and the line in his dry, patient voice.
“You have to be still, see. You keep still, and you let the fish come to you.”
Levi listened to every word, utterly intent, with Luca murmuring the Russian for the tricky bits. Luca sat on the edge beside them with his feet in the water and his new sketchbook on his knee, drawing the pair of them. Adrien lay flat on his back on the warm planks with his head in Luca’s lap and his eyes shut. Shane sat in Ilya’s lap, because there was only one deckchair and Ilya had made a ruling, with an arm wrapped around his waist and a chin hooked over his shoulder and the occasional kiss pressed absently to the side of his neck, in front of his father, in broad daylight, and his father didn’t so much as blink. Nine years ago, Shane would never have believed it.
At 51 minutes, the bobber went under.
Levi giggled. David laughed, a real laugh, the big one Shane hadn’t heard since he was a teenager, and the two of them wound in a sunfish the size of Shane’s palm, flapping and golden and indignant, and Levi stared at it with his mouth open as if it were a whale.
He insisted on letting it go. He insisted on wetting his hands first, too, because he had been listening to every word anyone had told him about wild animals since they arrived, and he lowered it into the water with tremendous ceremony and watched it vanish. Then he turned around to his Ojiichan and threw both arms around his neck.
Shane didn’t see what his father’s face did. He was too busy pressing his own face into Ilya’s shoulder.
When David rowed home again, steady through the violet dusk, Levi stood at the end of the dock in his life jacket and waved until the boat was a speck, and then until it was gone, and then for a little while after that, just to be safe. Ilya scooped him up onto his shoulders to carry him in. Levi kept looking back over the curls, all the way up the lawn.
“Obaachan’s house is just there. Across the water. 10 minutes.”
He informed the whole violet evening of this in Japanese, very satisfied and enormously proud of himself. Then he leaned down over Ilya’s head until he was upside down in front of his Otousan’s face, braid dangling, and made his announcement in his best careful English.
“I have a fish. I catch a fish. Very big one. Tomorrow I catch more one.”
Ilya laughed until he had to stop walking, and Shane had to take Levi’s ankles before both of them fell over.
🏒💛🏒
On the sixth morning, Levi woke before the sun did.
Shane knew the moment it happened. A small, warm weight of dread lived at the back of his sleep these days, and it had long ago learned to listen for that particular silence. Not the silence of a child in trouble; the silence of a child who had been awake for some time, lying motionless, thinking big thoughts in the dark. He rolled over.
Ilya’s arm lay heavy across his waist, his breath warm against Shane’s neck, the gold cross warm between them where it had slid around in the night. The sky outside the glass was the colour of pewter.
From the landing came the faintest squeak. Shane slid out from under the arm with great care, tucked the covers back over those broad shoulders and kissed one blond curl. Ilya sighed in his sleep, and his fingers curled into the warm hollow Shane had left behind.
He was in the corridor in his bare feet before the second squeak. Levi stood at the head of the stairs in his shark pyjamas and his yellow wellingtons, which were on the wrong feet. Sharky was clamped under one arm; the other hand was wrapped around the bannister. His face was turned up, serious and hopeful, a small man with an urgent proposal.
“I want to see if the water is awake.”
The whisper came right up against Shane’s ear, warm and damp, one small hand cupped carefully around the words to keep them from escaping into the dark.
“The water?”
Shane kept his own voice down, both so as not to wake the house and so as not to startle his little son.
Levi gave one grave nod.
“Da. In the morning. Yuki is awake. She is on the window. She is looking at it very hard.”
He had clearly given his evidence a great deal of thought.
Shane crouched. He looked at the wellingtons, and let them be; he only brushed his fingers through the sleep-tousled hair. He had learned that lesson early, and he had been right to: some things a child was entitled to get wrong in his own time, and the world didn’t end.
“Then I think we’d better go and check. Let me get something warmer, Lyovushka.”
It was the best hour of the day, honestly, and hardly anyone ever saw it. The mist lay along the lake in long, low, pearl-grey bands. The other side of the lake had disappeared; the water seemed to go on forever, flat and pale and utterly calm. The cold nipped at Shane’s ankles, and his breath puffed white in front of him. Dew soaked through Shane’s socks above his sliders before they were halfway across the lawn.
The planks of the dock were slick and silvery. Levi held his hand all the way down, Sharky’s fin dangling, and neither of them spoke. It was so quiet out there that talking felt rude, and they had clearly both decided to respect that.
They stood at the end for a while, side by side, and looked.
A fish rose and sank, leaving a ring that widened across the pewter water. A dragonfly, newly hatched and still crumpled, hung on a reed with its wings drying, thin and clear. Out in the mist, something far away gave a soft, liquid, bubbling call. Levi’s fingers tightened around his, small, cold and damp. Then, slowly, they relaxed again.
Shane was acutely aware that most of that memory wasn’t a good one for his son, and he picked his words with care.
“That’s a loon. A wolfie bird. Do you remember, from back then?”
Levi’s reply was barely a whisper, his eyes on the water.
“Otousan told us that it is a mean wolfie bird. He said you told it to go away. That you talked to it in its own language.”
Shane kept his eyes on the water and his face very straight.
“Did he now?”
Levi turned his head. In the half-light, his blue eyes were bright with awestruck, scandalised delight.
“At breakfast. To Luca. Luca laughed until he had to put the toast down. Kaasan, did you shout at a bird?”
Shane laughed under his breath. He dropped his hand to cup the back of that little neck and squeezed.
“Politely. It was scaring your Otousan.”
Levi’s mouth began to tremble with the laugh he was trying to hold in. Then something nearby went peep.
It was a very small sound. It came from the left, from the stand of reeds growing thick and tall along the bank where the dock met the shore. Thin, shaky, almost comically indignant, a squeak like a wet balloon. Levi stopped laughing. He froze where he stood.
“Kaasan. I heard it.”
Shane held his breath. A frog plopped somewhere in the mud. The sound came again, thin and wavering, from the reeds.
“Is it hurt?”
His little lip trembled with worry.
Shane crouched at the edge of the planks and put a hand on Levi’s back.
“Maybe. Let’s look. Slowly now, Lyovushka. No running. No big voices. It’s a chick, a baby, but it’s still a wild animal; we have to be very careful. We don’t want to frighten it.”
He kept his voice very low.
They went down the little grassy bank on their heels, then on their knees, Levi’s wellingtons squelching in the mud. At the water’s edge, the reeds rose over their heads in a green, whispering wall. Shane parted them with two fingers.
The chick was no bigger than a bread roll.
It sat in the shallows in a tangle of long, flat, ribbon-like leaves of wild celery, torn loose by some night wind and wound, again and again, around the water’s edge. It was soft, sooty and brown, fluffed up with damp down like a dust bunny from under the fridge. It had a stubby grey bill and one around, bright, bewildered eye the colour of a ruby. Its left leg was bound against its body in a loop of green.
It pedalled the other against the mud in frantic, small, useless thrusts. Every time it moved, the weed pulled tighter. Then it tipped its head back, opened its beak, and let out a sound so small and so pitiful that it went into Shane like a splinter under a nail.
The sound started high and thin and rising, the first notes of the long, ghostly wail that had set Ilya’s teeth on edge. It got about as far as the middle. Then it cracked, warbled, and broke apart into a thin, hoarse, furious little peep.
Levi’s hand shot to his mouth. Along the bank, a damp breeze stirred the grass.
“It is not doing the wolf song. Kaasan. It only does a peep.”
He whispered through his fingers.
Shane’s mouth curved, and he leaned in so his son could hear him.
“It’s a baby loon.”
Levi’s brows drew together in profound suspicion.
“But it started like the wolf song.”
Shane nodded, a little warm glow of pride lighting in him at how sharp his boy was, how much he noticed.
“It’s trying to make the loon call, but it is too young yet, Lyovushka. That’s the big, long one, the one me and Otousan heard. The grown-ups do it. It’s the song they use to talk to each other across the water. But the babies can’t yet. They haven’t got the right voice. They’re too little. So they practise.”
Shane laid the explanation out patiently, quietly, and somewhere around the babies the words snagged in his throat like wool on a nail, so that he had to swallow before he could finish.
The chick tipped its head back and tried again. A high thin wail, a catch, a crack, then a long, outraged, quavering peeeeep.
Levi stayed frozen, obeying his instructions exactly as they had been given. He knelt there in the mud with Sharky pressed against his chest and the damp creeping through the knees of his pyjamas, and he watched the little dark creature fight a leaf and a language at the same time. Then he turned his head. His eyes were wide and bright. When he spoke, his voice was so full of wonder, so gentle and so stubborn, that Shane thought he might carry it with him for the rest of his life.
“Look, Kaasan. It is learning its language too.”
Shane couldn’t answer at once.
There was so much he wanted to say, and he couldn’t get any of it out. There was no way to tell an 8-year-old that he was the bravest person you knew. He crouched in the cold green dawn with the mist drifting around his shoulders and his son’s small hand fisted in the sleeve of his jumper. He thought of a small boy at a breakfast table with a plate of pancakes, working out how to say please in a voice that didn’t shake. Thank you, under his breath, over and over, until it stopped sounding like someone else’s words. All the English Levi had gathered since the spring, word by word, picked up and kept. Pocketed. Tried out in the dark. ’Good night, Otousan.’
“Da. I think it is. And I think it’s doing very well.”
Levi nodded firmly. That settled it. He shuffled forward.
“We can help it?”
Shane smiled at him and nodded.
“We can. But we do it properly.”
He scooped up a handful of lake water and let it run over his hands, once, twice, until they were cold and dripping.
“That’s so it doesn’t feel dry and strange. Hands wet, and slow. And you hold the leaf, here, with two fingers, very lightly, so it doesn’t tug. I do the rest.”
Levi looked down at his own hands, then out at the lake, and frowned in deep concentration.
“Why do we wet the hands?”
Shane touched his wet fingertips to his son’s much smaller ones.
“Because it’s a bird, and their feathers are waterproof. If we touch them with dry hands, we take off the oil. And because we’re going to be quick. Look out there, Lyovushka. Don’t move. Tell me what you see.”
He glanced up, out past the reeds, and froze mid-reach, the way he froze on the ice in the half-second before a play opened up.
Levi looked.
It took him a moment, because the mist had thinned and drifted. Then he drew in a small, sharp breath. About 20 metres out, on the grey glass of the water, a pair of large black-and-white birds floated side by side. Their necks were as thick as a man’s wrist, their heads glossy black, their eyes a deep, glowing red. They were quite motionless. They watched the reeds without blinking once. Shane knew exactly how they felt. Nothing in the world was worse than an empty bed where your kid should be. Between them, bobbing on the swell, sat one more dark, fuzzy chick.
“There is another one. Kaasan, it has a brother. Like me. Are they waiting?”
Levi breathed.
Shane’s hand was steady on the leaf.
“Looks like they are, Lyovushka. That is his mom and dad. They’ve been watching us since we got here. That’s why we’re going to be fast and gentle, and why no one’s going to make any loud noises that might startle them.”
Levi pressed his lips together and nodded, very gravely. Two small, careful, damp fingers went out to hold the end of the long green ribbon.
It took less time than Shane had feared, and much longer than it should have. The weed had wound around the leg three times, every loop slick, stubborn and wet. He worked the first one loose with the tip of one finger. The chick twitched and peeped.
Levi leaned in and spoke to it in a voice as soft as the mist moving over the water, trying to soothe the frightened little thing.
“Shh, shh, it is okay; we are here, we are only doing the leaf.”
His voice was so gentle and so certain that it took Shane a moment to realise it was the voice Luca used on him. The second loop came free. The third was tight. Shane held his breath and eased it up over the tiny jointed foot. The whole long strand slid away and floated off on the water.
The chick froze.
A drip fell from a reed tip and made a tiny bell of a sound.
It looked at the leaf. It looked at Shane. It looked at Levi with one eye, and Levi looked back. For one silent, suspended instant, the two of them regarded each other across 18 inches of cold dawn. Then the chick drew itself up to its full and considerable height of 4 inches, fluffed every feather it had, tipped back its head, and let out the loudest, rudest, most self-satisfied peep in all of Ontario.
Levi snorted.
He clapped both hands over his mouth, folded in half and shook so hard that Sharky fell in the mud. Shane had to put out an arm to stop him from toppling into the reeds. It was the laugh from the rink, high, cracked, startled and unstoppable, and it went on for a good 10 seconds. Out on the lake, the mother loon raised her head.
“Quick. Cup your hands. Let’s get him home.”
Shane cupped the chick in both palms and lifted it. It was barely any weight at all, just a warm, damp, beating handful. The fast, hot flutter of its heart pressed against his skin. Then he waded in, up to the knee, in his pyjama trousers, the cold biting through the cotton and the mud sucking at his feet. He crouched. He lowered his hands until the water ran around them, cold and silky between his fingers, and opened them.
For a moment it didn’t move. Then it paddled, once, twice, in a small, frantic, exuberant circle, and shot away across the water with its little bill stuck up proudly in the air.
Shane stood with the lake lapping at his thighs and the cold climbing his skin, and watched it go.
The father loon let out a single low call, nothing like the wail; it was a gentle, rolling murmur. The other chick swung its head around. The lost one reached them, and a fluttering, peeping, squeaking commotion broke out. The mother bent her long black neck and touched the newcomer with the point of her bill, once, twice, checking him over. Then, with loads of splashing and indignation, the newcomer scrambled up onto her back. The whole family turned in a slow, stately circle and drifted away into the mist.
“They are all together.”
Levi stood at the edge of the reeds with Sharky retrieved and dripping from one fist, his wellingtons full of mud and his cheeks wet. He wasn’t crying, exactly. He was looking at the place where the birds had gone with the unblinking, serious attention he gave to things he intended to remember.
“They are, Lyovushka. All together.”
Shane waded out and sat down on the bank, and Levi climbed straight into his lap without a word, soaked and shivering, and put his head under Shane’s chin like the chick scrambling onto its mother’s back. Shane peeled off his own jumper, wrapped it around the wet pyjamas and bundled Levi inside it, because poor thermoregulation didn’t take the summer off. He ignored the clammy cotton against his own skin, which on any other day would have driven him fucking spare.
“They’re all together. He is not going to be on his own.”
Levi’s voice was muffled in his chest, and very sure.
Shane rocked him a little, slowly, and for a minute he couldn’t find one word in any of his five languages.
“No, he won’t be, Lyovushka. And I promise he will learn the loon song. Even if it takes a very long time.”
Levi’s reply was small and stubborn against his collarbone.
“He will.”
Shane tightened his arms around him.
“He’s got all summer, and he’s got a very good family to practise with.”
They sat there for a while, wet to the bone, the heat between their bodies slowly warming them both, until the sun came over the pines on the other side and drove the mist off the lake in long gold ribbons. Somewhere beyond the point, past the dark teeth of the pines, a thin, rising wail drifted across the water, cracked, and ended on a rubbery little peep.
Levi sat up. He wiped his nose on his sleeve, took a deep breath, put back his head, cupped his hands the way Shane had once shown him, and tried it himself.
It started well. It went up, wavered, cracked in the middle, and came out as a small, hoarse, hopeful sound somewhere between a loon and a hinge.
“Was that okay?”
He twisted around in Shane’s lap to gaze up at him with liquid blue eyes.
Shane pressed his lips together until they hurt. When at last he let the words out, they came warm and wobbling, nowhere near as steady as he had meant them to be.
“That was perfect. I think he’d be very proud of you. Do it again.”
Levi drew breath and did.
Up at the house, a window slid open. A tousled blond head looked out. Shane gazed up at the rumpled curls, the bare chest, the sleep-heavy blue eyes finding him across the expanse of grass, and loved that man so much it was almost funny. A very deep, very sleepy, very Russian voice floated down across the lawn, rough with horror and wonder.
“Lyubimyy. Now there are two of you?”
Levi, enormously pleased with himself, put back his head and did it a third time.
🏒💛🏒
They ate at his parents’ cottage on the Sunday, around the old pine table with the scuffed top. For two whole hours, Shane was 9 years old again, and he didn’t even mind, thank you very much.
They walked over, because nobody at the lake drove anywhere they could walk; it was 10 minutes along the path through the pines, and Levi had decided on the very first morning that the path was his. He rode most of it on Ilya’s shoulders, both small fists buried in those blond curls like reins, ducking with all the drama of a silent-film heroine under every branch whether it came anywhere near him or not.
Ilya steered him around the low ones with a hand clamped over each skinny ankle and a running commentary about the dangers of attack trees, and Levi squealed with delight at each one, the attack trees just as thrilling at the eleventh bend as at the first.
Shane walked beside them with two fingers hooked into Ilya’s back pocket, because the man had reached back and put them there himself on the first bend and then glared at him until he left them in place.
Every few steps Ilya’s free hand drifted back to find him anyway: the small of his back, the curve of his hip, the back of his neck under his hair. He had been doing it all summer. He had been doing it, if Shane was honest, for almost a decade, but out here, with no one to hide from, he did it like breathing.
Behind them, Luca and Adrien dawdled, hand in hand, swinging their arms, soppy as a pair of teenagers; technically one of them still was.
Every time Shane glanced back, Luca was looking up at Adrien with his whole heart in his face, and Adrien was looking at the path with the dazed concentration of a man trying very hard not to walk into a tree. Twice he didn’t quite manage it. Anya ranged ahead and came back, ahead and back, counting them all, satisfied.
It was all the same, impossibly. The same blue plates, the same sprig-patterned oilcloth with the burn mark by his old seat that no one had ever owned up to (it had been him, and his mother had known it was him, and she had let him get away with it for 20 years).
The same smell of Yuna’s miso broth drifting out of the kitchen, the one that had meant summer and home and being nine years old for as long as he could remember. The same low beam over the kitchen door, the one his father had banged his head on in 1996 and had marked, ever since, with a strip of faded orange tape.
Ilya ducked under it without breaking stride, Levi still aloft, and Levi patted the orange tape on the way past, very seriously, because Ojiichan had explained the tape to him on their first visit and Levi had taken it to heart as a sacred rule of the house.
You touched the tape. You greeted it. In all the long summers of his own childhood, Shane had not greeted the tape a single time. He felt, watching his son do it, a small, ridiculous pang of envy for the kid he might have been.
His mother wore her old, comfy trousers with a pen still poking out of one pocket, and a sunhat pulled low over her hair whenever she stepped outside. She ordered everyone about with a vague, loving ruthlessness that no one in the family had yet found a way to resist. Ilya was sent for more napkins. Luca was sent for the salad. Adrien was sent, for reasons no one questioned, to count the chairs.
He went, without a murmur of protest. No one told Yuna Hollander no, least of all a 6-foot-2 golden retriever who still called her ma’am when he was nervous.
Levi wasn’t sent anywhere. Levi was set down in the kitchen doorway, where he went straight to his Obaachan and wrapped both arms around her legs, apron and all, and she kissed the top of his dark head.
“Did you greet the tape, Levi?”
She bent to him with the question, and her whole face was smiling.
He answered her in Japanese, quick and sure and bright, more words in a row than Shane had ever heard him string together in English. His mother laughed and answered, and for a whole minute the two of them stood there in the steam from the broth having an entire conversation that half the room couldn’t follow.
Shane could follow it. He stood with a stack of plates in his hands and listened to his son report to his grandmother, very seriously.
“The tape is still there, Obaachan. I greeted it. Otousan was attacked by 11 trees on the way, and Addie walked into two of them.”
His Japanese was so much better than his English. It always had been; it was the language his mama had spoken to him when he was very small, the one he had carried with him through everything that came after, tucked away somewhere safe, and every time it poured out of him whole like this, Shane wanted to sit down on the floor.
He didn’t sit down on the floor. Ilya came up behind him instead, took the plates out of his hands without a word and set them on the counter, then wrapped both arms around his waist from behind and put his chin on Shane’s shoulder to listen too.
He didn’t understand more than one word in ten of it. He listened anyway, his thumb rubbing over the wedding band on Shane’s right hand, around and around, until Shane could breathe again.
His father sat at the head of the table in his shirtsleeves, carving, with Levi on his left in a booster made out of three cushions stacked very precisely by Levi himself. Shane watched him slide the best piece of chicken onto the small plate without a word.
Then, very casually, from the corner of one eye, his dad checked that it was eaten. Under the table, Ilya’s knee rested warm against Shane’s, a steady, solid press that didn’t shift once through the whole meal.
Above the table, Ilya’s hand never moved far either. It sat on the back of Shane’s chair, then on the back of Shane’s neck, then on his thigh while he passed the salad one-handed, then back on his neck again.
His mother saw. His mother always saw. She didn’t say a word, but she looked, once, from Ilya’s hand to Shane’s face, and her own face did something small and pleased that Shane decided not to examine too closely in front of witnesses.
Luca had been put on Ilya’s other side, and the poor kid didn’t stand a chance. Ilya stole the cherry tomatoes off his plate one by one, as he had been doing since the very first dinner Luca had ever eaten in their kitchen, and every time Luca objected, Ilya reached over and ruffled those soft blond waves into a bird’s nest and called him Lukasha in his most wounded voice; he was, apparently, the injured party.
Luca had stopped complaining by the third tomato. By the fifth, he had shuffled his chair a whole inch closer and was leaning his shoulder against Ilya’s arm while he ate, pink and perfectly content, and Shane loved them both so much he had to look at his chicken.
There had been a time, not so very long ago, when Luca would have sat at the very end of any table and waited to be sent away. He had perched on the edges of chairs; he had said sorry for taking the last potato. Now he leaned.
He leaned on Ilya and stole his bread roll in revenge, and when Shane reached over and pushed a curl off his forehead, he tipped his head into the hand like Yuki did, without even looking up from his plate. Being touched by his Kaasan at dinner was just an ordinary thing to him now. It finally, finally was.
Levi’s chicken was eaten; all of it, down to the very last pea, with great, concentrated pleasure. At the end, Levi looked up with a tiny smear of gravy on his chin, set his fork down exactly straight beside the plate the way he had been taught, and piped up in his careful, formal English.
“More, please, Ojiichan?”
Shane had to look away. Just for a moment. He dropped his hand under the table and dug his fingers into the massive thigh pressed against his own, hard, until he had his control back. Ilya didn’t flinch. A warm palm just came down over his knuckles and covered them.
“You may. Here. Eat as much as you want. There’s always more in this house.”
David spoke in his dry, level voice. He heaped the plate; he didn’t glance up at Shane. Instead, his dad put out one hand and rested it, for a moment, on the top of a small dark head.
Shane had to study the tablecloth for a lot longer than he’d have liked. The faded blue sprigs. The burn mark. The little nick in the pine where he had dropped a steak knife at 14 and sworn, very badly, in front of his mother for the very first time. (Shit, he had said. Just shit. She had never let him forget it.)
Across the table, his mother didn’t speak at all, which in Yuna was its own kind of speech. She laid her palm over David’s knuckles for one second, then picked up her fork again, briskly, and turned to Adrien.
“Adrien. Did you count the chairs correctly?”
Adrien hadn’t. There were nine. He had counted 11.





      






No one ever found out how the hell he had managed it.
Dessert was his mother’s matcha roll cake and his father’s apple crumble, because neither of them had ever, in 40 years, conceded which of them made the better pudding, and they weren’t about to start now. Levi solved the problem by having both.
He solved the problem of his chair by climbing down from his cushions halfway through, walking around the table with his bowl held very carefully in both hands, and climbing up into Shane’s lap without asking, because asking was a thing he had stopped doing.
He settled there with his back against Shane’s chest and ate the rest of his crumble with his feet swinging. Shane wrapped one arm around his middle and ate his own one-handed. There was custard on his shorts, and he didn’t care in the slightest.
Ilya leaned over and stole a spoonful from Levi’s bowl.
“Otousan. That is not allowed. It is a rule, and you know the rule.”
Levi glared up at him over the bowl, outraged.
“Rules are not for bears, Lyovushka.”
Ilya licked the spoon with enormous dignity.
Levi considered this, turned around in Shane’s lap and fed Ilya a second spoonful himself, very precisely, his small face terribly serious. Ilya ate it. Then he kissed the top of Levi’s head, and then he kissed Shane too, just because he could, sweet and tasting of apple, at his parents’ dinner table.
No one so much as blinked. His father went on eating crumble. His mother asked Luca to pass the cream. That was the bit that got him, really. Not the kiss; he had been kissed by Ilya Rozanov in front of loads of people by now, a whole arena of them on one memorable occasion. It was that no one blinked.
Afterwards, while the grown-ups argued gently about the washing up, his father took Levi to the card table in the corner, where the summer’s jigsaw lay half finished on the table, a thousand-piece lighthouse that had been defeating David since June. They did edge pieces.
Levi was extremely good at edge pieces; he sorted them into piles by colour and then by shape with a ferocious tidiness that made Shane’s inner spreadsheet weep with pride. David let him put in the last corner. He pretended he had been looking for it for weeks. He probably had.
Shane dried plates at the sink with Ilya plastered to his back and watched the pair of them over his shoulder, two dark heads and one grey one bent over the table, his father’s patient hands and his son’s small, quick ones moving over the same table. He thought of himself at six, at that same table, doing that same thing, being told he had done well. He had needed it so badly then. Levi needed it more.
Leaving took 20 minutes, because leaving his parents’ house had always taken 20 minutes and always would. His mother packed leftovers into a stack of containers, labelled every lid in marker pen and handed them to Shane with a list of what was in each one and which day it had to be eaten by, as if he hadn’t been feeding a household of hockey players for years. Shane took the list. He would follow it to the letter. They had stayed longer than planned, and Levi was tired.
His father walked them out onto the porch. The night had come down soft and blue, and the bugs were thick around the porch light. David shook Adrien’s hand, gravely, and then got hugged by him anyway, because Adrien couldn’t help himself. He kissed the top of Luca’s head; Luca had to bend down for it now, and did it without a word, and stayed bent for a second longer than he needed to.
Then his dad turned to Ilya, and Shane watched his husband brace, the way he still did, very slightly, every single time; some part of him still expected a handshake at most. David put both arms around him instead. He was a head shorter, and he had to reach up to do it; he did it anyway, one hand between those huge shoulder blades, and patted twice, and stepped back.
“Drive carefully, son.”
That was all. It was all it ever was, with his father. Ilya nodded and cleared his throat and turned away very fast towards the Jeep, and by the porch light Shane could see that his ears had gone bright pink, and that he had to stand by the driver’s door for a moment, with his back to all of them, pretending to look for the keys he was holding in his hand.
Shane went and stood beside him and leaned on him, shoulder to arm, and kept his mouth shut about it. Ilya’s arm came around him and pulled him in tight; it didn’t let go all the way around the car to the passenger door, which Ilya opened for him, like always, with a kiss to his cheek on the way in.
On the way home, in the dark, with the lake gone silver beside the track and the pines rising black and silent on either side, Levi fell asleep in the back of the Jeep.
They had walked over in the gold of the afternoon, but Ilya had nipped back for the Jeep while the crumble was in the oven, because he had taken one look at the length of the path and the size of their tired little boy and decided that no one was making Levi walk through the pines in the dark.
Sharky was tucked tightly under his chin, and Anya’s heavy head lay in his lap. Luca had fallen asleep on the other side of him with his cheek mashed against Adrien’s shoulder, and one hand curled loosely around his little brother’s ankle. Even unconscious, he needed to know where Levi was.
Adrien sat bolt upright in the middle of them all, like a man holding a tray of full champagne flutes, absolutely refusing to be the one to wake them.
Ilya drove one-handed. The other hand lay on Shane’s thigh the whole way, warm and heavy through his shorts, his thumb tracing lazy circles over the inside of his knee. Now and then he lifted it to change gear and then put it straight back, unfailingly, right where it belonged.
Shane covered it with his own, laced their fingers together and watched the headlights wash over the pine trunks. If there was a better feeling in the world than a car full of sleeping children on a dark road home, no one had ever told him about it.
Ilya carried Levi in; Shane watched the way he curved around the small body like a hand around a match in the wind. Strong and gentle at once. Ilya often called Shane a lioness wherever their children were concerned.
Shane privately thought it was a fair description of them both, actually. A lioness and his great, golden, growly lion. He held the door for them, easing it shut behind them on the cool night air and the gathering darkness.
Adrien steered Luca in behind them, both of them yawning, Luca still mostly asleep and walking with his eyes shut and his forehead against Adrien’s arm. Shane caught him by the back of the neck on the way past, just like Ilya did with Shane, and kissed his forehead, and Luca made a small, sleepy, pleased noise and leaned into it for a second before he let himself be towed off towards the stairs.
In the glow of the hall light, on the threshold, Ilya paused with Lyovushka’s cheek against his shoulder. He looked out through the glass at the long shadow of the cottage stretching across the grass.
“I did not believe. When you first told me about this place. In Montreal, before any of this. You said back then, I have a cottage by a lake where no one can find me. And I thought, how sad. How lonely this must be.”
Shane didn’t answer straight away. A moth was batting itself stupid against the porch light outside, its shadow wheeling across the boards. He remembered saying it. He remembered exactly how he had meant it, too: like a boast, like armour. Christ, what an idiot he had been. 21 and so proud of the glass walls he had designed so that no one could ever get close enough to look in.
Back then, the plan had been simple: play, win, never tell a soul, and come here alone every summer for the rest of his life. Now his husband’s name was on his jersey in every arena in the league, the whole world knew exactly who he went home to, and there was a booster seat made of three cushions at his parents’ table. 21-year-old Shane would have fainted. Then he would have asked for a spreadsheet.
“It was.”
Shane let the words out, and found that now, after everything, it didn’t hurt at all to say.
Ilya looked down at the sleeping weight in his arms. He shifted his grip a fraction higher, with that careful gentleness that had once made Shane stop dead in a hallway in Boston and put his hand over his mouth. When he spoke again, it was a murmur into the quiet of the hall; his voice kept right down in his chest so as not to wake the boy.
“And now. Now it is full of noise.”
Shane barely breathed the question. He lifted one hand to the small back, checking it was still there. That it was all real. That he hadn’t made the whole thing up somewhere along the way.
“Is that all right?”
Ilya breathed his name first, and the word caught rough and raw in his throat. Then he looked at him over the sleeping head, his eyes very bright in the hall light, that dark ocean blue gone wet at the edges.
“Shane … Lyubimyy. It is the best sound I know.”
Shane crossed the boards and rose up on his toes. He kissed Ilya slowly, gently, with their youngest’s warm little breaths puffing between them. A hand slid into his hair, cupped the back of his skull and held him right there, with no intention whatsoever of letting him go.
He didn’t. He never had.
“My pretty Kotik.”
Ilya whispered against his forehead. The endearment sounded almost too gentle for such a big man, and Shane felt it all the way down to his toes.
They put Levi to bed together. They always did, if they could; it was one of those things that had never been decided and had just happened, like most of the best things in their house.
Ilya laid him down in the middle of the whale quilt so gently that the quilt barely dipped, and Shane eased off the little trainers one at a time and peeled the socks off after them, and between them they wrestled a sleeping small boy into his shark pyjamas without waking him, which was a skill neither of them had possessed not so very long ago and both of them were now, frankly, elite at.
His hair still smelled like sweet pear from the clownfish bottle. Shane bent and breathed in, because he could, and because one day this boy would be 14 and smell of Lynx and wouldn’t let him.
He loosened the braid he had put in that morning and combed the long dark waves out with his fingers, from the crown down, never pulling, the way he did every night. Levi sighed in his sleep and turned his face towards the hand. Sharky went under his chin. The jellyfish lamp went on, blue and shimmery on the ceiling.
Levi’s eyes cracked open, just a slit, just enough to check. They went to Shane, then to Ilya, one and then the other, and Shane watched the small, sleepy, satisfied count happen behind them: Kaasan, Otousan, here.
Then he held up both arms without a word, and Ilya bent down into them, and got his neck squeezed with all the strength in that thin little body, and then it was Shane’s turn, and then, because Levi was a creature of fairness and rules, it was Ilya’s turn again.
Shane hummed the lullaby. It was the old one, the one his mother had sung to him in the cottage they had just left, in Japanese, with the words worn soft from use. He didn’t get to the second verse.
Levi was gone before the first was over, one hand fisted in Ilya’s T-shirt, and Ilya had to sit there on the edge of the bed for 10 whole minutes, bent half double, not daring to pry the fingers loose, while Shane sat on the floor beside him with his cheek against his husband’s knee and watched them both and didn’t try very hard to stop smiling.
Anya took up her post across the doorway as they left. Yuki was already curled at the foot of the bed, judging them.
Luca’s door was open a crack, the lamp still on. Shane meant to walk past it. He got about one step past it before a sleepy, rumpled head appeared around the frame, blond hair sticking straight up on one side, and Luca, in an old Voyageurs T-shirt that had once been Shane’s and a pair of Adrien’s socks, padded out into the corridor and walked straight into Shane’s arms without saying a word.
He didn’t hesitate or hover in the doorway to see if he was allowed; he just came and leaned and put his face against Shane’s chest. Shane held him, swaying a little in the dark corridor, his hand moving up and down the long, lithe back.
Then Luca turned his head and held out an arm, and Ilya stepped in without a moment’s pause and wrapped himself around both of them, and for a minute the three of them stood there in a huddle at the top of the stairs while Adrien watched from the bed like a man memorising a play.
“Goodnight, Kaasan. Goodnight, Otousan.”
Luca mumbled into Shane’s shirt, so sleepy it was mostly vowels.
Ilya kissed the top of his head, stroked the hair flat on the sticking-up side and then, with great care, rumpled it up again, and sent him back to bed with a gentle push between the shoulder blades. Shane, because he couldn’t help himself, followed him in and pulled the blanket up over both boys, Luca and his gigantic fiancé, tucking it under Adrien’s shoulder as firmly as he had tucked Levi’s.
Adrien looked up at him, startled and pink and hugely, transparently pleased. Shane patted his cheek. He turned off the lamp.
“He tucked me in. He actually tucked me in.”
Adrien’s whisper drifted up into the dark, addressed to no one in particular and brimming with wonder, and Shane pretended not to hear.
🏒💛🏒
It was Ilya’s fault. Obviously. Everything involving the lift was, at heart, Ilya’s fault; most things were, if Shane was being honest, and he usually was. His menace of a husband had spoken up at dinner, apropos of absolutely nothing, with his fork halfway to his mouth, in the tone of someone mentioning a minor but very long-standing grievance.
“Adrien does not know how to lift.”
The whole table went quiet. Four pairs of eyes turned to look at that handsome, innocent face. Only Shane, who had known that face for almost a decade, could spot the spark hidden deep behind the guileless dark blue. Oh, he was up to something, all right; the gorgeous bastard was always up to something.
And Shane had a very good idea what, too, because there was a brushed gold band on Luca’s left hand that had been sitting there for weeks now, and a wedding coming that Shane already had three colour-coded folders for. No one had said the words first dance out loud yet. Ilya, clearly, had been thinking them.
Adrien’s fork froze in mid-air.
“What lift?”
The question crept out very warily, as if the words themselves might bite. Ilya waved his own fork. That, apparently, explained everything.
“To lift Lukasha. A proper one. Overhead. You carry him like sack of potatoes. Is fine for home. Not for ice. Not for the exhibition.”
Ilya went on chewing, entirely unmoved. A pea rolled off the tines and onto the tablecloth. He ignored it. Across the table, Levi covered a grin with his napkin; beside him, Shane hid his own smile in his smoothie glass. Ilya’s cheeks had gone faintly pink. He was hugely pleased with himself, and it was unbearably sweet, and Shane wasn’t going to tell him so, because the man’s ego really didn’t need the fucking help.
“An exhibition?”
Adrien’s voice came out faint on the word, and his storm-grey eyes darted to Luca for help. Luca shook his head, rather too quickly, going dark pink across his pale cheeks.
“There’s no exhibition. He’s winding you up.”
Luca stabbed a potato with quite unnecessary force. Steam curled off the dish between them, and the poor potato fell apart under the rough treatment.
“I am not winding up. Is serious.”
Ilya chewed, swallowed, then fixed Adrien with a long, level, so very innocent stare. Shane knew that stare. He had been on the receiving end of that stare across a faceoff circle more times than he could count, usually about two seconds before something went horribly wrong for him.
“I teach you. Tomorrow. After breakfast.”
Breakfast, the next morning, was syrniki, because Ilya had decided that a man about to learn to lift needed his strength, and because Levi had asked for them by name the night before in a voice so small and hopeful that Ilya would have flown to Moscow for the cottage cheese if he had had to.
Ilya stood at the stove in a pair of grey shorts and nothing else, flipping the little golden pancakes with a flick of the wrist, with Levi parked on his hip in his shark pyjamas, supervising. Levi’s job was to say when each one was ready.
He took the job very seriously. He called ready for every single one at exactly the same moment, about 4 seconds after it went into the pan, and Ilya obeyed him to the letter and then flipped them back when Levi wasn’t looking, the sneaky bastard.
Shane sat at the island with his tea and watched the pair of them, the great bare now golden from the sun, mole-dotted back and the small dark head tucked against it, and didn’t even pretend to read the news on his phone. Ilya caught him looking.
He came over with the spatula still in one hand and Levi still on his hip, bent down without a word and kissed him, good morning, slow, with Levi’s small, sticky fingers patting the back of Shane’s head the whole time, helping.
Luca came down at eight with his hair in a cloud and his eyes still half shut, and didn’t even pause on the way past the island. He just folded himself against Shane’s side, dropped his head onto his shoulder and swayed there, warm and heavy and not quite awake.
Shane put an arm around him and went on drinking his coffee one-handed. It was a perfectly ordinary Tuesday morning, and he had to blink quite a lot, for fuck’s sake.
Adrien got his breakfast with a side order of Russian. It was Levi’s idea; Levi had decided, some time in July, that Addie needed to learn properly if he was going to marry Lukasha, and that he, Levi, would be in charge of it. So each syrnik came with a word.
Plate. Fork. Honey. Brother. Adrien repeated each one with his mouth full, frowning in ferocious concentration. Levi corrected his pronunciation with a sternness he had very obviously learned from Shane; Luca laughed into Shane’s shoulder until he shook.
Ilya leaned on the counter with his arms folded, looking so unbearably smug that Shane threw a raspberry at him. He caught it in his mouth. Levi applauded. Shane was married to a circus act, and he wouldn’t have changed a single thing.
By 9 o’clock they were all on the synthetic rink in trainers and shorts. Three gym mats stood stacked against the glass; beyond it, the whole lake blazed bright under a cloudless sky. Shane had brought a flask of tea, a folding chair and a small corner of the bench. He occupied it with every intention of being useful. In practice, he had the sole intention of watching.
His husband in a coaching mood was a spectacle, and Shane wasn’t ashamed to admit it. He looked his fill: the strong sweep of that broad back, the thick, veined forearms, the now longer blond curls tied up off a sunburnt neck.
The way the sleeveless shirt had very clearly given up any pretence of covering those arms. Every single inch of it was his. The tea went cold in its cup, untouched. Shane didn’t give a damn.
Ilya didn’t teach as Shane did, with a list, a diagram and a patient repetition of the same instruction. He did it with his body. He stood at the centre of the white floor in a sleeveless black shirt, bare-armed, his hair tied back, his huge hands loose at his sides. He told Adrien to watch. Then he turned around, amiable and offhand, and crooked one finger.
“Shane. Come.”
Shane went. He always went. That was the fucking problem, really; it was always the problem. He made it about two steps before his brain caught up with his feet, and he stopped.
“Why does it have to be me?”
One eyebrow had climbed all on its own.
“You are the right size. It is only fair.”
Ilya’s voice was perfectly bland, smooth as fresh ice; the matter, apparently, was settled.
“I’m what size?”
Shane’s tone sharpened into the polite, glacial Canadian one he usually saved for referees and league officials. He was half tempted to sit back down on principle. Ilya only doubled down with that sexy little smirk, the one that still went straight to Shane’s knees after all these years.
“It is the perfect size. Come, Lyubimyy.”
Shane put down the now cold tea with a long-suffering sigh that fooled no one. A hot flush climbed the back of his neck and across his cheekbones as he walked out onto the floor. Ilya didn’t even look at him; his eyes stayed on Adrien, calm and bright.
He just put both hands to Shane’s waist, those huge, warm, certain hands, thumbs meeting at the front just above his navel. Hands that could hoist him without even trying, that had pinned him to more mattresses than he could count, and that still tucked his growing hair behind his ear every single night.
The whole world tilted; there was no effort in it, not for Ilya. Ilya drew a breath, braced, and Shane left the ground. He was lifted straight up and over his husband’s head in one smooth, slow, sweeping arc, until he hung at the full stretch of Ilya’s arms. The sun was in his eyes; the rafters slid past above him. His stomach gave a sharp, joyful lurch.
He had been lifted by Ilya before, in a hundred different ways and a hundred different rooms, against a hundred different walls. Never so slowly, though. Never so bloody deliberately, or so very much on display as when they trained together on the ice; it was only ever the two of them. He hissed his husband’s name, a little breathlessly, and straightened himself into the hold on pure instinct.
“Shift poses, Lyubimyy. Do not hide your skill; we are showing balance here.”
Ilya gave the order with his chin tipped up to watch him, without the faintest sign of strain on his face. Not even a tremor. Show-off.
Shane adjusted. He spread his arms and let his weight settle, and Ilya adjusted with him, effortlessly. His husband’s hands didn’t move. They were rock-solid, a sure, calm cradle at his waist and back. Underneath, clear and low, he felt the vibration of Ilya’s voice right through the bones of his own ribs.
“See? Is not strength. Is knowing where the middle is.”
Ilya lowered him slowly, until their faces were level. He held him there a fraction of a second longer than was strictly necessary, Shane’s feet dangling a good foot off the ground, those eyes gone a dark, glittering, wicked blue.
“You are so pretty when you trust me.”
Ilya growled the words for Shane alone, thumbs pressing into the soft curve just above his hips, right where his fingers always seemed to leave their marks. Shane felt the spot light up like a fucking switchboard.
“Later, you will hold this pose for me, da? In a different room. No clothes. I will keep you up as long as I like.”
Shane’s whole face went hot. His thighs actually clenched. The bastard. The absolute, shameless, gorgeous bastard, saying that with their son and his fiancé standing 6 feet away. Shane leaned in, lips parted, all promise, and nipped the very tip of Ilya’s nose with his teeth instead.
“Only if you can keep up, old man.”
Ilya’s grin was pure sin. The others very carefully pretended not to have heard a thing. Luca had found something fascinating to look at on the ceiling. Adrien, who was learning Russian at the breakfast table but was still several hundred syrniki short of that particular vocabulary, somehow looked like he wanted the floor to swallow him all the same.
Ilya set Shane down at last, steadying him with a palm in the small of his back for a second too long, and turned to Adrien with a jerk of his chin.
“Now, you.”
Adrien had gone rather pale.
“Right. Okay. Right.”
His voice suggested it was none of those things. He wiped both palms on his shorts, stepped up to Luca and set his hands on that narrow waist.
Luca gave him a small, steady nod, colour standing out high on his cheeks, the gold of his ring catching the light as his hands came up. Trust, plain as sunlight. Shane thought of the two of them doing this one day in front of everyone they loved, under string lights, with Levi on his stool giving scores, and had to take a very large gulp of cold tea.
Luca wore a white T-shirt, his soft purple gym pants and a look of brave, bright-eyed resignation. He placed both hands on Adrien’s broad shoulders. Adrien breathed in. Then he lifted.
The floor squeaked under their shoes. It was a perfectly respectable first attempt, honestly. It got Luca three inches off the floor and held him there, swaying. Luca’s eyes went wide; Adrien’s elbows bent. Then everything went wrong at once, a tangle of long limbs and rising panic, and both of them went down on the mats in a heap with a muffled crash. Luca’s laughter burst up out of the middle of it, bright and helpless.
“I’m sorry! I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you? Angel? I thought I had it, I…”
The apology came out as a squeak of abject horror from somewhere underneath, and Adrien tried to sit up and only tangled his legs further. His hands hovered over Luca like a team medic’s over a player down on the ice, gentle even in a panic. Warm, smug satisfaction bloomed under Shane’s breastbone. Good son. That was exactly what he wanted to see.
Luca could barely get the words out. He lay sprawled on top of Adrien with his face in that broad chest, shaking all over. One hand found Adrien’s jaw and stroked along it, soothing him even in the middle of the giggles.
“Scheiße, I’m fine. I’m fine, Liebling, it was brilliant! You squeaked like a dog toy.”
Luca dissolved into another fit of laughter. Ilya loomed over the pair of them with his arms folded, looking like a man who had seen much worse.
“Again.”
They did it again. They did it again and again, that morning and most of the afternoon. There was a short break at lunchtime for sandwiches, and a very long break for Levi, who arrived at two o’clock carrying a small stool. But that was later.
Lunch was on the dock, because everything that summer that could possibly happen on the dock happened on the dock. Shane laid it out on a checked blanket on the warm boards: sandwiches cut into triangles for everyone except Levi, whose had to be squares, because triangles had corners that poked; a bowl of cherries; a cool box; and, set down in the very centre of the blanket like a declaration of war, the sunscreen.
Levi saw the sunscreen and ran. He didn’t get far. He got as far as the end of the dock, in fact, where Ilya scooped him up by the back of his swimming shirt with one hand, like a mother cat with a kitten, and carried him back upside down while Levi squealed and kicked and laughed himself into hiccups. Ilya deposited him in Shane’s lap and pinned his flailing legs with one hand, entirely without mercy, and Shane got to work.
There were rules. Levi recited them through his giggles, at speed.
“Not in the eyes, not in the ears, not on the nose because the nose goes white, and Kaasan has to warm it in his hands first, because cold is a crime.”
Shane obeyed all of the rules except the one about the nose.
The nose went white. Levi was outraged. He was so outraged that he turned around in Shane’s lap and pressed his white nose to Shane’s cheek to share it, and then to Ilya’s, and then, when Luca came close enough, to Luca’s, until the whole family had a white smear somewhere and Levi was satisfied that justice had been done.
Luca didn’t fight the sunscreen at all. He just sat down on the boards in front of Shane, cross-legged, with his back to him, and tipped his head forward to offer the back of his neck, the way he had done every summer day since the fourth day they had got there.
Shane did his neck, and his shoulders, and the tops of his ears, which Luca always forgot and which always burned. Then he did the back of his hands, and the parting in his hair, and Luca let him, leaning back against Shane’s shins with his eyes shut, like a cat in a patch of sun.
Ilya refused the sunscreen on principle.
“Russians do not burn. Russians tan. Like bears.”
He made the pronouncement to the whole dock with enormous dignity, chin lifted like a tsar on a palace balcony.
“Bears have fur, Ilya.”
Shane delivered the correction without so much as glancing up from Luca’s ears, his fingertips still working the cream into their pink rims.
“I also have fur.”
Ilya lifted his shirt to prove it, to Levi’s delight and Adrien’s visible distress.
In the end, Shane settled the argument by climbing into his lap, sitting on his thighs with his knees on either side of him on the warm boards, and doing his nose, his cheekbones and the back of his sunburnt neck by force, while Ilya pretended to struggle and in fact held Shane’s hips the entire time and made no effort at all to escape.
Adrien was already pink. Adrien had been pink since Friday. Luca did him without a word, standing behind him with his lip caught between his teeth in concentration, and when he was done he kissed the back of Adrien’s neck right on the burn and made him yelp, and Levi, sitting in Ilya’s lap eating a square sandwich and a fistful of cherries, laughed until a cherry went down the wrong way and Ilya had to thump him gently on the back.
Shane lay on the warm wood afterwards with his head on his husband’s thigh, and his eyes shut and listened to them all bicker. He had never been anywhere better than this dock. Not once, not anywhere.
Then it was back to the mats, and that was when Levi arrived at two o’clock carrying his small stool. He set it down at the edge of the mats with massive care, checked it was straight, and sat on it, chin in both hands, Sharky tucked under one arm.
He had the manner of a judge at the Olympics. He gave scores. He gave them in a serious, careful voice, after every single attempt, and no one had asked him to.
The sun through the glass was warm on the back of Shane’s neck, and every so often he caught himself grinning into his cold tea. Anya lay on the lowest gym mat the entire time, her head on Luca’s discarded trainer. Every time someone went up, she lifted her head to check; every time someone came down, she put it back with a long-suffering sigh.
Yuki had taken up her post on the windowsill of the glass wall. She observed the whole business with her tail curled neatly around her paws and her blue eyes narrowed, thoroughly unimpressed.
After the eleventh attempt, Levi lifted his chin from his hands and delivered his verdict in his best English, slow and careful, so that Addie would understand.
“That one is four. You go too much… um… bystro. Too fast.”
He nodded at his own verdict, the very picture of judicial gravity.
“Thank you, Lyovushka. Very helpful.”
Adrien muttered from where he lay flat on his back with his arms flung wide, and didn’t lift his head from the mat. Beside him, Shane saw Luca’s shoulders shake with silent laughter.
Levi turned to Luca and switched to Russian, the better to explain it properly, holding up two fingers to show them, in case anyone was unclear on the number.
“It’s because you rush. Otousan says you have to stand still before you go up. You have to count to two.”
Ilya had wandered over to stand behind Shane’s folding chair by then, with both hands resting on Shane’s shoulders and his thumbs working absently at the knots in his neck. He gave his agreement with lofty approval, his chin propped on the top of Shane’s head.
“Is true. My son is genius! Again. Count to two, Cub.”
On the nineteenth attempt, Adrien counted to two.
Shane saw the exact moment it changed. It was in his shoulders. They dropped, all at once, away from his ears: the shoulders of someone who had stopped thinking about whether he would fail. His hands tightened at Luca’s waist. Luca’s weight rose into them and kept rising, smooth and steady, up past Adrien’s chest, up past his chin. Up until Adrien’s arms were straight above his head.
Then, as Luca’s head tipped back and the sunlight caught his hair, Luca’s arms spread wide. He was floating at the top of the lift like a gull hanging on the wind over the lake, one strong, lithe leg stretched out behind him in a single long, flawless line.
The whole room held its breath. Honestly, Shane hadn’t seen anything that beautiful all year, and he had watched his husband lift the Cup. On the stool, Levi let a tiny, around-the-world sigh fall out of him on a breath, and forgot to hold up any fingers at all.
Adrien didn’t breathe at all. His arms were trembling. A bead of sweat slid down the side of his face, and he let it fall. His jaw was set, and his face had gone through every stage of terror, concentration and wonder before it settled, finally, into something raw and astonished, so open that Shane had to look away.
He held it for a count of four. Then, with great, deliberate care, as if he were setting the Cup back on its plinth, he brought Luca down into the circle of his arms. Luca slid down the length of him, put both hands on either side of his face, and kissed him: quick, sure, smiling, colour bright across his nose.
There was a scatter of applause from the stool. It was very small, and very enthusiastic. Yuki yawned, unimpressed.
“That was a ten.”
Levi held up all ten of his little fingers to prove it, and Luca translated for him through his panting breaths, grinning.
Adrien blinked, still holding Luca against his chest.
“Really? A ten? Not a nine?”
Levi nodded firmly and grinned up at them both, and gave his answer in English, in exactly Otousan’s tone of voice. There would be no further discussion.
“Is ten. Not nine.”
Ilya’s hands slid from Shane’s shoulders, and the warmth of him came around the chair to settle against Shane’s side; then an arm slid around his waist, a palm cupping the jut of his hipbone, and pulled him up out of the chair and back against that broad chest.
“You counted. Good. Better, both of you.”
Ilya’s voice carried out across the mats, gruff and pleased. Shane looked up. There was a look on his husband’s face that he had seen perhaps a dozen times since they had first met: small, proud, almost shy, with something under it that was almost too tender to look at directly.
Ilya’s thumb stroked once along the bone of Shane’s hip. Shane had once been taught to hold himself flawless for every camera. Against this chest he could be tired, untidy, soft, loud, anything at all; Ilya wanted every single version, and had told him so more times than Shane could count.
“Our boys now. Guess we have to keep the Cub too.”
A kiss was pressed to Shane’s cheek, tender and warm. Like they weren’t already keeping Adrien.
“Hmmmm, yes. They are.”
Shane whispered and leaned back into him with his whole weight. Ilya’s arm tightened around him. Neither of them looked away from the mats.
Levi didn’t stay on his stool for long after that. He climbed down, marched across the mats in his socks, planted himself in front of Ilya like a referee about to call a penalty, Sharky dangling from one fist.
“It’s my turn now. It’s only fair. Lukasha has had 19 goes and I have had none, and that is against the rules.”
Ilya looked down at him with the grave, weighing attention of a judge hearing an appeal. Then he let go of Shane, crouched, put his huge hands around that small waist, counted to two out loud, slowly, with Levi counting along with him, and lifted.
Levi went up like a firework. He went right up, up past Ilya’s chest and chin, up until Ilya’s arms were locked straight above his head and Levi was so high that his hair brushed the bottom of the hanging lights, and he flung out his arms and his legs, Sharky and all, in pure triumph, and screamed with laughter loud enough to set Anya barking.
Ilya flew him around the whole rink like an aeroplane, swooping and diving and making the engine noise, and brought him in to land on Shane, who caught him against his chest and staggered and went down onto the mats on his back, laughing, with his son on top of him.
Luca was still flushed and breathless from his own lift, standing at the edge of the mats with his arms crossed over his stomach, watching them with his face gone soft. Ilya saw him looking. He didn’t ask. He just walked over, put his hands on Luca’s waist the way he had done on Shane’s, and lifted him too, right up to the rafters, 19 years old and a professional hockey player and squealing like a little kid.
When Ilya set him down again, Luca stayed where he landed, his arms around Ilya’s neck and his face tucked into his chest. Ilya stood there holding him, patting his back just like he patted Levi’s; over Luca’s head he caught Shane’s eye and looked about as smug as Shane had ever seen him.
Shane lay on the mats with Levi sprawled across his chest and Anya licking his ear and thought, quite seriously, that he might have to lie there for the rest of the summer, and no one had better fucking try to move him.
🏒💛🏒
The arena was 25 minutes down the road, past a field of sleepy cows, in a village with exactly one traffic light and a very enthusiastic bakery.
They left the cottage at twenty past five in the morning, in a grey, misty half-dark, with the lake lying flat and pale as milk below the deck and every bird on the shore apparently still asleep. Shane had been up since bloody four.
He hadn’t needed an alarm; he had been lying awake since three, staring at the ceiling beams, with Ilya’s arm heavy across his chest and Ilya’s breath in his hair, making lists in his head of everything that could possibly go wrong and everything he would do about it. Levi might fall. He might panic. Some asshole with a phone might have found out and be waiting in the car park.
Ilya had woken at half past four, taken one look at his face, and pulled him down onto his chest and held him there for 10 whole minutes without a word, one hand stroking up and down his spine until the lists slowed down. Then he had kissed his forehead and got up to make the porridge.
Levi was already awake when Shane went in. He was sitting bolt upright in the middle of the whale quilt in the blue glow of the jellyfish lamp, fully dressed in the padded black trousers and his long-sleeved shark shirt, with his socks on the right feet for once and Sharky on his knee, waiting.
He had, it turned out, been waiting since a quarter to four. He had been told not to get up before Kaasan came in, and so he hadn’t got up. He had just got dressed, sat down, and waited.
Shane did his hair at the kitchen island while Ilya fed him porridge. That was the arrangement; it was always the arrangement on early mornings, and no one had ever needed to discuss it.
Levi sat on the stool with his chin up, and his eyes closed and his mouth open like a baby bird for each spoonful, and Shane stood behind him with the wide-toothed comb and the little pot of hair bands and worked the long dark waves into a braid, tight and neat and flat to his head, so that it would fit under the helmet and not pull. Three strands. Over, under, over. He could have done it in his sleep by now. He was very nearly doing it in his sleep.
Only Kaasan was allowed to braid it. That wasn’t one of Shane’s rules; it was Levi’s, and he kept it with the same unbending seriousness that he kept all his rules. Otousan was allowed to brush it. Lukasha was allowed to tidy it.
No one else in the whole world was allowed to braid it, and when the nurse at the clinic in Boston had once offered, Levi had looked at her with such grave, quiet horror that she had said sorry. Shane had never asked him why. He didn’t need to; he had his own idea about who had braided it before him, a very long time ago, in a language Levi still dreamed in.
Luca came down halfway through the braid, in his hoodie with the hood up and his eyes barely open, and didn’t say good morning. He came around the island, stood at Shane’s elbow and, without a word, began tidying the little wisps at Levi’s temples that always escaped, smoothing them back with a dab of water on his fingertips, tucking them in.
The two of them worked on that small head in perfect silence for 5 minutes, one at the back and one at the sides, while Ilya went on spooning porridge into the front, and Shane thought that if anyone had walked in on them right then they would have thought it was a pit crew.
Then Luca dropped a kiss on the top of the finished braid, kissed Shane’s cheek on his way past to the kettle, and leaned against Ilya at the counter. Ilya put an arm around him and his chin on his head; the two of them stood there like that, swaying slightly, waiting for the kettle to boil. No one spoke. It was five in the morning, and everyone was exactly where they wanted to be, even if no one was quite awake yet.
Levi fell asleep again in the car, upright in his booster with his helmet in his lap. Shane sat in the back beside him so that he could hold his hand, and Ilya drove, and twice at the one traffic light in the village he reached back between the seats without looking and found Shane’s knee and squeezed it. He knew exactly how fast Shane’s heart was going. He had been listening to it for nine years.
It was a small, old, slightly sagging barn of a place, with a corrugated roof and a dented tin sign over the door. During the summer it usually sat empty. Shane’s mother, with terrifying thoroughness, had spent three weeks on the phone arranging it. The town council had agreed to open the doors at 6 o’clock one morning, for a single hour.
A retired woman named Sian held the key; she ran the Zamboni, had taught half the county to skate, and had sworn on her life not to tell a soul. She had been more than happy to sign the NDA Yuna presented her with, too, and had asked, very politely, whether she might have a signed puck for her grandson afterwards.
(She would get two. Shane had already decided.) No one else was in the building. No cameras, no press, no team; just the cold, blue-white, glittering ice, a single bench, and the faint, distant thrum of the refrigeration plant.
The place smelled like cold concrete and old coffee, and to Shane it smelled like every rink of his childhood, every five a.m. practice, every scraped knee. Levi stood on the carpet by the boards with his small hands wrapped tight around the rail.
He was wearing the black boots Mack had heat-moulded to his feet in the spring. A helmet with a shark painted on the back in silver marker sat on his head, slightly crooked, the end of the braid poking out at the back like a little dark tail.
Every inch of him was concentrating, from the set of his small jaw to the toes curled tight inside the boots. The skates were so small; they looked like something made for a doll. His thin legs, in the padded black trousers, seemed far too frail to bear even his own slight weight. It didn’t seem possible that something that small could stand up on knives.
And the set of his shoulders… that was the same tight, careful, braced posture. Shane knew that posture from the inside. He had worn it himself for years, in Montreal, every time he had walked into a room where he wasn’t sure of his welcome. Fuck, he hated that he recognised it.
Shane crouched in front of him, there on the rubber, and took both small hands in his. The lioness in him had gone very quiet and very watchful; every instinct he owned was pointed at this one child.
“We don’t have to do this today. If you want to stop, at any point, at all, you only have to say. Not even a word. You can just squeeze my hand twice. We’ll stop, and nothing will be wrong. All right?”
His thumbs moved over those tiny, bony knuckles while he spoke, steady, back and forth.
“Squeeze twice.”
Levi repeated in a small, careful voice, filing it away with all his other rules.
“Twice. And I’ll be here the whole time.”
Shane nodded. He squeezed the little hands once, gently, so that Levi would know how it felt. Those hands were damp and warm, and so very small. His own were steady only because he had decided they would be, and Shane Hollander-Rozanov had made a career out of deciding things like that.
“And Lukasha?”
The question tumbled out of Levi all in a rush, his eyes darting past Shane’s shoulder. Shane nodded at once, yes, and Luca too, and from behind him Luca’s voice came floating over the ice to back him up.
“Same rule for me, Lyovushka. Two squeezes and we stop.”
Luca was already out there, skating a slow backward circle with his hands loosely clasped behind him, lazy and effortless, his blades barely whispering. Adrien stood on the bench side with his own skates half-laced. He was totally distracted by the sight, and looked very glad of it. Those grey eyes never left Luca for more than a second at a time.
Levi took a long breath. His chest rose under the padded jacket, held, and fell.
“Okay.”
He stepped out onto the ice, and Shane was right there with him.
🏒💛🏒
It went by in a series of small, glittering, perfect moments. Shane would recall them afterwards with the sharp clarity of a photograph; he could have drawn every single one of them on a whiteboard, in order, in colour.
The first was the foot. A tiny black skate slid out onto the ice, unsteady. Levi tensed. Shane tightened his hold on both his hands, and Luca slid in on the other side without a sound. The second was the stagger, and the recovery.
Levi’s knees bent, soft, exactly as he had practised for weeks on the synthetic rink at the cottage, his weight settling over the middle of his feet like a tripod. His eyes flew up to Shane’s face in sudden wonder.
“I didn’t fall.”
The words were a whisper of pure astonishment, his eyes gone huge beneath the rim of the helmet. Shane was smiling so hard that his face ached.
“You didn’t. Not even a little.”
Shane’s answering whisper was warm and fierce with pride, and he squeezed both small hands once, just because he could.
“It’s slippery.”
Levi whispered that too, wide-eyed and deeply accusing. Someone really should have warned him.
“It is. That’s how it works.”
Shane laughed; he couldn’t quite hold it back at the indignant pout on Lyovushka’s little face.
The third was the first push. Levi pushed. It was a tentative, tiny, scraping thing, hardly a stride at all. For a moment he didn’t know what had happened, because the glide went on longer than any he had ever managed on the synthetic floor. He glided: one foot, two feet, three feet, with a smooth hiss under the blades. The gasp that came out of him was small and clear and bright as the ice itself, and it went into Shane like the first breath after a long dive.
He was gliding. Shane skated backwards in front of him, Luca at his shoulder, in a long, slow, sparkling line across the white ice, and Levi’s mouth had fallen open in a perfect O.
“Kaasan. Kaasan, I’m skating…”
Levi’s whole face was alight, and his knees stayed soft. Good son. His good, clever, brave son.
“You’re going, Lyovushka. That’s it. You are doing it. You’re skating.”
Shane blinked hard and kept skating backwards, unwilling to look away from that face for even a second. If he cried now he would never hear the end of it from Luca, and he wasn’t, absolutely not, going to cry on the ice before seven in the morning.
He was going to cry on the ice before seven in the morning. Fuck it.
“Look at my feet! Lukasha, look at my feet!”
The shout rang bright off the boards, Levi’s arms flung out for balance and his eyes glued to his own skates.
“I’m looking, Lyovushka. I’m looking.”
Luca’s answer floated warm and certain across the ice from Levi’s other side, where he was skating backwards with one hand held lightly under Levi’s elbow. His face was gentle, bright and very young. Beyond the boards, Adrien had stopped moving altogether, one hand pressed to his chest.
“They’re perfect. Look, you’ve got your knees right. That’s what everyone gets wrong. You got it on your very first go.”
They did the length of the rink like that, three abreast, at a pace that a very old snail would have found unambitious. Then they did it again. By the third lap Shane had begun, gently, to teach. He did it in the same patient, orderly, rather precise way he did everything, ticking off each element on a mental checklist as he went. Knees. Weight. Arms. Eyes up. Breathe.
“Okay. Now we’re going to try something called a swizzle. It’s the first thing every skater learns. Put your feet together, toes pointing in, like this. Now push them out, then in again. Make a lemon shape.”
Shane used the most patient, gentlest coaching voice he could muster and nodded down at the little skates. Out of the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of a certain man in a black hoodie at the edge of the ice, and the way that man was watching him, so in love it was written all over him. Shane didn’t dare look properly. Not yet. He would never get through the lesson if he did.
“A lemon.”
Levi looked up at him, frowning with immense concentration. On his other side, Luca nodded, deadly serious. A lemon. Absolutely. Everybody knew that.
“That’s the rule. Everyone starts with a lemon. Then one day, if you’re very good, you get to do an orange.”
Levi laughed, startled. The sound bounced off the boards, bright as a bell. He turned his small, determined face back towards the ice. He pushed his feet out and in, out and in. The skates cut two tiny curving lines in the surface, pale against the blue. Shane, skating backwards with his hands spread wide, found he couldn’t stop smiling.
They did lemons for 20 minutes. The cold nipped at Shane’s ears; his knees began to complain; his face hurt from smiling. He didn’t care in the slightest.
Then Luca showed him how to hold a pose. It was the first piece of what he called proper skating: a single long glide on two feet, arms held out like wings, chin up, eyes forward. He demonstrated it twice. He flowed across the ice in a long, lovely, effortless curve.
Shane had watched Luca skate hundreds of times. His breath still caught; it always would. Levi watched with his mouth hanging open. Then he pushed off, tipped, straightened, and lifted both arms in a clumsy little copy. He glided, for a count of three, perfectly upright, hugely proud, in the exact shape of a very small bird.
“Feels like I’m flying.”
Levi breathed, and then he did it again.
Lukasha’s voice had gone rough. He had stopped dead on the ice, turned, and put one hand over his mouth, and got the words out through his fingers. Beyond the boards, Adrien’s breath left him in a long, unsteady rush that Shane heard from 20 feet away.
“That you are, Lyovushka. You really are.”
Across the rink, at the barrier, a small figure in a green fleece had come up beside Adrien. She held her knitted hat in one hand and stood with both elbows on the rail. Yuna’s face was perfectly composed. She watched her grandson glide the length of the ice in the pale, bright morning light, arms outspread, one shaky, triumphant inch at a time.
Even from where Shane was, he could see the tears running down her cheeks and dripping off her chin. She didn’t bother to wipe them. His mother, who had reduced entire rooms full of lawyers to silence without so much as smudging her lipstick.
A heavy, broad hand landed on her shoulder. David’s palm was steady, the way it had been through every storm of her life. His eyes were bright and fixed on the ice. Neither of them spoke. Yuna’s hand crept up to cover her husband’s, and gripped it tight.
At the other end of the ice, where the boards met the corner, Shane saw the broad figure of his husband come away from the wall.
Ilya had been standing there most of the hour, by the look of him. He wore his black hoodie with the hood up, and he stood in the cold shadow by the penalty box: silent, motionless and out of the way, which he had never managed for five minutes together in his whole loud life.
He hadn’t skated; he hadn’t made a sound. His hands were shoved deep into the hoodie’s front pocket. Those shoulders, so broad they strained the seams, were drawn in on purpose, to take up less room.
Shane felt it like a puck to the sternum. Only Ilya would fold a body that size into a shadow for love. Only Ilya would make himself small so that a little boy could feel big. Shane adored him so much it was almost painful, and he was going to tell him so later, at length, preferably with very few clothes involved.
Levi spotted him first.
“Otousan!”
It rang across the empty arena, high, clear and jubilant. The rafters threw it back in pieces. Then, without the slightest hesitation, his arms still held out in his shaky little bird pose, he pushed off from Shane’s hands, and from Luca’s, and glided. He did it all alone. Two metres, three metres, five. His knees were soft. His arms were out. He shone.
Ilya stood and watched him come. He put a hand to his mouth. Then he went down on one knee on the rubber matting at the edge of the ice and opened his arms wide.
Levi reached him. He slid the last few feet on one blade and slammed headlong into that huge chest. He was lifted bodily off the ice and held.
“My Malen’kiy. You flew.”
Ilya’s shoulders shook, and Shane saw his eyes close. His hand cradled the back of Levi’s helmet so carefully, his fingers spread wide over the silver shark. Those huge, rough, gentle hands. Shane had loved them since long before he had the sense to admit it to himself.
Levi was so proud of himself he was practically vibrating. He was laughing and crying at once, his arms locked around Ilya’s neck and his helmet knocked sideways, and then he squirmed around in Ilya’s arms to look up at him, his cheeks wet and pink.
“I did it all by myself. I didn’t even have anyone holding me. I didn’t fall. I did a bird!”
Ilya’s arms had tightened around him until they shook.
“You did a bird. It is the best bird I have ever seen.”
Shane skated across the ice to them. His blades rang out, sharp in the quiet. He dropped down gracefully onto the matting and wrapped both arms around the pair of them. Ilya turned his head and pressed his mouth to Shane’s hair, hard, his eyes still shut, and kept it there. Luca came skidding up with a strangled sort of sob and dropped on top of the heap.
Then Adrien, abandoning all restraint and half his skates, came pelting across the ice in his socks on one side, slid most of the way, and landed on all of them. The whole untidy, laughing, crying knot of them collapsed on the matting, Levi wedged at the heart of it, held up on every side.
Anya had been allowed onto the rubber matting on the strict condition that she lie down and behave. She had managed both for an hour and 4 minutes, which, for a young collie, was frankly heroic. Now she abandoned the effort. She went through the gap in the boards at full speed, skidded wildly on the first yard of ice, and righted herself with all the collie pride she could find.
A moment later she arrived at the pile. She wriggled into the thick of it, between Levi’s knees and Ilya’s elbow, and set about licking whatever face she found first. It was Adrien’s. He didn’t mind in the least.
They stayed in that heap for a long time. Long enough for the cold to come up through the matting into Shane’s knees. Long enough for his parents to come around the boards and stand over them, his mother with her hat crushed in one hand and her face still wet, and for Levi to wriggle free of everyone else and hold up both arms to his Obaachan to be picked up.
She picked him up. She was 5 foot nothing, and he was in full kit, skates and all, and she picked him up anyway and held him on her hip and kissed his cheeks over and over.
“You are a bird. A little crane. The best little crane in the whole world.”
Levi wound both arms around her neck, not in the least surprised to hear it.
“I knew I could fly, Obaachan. I knew all along.”
He told her very seriously, nose to nose, and Yuna laughed through her tears and kissed him again.
Sian came out of her little office by the Zamboni bay with a mug of coffee. In 40 years she had seen loads of first skates, and by the look on her face she had never yet got used to them. Levi thanked her.
He did it properly, the way he had been told, pressed against Shane’s leg on his skate guards with one fist knotted in Kaasan’s jacket, his helmet hugged to his chest and his braid coming loose, in his best and most careful English, the words so shy and so quiet that they hardly carried past Shane’s knee.
“Thank you for ice, please. Is very good ice.”
Sian put down her coffee and had to look at the ceiling for a moment; she got her two signed pucks. She also got a third, which Levi signed himself, in massive wonky capitals, with a shark.
The bakery opened at seven. They were outside it at two minutes past, all seven of them and Anya, with Levi riding high on Ilya’s shoulders again, his skates slung around Luca’s neck by their laces and his cheeks still pink from the cold. The village was waking up. A man was hosing down the step of the hardware shop.
Two women in running gear came around the corner and stopped dead, and stared, and Shane saw the exact moment they realised who they were looking at: the Captain and the Alternate of the Boston Bears, the first husbands of hockey, outside a small-town bakery at seven in the morning with their whole family in tow.
A year ago, that look would have sent Shane’s stomach through the floor. A year ago he would have stepped half a pace away from Ilya without even meaning to, and fixed his face into the bland, polite, nothing-to-see-here mask, and counted the seconds until they could leave. Now he didn’t move an inch.
Ilya’s hand was in his, their fingers laced, swinging between them; their son was on Ilya’s shoulders, drumming his heels on his chest.
“I flew! I flew this morning; I was a bird!”
The announcement rang out down the entire street, bright and clear as the bakery bell. Their other son was leaning against Shane’s side with his head tucked against his chest and his fiancé’s arm around his waist. Shane looked straight back at the two women and smiled, and one of them smiled back, startled and delighted, and waved.
Levi waved back with both hands. Ilya had to grab his ankles. Then Ilya, being Ilya, turned his head and kissed Shane, right there on the pavement, right in front of the bakery window and the hardware man and the two runners and everyone, and didn’t hurry about it either.
Inside, Levi chose his pastry according to a strict system that no one else was permitted to understand. It involved looking at every single item in the case, twice, with his nose almost touching the glass, while the woman behind the counter waited with the endless patience of someone who had raised children of her own. He chose a cinnamon roll the size of his face.
Ilya bought Luca the almond croissant without needing to ask, because Luca always wanted the almond croissant and always, still, pretended he didn’t mind which one he got. Luca went pink down to his collar and took it and leaned into Ilya’s side to eat it; Ilya put an arm around him, kissed his hair and stole the end.
They ate on the bench outside in the thin early sun, all in a row, with Anya at their feet catching the crumbs. Levi sat in Shane’s lap and fell asleep halfway through the cinnamon roll, mid-chew, his head dropping slowly forward onto Shane’s forearm. Shane didn’t move. No one moved. His father finished his coffee. His mother took a photograph. Adrien took 11.
At home, no one even pretended they were going to do anything useful. Ilya carried Levi in from the car still asleep, cinnamon on his chin and his braid half undone, and lay down on the sectional with him without even taking his own shoes off, Levi sprawled face down across the great broad chest like a starfish on a warm rock. Ilya’s hand covered his back. Within about 4 minutes, Ilya was asleep too.
Shane meant to go and unpack the kit bags. He got as far as the sectional. He sat down on the edge of it to take his and Ilya’s shoes off, and Ilya, without opening his eyes, snaked out his free arm and hooked it around Shane’s waist and pulled him down, and that was the end of the kit bags.
Shane lay tucked into his husband’s side with his head on Ilya’s shoulder and his hand on Levi’s back next to Ilya’s, their fingers overlapping, and felt the two of them breathing, one big slow tide and one small quick one.
Luca came and lay down on the other end of the sectional with his head on Shane’s thigh and his long legs hanging over the arm, and Shane put his free hand in his hair and combed it, slowly, the way he combed Levi’s. Adrien took the floor, with Anya, and was snoring inside 10 minutes. Yuki arrived last, inspected the whole arrangement with deep suspicion, and settled across Ilya’s shins, purring, pinning the whole lot of them in place.
Shane was the only one still awake. He lay there in the warm, sleepy quiet of the living room with the lake glittering outside the glass and counted them, the way Levi did at night. Otousan. Lukasha. Lyovushka. Addie. Anya. Yuki. Himself. All of them here, in one heap, on one sofa, touching.
He had spent most of his life thinking that he would never have this. He had spent a lot of it thinking he didn’t deserve it. Maybe he didn’t. He lay there and let himself have it anyway, and at some point, without noticing, he fell asleep too.
He woke an hour later to find Ilya awake above him, watching him over the top of Levi’s head with sleepy, heavy-lidded, ridiculous adoration, the way he had watched Shane stir from the tiny little naps he allowed himself in hotel rooms all over the continent for almost a decade, and had somehow never tired of it.
Ilya didn’t speak. His lips shaped the words without a breath of sound behind them, silent over their sleeping son.
“I love you.”
Three Russian words he had been saying to Shane since before either of them was brave enough to mean them out loud. Shane mouthed them back. Ilya’s hand found the back of his neck and squeezed.
Levi woke up talking. He woke up mid-sentence, in fact, picking the story up exactly where he had dropped it, and the story was the bird. He told it to Ilya.
He told it again to Luca, who had been there. He told it to Adrien, who had also been there, and to Anya, and to Yuki, who left. Then he wanted to tell his Ojisan’s, and so Shane propped his phone against the fruit bowl and called Boston.
Cliff answered on the second ring with a mouthful of something and a roar of delight, and Victor’s face appeared behind his shoulder a moment later, elegant and amused. Levi told them about the bird as Shane translated. He held his arms out wide, standing on the sofa cushions, to show them the shape of it.
Cliff shouted so loudly that the phone speaker crackled, and swore twice (“Holy shit, kid!” and then, worse, “Fuck yes!”), and got elbowed in the ribs by Victor both times. Victor didn’t shout. He only put a hand over his heart.
“I am very proud of you, Levi. Next winter, on the big ice, I will come and watch you fly.”
The promise came in French first, soft and musical, and then again in careful English, so that nothing would be lost.
Levi made him promise. Victor promised. Cliff promised louder. Shane sat on the arm of the sofa with Ilya’s arm around his hips and his chin on Ilya’s head, and listened to his son make plans for next winter with two men who loved him, across a thousand kilometres, as easy as breathing, and thought that he was going to need a much, much bigger fucking folder.
🏒💛🏒
By evening, Shane stood at the island with a knife and a heap of onions. Ilya stood behind him, because Ilya had never, ever been able to be in a kitchen with him without finding the nearest piece of Shane and attaching himself to it, all warm, heavy, contented weight. His chin rested on Shane’s shoulder.
One broad hand lay at the base of Shane’s skull, the thumb rubbing lazy circles into his neck. Every time the knife came down, Ilya’s breath stirred the hair behind his ear. He smelled like sandalwood and alpine spice, warm from the sun, the scent that was just Ilya and always had been. Shane could have chopped onions in that embrace for the rest of his life and died happy.
“I will help.”
Ilya murmured as he kissed Shane’s neck, then stole a strip of red pepper right off the board.
“You’re eating the dinner.”
Shane didn’t turn around to grumble, and the grumble itself came out far too fond to be taken seriously, because Ilya’s blond curls were tickling his jaw. He tipped his head a quarter inch to one side, which was all the invitation Ilya had ever needed; a kiss landed right under his ear, hot and open-mouthed and entirely inappropriate for a kitchen with a child in the house.
“It is quality control.”
Ilya’s arm slid around Shane’s waist, and the pepper vanished. His palm spread over the curve of Shane’s hip, a perfect fit, the way it always was. Then it drifted, shameless, a little lower, and squeezed. Shane jabbed an elbow back into a stomach like a bloody brick wall, and got a low, pleased rumble for his trouble. Behind them, the kettle began its low, rising whistle.
“Behave, Ilya.”
Shane hissed over his shoulder in his very best Alternate voice, the one that made rookies sit up straight. It had failed on his husband, reliably and spectacularly, for nine years.
“I am behaving. This is me, behaving.”
Ilya’s voice was pure innocence against his ear. The hand on his hip was a damn liar.
A fair head ducked in under Ilya’s elbow, and Ilya’s wandering hand retreated to a strictly family-friendly position on Shane’s waist so fast it was almost funny. Luca had come in from the deck with a glass in his hand, the evening light still on his skin.
He tucked himself into the gap between the two of them like he belonged there, which he did. His cheek settled against Shane’s chest. Ilya’s arm lowered across his back to hold him there.
Shane felt him sigh, long and contented. The warm weight of him smelled like vanilla and almond, the scent that had been Luca’s from the very first day Shane had ever hugged him. Shane went on chopping with one hand and laid the other, onion juice and all, on Luca’s hair.
“Smells good.”
The words were a warm, muffled mumble through the cotton of Shane’s shirt, and Luca’s arm tightened around his waist.
Luca’s left hand had settled on the counter by the board, and the ring caught the evening light. Shane looked at it for longer than he meant to. Two weddings next summer, if Cliff got his way and Victor stopped pretending he didn’t want the big one; two weddings, two seating plans, and Cliff had already asked, completely seriously, whether Anya and Bijou could each be a ring bearer.
Shane had a folder for that too; he had a folder for everything. He had, if he was honest, a folder for the day one of his boys told him there was going to be a baby, and he was never, ever, not in a million fucking years, going to admit that to anyone.
“It’s onions. It smells like crying.”
The knife made a steady tap against the board. Shane bent to kiss the top of Luca’s head, and felt Luca laugh against his chest.
Behind them, a pair of long arms looped around Luca’s waist. Adrien had come in with an armful of damp towels; on seeing the arrangement of the kitchen, he had set them down on the nearest chair and abandoned them without a second thought.
He fitted himself against Luca’s back, chin on top of that fair head, gentle hands crossed over Luca’s stomach. For a moment the four of them stood in a clumsy, swaying huddle in front of the stove, like a team piling onto the goalie after an overtime winner.
Luca huffed, muffled, and patted the back of Adrien’s hand where it lay on his stomach.
“Adrien… You’re squashing the onions.”
There was a snort from someone; Shane wasn’t sure who, honestly. It might have been him.
“I’m not even touching the onions.”
Adrien’s protest was sulky and muffled, his mouth pressed into Luca’s hair. Luca tipped his head back against Adrien’s chest to look up at him, upside down and utterly serious.
“You’re squashing the idea of the onions.”
Adrien laughed at Luca’s ridiculousness. Shane could tell by the bright, enamoured look in those grey eyes that the boy was hopelessly, helplessly in love, and it was just cute, okay. Adrien’s thumbs stroked over Luca’s stomach. Luca squirmed and laughed, the sound lost in Adrien’s sleeve. His ears had gone pink, a shade darker than the petal pink that crossed Shane’s cheekbones when Ilya said something filthy in the kitchen.
“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about my onions.”
Shane couldn’t help it; he found he was smiling at the chopping board like a fool. Ilya’s palm stroked once down the side of his neck, slow; he had seen it too, and wanted to touch.
Levi arrived at knee height a minute later, having heard laughter and decided that he was missing something, and found himself unable to get into the huddle from any side. He walked all the way around it once like a forechecker looking for a gap.
Then he just tapped Ilya on the back of the thigh twice, and held up his arms. Ilya bent and scooped him up onto his hip without even looking, and that was all five of them in the heap.
Levi put his cheek on Ilya’s shoulder and one hand on Shane’s hair and the other on Luca’s, holding them all in place.
“This is a family sandwich. I am the cheese.”
The pronouncement was made with total authority, his cheek still pillowed on Ilya’s shoulder, and nobody argued.
They ate on the deck, citronella candles flickering along the rail, with the lake going copper, then violet, and the first fireflies winking along the shore. Ilya sat with one knee pressed against Shane’s under the table for the whole meal.
Twice his hand slid up Shane’s thigh under the tablecloth, high enough to make Shane choke on his water, and twice Shane removed it and put it back on Ilya’s own knee with a pointed little pat. The third time, he left it there.
Levi didn’t stay in his own chair for very long. He started out in it. By the time the potatoes went around, he was in Ilya’s lap, because Ilya’s lap was nearer the bread; by the time the fireflies came out properly, he was standing up on Ilya’s thighs with Ilya’s hands around his middle, pointing at every single one and counting them out loud in three languages, and losing count in all three, and starting again.
Ilya fed him bits of chicken over his shoulder between counts, without either of them looking at what they were doing. Levi got to 41 fireflies in Japanese before he lost track for the final time.
“It is a lot. That is the official number.”
The ruling was firm and final, sealed with one small, decisive nod that would have done credit to any referee in the league.
Luca sat with his legs across Adrien’s lap and his head on Shane’s shoulder, and didn’t budge right through to the end of pudding, a bowl of strawberries balanced on his knees, feeding one to Shane now and then without asking, because he had noticed that Shane forgot to eat when he was happy.
Shane let himself be fed. He wasn’t going to argue with that. Not tonight, not with the lake going dark and his son warm against his side.
Afterwards, when the plates had been stacked, and Anya had been walked down to the water and back, there was bath time. Bath time was Ilya’s; it had been Ilya’s from the beginning, from the very first terrifying week, when Levi had flinched at running water, and Ilya had sat on the floor of the bathroom for an hour with his sleeves rolled up and floated a plastic duck back and forth across the surface, over and over, without hurrying him by so much as a second, until Levi wanted to touch it.
Now Levi went in with a whoop and an armful of sharks and came out 40 minutes later pink and wrinkled and smelling like sweet pear from the clownfish bottle, with a bubble beard Ilya had given him and a bubble crown on top, and the whole bathroom floor under an inch of water.
There were rules for the rinse, too. Head back. Eyes up at the ceiling. Otousan’s hand across his forehead like a little roof so no water got in, never, not even one drop. Ilya followed them to the letter.
Shane sat on the closed toilet lid with a towel warming on his knees and watched his huge, scarred, terrifying husband pour water over a small dark head one cupful at a time, bent to the task with total, frowning concentration, and fell in love with him all over again for about the four thousandth time that week.
Then Shane wrapped him up, towel and all, and rubbed him dry on his knee, and combed out the long wet hair from the crown down, never pulling, until it lay in a dark, glossy sheet down his back.
Levi stood still for it with his eyes closed and his chin up, the way he did for the braid. Then he was buttoned into clean pyjamas, fed one last strawberry, and handed over to Luca, who took Levi to the sectional with a picture book.
🏒💛🏒
It had been Luca’s idea. He had suggested it on the drive, very casually, keeping it light. Then he had spent the whole long road being careful and brilliant about it, choosing the books, sorting them into an order, asking Shane’s opinion on two of them and really listening to the answers.
Levi read, now, the way a child reads who has been taught late and in a hurry. He read well, in fits, with sudden leaps forward and sudden stumbling falls, and a deep-seated fear of getting it wrong that Shane would happily have taken out and buried at the bottom of the lake if he could.
The English books were the hard ones. Russian, Levi read with his father every night, curled under Ilya’s arm with a finger on the page, and Japanese he read with his Obaachan on her porch in the afternoons, the old picture books Shane had learned from himself, brought down from her attic in a cardboard box with her careful handwriting on the lid. English, though, was the language of school and the rink and the world, and it didn’t play fair, the bastard of a language, and Levi knew it.
Luca was so very patient with him. He sat with his back against the arm of the sofa, Levi tucked against his side, the book open across both their knees. He laid one long finger beneath each word as Levi came to it, helping him follow along and keep his place.
From the doorway, Adrien watched that gentle courage with darkened grey eyes, his fingers flexing at his sides, a small tell Shane had long since learned to read, which meant he was holding himself in check: not to interrupt, not to help, to give them this time.
Levi leaned his weight into Luca’s ribs, and read it out, and stopped, and his forehead creased; then he took a breath and went on, one word at a time, while Luca’s finger came to rest under the last word and waited there, patient as anything.
“The… light… house. The lighthouse. Keeper. Had a… cat.”
A small, pleased smile tugged at Levi’s mouth.
“That’s it. That’s the whole sentence.”
Luca smiled back warmly and bent to press a kiss to the dark hair tucked against his side as his finger moved on to the next line. Levi pointed, chin tucked down, at a word that was bigger than the others.
“What’s that one?”
His finger hovered over it, not quite touching, as if it might bite.
“Sound it out. It starts with a th.”
Luca tapped the page, then nudged his shoulder against Levi’s, gentle and teasing.
“Th… or… Thor?”
Levi sounded it out doubtfully and sneaked a look up at him.
“Close. It’s a tricky one. There’s a bit in the middle that doesn’t say anything at all. Thought.”
Luca carefully sounded out the word for him, his hand coming up to smooth the hair back off Levi’s forehead. Levi pouted with real indignation, one little fist knotting in Luca’s sleeve.
“That’s not fair. Why’s it got letters it doesn’t use?”
Something in Shane’s chest rang like a puck off the post at the patience in Luca’s voice when he explained, bumping his head lightly against Levi’s hair as he spoke.
“Because English is a mess, Levi. It’s got loads of them. It took me ages. I’ll show you the ones that do it, then you’ll see them everywhere.”
Levi peered up at him, his cheek squashed against Luca’s arm.
“Did you cry about it?”
Luca nodded, the honesty a little raw in his voice, and tucked the blanket higher over Levi’s feet.
“A bit.”
Levi considered that, and was apparently satisfied.
“Okay.”
He wriggled closer, settled his head into the crook of Luca’s arm, and read on.
Shane sat in the armchair across from them with a paperback open on his knee and his reading glasses sliding down his nose. He only ever wore them at home, or here at the cottage, because Ilya flatly refused to let him wear them in public; according to Ilya, the general population couldn’t be trusted with the sight, and he wouldn’t be held responsible for what he did to anyone who looked.
Yuki had arranged herself across Shane’s lap, heavy and warm and entirely sure he belonged to her. He hadn’t turned a page in 10 minutes. The lamp glowed gold. Somewhere behind the sofa, a floorboard ticked as the house cooled.
He wasn’t reading. He was watching his sons. He was watching the way Levi leaned into his brother, trusting to be caught; the way Luca’s arm curled around him without either of them thinking about it; the way, on the hard words, Levi’s small hand crept out and found Luca’s wrist and held on.
Two boys who had each, in their own way, been left alone in the dark for far too long. Here they were, on his sofa, under his blanket, with his cat. Shane would have fought the whole world for that picture. He very nearly had.
They got to the end of the book. It took 25 minutes and three more silent letters, and on the very last page Levi suddenly sat bolt upright, pushed Luca’s finger away, and read the whole final sentence all on his own, every word, without stopping once, very loudly, across the room, at Shane. Then he looked over at Shane with his chin up and his eyes massive to see if he had heard.
Shane had heard. Shane put his book down, and Yuki with it, and crossed the room and dropped to his knees in front of the sofa and took that small, defiant, hopeful face in both hands and kissed it all over, forehead, cheeks, nose, the top of the head, until Levi was squirming and giggling and pushing him off and pulling him back at the same time.
Then he kissed Luca, too, on the forehead, because Luca had done that, Luca had built that with his patience and his long finger under every word, and Luca went dark pink across his cheeks and down his neck, his ears burning, and ducked his head and didn’t pull away at all.
Adrien was allowed in after that. He came and folded his long body onto the sectional on Levi’s other side, and Levi promptly climbed over into his lap and handed him the book.
“Again. All again. And you do… the cat voice.”
He gave the order in English, so that there could be no mistake.
Adrien did the cat voice; it was a dreadful cat voice. Levi corrected him on two words, very kindly, the way Luca had corrected him, and Shane went back to his armchair and sat with his useless paperback and his heart too big for his chest.
A shadow fell across the book. Ilya had come up behind the chair. One finger came down and pushed the glasses back up Shane’s nose, with a gentleness that was almost absurd in such a large hand. The knuckle lingered, grazing his cheekbone.
“You look like a professor.”
Ilya murmured against the crown of Shane’s head, his mouth warm against Shane’s hair. His voice had gone low and rough, the way it did when he was thinking something he wouldn’t say in front of the children. Those glasses did awful things to him. They always had. Shane had known that for years and had absolutely, definitely never used it against him. (He had used it against him at least twice a month.)
“I am a professor.”
Shane chuckled and turned his cheek into the hand that had settled at his neck.
“Of nothing. It’s a good life.”
He could feel his own ears heating. He tipped his head back against the cushion to look up at him, upside down, in the glow of the lamp. Ilya’s eyes were the colour of deep water in the glow, and they were fixed on him, soft and dark and full of everything he wouldn’t say in front of the boys.
“It is a very good life.”
Ilya agreed with him on a rumble, then bent and kissed him, upside down and slow. It was a sweet kiss, and it tasted of red peppers and wine, and it went on just long enough that Shane’s fingers curled into the arm of the chair.
A moment later Ilya lifted his head. The book on Shane’s knee was somehow still open at the same page. Ilya’s lips brushed the shell of his ear, so low it was barely sound at all.
“Professor. Tonight, I think I will make you forget every word you know. English, Russian, Japanese. All of them.”
Shane looked very hard at his book. He read the same sentence 4 times. He couldn’t have told anyone, afterwards, a single word of it, in any of the languages he spoke, which was very probably the point.
🏒💛🏒
It was past midnight when Ilya carried Shane to bed.
It had been the best sort of day. It always was, up here. It had lasted for hours, in the gold-and-blue haze of the lake: a swimming lesson off the dock, a long, loud lunch on the deck, a rainy afternoon on the sofas, a fire on the stony beach after dark.
The swimming lesson had been Levi’s own idea, which was the only way any lesson ever happened with Levi; you couldn’t push him into anything, you could only stand nearby, patiently, until he decided he had been going to do it all along.
He had decided in bed.
Their bed, that was. Levi had arrived in it at ten past six, the way he arrived most mornings now, without knocking, because knocking was for people who weren’t sure of their welcome and Levi, these days, was very sure.
Shane had woken to the click of the door and the pad of bare feet, then a small, freezing body climbing straight up the middle of the mattress, over Ilya’s legs, over Shane’s hip, and burrowing in between them. Sharky came too; Sharky always came too.
His feet were freezing. They were exactly as freezing as Shane’s always were, which Ilya had pointed out more than once shouldn’t be genetically possible and was, therefore, a conspiracy. Levi pressed them both into the backs of Ilya’s calves without any mercy at all. Ilya jerked awake with a strangled yelp and a Fuck; then, like every morning, he grumbled and huffed and trapped them there between his legs to warm. Levi was never going to learn to wear socks to bed; he was Shane’s son.
Shane lay on his side and watched the two of them settle. Ilya, still mostly asleep, gathered the boy against his chest with one arm and tucked the top of that dark head under his chin. Levi put his palm on Ilya’s heart, checking it was still going, and reached the other one back without looking until it found Shane’s face, and patted it, and left it there on his cheek.
Shane turned his head and kissed the little palm. Then he shuffled in close, until Levi was a small warm filling between the two of them, and put his own arm over the top of both of them, and Ilya’s hand came up and closed around his wrist.
Yuki joined them at half past six, walking up the length of Shane’s body without a care in the world and settling on his hip. Anya came at a quarter to seven and laid her chin on the edge of the mattress and sighed until someone scratched her ears. Luca came at seven. Of course he did; Luca never missed a heap.
He stood in the doorway in his sleep shirt, rumpled and blinking, his hair in a cloud, and for a second Shane saw the old hesitation flicker across his face, the instinct to check first, to ask, to wait to be invited. It lasted about half a second.
Then Ilya lifted his head off the pillow, looked at him, and lifted the edge of the duvet on his side without a word, and Luca crossed the room and climbed in behind Ilya; he pressed his face into his back and his cold feet into his calves, right next to Levi’s.
Ilya, with four cold feet now jammed against his legs, closed his eyes.
“I am the only warm-blooded creature in my own family. This is a great injustice.”
The grievance rose to the ceiling with deep feeling, and he wasn’t wrong. Then he reached back with his free hand, found Luca’s wrist, and pulled his arm over his own waist to hold it there.
No one moved for an hour. It was the best hour of Shane’s week, and he had had a very, very good week. There was nothing better than this on this earth.
Levi had made his announcement from the middle of that heap, his voice muffled by Ilya’s chest, very firm about it.
“Today I am going to swim from the ladder to Otousan. Not with the noodle. Not with Kaasan holding my tummy. On my own.”
No one had dared to argue.
So at 10 o’clock Ilya was in the lake up to his chest, 6 feet out from the end of the dock, with the water lapping around those great shoulders and his curls dark and dripping, holding out both arms.
Levi stood at the top of the ladder in his orange life jacket and his shark goggles, the braid tucked down the back of his swimming shirt, looking at the distance between them with deep suspicion. He had been told very firmly that lakes didn’t have sharks in them; he didn’t entirely believe it. Shane couldn’t really blame him.
Shane sat on the end of the dock with his feet in the water, close enough to grab. That was his job; he was very good at it. Luca sat beside him with his shoulder pressed to Shane’s, and Adrien sat beside Luca, and all three of them were holding their breath and pretending they weren’t.
Levi climbed down two rungs. He counted to two, out loud, the way Addie had learned to. Then he let go of the ladder and kicked off, splashing like a paddle steamer, and made it, inch by furious inch, across the 6 feet of cold green water into Ilya’s hands.
Ilya caught him and lifted him clean out of the lake and held him up over his head like the Cup, roaring, and Levi screamed with laughter and water streamed off both of them and every single person on the dock cheered, Shane loudest of all, thank you very much.
Then he wanted to do it again. Then he wanted Ilya to move back a step. Then two steps. By lunchtime Ilya was a good 15 feet out, standing on tiptoe with the water up to his chin, and Levi was doggy-paddling to him with his chin in the air and a grin so wide it nearly reached his ears, and Shane had given up pretending he wasn’t crying behind his sunglasses. He wasn’t even slightly embarrassed.
He didn’t need to grab anyone, in the end. He did need to get in, though, because Ilya came wading out of the lake with Levi on his shoulders and a look in his eye, put the boy down on the dock, took Shane by both ankles where they dangled in the water and pulled him in, sunglasses and all, while Levi squealed and danced on the boards and Luca, howling, fell over sideways into Adrien.
Shane came up spluttering, calling his husband a bastard in two languages, and found himself immediately caught around the waist and hauled back against Ilya’s chest, and kissed, wet and cold and laughing, out in the bright water where anyone on the lake could see.
Anyone on the lake could see. There were two kayaks going past at the time. Shane did not give a shit. He wrapped his legs around his husband’s waist under the water and kissed him back until the kayaks had gone around the point.
After the swimming there was stone skipping, because Ilya maintained that a man couldn’t be considered properly educated until he could make a stone bounce 5 times on a lake, and Levi had very much taken this to heart. Five. Not four. Five.
They went down to the strip of shingle by the boathouse, all of them still dripping, and Ilya crouched behind him in his wet swimming shorts and showed him how to choose a stone: flat, smooth, the size of a cookie, nothing with corners. Levi chose 11; he lined them up on a rock in order of size.
Ilya didn’t throw any himself. He took Levi’s small hand in his huge one and showed him the flick of the wrist, slow, then again, curved around the little one from behind, both of them squinting at the water with exactly the same frown.
Shane stood on the shingle with Luca leaning on him and his arm around Luca’s waist, and watched the pair of them, and couldn’t for the life of him have told anyone which of them was having more fun. It was Ilya, no contest.
The first nine stones sank like stones. The tenth bounced once. Levi turned around so fast he nearly fell over and stared up at his father with his face blazing like a goal light, and Ilya lifted him up under the arms and spun him around, roaring louder than he ever had for an overtime winner. The eleventh bounced twice.
“Now I am educated.”
Having delivered this verdict with tremendous pride, Levi retired from the sport.
Luca went next, all on his own, and turned out to be absolutely shit at it. Stones weren’t supposed to go backwards. Luca’s did. He laughed until he had to sit down on the shingle.
Ilya sat down beside him and put an arm around his shoulders and showed him the flick of the wrist too, exactly as patiently as he had shown Levi, 19 years old and soaking wet and leaning into his Otousan’s side, and Shane took a photograph of them that he already knew would be on his lock screen by the evening.
Lunch was long and loud and went on until three. The rain came in just after it, sweeping up the lake from the south in a grey curtain that hissed on the water and drummed on the roof and sent them all running for the house with plates and cushions and a very damp Anya. No one minded a bit. Rainy afternoons at the cottage had a shape of their own, and the shape was the sectional.
They built a nest. There was no other word for it. Every blanket in the house came down, and every cushion, and the big old quilt from the cedar chest, and they piled them all onto the sectional and then piled themselves on top. Ilya lay along the back of it with Shane tucked in front of him, Shane’s back to his chest and Ilya’s warm palm on his stomach under his T-shirt, rubbing idly up and down.
Levi lay on Shane, in the hollow of his arm, with Sharky and a bowl of popcorn. Luca took the long end with Adrien, curled up in front of him with Adrien’s arm around his middle and his feet pushed into the gap under Shane’s thighs, because Luca’s feet were always cold, like Shane’s, and Shane’s thighs were apparently the warmest place in the house.
Levi chose the film. Levi always chose the film, and it was always Finding Nemo, and no one ever complained, least of all Ilya, who knew most of it by heart in three languages and mouthed along to the turtle scene with Levi when he thought no one was watching. Today it was on in Russian, because Levi had decided that Addie needed it for his lessons.
So Adrien had his Russian lesson. He had one most evenings now, in some form or other; it happened the way most things in their home happened, without a plan, on sofas, in cuddle piles, when everyone was warm and full and sleepy. Every time a fish spoke, Levi paused the film, turned around in Shane’s arms with massive self-importance, and translated it for Addie, slowly and loudly, and then made him repeat it.
Adrien repeated; he wasn’t very good. His accent was a disaster; his grammar was worse, and every time he got a word wrong, Ilya made a small pained noise into Shane’s hair, deeply and personally wounded, and Luca laughed and turned his head and kissed Adrien’s jaw to make up for it.
By the time Dory was lost in the jellyfish, Adrien could say fish, shark, turtle, swim, I love you, and my father-in-law is a bear, the last of which Ilya had taught him himself and was extremely proud of.
He tried the I love you on Luca, very carefully, into his hair.
“I love you.”
The accent was so bad you could hardly tell what it was, and Luca stopped laughing all at once and went dark pink to the ears and put both hands over his face, and then turned around and kissed him properly, film and fish and family and all.
Levi rolled his eyes so hard Shane worried for his health. Then he turned back to the screen and patted Shane’s arm twice, so that Shane would know he wasn’t to do anything like that, and Ilya’s laugh against Shane’s back shook the whole nest.
Shane didn’t watch much of the film. He lay in the middle of all of it with his youngest son on his chest, and his husband at his back and his eldest’s cold feet tucked under his thigh, and listened to the rain on the roof, and Ilya’s heartbeat behind him, and Levi’s commentary, and Adrien’s dreadful Russian, and thought that if anyone had told him at 21 that this was what the house by the lake would be for, he would have laughed in their face. Then he would have gone and cried in the car. The 21-year-old Shane had been a bloody idiot.
The rain moved off at six, leaving everything dripping and clean and silver. Then, as the sun went down, they had a fire on the stony beach. There Levi had toasted his first marshmallow with a nervous and deliberate care, turning the stick a quarter turn at a time as Luca showed him, and then eaten it, gooey and burnt, with his eyes closed in total bliss. Adrien had eaten 11. No one had counted them except Levi, who had counted them out loud.
Ilya had made the s’mores himself, the proper way, with the chocolate pre-warmed on a stone by the fire so it went soft, because there was a correct method for everything and Shane had married a man who had opinions about melting points. He made one for each of them in turn, kneeling in the shingle by the flames, and handed them out one at a time with enormous ceremony.
Levi got his first, and the biggest. Luca got the second, with extra chocolate, because Ilya knew. Shane got the last one, and with it a kiss on the inside of his wrist where the chocolate had dripped, which wasn’t, strictly, part of the method. Shane wasn’t complaining. Absolutely not.
When the fire had burned down to a red glow, they lay back on the big blankets on the shingle, all of them in a row, and looked at the stars. There were so many of them out here. There always were; Shane had grown up under this sky, and it still stopped his breath.
Ilya named the constellations for Levi, one by one, pointing up, the way his own mama had named them for him a very long time ago on a balcony in Moscow, and Shane lay with his head on Ilya’s other shoulder and listened to the old names in that low, rough voice and kept his mouth shut about the way it caught, now and then, on the softer ones. He just held his hand tighter.
Levi had fallen asleep against Luca’s shoulder at nine, with Sharky in his arms and sugar on his chin. Luca hadn’t moved. He lay on his back on the blanket with his little brother sprawled across him and one hand on that small back, exactly like Ilya did it, and stared up at the stars. Shane had to look away from his face. It was the face of a kid who had never expected to be allowed to hold anything so precious, and who wasn’t going to put it down for anyone. Ever.
In the end, Ilya carried them both up. Not literally, though Shane wouldn’t have put it past him. He carried Levi, and Luca walked beside him with one hand still resting on his little brother’s back the whole way up the path; he couldn’t quite let go yet.
Shane walked on Ilya’s other side with the blankets, and Adrien brought up the rear with Anya and a bucket of water for the embers. At the top of the stairs, Luca leaned in and kissed his brother’s sleeping head. Then he turned, without a moment’s hesitation, and hugged Ilya, Levi and all, and then Shane, tight and long.
“Night, Kaasan. Night, Otousan.”
The words were a sleepy, mumbled warmth against Shane’s neck, and then he let Adrien steer him off to bed.
Shane stood in the dark corridor for a moment after the door had closed, with his arms still warm from it. Not so very long ago that boy had flinched when anyone came up behind him. Tonight he had walked into their arms like he had been doing it all his life. Shane was probably never going to get used to that. He hoped he never did.
The cottage had settled around them, door by door. At some point after 11, Shane had found himself alone on the big sofa by the fire with his feet in Ilya’s lap and the last of the fire dying in the grate. He had watched the moonlit lake.
Ilya’s thumb had been rubbing the arch of his foot. Patient. Absent. Loving. It pressed up the long tendon from heel to ball, slow and firm, and slid back down again, and every pass sent a lazy warmth crawling up the inside of Shane’s calf. His whole foot fitted inside that hand. The fire had baked his shins pink through the thin black leggings, and the heat of it and the heat of Ilya’s palm had met somewhere around his knees and gone on climbing. And Shane had just known that the time had come. His pulse had kicked once, hard, then settled into a warm throb that went all the way down. A small sound escaped him before he could stop it, half a purr and half a hum, and Ilya’s thumb stopped on his arch. Oh. Oh, fuck. Tonight, then.
Neither of them had spoken. Words would only have got in the way. Ilya had looked at him across the fading glow of the embers, slid his hand up the length of Shane’s calf, the fine, silky hair there whispering under his palm, over the bend of his knee, along the inside of his thigh. He took his time about it. The hand spread as it climbed, until his fingers wrapped most of the way around the thick muscle, and it stopped high, so high that the edge of his little finger rested in the warm crease at the top, and squeezed once. Shane’s thighs fell open before he had decided anything at all. He dug his heel into the hard muscle of Ilya’s leg in retaliation, slid it a few inches higher, and found him already thick and heavy under the denim, hot even through the cloth. Ilya’s nostrils flared, and a growl rolled up out of him, so low that Shane felt it through the sole of his foot before he heard it. His fingers tightened until Shane felt the bite of each one through the leggings, and then he lifted him.
Shane was no small man; he was two hundred pounds of solid hockey player, thank you very much, with thighs that had been described in print as a public safety hazard. Ilya had scooped him up without so much as a hitch in his breath, his arms not even trembling, and Shane’s legs had locked around his waist on pure instinct, ankles crossed at the small of that broad back the way they always crossed, to make himself easier to hold. His stomach had swooped the way it always did. A breathless little whine had slipped out of him into the side of Ilya’s neck, and Ilya had answered it with a low, pleased rumble that Shane felt in his own ribs. It still turned his knees to water, after all these years, as surely as it had the very first time.
Yuki had spent the whole fireside evening on Shane’s lap, a heavy, warm, purring, thoroughly proprietorial weight. When Ilya lifted Shane from the sofa, the cat poured off him in one long, boneless, offended slither. She stalked once around the hearth with her tail held high in disgust.
Then she went, with an indignant flick of her very fluffy tail, to sleep at the foot of Levi’s bed. Anya had gone ahead of her. She had taken up her usual place across the threshold of the room with the jellyfish lamp, one ear turned towards the even breathing inside it. She was already, visibly, on duty.
Shane wasn’t going to make it easy, though. He never did. Halfway down the corridor he squirmed, once, hard, and shoved at that broad chest with a glare that made it plain he had two perfectly good legs, thank you. Ilya shifted his grip without breaking stride, so that one big hand spread over the curve of Shane’s ass instead, fingers sinking into the plush muscle through the leggings, and squeezed until Shane’s breath stuttered. Shane bit his shoulder for that, through the shirt, hard enough to feel the cotton go wet under his teeth. The growl that answered was so deep it was barely a sound at all, only a vibration that travelled through Ilya’s ribs and into his own. They passed the boys’ doors like that, one after another, Shane’s mouth sealed to that shoulder to keep himself silent and Ilya’s tread never faltering on the boards, and by the end of the corridor Shane had stopped fighting entirely. He hung there, heavy and pliant and humming, his arms locked around that thick neck.
The master bedroom was right at the end of the house, in its own corner, with thick walls and a long wall of glass that overlooked the water. It had been built that way on purpose. Shane had designed it at 21 for absolutely no reason he could have explained to anyone at the time; he had been privately, smugly grateful to his younger self ever since. Smart kid. Horny kid, possibly.
The bed was huge, low and heaped with plaid blankets and pillows. The blankets were cool and soft under his bare legs, and the moonlight lay silver across the floorboards. Ilya set him down in the centre of it and stood beside the mattress, tall and dark against the moonlight. Shane sprawled where he had been put, his shirt rucked up under his ribs, his leggings clinging to every inch of his thighs and doing nothing whatsoever to hide how hard he was. He didn’t try to hide it. He let his knees drift apart on the blankets, and watched Ilya’s gaze drop and stay there, and saw the heavy line of him shift inside the jeans.
Ilya looked at him for a while without moving, just looked, the way he looked at the lake in the mornings. The bed was dressed in the deep, dark, heavy Egyptian cotton that Ilya had ordered specially: charcoal, midnight, the colour of wine. A plain spare sheet was laid over it, ready to be whisked away afterwards. The nightstand held a jug of water, a stack of folded towels and a small green tin of Shane’s very expensive cream.
Shane had noticed it all on the way in. He had loved him for it, wordlessly, with his whole heart. Ilya, who shouted at referees and stole peppers off chopping boards and once told a reporter that Montreal’s defence was a crime against God, had planned every soft thing in this room. The soppy bastard.
Ilya’s voice came out low when he finally spoke, already dropped half an octave and roughened at the edges like gravel, and the rumble of it settled straight into Shane’s stomach.
“Do you remember what I said? In Boston. That first spring.”
Shane’s heart began to beat fast and heavy. He could hear it in his ears, over the lap of water against the dock below. He sat up on his knees in the nest of blankets and drew a slow breath. The cool night air from the open window raised gooseflesh along his arms. Ilya’s eyes tracked it, and one hand rose to smooth it flat. The palm covered half his forearm at a time, dry and warm and roughened across the base of the fingers where a stick had worn it since boyhood, and it raised a fresh wave of gooseflesh behind it as fast as it smoothed the first one away.
“You said a lot of things in Boston, Ilyusha.”
Shane tipped his chin up, cheeky, though his voice had already gone husky and given the whole game away. Damn it. He reached out and hooked two fingers into the waistband of his husband’s jeans, and tugged, just once, just enough.
“I said, next summer. At the cottage.”
Ilya let himself be tugged; he lowered himself to the edge of the bed and took Shane’s face in both hands. The calloused thumbs traced the line of his cheekbones, back and forth, slow, learning it all over again. He smelled of woodsmoke and chocolate and the lake, and the faint rasp of his evening stubble caught Shane’s jaw as he leaned in close.
After all these years, he still couldn’t quite believe how pretty it was; Shane could see it in his eyes. When he went on, his voice had dropped deeper still, gone dark and rough and thick, a growl living somewhere under the words, and the blue of his eyes was nearly swallowed by black.
“I said I would open you with only myself. No fingers. No preparation. Only me, and slow, and very much lube. I did not want to hurt you. It was only that I wished to feel you take all of me, the whole way, with nothing in between. I have thought of it for a year.”
Shane could feel his own pulse in his lips. He thought, with the part of his brain that never stopped cataloguing, that he ought to be nervous. A little, maybe. Ilya wasn’t a small man in any department. He was nine thick, heavy, flushed inches of the most devastating cock Shane had ever laid eyes on, and Shane had laid eyes on it a great deal. Christ, had he.
He had been taking it for years: with preparation, with patience, with a hand on the bottle and Ilya’s fingers working him open until he was shaking and begging and swearing in four languages. The idea of doing it any other way should have sent a thread of fear up his spine.
It didn’t. It sent heat instead. A slow, liquid, spreading heat that pooled low in his belly and made his thighs twitch against the blankets, and dragged a low, shaky whimper out of him that he didn’t bother to hide. Somewhere under it, low down, his body clenched on nothing, a hot, empty flutter, as if it had already heard the promise and was getting itself ready.
Because this was Ilya. His blunt, loud, tender, massive husband, who had not one single time in almost a decade made him feel anything but safe.
“I’ve thought about it too. I’ve thought about nothing else, if I’m honest. Since the day you said it.”
Shane’s voice dropped to a whisper on the last word, and he bit his lip. He had, in fact, thought about it in the shower. And in the car. And, on one memorable occasion, in the middle of a contract meeting with his mother, which was a thing he would be taking to his fucking grave.
“You are sure?”
Ilya rested his forehead against Shane’s, one hand sliding around to cup the back of his neck, and waited for the answer.
“Yes.”
Shane let the word go against his mouth, and felt Ilya’s breath catch, and then the groan that followed it, rumbling up out of that broad chest and into his own.
“You tell me, Lyubimyy. If it is too much. If it is not good. You say one word, or you tap, we stop, and nothing is wrong.”
Ilya’s thumbs stroked Shane’s cheekbones the whole time. Two taps to ease off, three to keep going, and the flat, fast slap of a tap-out on the mats if everything had to stop right there. They had worked it out years ago, two fighters who both knew exactly what tapping out meant, and Shane had never needed the last one. Ilya checked for it anyway. Every time.
Shane turned his face into Ilya’s palm and kissed the centre of it.
“I know. I know you will. That’s why I want to.”
Ilya made a sound, low and ragged, that seemed to come from the very bottom of his chest. His hands shook where they held Shane’s face. Then his mouth came down on Shane’s, hard, hot and deep, and the kiss went all the way down to his toes like the first sip of vodka on a cold night. Shane moaned into it, husky and helpless, and Ilya growled back into his mouth as if the sound belonged to him.
He tasted of chocolate and smoke and the dark, peaty whisky from the fire. His tongue moved slow and sure and very deep, and one hand left Shane’s face and slid up into his hair and closed, a fistful at the back of his skull, tipping his head back to the angle he wanted. Shane let him, for about three seconds. Then he caught that full lower lip in his teeth and tugged, fisted both hands in the front of Ilya’s shirt and hauled, and Ilya made a sound like cloth tearing and came down over him, pressing him back into the blankets with the whole hot, solid weight of his chest. The kiss went messy. It went open-mouthed and wet and greedy, all teeth and tongue and stolen air, Shane whining up into it and Ilya swallowing every whine, until they had to break apart just to pant against each other’s lips. Then Shane dragged him back down by the curls, caught that tongue between his own lips and sucked it into his mouth, slow and greedy, and held it there until Ilya’s breath shuddered against his cheek. He let it go only to nip along the hard line of Ilya’s jaw, under the rasp of the stubble, hard, and watched Ilya’s eyes go heavy-lidded and black.
It went slowly after that. That was the thing Shane would remember afterwards, the thing that undid him completely: how deliberately, devastatingly slow it was. Ilya undressed him so carefully, one button at a time, his lips following every inch of skin as it was bared. Shane’s chest came out of the cotton smooth and bare, nearly hairless, gone pale gold over the summer, with a scatter of freckles across his shoulders and the tops of his arms. Ilya kissed those too, one after another, counting them under his breath in Russian. Odin. Dva. Tri. He lost count somewhere around dvadtsat’ and started over without complaint.
He kissed the hollow of Shane’s throat. He kissed the ridge of his collarbone, the long line of his chest, and then, with a hum of pure greed, the dark, peaked bud of a nipple.
He took it into his mouth and worried it with his tongue and the very edge of his teeth until Shane arched off the bed with a gasp that rose into a long whine, and a fist knotted in those thick blond curls. Ilya’s hands were everywhere.
They ran down Shane’s ribs, over the hard muscle of his stomach, over the swell of his thighs, hot and certain, checking that every piece of him was still there and still his. Shane’s stomach jumped under them. It always surprised people, the strength in him; he looked compact in a suit and soft at the edges out of one, and under the softness lay a slab of muscle built over a lifetime of taking hits and handing them back. Ilya’s palms knew it. They pressed into the give of the skin until they found the hardness beneath, and lingered there, kneading, as if they liked both halves of him equally and refused to choose.
He switched to the other nipple and sucked until it was puffy and red and aching, and Shane was making a high, thin, embarrassing noise that he refused to take responsibility for, a mewl, over and over, every time that tongue flicked. Ilya lingered at his hips, thumbs tracing the faint silver stripes along the bone, and then his mouth followed his thumbs, kissing each one in turn, slow and reverent and so very proud of every one. He sucked a lazy, wet kiss into the jut of one hipbone just to hear Shane groan, and growled against the bone when he did.
He peeled Shane’s leggings away so slowly that Shane barely felt the fabric go. They clung, as they always did, to the thick curve of his thighs, and Ilya had to work them down an inch at a time, kissing each inch as it appeared: the soft crease of the hip, the broad top of the thigh, the roundness of the knee, the light silky hair on his calves, the knob of his ankle bone. He bit that last one, gently, just to hear Shane yelp. By the time he was naked, he was flushed from the chest up and trembling. He was so hard that his cock lay against his stomach, thick, dark and wet at the tip, aching in the cool air.
Ilya settled between Shane’s knees, still half dressed, the rough denim of his jeans rasping against the bare skin of Shane’s inner thighs, and looked down at him with a naked, ravenous hunger that made Shane’s breath hitch. There was more than hunger in it, though. There was worship, too, the kind that had always made Shane feel 10 feet tall and completely, gloriously stripped bare at the very same time. He growled, low in his chest, a sound so deep and rough that Shane felt it in the soles of his feet and whimpered back at it.
“Fuck. Look at you. Mine. All of this. So fucking pretty.”
Ilya slid his palms up the insides of Shane’s thighs, spreading them wider and wider, until the stretch pulled. He squeezed the plush, powerful muscle there; he could never, ever get enough of it. His fingers dug in, slow and deliberate, the blunt tips sinking deep into the soft inner flesh until Shane felt each one as a hot, separate ache, and Ilya watched the pale skin go pink, then red, under his grip with open satisfaction. There would be marks in the morning. Good. Shane wanted them. Ilya bent and kissed the inside of each knee, then all the way up the long inside of each thigh, wet and open-mouthed, pausing to suck at the skin wherever it made Shane jump. His stubble dragged over the thin, tender skin high up, a raw, scraping burn that set Shane’s thighs trembling, and they tried to close around his head on pure reflex, the big muscles quivering and jumping against his cheeks with all the strength in them and none of the will. Ilya lifted his head and smiled at the sight, and turned to kiss the inside of one shaking knee, then the other.
“So pretty.”
It was a rumble more than words, and the weight of it went straight down Shane’s spine. Then he laid both palms flat on the insides of those trembling thighs and spread them again, slow and inexorable, no fight in it at all, only patience, the muscle twitching and shivering under his hands with every inch it gave, until Shane lay spread flat open on the blankets with pink flooding across his cheekbones, his freckles standing out sharp, and the flush running down his throat and over his chest.
“Ilyusha… please.”
Shane was panting, already half undone, and he hadn’t even been properly touched yet. It really wasn’t fair.
“Shh. First I will make you feel good. Then we will see.”
He didn’t ask permission for that one. He bent his head, and Shane felt the heat of his breath first, a warm gust across the head of his cock. Then came the wet, slow, devastating slide of a tongue up the full length of him, from the base to tip. Shane’s hips jerked, and a sharp, startled whine escaped him before he could catch it, high and thin in the quiet room.
A hand came down on his hip and pinned him to the bed, easy as anything, the sheer controlled strength of it making his toes curl. Ilya’s mouth closed around the head and sank, with a long, deep, deliberate suction that made the whole room go bright and blurred at the edges. Ilya moaned around him, low and greedy, and the vibration of it rolled straight up Shane’s cock and into his belly. Shane looked down, because he couldn’t not, and the sight nearly finished him on the spot: those wide lips stretched pink and wet around him, the hollows of Ilya’s cheeks as he sucked, the dark gold lashes lowered, the broad shoulders wedged between his thighs and holding them wide.
Shane keened, then whimpered, then mewled, high and helpless, before he could stop himself. His heels dug into the mattress; his fingers knotted in the blankets, then in Ilya’s hair. He drew tight as Ilya took him down, inch by slow inch, until the head of his cock nudged the back of that hot, tight throat and Ilya swallowed around him.
Once. Twice. A third time, slow and wet and filthy, the tight ring of that throat closing around the head of him and letting go, closing and letting go, with his nose pressed into the light, silky hair at the base and those blue eyes lifted to watch Shane fall apart. Shane could feel the heat of his breath stirring that hair, the stretch of those lips sealed around his base, the slow, warm run of spit down over his balls. Every swallow pulled a fresh noise out of Shane, a mewl, a gasp, a husky, wordless whine, and Ilya hummed at every one of them.
“Oh… fuck… Ilyusha…”
Shane’s voice went high and keening, and he tugged helplessly at the curls in his fist.
Ilya didn’t pull back. He had no intention of letting a single drop of it go, the stubborn, glorious bastard. He hummed, a low, pleased vibration that shot straight up Shane’s spine. One hand slid up under his thigh and pushed it higher, opening him, and a fingertip brushed once, deliberately, over his hole on the way past; not in, only a promise. Shane’s rim twitched after it, clenching at the empty air, and he heard himself whine, thin and outraged, around the pleasure.
His tongue pressed flat to the underside of Shane’s cock and dragged. That was all it took. Fuck. The pleasure drew up tight and hot behind his balls, his thighs locking around Ilya’s shoulders and his stomach clenching until it curled him half up off the pillow, and then it tore loose. Shane came with a hoarse cry and a run of whimpers, arching up off the bed into the heat of that mouth in a long, helpless, shuddering pulse.
He spilt down Ilya’s throat while his husband swallowed every drop, throat working, his hand stroking Shane’s thigh through every wave. It rolled out of him in tides. It left him gasping and wrung out, slick with sweat, humming like the boards after a hit. Little shaky purrs of breath kept spilling out of him, and Ilya groaned around the last of it, low and satisfied. Shane felt that groan as much as heard it, a slow buzz around his oversensitive head that made his thighs twitch, and his hips try to squirm away and then press up again, wanting it and not wanting it, a high, thin whimper wavering out of him until Ilya finally had mercy.
Ilya let him slip free with one last kiss to the tip that made Shane jerk and whine. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, grinning, wicked, smug and fond all at once. His blue eyes were bright with love.
“One.”
His smirk pressed into Shane’s inner thigh, and then he bit down, right there, and sucked: a slow, hard, deliberate pull, his teeth scraping the tender skin until Shane yelped and felt the bruise bloom hot under that mouth. Ilya soothed it with a long lick and a kiss, and looked down at his work with enormous satisfaction.
“You’re insufferable.”
Shane’s voice was a thread. He was smiling, helplessly, up at that ridiculous, beloved face.
“I know. It is why you love me.”
He rose and stripped. It took him seconds: the jeans, the shirt, flung in the vague direction of the laundry basket and landing on the edge. Then he was kneeling over Shane in the moonlight, all long, hard muscle, tanned pale skin gone gold and moles scattered like stars and dark gold hair, the cross glinting at his throat.
The broad slope of his chest rose and fell. Shane’s hands itched to touch every inch of him: those wide shoulders, that heavy, warm, solid body that had been his shelter for years. Dark gold hair dusted the chest, thickening between the pecs and narrowing to a trail down the ridged belly; an old white seam of scar ran along one rib. His thighs were thick slabs carved by a lifetime of crossovers, his forearms roped with vein and muscle, and his hands, braced on either side of Shane’s hips, were so big that the spread of one could have covered one side of Shane’s whole chest.
Ilya’s cock jutted heavy and thick from between his thighs. Shane’s eyes dropped to it, because he could never help it. No one could have. 9 inches, flushed deep red and heavy with blood, as thick around as Shane’s wrist. The head was broad and wet, a thick vein running along the underside. Beautiful. Terrifying. His. His mouth went dry and then flooded, all at once. A low, wanting purr rose in his throat before he could swallow it.
“You are looking.”
Ilya’s voice was warm and low, gone gravel-rough with want, and far, far too pleased with itself.
“I’m allowed to look.”
Pink spread across Shane’s cheekbones until his freckles stood out, and down his chest, but he didn’t look away. He wouldn’t give the man the satisfaction. (He gave him the satisfaction. He licked his lips.)
“You are always allowed. Lyubimyy.”
Ilya reached for the bottle on the nightstand, and Shane heard the click of the cap. Ilya didn’t pour it straight onto him. He tipped it over the cup of his own palm and held it there.
He closed his fingers around the cool gel and rubbed it between both hands until it warmed, his eyes steady on Shane’s face the whole time. Only then did he lay a hand, wide, slick and gentle, against the inside of Shane’s thigh, and slide it up.
Shane gasped, and the gasp curled into a long, husky moan. The lube was as warm as Ilya’s palm and slick as silk. It ran over his skin in a long, glossy trail, down the crease of his thigh, over his perineum, between the cheeks of his ass. Ilya poured more, lavishly, then more again, until Shane could feel it pooling beneath him, soaking into the spare sheet, cradling every inch of him in slippery heat.
Two fingers lay against his entrance. They didn’t press in. They just rested there, spreading the lube over the sensitive, fluttering ring of muscle, around and around and around, until Shane’s hole was twitching under them like it was trying to suck them inside. Shane whined, high and thin, and couldn’t stop; every slow circle wrung another needy little sound out of him. He could feel all of it from the inside: the cool slickness gone warm, the pads of those two fingers pressing flat, the slight, maddening give of his own muscle under them as it softened and swelled and opened a hair’s breadth and closed again. Then a thumb joined them, lower, and pressed slow and firm into the smooth skin behind his balls, rubbing a deep circle there, and something inside him answered, a dull, sweet throb from a place no one was touching yet.
“Look at this. So wet for me, sweetheart, and already you try to pull me in. Greedy.”
Ilya’s voice had gone thick and dark with pleasure, and he leaned down to kiss Shane’s hip, then his belly, slow and open-mouthed, without once moving those fingers. Shane’s thighs shook and fell open of their own accord, and a mewl slipped out of him, needy and shameless.
“Ilya. Inside. Please.”
Shane was flushed pink to the collarbones, his fingers closing around that thick wrist, trying to drag it where he wanted it. His other hand twisted in the sheets. Ilya didn’t let his wrist be moved even a fraction, which was frankly rude. The bastard. Shane tried anyway. He set his heels and shoved his hips down, trying to grind himself onto those fingers by sheer force, and hissed a single bastard at him when it got him nowhere. The hand on his hip came down and held him flat with insulting ease. Ilya didn’t even look strained. He looked delighted.
“Easy. Stay still, Lyubimyy. Not inside. I promised. Only this.”
He slicked himself. Shane watched through half-closed eyes, his own breath coming in short, uneven pulls. His hand wrapped around the thick base of Ilya’s cock and stroked up, nice and steady. The lube spread along the whole straining length until it gleamed, glistening and dripping, the head dark, slick and swollen.
The sound of it was fucking obscene, a slow, wet slide that went straight to Shane’s cock and made it twitch. Ilya’s jaw clenched at the touch of his own hand, a low groan rasping out from between his teeth, and a bead of pre-come welled at the slit and ran down. Fuck. He cursed under his breath and gave himself another slow pull, as if to punish himself for wanting it, and Shane watched the whole heavy length jump in his fist.
“Knees up. Hold them.”
Shane obeyed; he lay back against the pillows and gripped the backs of his own thighs and drew his knees up to his chest until he was spread wide, open and exposed, utterly bare to the moonlight and to that hungry blue-eyed stare. His face burned; his cock was already, shamelessly, beginning to stir against his stomach again. He whimpered under his breath, a ragged little sound that was more moan than anything. His palms were slick where they gripped the backs of his own thighs, the muscle there hot and hard and quivering, and the cool air off the lake slid over his wet, exposed hole and made it clench and flutter, and he knew Ilya could see every bit of it.
“Look at your poor pretty cock. Already it wakes up again for me, sweetheart.”
Ilya’s voice had gone husky and amused. He ran one slick knuckle up the underside of it, just once, just to watch it jump, and a whimper squeezed out of Shane through his teeth.
Ilya slid a pillow under his hips and lifted him onto it one-handed, without the slightest effort, and Shane’s stomach dropped like the first plunge off the end of the dock. A growl rolled up out of Ilya’s chest, low and rough. His eyes darkened until they were almost black. His gaze travelled slowly over the soft swell of Shane’s lower belly, the silvered marks on his skin, the full, strong thighs trembling in his own grip. The look on his face was pure, stunned adoration.
“That’s it. So good for me. Breathe, Lyubimyy. Slowly. Let me in.”
The head of him pressed against Shane’s entrance, Ilya’s fist wrapped around the base to guide it, hot and slick and so broad that Shane felt it cover the whole of his rim at once. Shane’s breath stuttered, and the pillow shifted under his hips.
It was blunt, hot and slick, and it didn’t push. It rested there, firm, patient and immense, against the tight ring of muscle. Ilya waited, one hand on Shane’s stomach, and kissed him while he waited, slow and deep and lingering, humming into his mouth, a deep, rough sound that Shane felt in his teeth, until Shane’s chest rose and fell once, twice, three times, and the clench of his body began, very slightly, to ease. Shane felt it from the inside: the rim softening against that blunt heat, kissing it, almost; tightening on reflex and then, when nothing pushed, letting go a little more. The head of Ilya’s cock was so much broader than two fingers that it made no sense to his body at all. It was like being leaned on by a hot, smooth stone, heavy and patient, and the pressure of it alone made his pulse thud in his rim.
Then he moved. A tiny, careful roll of his hips. Another. Shane felt himself give, a slow, tight, stinging stretch that opened him wider than any finger had ever done, wider than anything ever had. Holy fuck. The words didn’t make it out; what came out instead was a thin, high whine.
A long, shuddering gasp tore out of him and ended in a whimper he couldn’t hold back. The sheets were cool beneath his shoulders, and Ilya’s breath was hot on his face. His fingers dug into his thighs. The burn flared, sharp and bright. Fuck, that burned. He tried to flinch away from it and arch towards it at the same time, and Shane, who had never been able to make up his mind about anything without a spreadsheet, did both.
The muscle didn’t want to give, and then it did, all at once and not at all: a slow thinning of the ring around the head as it pressed, his rim drawn so tight that he could feel his own heartbeat pounding in it. The sting was clean and sharp, cold water on a scrape. Then it was hot. Then it was both, and he couldn’t separate them, and his breath left him in a long, husky moan without a single word in it.
Ilya’s thumb rubbed the hollow of Shane’s hip, steady as anything, and he whispered into the space between them.
“Breathe. I have you. Stay with me.”
Shane tried; he breathed in, and the stretch went with it, everywhere, all at once, and he panted it out through his teeth like the last length of a bag skate.
“It’s… it’s a lot.”
Shit. He kept panting. He let go of one thigh, found Ilya’s forearm and tapped. Once. Twice.
Ilya stopped dead.
Not pulled out; stopped. All of him locked, and not one more millimetre came. Shane could feel the effort it took him in the tremor under his own fingertips. A strained groan rumbled out of him, deep and gravelly, and he swallowed the rest of it. Sweat had broken out at his temples and in the hollow of his throat; the cords of his neck stood out like rope. His Russian had sunk to a hoarse mutter by now, aimed at himself, an unbroken string of it, ne dvigaysya, ne dvigaysya, terpi, an order to his own body, and his body was obeying at what looked like an enormous cost.
“I know. Do you want to stop?”
The question came at once, his hips frozen, his free hand coming up to cradle Shane’s jaw.
“No… don’t stop… so big…”
He couldn’t finish. Ilya held there, trembling with the effort of not moving. He leaned down over Shane and pressed his lips to his forehead, his cheekbone, the edge of his mouth. He murmured something low and urgent in a voice gone to gravel, too low and broken to be words. It didn’t matter one bit.
It sounded like his name, over and over and over. Ilya’s free hand slid down between them and wrapped around Shane’s half-hard cock. It began to stroke, so slow, so light, a thumb rubbing a gentle circle under the head where Shane was always most sensitive.
It helped. The burn didn’t vanish, but it began to blur at the edges. It melted into a strange, deep, swelling pressure that was nothing like pain. His breath hitched; a moan slipped out of his chest, then a low, wondering purr. His hips rocked up, just slightly, into Ilya’s hand, and that tiny movement drew the broad head of Ilya’s cock a fraction deeper. Shane’s mouth fell open. Oh. That. He did it again, on purpose, and the head of Ilya’s cock pressed a sliver deeper into the stretch, and the sliver turned from sting to a slow, swelling warmth that made his toes spread against the sheet.
He tapped. Three times, deliberate, against the thick muscle of Ilya’s forearm.
Keep going.
“There you are, sweetheart. There you are. Tell me.”
Ilya’s hand moved on Shane’s cock in a slow, loving rhythm, and his lips brushed Shane’s brow. Shane swallowed, tasting salt.
“Go… Go on. Slowly. Please.”
He went on. He went by the smallest of inches, with long, slow, infinitely gentle pushes that stopped dead at every sign of tension. His forehead was pressed to Shane’s, his breath coming hard against his mouth, his arms shaking, a low, steady growl of effort rumbling in his chest. Shane felt each push as its own small event. The rim gave a little; held; gave a little more. Lube squelched out around the head and ran down. His body pushed back against the intrusion and then sucked at it, back and forth, as if it couldn’t decide, and every time it sucked, Ilya’s breath snagged hot against his lips and left him as a growl.
The head breached the ring with a slick, shocking pop that made Shane cry out, then a high, helpless whine. Then the stretch eased all at once, and the rest of the thick, broad crown sank in. Shane felt himself clamp around it, fluttering and greedy, stuffed already, so full it rang through him all over. The flared ridge of the crown sat just inside him, fat and hot, and his rim closed down snug behind it and throbbed there; he could feel Ilya’s pulse beating in it, and the separate heat of the shaft still outside him, pressing at the stretched skin and waiting its turn.
The gasp was knocked clean out of his lungs, and a long, wordless sob followed it. His eyes flew wide. His heels pressed hard into the mattress, toes curling in the sheet. The air felt suddenly thick, far too warm to breathe.
“Oh… Ilya…”
Ilya didn’t move; he only breathed against his mouth, hot and ragged, and spread his hand wider over Shane’s stomach, and when he spoke, his voice was wrecked with pride, dropped so deep and rough it was nearly a growl.
“It is in. The head is in. You are doing so well, my love.”
Ilya kissed him, hot and open-mouthed, and Shane kissed back with everything he had.
It was only the beginning. Little by little, Ilya sank in, his breath held, his jaw tight with restraint. The thick shaft slid along the walls of him, hot, heavy and slick, stretching him wider with every careful push. Shane felt every ridge of it. Every pulse of the vein along the underside. The whole dragging, shocking, perfect friction of it, with nothing to blunt it, no fingers before it to take the edge off, only Ilya. Only ever Ilya. Above him, Ilya groaned with every inch, long and low and rough, and Shane felt it rumble down through his own chest.
He could feel his hole stretched taut and shiny around the girth of him, the rim burning and fluttering, lube squeezed out of him with every inch and running hot down the crack of his ass onto the sheet. Ilya’s cock kept coming. Thick. Hot. Relentless. Jesus. Above him, Ilya snarled through his teeth, a raw, animal sound, his whole body trembling with the effort of going slow when every line of him wanted to drive. The half-swear words, half prayer came out of him in pieces, between breaths, and he didn’t seem to know he was speaking at all.
His own cock lay heavy and twitching on his belly, smearing pre-come into the mess he had already made of himself, and every slow push inward squeezed another clear bead out of the tip, as if Ilya were fucking it out of him from the inside.
The fullness grew. It filled him past the ache, into something larger: a deep, overwhelming pressure that swelled up through his belly and into his chest until he couldn’t tell where it ended and he began. His breath came in sobbing little gulps; his eyes were wet.
A line of sweat ran down into his hair. Ilya’s palm was still low on his stomach, warm and heavy, holding him steady.
Somewhere around the halfway mark, Ilya’s hips rolled forward in one slow, steady glide. The broad head of his cock dragged right over the one place inside Shane that could make the whole world go white. Shane’s fingers clawed at the pillow, finding nothing to hold.
Shane keened. The sound tore out of his throat in pure desperation, high and raw. He convulsed, thighs clamping around Ilya’s hips, back arching right up off the bed. Ilya’s hand had stopped, frozen, around his cock; it didn’t matter in the slightest. The pressure on that spot, the heavy, slow grind of it, was enough.
He came with a long, wrenching, shuddering cry, spilling hot across his stomach in thick pulses, untouched, clenching around the thick heat inside him in great helpless waves. Ilya groaned, loud and broken, and went rigid above him, hips held utterly motionless through the whole thing. Shane felt the thick length inside him jerk at every clench, felt the hard muscle of Ilya’s stomach jump against his own where his come was striping both of them, felt the shudder Ilya was holding back running through every inch of that huge body. The orgasm itself was strange and deep and slow, nothing like the first. It didn’t come from his cock at all. It came from inside, from the place that thick head was leaning on, and rolled outward in heavy, clenching pulses that squeezed his whole pelvis tight around the intrusion, shook his thighs against Ilya’s hips and turned his vision grainy at the edges. Every clench pushed him harder onto the cock inside him, and every push set off another clench. Ilya’s snarl sounded above him, long and ragged, as he felt every one of them.
“Two.”
Shane whined and mewled the count himself, before Ilya could, just to be a brat about it, as he shook and clung to Ilya with all the strength he had left.
“Shane. Lyubimyy. You are trying to kill me, da?”
Ilya growled and dropped his head to kiss him.
“Don’t… move…”
Shane gasped as the aftershocks rolled through him; he clutched at Ilya’s biceps, clinging, desperate for him to stay just like that. Under his fingers, the muscle was rock hard, and it was shaking. For him. Because of him.
“I am, Lyubimyy. I have you. I have you.”
Ilya held himself rigid, tight as wire. The only movement in the room was the shiver in his arms, the heave of his chest, the low, strained groan that kept rumbling up out of it, the sweat dripping from his chin onto Shane’s collarbone. He kissed Shane’s face again and again: his cheeks, his closed eyelids, the salt track of a tear. One hand stroked the hair back from his damp forehead until the last of the tremors ebbed away.
Then, without drawing back an inch, Ilya dragged two fingers through the mess on Shane’s stomach, slow, gathering it up, and put them in his own mouth and sucked them clean. He groaned around them with his eyes half closed, as if he had been starving for the taste of him all summer and meant to savour every last drop. Shane clenched around him at the sight, helpless, and felt the answering kick of that thick cock deep inside, and both of them gasped at once.
Shane lay panting and dazed. Tears ran into his hair. His body was held open around the thickest, hottest, most staggering fullness he had ever felt, and he found, to his own complete astonishment, that he wanted more. His greedy body had never learned the meaning of enough where this man was concerned, and it was not about to learn tonight.
Greedy. Wrecked. Utterly shameless.
He whispered once, and then again, louder, because he meant it, and lifted his chin and met his husband’s eyes with the last of his courage.
“The rest… please…”
Ilya searched his face for the truth of it, and brushed the damp hair back from Shane’s forehead with a shaking hand.
“Are you sure? You have come twice already. It is a lot for you.”
Shane nodded against the pillow, frantic, and held on to that wrist for dear life.
“Sure… please…”
Shane tapped it out on his arm too, three times, firm, so that there could be no doubt at all.
Ilya’s eyes closed. A deep, rough groan escaped him, and a shudder ran through him, rippling down the long muscles of his back. When he opened them again, they were dark, wild, almost frightening with how much love was in them. He shifted his weight, the bed dipping under him.
He slid one arm under Shane’s knee and drew it up higher, folding him nearly in half, pinning that thigh back against his chest with one forearm, no effort whatsoever, and Shane thrilled at it. He pushed back against that forearm just to feel it. His thigh was one of the strongest things about him, built to drive a grown man off the puck, and it shoved against Ilya’s arm with real force. The arm didn’t move, though a growl caught low in Ilya’s throat at the force of it, the way one always did when Shane let his real strength show. It pressed down instead, steady, until the back of Shane’s hamstring burned in a long, sweet stretch and his smooth skin stuck to Ilya’s sweat-damp forearm, and something in Shane’s chest went loose and warm and pliant at being held there.
Then, with a long, slow, unbroken push that gave Shane’s body every second it needed to adjust, he pressed deeper. The stretch deepened. It spread through Shane like heat, a full, slow, mounting pressure, thick and endless. He heard himself make a sound he didn’t recognise, a thin, wavering moan that rose and rose as inch after inch of Ilya’s cock slid into him with nothing between them but lube. His folded thigh pressed hard against his own chest; he could feel his heartbeat thudding against it, and the weight of Ilya’s forearm across the back of his knee, and somewhere deep in his belly, a new place opening that nothing had ever reached.
“Almost… almost there, my love. You are taking me so well. So well.”
Ilya kissed the corner of Shane’s mouth. He held Shane’s gaze the whole time, his lashes damp. Shane whimpered and was dimly appalled at the sound of himself. Olympic captain. Stanley Cup champion. Whimpering. Christ.
“Please. Please, Ilya, all of it…”
Ilya pushed. With a long, final, unrelenting slide, he seated himself to the hilt. Shane felt the heavy weight of his balls pressed right up against his skin. He felt the base of that thickness stretching him wide at the rim, wider than he had ever been stretched. The coarse, damp hair at Ilya’s hips pressed against his tender rim, and the heat of his groin lay flush against the backs of Shane’s thighs, sweat-slick skin to sweat-slick skin, with nowhere left to go. A sound tore out of his chest, raw and low and utterly unguarded, a sound that belonged to no captain and no champion, and he hoped very much that the thick walls had swallowed it whole.
Neither of them moved; even the bed held its breath. Outside, the lake lapped at the pilings below the deck.
Ilya was shaking; Shane could feel it through the whole length of him, a deep, fine, uncontrollable tremor that he couldn’t hide. His forehead rested against Shane’s; his breath came in rough, short gasps, each one catching on a growl at the back of his throat.
And inside him, Shane could feel him pulse: a hot, heavy, living throb that beat in time with his own heart. The fullness of it was so vast, so overwhelming, so impossibly right that tears slid out, hot, into his hair. He could feel Ilya in his belly. In his throat, almost. Everywhere.
Ilya didn’t draw back. He ground. A slow, small circle of his hips that took nothing out and put nothing in, only pressure: the base of him rocking against the stretched ring of Shane’s rim, the head of him shifting deep inside, nudging walls that had never been touched like this and leaning, heavy and constant, on his prostate. Shane’s mouth fell open on a long, shaky whine that didn’t stop. It went on and on, thin and helpless, as the grind went on, sealed and deep and unhurried, until he was whimpering on every breath and his nails had pressed ten little crescents into Ilya’s shoulders. Ilya growled into his jaw the whole time, a deep, continuous sound like an engine idling, and didn’t stop circling until Shane’s eyes had rolled half shut. His spent cock gave a weak, hopeful twitch against his belly at every circle, plumping by slow, helpless degrees though there was nothing left in it, and Ilya felt it and ground harder, right there, right on that place, until Shane’s thighs were shaking against his ribs and the whine had become a sob.
“Shane. My Shane. Mine. Mine. My husband.”
His forehead pressed to Shane’s. His voice shook on every word, and Shane answered with a husky, wordless whimper, his fingers tightening in the sweat-slick muscle of Ilya’s shoulders. Those broad shoulders. The whole wide, warm world he had never had to be perfect in.
“Yours. Always. Only yours.”
Ilya’s breath went out of him in something that was almost a laugh and almost a sob, and he dropped his mouth to Shane’s ear.
“Forever now.”
Ilya kissed him; he swiped his tongue over Shane’s swollen, bitten bottom lip until Shane opened for him and pressed into his mouth with a growl.
“Forever.”
Shane agreed, and the word came out wet and shining, half of it a sob of pure joy. He turned his head and caught Ilya’s mouth again with his own, and didn’t let it go.
Ilya began to move. The mattress dipped under his knees, and the springs complained.
It was slow, at first. Achingly slow, Ilya’s eyes fixed on his face as if he meant to memorise every flicker that crossed it. Barely a motion at all, just a deep, rolling rock of his hips that shifted the whole thick length of him inside Shane and dragged every nerve with it. Shane felt it nudge somewhere deep in his belly and ease back, felt his own stretched rim pull with it, and every rock pushed a small, helpless sound out of him and a low groan out of Ilya.
Everything tilted. Then came a long, slow drag that pulled almost all the way out, the broad head catching on his rim. Shane felt the loss everywhere at once, a sudden, cold hollowness; he clenched hungrily after him with a desperate little whine, and Ilya laughed, breathless and dark, the laugh sinking into a growl at the end.
“So greedy, Lyubimyy. You do not want to let me go.”
He wasn’t wrong.
Ilya slid home again in one smooth, heavy, devastating thrust that struck that deep, wonderful place and made the whole room flash white. Shane cried out, then yowled. His slackened legs wrapped around Ilya’s hips, heels digging into the small of that broad back, dragging him deeper. Ilya growled, low and wild, took his mouth in a deep, messy, biting kiss, and began, very steadily, to build, kissing him all the way through it.
His hole was so slick now that every stroke made a wet, filthy sound, lube and sweat and the slide of that thick cock dragging in and out of him, and Shane couldn’t have stopped clenching around it if his life had depended on it. Every time Ilya bottomed out, his heavy balls slapped against Shane’s ass; every time he pulled back, Shane’s rim clung to him, puffy and swollen, trying to hold him in. Every thrust pulled a fresh noise out of him, a mewl, a whimper, a gasp.
His own spent cock had filled out again between them, hard and leaking against his stomach, dragged by the hair low on Ilya’s belly with every thrust. Fuck. Fuck, he was going to be feeling this for a week, and he wanted every single minute of it.
Shane felt all of it. He felt the slick, dragging, shameless glide of Ilya through the tight, clutching ring of him. The flare of the broad head caught at his rim on every withdrawal; the thick cock pushed back in to fill him all over again. He felt every place where they were pressed together.
The heat of Ilya’s stomach against his own. The damp crush of Ilya’s chest hair against his own smooth skin. The sweat that ran between them and made every movement slide, the sheets tangled and warm under his heels. A hand cupped his ass, squeezed the plush flesh there, fingertips sinking in so deep that Shane felt each one, hard enough to bruise, and tilted him up. The angle changed; everything inside him lit up, bright and blinding. Shane wailed, high and raw, and Ilya snarled against his throat at the way he clenched.
A mouth found the side of his throat, the tip of a tongue tracing the pulse there. Teeth closed on the tendon at the base of his neck: lightly, at first, then not lightly at all, sucking hard and slow and wet until the skin throbbed and stung under his mouth, a mark that every single person at breakfast would see and that Shane wouldn’t even try to cover. He could feel it rising while it was still being made: the hot, swelling throb of blood drawn up under the skin, the bright sting where teeth had pressed through to something tender, the slow pulse of it keeping time with his heart. Ilya laved it with his tongue when he was done and growled against it, low and pleased, as if he could feel it darkening.
Let them look. Let them all fucking look. He was married to this man in front of the whole world now, and he had nothing left to hide. Shane shuddered. He turned his face into that gold, curl-tangled head and breathed him in: sandalwood, alpine spice, sweat, home. A purr came out of him, ragged and content, and Ilya groaned at it, deep and rough, into his hair.
“Good? Tell me. Say it.”
Ilya’s breath came rough against Shane’s ear, his rhythm never breaking. Shane moaned, long and low, his head tipping back into the pillow as the next thrust struck home.
“Good… so good… Ilya…”
Ilya growled against his throat, pleased and dark, and gave him more.
“Yes. Like this. Take it.”
The bed tried to rock beneath them; the lamp on the nightstand trembled with every thrust. The headboard shook, steady and rhythmic, against the wall. The sounds that came out of Shane were nothing he could have controlled if he had tried, and he didn’t try: high, raw sounds that tangled with Ilya’s low, rough rumbling, the deep growls and groans punched out of him with every stroke, and the slick, wet rhythm of their bodies coming together. Mewls, gasps, a long yowl whenever the angle was perfect. Ilya had given up on whole sentences altogether. What came out of him now was all fragments, rough and fervent and broken up by growls; his voice dropped so deep and gravelled that it barely sounded like a voice.
The thick walls swallowed all of it, along with the quiet of the night and the wide, dark lake outside. Ilya’s hand found his cock again, hot and slippery with his own come, leaking between them. He stroked it in time with his thrusts and kissed him through it, open-mouthed and sloppy, swallowing every sound Shane made.
Shane felt his oversensitive body draw tight for the third time, impossibly, like a bowstring hauled back one more time. He tapped, two quick taps on Ilya’s shoulder, and the hand on his cock eased at once to a feather-light touch; then three taps, and it tightened again, and Shane’s whine of protest melted into a moan. Ilya hadn’t missed a thing. He never did.
Ilya dropped one thick forearm across Shane’s collarbones and leaned on it, slow and deliberate, until the weight of that whole broad chest came down through it and pinned him flat to the pillow. Shane arched into it helplessly, shoving at it just to feel how little it did. Then he shoved for real. He bucked under Ilya with every ounce of a body that had spent its life winning board battles, clawed at that arm, twisted his hips, and when that got him nowhere, he turned his head and sank his teeth into the thick inside of the forearm that held him down. Ilya snarled. He didn’t ease off. He shifted his weight forward until his chest pinned Shane’s to the mattress and his cock pressed impossibly deeper, and held him there, crushed and stuffed and going nowhere, until Shane’s jaw unlocked on a whimper and he melted, every limb gone slack and heavy under him, pliant as warm wax. Nothing in the world was better than being held down by this man and not being afraid.
The long, slow drag of that thick cock over his prostate made him clench and shake. No one else had ever been strong enough to hold him and gentle enough that he never wanted to be let go.
Which didn’t mean he was going to lie there and be good about it. Shane had never been good about anything, not where this man was concerned, and he wasn’t about to start now. He hooked one heel into the small of Ilya’s back, clamped down around his cock as hard as he could, on purpose, and grinned up at him through the wet in his lashes.
“That all you’ve got, Captain?”
Ilya’s eyes went black. The noise he made was barely human, a snarl that started deep in his chest and came out raw. He pulled out, so fast that Shane wailed at the sudden emptiness, seized him by both thighs and dragged him down the bed in one long haul, the sheets rucking up under his back, until his ass was at the very edge of the mattress. Then Ilya stood. He hooked Shane’s knees in the crooks of his elbows and hauled his hips clean up off the bed, until only his shoulders were left on the mattress, and drove back into him to the hilt in one stroke, using every inch of his height. Then he fucked him, hard and fast and deep, with his full weight behind every stroke. The bed frame shrieked on the floor. Shane’s thighs burned where they hung over Ilya’s arms, his heels kicking at the air, and every stroke drove the breath out of his lungs and the whole broad weight of Ilya down into him at that steep, punishing angle, hips slapping against the backs of his thighs, the thick head ramming into that deep, bright place over and over until he couldn’t tell one thrust from the next.
Shane yowled. His cock slapped wet against his own stomach, pre-come stringing from the tip, and his hole was pounded open and sloppy around that thick shaft until he lost the thread of his own taunt entirely, the words dissolving into whines and sobs. He tapped three times on Ilya’s forearm, frantic, desperate, yes, yes, keep going.
“This is what brats get, Lyubimyy. Exactly what they ask for. All of it.”
Ilya’s growl was filthy, low and pleased, and he didn’t miss a single stroke, and Shane whimpered up at him, over and over, a small, helpless sound shoved out of him on every thrust.
Ilya’s rhythm didn’t break, but his eyes made a fast, sharp sweep of Shane’s face, checking, the way they always checked, even at full speed.
“Words, Shane.”
The command came out flat and gravel-rough, barely a sentence at all, and Shane had to fish through the static in his head for anything at all.
“Good…”
Shane tapped three times on Ilya’s forearm to be sure of it and bared his teeth up at him in a grin. Ilya’s grin flashed white in the dark, feral and relieved at once, and he didn’t slow.
When he finally slowed again, grinding deep, he lowered Shane’s hips back onto the mattress, slowly, and followed him down onto the bed without once slipping free, guiding his legs back around his waist. Shane felt the blood rush back into his thighs in a hot, tingling ache, and the angle inside him shift, the thick length settling at a new slant that leaned heavy on his prostate with every slow grind. Then Ilya caught both his wrists in one hand and pinned them to the pillow above his head, as if he had only just thought of it. The whole thing had been his idea all along, apparently. Shane let him think so. He was panting too hard to argue.
Ilya’s chest was heaving. His free hand slid up into the damp hair at Shane’s nape and fisted there, and he used the grip to bend Shane’s head forward off the pillow, chin tucked to his chest, until he had no choice but to look down the length of his own body. His scalp prickled hot under the pull, and a mewl slid out of him. Ilya’s voice came rough and low against his ear, his hips rolling slow and deep and never stopping, and he scraped his teeth along the straining tendon of Shane’s neck.
“Look. Look at us. Look at what you do to me.”
Shane looked, and his cheeks burned. He wished, for one burning second, that he hadn’t; then he couldn’t look away. His own cock lay flushed, wet and leaking on his stomach, coated with his own come.
Below it, his rim was stretched around the thick, dark base of Ilya in a slick, red, glossy ring. The length of him slid out, glistening and swollen, then pushed back in so slowly that Shane could watch every inch of it vanish inside him. His rim dragged with it, pulled out pink and puffy on every withdrawal and tucked back in on every push, and wet strings of lube stretched and broke between them.
And there, just under his navel, where Ilya’s palm had been, the soft skin of his lower belly rose with every deep thrust; the faintest swell, there and gone, there and gone, his husband’s cock pushing at him from the inside. A sound came out of him that he would never have owned to in daylight. Ilya groaned, deep and wrecked, watching it happen, and his hips snapped forward in one hard, deep roll.
“There. There is my beautiful husband. Mine. Look at you.”
Ilya’s grip on his wrists tightened. His forehead dropped to Shane’s, damp and hot. A bead of sweat slid down the bridge of his nose. Neither of them could get a word out; there was nothing in the room but breath.
Then Ilya let go of his wrists and laid his hand over the swell, low on his belly, and pressed down, just enough to make Shane feel it from both sides at once.
“Here. Feel. Feel how deep I am, Lyubimyy. If only it were possible. I would fill you every night until it held. Until you were round with it. Carrying for me.”
Shane clenched so hard that Ilya choked on a groan. A whine tore out of Shane, high and thin as wire. Oh, fuck. Fuck. That wasn’t fair. That wasn’t remotely fair, and the bastard knew it; he had known for years exactly what those words did to Shane, the wish Shane had never said out loud to anyone else. Ever.
A house full of noise. More of them. A baby with dark blue eyes and Ilya’s curls, if only bodies worked the way wanting did.
“Please… Ilya… please…”
He didn’t even recognise his own voice. He didn’t care. A moment later Ilya drove into him again, right through the place that made his vision spark, and he trembled under Ilya, mewling, and his nails scored down the broad back and flanks above him, deep enough to leave long red lines behind. Ilya hissed at the sting, then snarled, arched into it, and drove in harder, as if Shane had given him a gift.
“Can’t… Ilya… too much…”
Ilya slowed; then he stopped altogether, buried deep. His hand slid up to cradle Shane’s jaw and turn his face until their eyes met. His other hand found Shane’s, lacing their fingers together, and waited there, right where Shane could tap out if he needed to. His thumb stroked along Shane’s cheekbone while he waited. There was no hurry in him at all. He would have stayed exactly like that until sunrise, if Shane had asked.
“Tell me. Is it too much? Or is it good too much?”
Shane had to think about it, which was hard, because thinking had left the building some time ago. He dragged the answer up from somewhere very far down.
“Good… too much…”
Shane squeezed the laced fingers and tapped three times against Ilya’s knuckles, then turned his mouth into the heel of that warm hand on his jaw and kissed it. Ilya’s voice had dropped all the way to gravel, so deep and rough that it went straight down Shane’s spine.
“Davai, Lyubimyy. Dlya menya. Now.”
Ilya’s hand slid down from his jaw and closed round his cock in one slow, tight stroke, and Shane came with a long, high cry and then whimpers. His toes curled so hard they cramped. It was different this time, deeper and slower, a rolling, bone-deep wave that began at the base of his spine and spread outward like the wake of a passing boat across the whole lake. It pulled every muscle he had into it. His abs locked; his thighs clamped around Ilya’s waist hard enough to make the bigger man snarl; his hole seized down on the cock buried in him in a grip so fierce that he could feel the exact shape of the head, the ridge, the vein, as if his body were memorising it. His heart was going so hard it shook his ribs. For a few seconds he couldn’t see, couldn’t hear anything but the roar of his own blood, and couldn’t draw a breath in at all.
His body clenched around the thick, pulsing length inside him in long, rhythmic, helpless spasms. There was almost nothing left in him to spill, only a thin, hot dribble over Ilya’s knuckles. Still, the pleasure was so vast that it seemed to go on and on and on. Ilya swore, Fuck, Fuck, a broken, fervent string of words with a growl under everyone. His hips stuttered, drove deep once, twice, three times, then slammed to the hilt and ground there.
“Three.”
Ilya rasped the count into his neck, wrecked and still somehow smug about it. Then he drew Shane’s hand, still laced in his, up between them and pressed the palm flat to his own chest, over the heart hammering there, and said only one word against his mouth.
“Shane…”
Under his palm, Ilya’s heart was slamming like a puck off the boards, so hard and fast that Shane felt it in his fingertips, and it pulled him back. He opened his eyes; the world swam back, slowly, a dim blur of moonlight and gold skin. Dark blue eyes burned down at him, wide, wild, devastated. Ocean eyes; the ones he would have known in any dark, anywhere, for the rest of his life.
“I love you… I love you. I love you, I love you, I…”
Ilya buried his face in Shane’s neck and came with a hoarse, shuddering groan that Shane felt right down to the soles of his feet, a groan that sank into a long, low growl as he emptied himself. Shane felt it coming a heartbeat before it came: the cock inside him swelling, thickening against his stretched walls until the fit went from full to impossible, a hard, deep kick of it, and then the first hot rush. His cock jerked deep inside Shane’s ass, buried to the hilt, his balls drawn tight against Shane’s rim, and it poured into him, hot and heavy and endless, in long, pulsing spurts.
It filled him until he felt it spreading, flooding, deep in his belly, so much of it, so deep that he swore he could feel the heat of it right under Ilya’s hand. Ilya’s arms locked round him through the whole of it, crushing him close, and he dragged his face up into Shane’s damp hair and moaned into it, long and low, the sound sinking into ragged Russian, every pulse wringing out another word.
The sensation of it, of being so full, so claimed, so loved, wrenched one last, aching, shivering aftershock out of him; his spent cock jerked against his stomach with nothing left to give, and he sobbed with it, a thin, wrecked mewl muffled against skin. He lay gasping into Ilya’s shoulder, arms locked around that huge back, legs locked around those hips, refusing to let a single inch of him go.
Four. He wasn’t going to say it out loud; he would never hear the end of it.
For ages afterwards, they just lay there. Shane could hear the lake lapping at the dock below, and Ilya’s ragged breathing, and his own breath slowly coming back to him.
Ilya had rolled them carefully onto their sides, taking his weight on his forearm. He drew Shane against his chest, still buried in him, both of them still twitching. Shane felt every inch of the turn inside him: the thick, half-softened length pressing at a new angle, the warm wetness deep in him moving with it, his top leg drawn up over Ilya’s hip by one big hand so that nothing slipped free. The sweat was cooling on both of them in the breeze off the lake. Shane lay with his cheek on a heaving shoulder, the skin there slick under his lips, boneless and wrung out and radiantly, stupidly happy. Ilya’s heartbeat thudded against his ear, slowing, steadying, solid and familiar.
He could feel the evidence of all of it. A slow, warm seep had started around the base of Ilya’s cock where it still plugged him, come working its way out past his stretched rim in lazy trickles and sliding down the crease of his ass, hot and then cooling on the sheet. His rim was so swollen and tender that the smallest shift of Ilya’s hips made it throb. His throat throbbed too, the bite there pulsing in slow, hot beats, and so did the inside of his thigh, and the backs of his thighs where those fingers had dug in; he could have mapped every mark on himself in the dark. Under his own fingertips, Ilya’s back was raised in long welts where his nails had been. Ilya’s fingers found the place where they were joined and traced it, feather-light, around and around the stretched ring of muscle, and Shane shivered all the way down and clenched, and they both groaned at once, worn out and greedy and not finished feeling it.
The sheet had slid down to their knees; neither of them reached for it. A hand stroked the base of his spine, over and over. Shane felt the gold cross at Ilya’s throat, warm, pressed against his own collarbone. He didn’t think he had ever felt so entirely himself.
The lake breeze lifted the curtain, then let it fall.
“Kotik? Where are you?”
Ilya murmured at last, into his hair.
“I think I’ve died.”
Shane mumbled into his collarbone.
“I am sorry.”
Ilya kissed his hair. He didn’t sound sorry in the slightest.
“No, you’re not. And neither am I.”
Shane nuzzled sleepily into the hollow of his throat.
“Can you move your legs?”
Ilya murmured into the crown of his head. His hand slid down to rest, warm and heavy, on the curve of Shane’s hip. He squeezed there, lightly, the way he did when he was privately very pleased with the plush, solid shape of him.
Shane considered it, frowning up at the dark ceiling beams. He sent a firm, clear instruction to the muscles in his left thigh. He observed, with real scientific interest, that absolutely nothing happened. Well. Shit.
“No.”
Ilya’s chest shook against his cheek. The great, helpless, silent laugh went right through him, and Shane felt it inside, too, which was a whole new and deeply unfair experience. Ilya gathered him in closer, kissing his forehead, his eyelids, his nose, his mouth.
“Good. That was the plan.”
There was an immense, wicked, possessive satisfaction in that growl.
Ilya didn’t move to pull out. Shane felt him settle, deep and heavy and warm inside him, that great arm locked around his waist. He understood, with a slow rush of love, that Ilya wasn’t going to, not yet. It was one of their oldest, most private pleasures, this long, lazy stay, joined and in no rush at all, with nothing left to chase.
“Stay.”
Shane’s whisper was barely there. He pressed his flushed face into Ilya’s collarbone. The skin there was salt-damp and warm under his cheek.
Ilya’s palm slid over the damp skin of Shane’s chest. It cupped him there, light as breath, over the sore, swollen nipple Ilya had spent so long on earlier. Shane shivered and clenched around him without meaning to. He felt the answering throb of Ilya’s cock inside him, and Ilya’s hiss against his hair.
His other hand slid down Shane’s ribs to the soft, warm swell low on his belly. It pressed there, gently. Through the skin, through the muscle, through Ilya’s own broad palm, Shane felt the thick heat of him still lodged inside, and the slow, slick shift of all that come moving around it. A thin whimper slipped out of him. Ilya pressed again, in a slow, rolling circle, and his cock gave a hard, heavy throb in answer. Ilya groaned into his hair, low and rough.
“Heavy. Full of me. And if it was possible, full of sweetness too, only for me. I would take so long. I would never leave you alone.”
Shane flushed pink across his cheekbones until his freckles stood out, the heat spreading down his throat and chest. Ilya’s hand stayed cupped over his chest the whole time, his thumb circling that sore peak, and Shane knew exactly what he meant: the bastard. He could feel Ilya’s smile against his hair, wide and wicked. It was the smile Shane had once thought he would never be brave enough to deserve.
“Ilyusha, you can’t say that. I’ll come again.”
He let out a helpless laugh, his fingers curling into Ilya’s shoulder.
“Not tonight. Tonight, only warm.”
Ilya kissed the top of his head. The thumb on his chest kept going, a lazy, patient sweep over the sore peak.
They lay there for a long while. Shane let the quiet fill him up. Every slow pulse of Ilya inside him was a small, bright thing; there was nothing to do but feel it. Out on the water, a loon called once, thin and far away, then fell silent. Every so often Ilya rocked his hips, a tiny, lazy roll that barely moved him at all, just to feel Shane flutter around him, and every time it happened Shane purred, rough and drowsy, and Ilya answered with a low, contented rumble against his crown.
Ilya lifted his head to see his face. He kept one warm hand on Shane’s belly. His eyes searched every freckle, every flushed line, checking him over, slow and careful.
“Tell me how you are. Be honest, Lyubimyy.”
Shane took stock, slowly; that was all his brain could manage.
“Sore. Full. Happy. My thighs are shaking.”
Shane listed them off, very sleepily, eyes half closed. Even wrecked, he made lists; he was Shane fucking Hollander-Rozanov, and he would probably be making them on his deathbed. Ilya would tease him for that in the morning. Ilya’s fingers had already gone to the back of his knee and pressed, feeling for strain, then worked up the hamstring, and then the hip.
“Does anything hurt? Anything at all, Sweetheart?”
His voice was low and very serious.
“No. It’s the good kind of sore. I promise.”
His voice was rough from all the noise he had been making, scraped hoarse. He loved that Ilya asked, and asked again, and never got tired of asking. Shane turned his face up to be kissed.
“You must tell me. Always.”
Ilya kissed him, slow and sweet, and rested their foreheads together. His breath tasted faintly of the wine from dinner.
Only then, with great slowness and one arm tight under his back, did Ilya ease out of him. Shane felt every inch of it leave: the long, slick, softening drag along walls gone tender and swollen, the broad head catching one last time at his puffy rim and then slipping free with a small wet sound, his body clenching on nothing. Shane gave a small, sad mewl at the loss. He felt so empty all of a sudden that it ached, and he felt the warm trickle follow, and he had to bite his lip hard. He was crying, a little, and he wasn’t even sad. Ilya soothed him at once, a palm over his belly again. He knew exactly what that sound meant. He always knew. His other hand went lower and cupped him, the heel of the palm pressed warm and careful over that sore, loose, fluttering rim, catching what spilt and holding the warmth in, and Ilya watched it run over his fingers with a deep, scraped sound, half groan and half growl.
“I have you. Stay. Don’t move. Let me.”
He tucked the blanket around Shane’s shoulders and slipped out of the bed; Shane heard water running in the bathroom. Then Ilya was back with a cold glass, a tablet fizzing in it, and a stack of warm cloths.
He sat on the edge of the mattress and held the glass to Shane’s mouth until it was empty, one hand cradling the back of his head; the cold fizz of it slid down a throat gone raw from all the noise he had made, and eased it. He fed him slices of cold pear, the juice sweet and sharp on Shane’s tongue, and a few salted almonds from the dish on the nightstand, one at a time, coaxing each one past Shane’s lips with his fingertips and a murmured word.
The first warm cloth, wrung out in the basin, went slowly across Shane’s chest, his belly, the insides of his thighs, with a kiss after every sweep. A second cloth went lower, very gently. Shane flinched at the touch on his tender, puffy rim. The cloth was warm and rough-soft, and a shiver ran down his spine, and he jumped and then sagged into it, a small, shaky whimper escaping him as Ilya wiped the slick mess from between his cheeks with slow, patient strokes, folded the cloth to a clean side, and did it again.
“Easy. Easy, sweetheart. Nearly done.”
Ilya kissed the inside of his knee in apology, and then the dark bite on his inner thigh, so gently that Shane barely felt it, and then the bruises his fingers had left up the inside of that thigh, one after another, glancing up at Shane from under his damp curls between each one.
Then Ilya drew the spare sheet out from under him, rolling Shane from one side to the other with great care. The dark cotton lay clean and cool beneath him, and every aching inch of Shane sighed into it.
He didn’t once look away from Shane’s face; the bedside lamp threw a small gold circle across the blanket, no more. Shane watched his husband in that circle of light: the huge hands so careful, the blond curls damp at the temples, the scarred, beloved body bent over him in service. No one on earth would have believed this was the same man who played like a wrecking ball.
Shane believed it. He had watched those same hands, only the night before, pour water over a small dark head one cupful at a time, with a palm across a little forehead like a roof.
He had watched them lift his boy to the rafters and catch another one out of the lake. It was all the same care. It always had been. It was the thing he had fallen in love with first, long before he had the nerve to call it that.
He worked a little of Shane’s special cream into the backs of Shane’s thighs, then over the fingerprints darkening on the insides of them, then over his hips, firmly, with the heel of his palm. Shane could see the marks now in the lamplight, when he lifted his head: the bite on his inner thigh gone plum-dark and shaped exactly to a mouth, a row of oval bruises along each hip, a red-purple bloom on his throat that throbbed when he swallowed. Across Ilya’s shoulders and down his back, his own nails had left long red tracks, raised and angry, two of them beaded at the end. They were both a mess. Shane had never been prouder of anything. It was so good, so deeply good, that Shane groaned into the pillow.
Ilya massaged each calf; he kneaded the long muscles of his legs, one after the other, because Shane couldn’t feel them, and Ilya was strict about it; he was strict about very few things in life, and this was one of them. A little of the cool cream went over the swollen skin of Shane’s chest, applied with two fingertips so light that Shane gasped. A little more went around the tender rim. Ilya’s fingertip circled it with the cream, careful, never pressing in, checking as it went for any tear, any heat that shouldn’t be there, his face intent and serious in the gold light until he was satisfied and let out a breath.
“Better?”
The word was low, a little anxious under the calm, and Ilya ran his hand along Shane’s calf, searching his face.
“So much better.”
Shane sighed into the pillow, nearly asleep. He reached out blindly until his fingers found Ilya’s wrist.
“Good. Now come here please, Ilyusha.”
Ilya didn’t, not quite yet; he fetched one of his own T-shirts from the drawer, an old, soft, faded black one with the Bears logo cracked half away, and coaxed Shane’s heavy arms into it one at a time. It swallowed him to mid-thigh and smelled like sandalwood, and Shane made a small, content noise into the collar that he would also be denying in the morning.
Then Ilya pulled the blankets up to Shane’s chin, tucking the edge under his shoulder with a careful, practised hand, the very same way they had both tucked a small boy under a whale quilt earlier that night. He slid in behind him, winding himself around him, chest to back, palm on Shane’s belly, lips against the back of his neck. Shane was already more than halfway gone. Ilya pressed his lips to that silken, warm skin and breathed a last whisper into the dark.
“Sleep, pretty one, I am here.”
There was a pause. Then, lower, so smug it practically purred:
“Tomorrow I carry you to breakfast. Everyone will know why.”
Shane felt Ilya’s grin curve against his skin, smug and warm. The bastard. A last drop of water ticked from the tap in the bathroom. He didn’t have the strength to hit him, or even to pinch him, or even to roll his eyes. He lay boneless in the cradle of those arms, clean and warm, shaking with the last small tremors. His eyes slid shut. He was asleep before Ilya’s breathing had slowed.
🏒💛🏒
Shane stirred in the small, dark hours. Somewhere in the pines an owl called, low and patient, and the moon had slid down behind the trees, so the whole room had gone a deep, soft grey. He had no idea what time it was; he had even less idea why he was awake, right up until he felt the familiar, warm hand of his husband wrap around the base of his cock, sure and possessive, the thumb rubbing slow little circles that told him every inch of him belonged to Ilya. Which, honestly, it did.
Naturally. Shane would have been far more surprised to wake up any other way.
Shane cracked open his eyes. Ilya lay propped up on one elbow beside him, running his fingers from the base to the tip, with the thoughtful, absorbed look of a man taping a new stick, in no rush at all. Pale lashes cast faint shadows over those ridiculous cheekbones. Even half asleep, even wrecked from earlier, Shane could admit that the man was devastating. It was deeply unfair, honestly.
Shane let his eyes drift over him anyway, because he could, because no one was going to knock on their door at three in the morning wanting a quote or a schedule or a decision, and because this was the summer. Their month. The bit of the year where no one needed the Captain or the Alternate, and they could just be Shane and Ilya, in a glass house at the end of a long dirt road, with the whole lake to themselves.
He looked, because he could. The grey light picked out the slope of Ilya’s shoulders and the heavy curve of the arm he was leaning on, the thick forearm corded with muscle, the broad hand splayed on the sheet. The gold cross had slid around on its chain and lay in the hollow of his throat. Lower, where the sheet had slipped off his hip, his cock lay thick and already half hard against the crease of Shane’s thigh, a warm, heavy weight that twitched once when Shane’s breath hitched, as if it had been listening. Shane’s own body felt like something left out in the sun: loose and hot and aching, his smooth skin tacky in places where the sweat of earlier had dried on it, a row of fingertip bruises throbbing dully on each hip.
He whined, low in his throat, a husky, sleep-rough little sound, as Ilya rolled his foreskin back to bare the head. The cooler night air stung the damp, sensitive skin, and his hips gave a small, betraying twitch that he was far too tired to be embarrassed about.
Under that slow, unhurried hand he was filling, and he could feel every stage of it: the soft weight of his cock growing heavier in Ilya’s palm, the skin tightening and warming, the blood pulsing into him in thick, lazy beats until he was standing half hard against the callused heel of that hand. Ilya’s grip loosened just enough to make room for him and then closed again, warm and dry and patient, and the rough ridge of callus at the base of his fingers dragged along the underside on every stroke. Shane let out a long, shaky breath through his nose that turned, halfway out, into a purr.
Ilya’s eyes lifted to his, dark and steady, a little hooded with sleep. He had been waiting for him to wake, patient as the lake; he had been lying there in the dark looking at him for a good while, by the look of it, and Shane’s chest ached with it: this huge, warm, stubbornly certain man, awake in the middle of the night for no other reason than to be near him.
9 years. Almost a decade. And the man still looked at him like that in the middle of the night, those dark blue eyes soft and greedy and a little bit scared all at once, and Shane knew exactly what that look meant, because he had felt it himself a hundred times: that Ilya would never quite stop being afraid someone might come and take him away.
“Awake?”
Ilya’s murmur was barely more than a breath. His hand stopped moving, the pad of his thumb resting at the base of Shane’s cock, warm and heavy. A blond curl had fallen over his brow, and Shane wanted very badly to push it back and kiss the skin beneath.
Shane managed a hum that wobbled into a drowsy purr at the end, which was all he had.
His voice came out fogged and low, scraped thin from earlier, which was entirely Ilya’s fault, thank you very much. He turned his face into the touch of Ilya’s other hand on his cheek and rubbed against the warm cotton of the pillow like Yuki angling for a scratch until Ilya huffed and gave in and stroked him properly.
“You want to sleep now, or can you give me a little more, sweetheart?”
Ilya’s thumb found the inside of Shane’s wrist as he spoke, stroking over the pulse there. Then he waited. He always waited. Shane could have told him to roll over and go to sleep, and Ilya would have kissed his forehead and done exactly that, without so much as a sulk; that was the whole reason the answer was so easy.
“More? …”
It was half a question, half a plea. He tilted his chin up to be kissed, and Ilya obliged. His lips were warm and tasted faintly sweet, and the gold cross swung forward on its chain to brush Shane’s collarbone, cool and familiar.
It was a lazy kiss at first, a slow brush of lips that had both of them sighing. Then Ilya tilted his head and fitted their mouths together properly, and his tongue slid in, unhurried and deep, licking along the inside of Shane’s lower lip and stroking over his tongue until Shane was arching up off the pillow after him. Stubble scraped at his chin, a rough, prickling burn over skin already tender from earlier, and Shane mewled into it and felt Ilya’s answering groan rumble out of his chest and into his own. When Ilya finally drew back, their lips clung and parted wet, and Shane chased him for a second kiss without opening his eyes.
Ilya palmed his balls next, the callused skin of his hand rasping over the delicate skin. He kneaded them between those strong, rough fingers, rolling and weighing them in his palm, completely shameless about it, because he had every right to, which, Shane supposed, he did. Shane let his head drop back onto the pillows and let his thighs fall open to give his husband more room to work. A purr rolled out of him, low and smoky, and Ilya answered it with a pleased rumble deep in his chest.
That was a mistake.
A sharp little ache jolted through his lower back and hips with the movement, a deep, bruised, thoroughly well-used ache that made him bite his lip on a whimper. Earlier had been a lot. Earlier had been several rounds of a lot, and every muscle between his navel and his knees was registering a formal complaint about it. He didn’t care.
Ilya’s palm found the ache before Shane could even name it. It slid down from his balls to the inside of his thigh and spread there, wide and warm, fingers curving around the thick, plush muscle until the tips of them pressed into the bruises he had left earlier, five small, sore points that lit up one by one under his touch. Shane’s thigh tensed under it. It was a strong thigh, years and years of strides and lunges and crossovers packed in under all that softness, and Ilya must have felt it flex, because he made a low, appreciative sound and kneaded slowly into the muscle until it gave and went loose and heavy in his hand. Shane’s breath shook out of him in a needy little whimper that was half pain and half something else entirely.
The arousal came anyway. Slow, syrupy, sweet, it built in spite of how tired and sore he already was, and under Ilya’s patient, questing attention to his cock Shane let out a low moan, then a mewl. Ilya kept teasing: a feather-light stroke here, a slow squeeze there, a twist of the wrist over the head that made Shane’s breath catch and come out again as a hoarse, wordless whine. His exhausted body should have been far too tired to respond. It did anyway, helplessly, heat unfurling through him, slow and sweet and impossible to stop.
“Da, yes. Like that, Lyubimyy. Let me hear.”
Ilya’s voice was a low, sleepy rasp against his temple, thicker than it ever was in daylight, and his grip tightened on the upstroke to wring another sound out of him. Shane gave him one without meaning to, a breathy, little moan, and felt the smile in the kiss Ilya pressed to his hair.
Then Ilya leaned down and pressed that sinful, wet mouth to the inside of his thigh.
Shane whimpered, thin and needy. One hand slid down into those stunning curls of their own accord and tugged, once, before he let go again, because Ilya had opened his mouth and nipped a line up the inside of his leg towards his cock. The edge of his teeth grazed over the tender skin, and the soft rasp of his stubble followed in their wake; Shane’s toes curled hard into the sheet, and he let out a husky whine.
Ilya nipped and kissed his way up and down his thighs, long, open-mouthed kisses that left the skin wet and tingling. High on the inside of the left one, he found an older mark and settled his mouth over it, and sucked, slow and hard, drawing the tender skin up between his lips and worrying it with the edge of his teeth until it throbbed. Shane gasped at the deep, pulling sting of it, the gasp tipping over into a long, shaky whimper, a bruise being laid over a bruise, and felt Ilya’s low, satisfied hum deepen into a growl that went right through his leg.
When Ilya finally let go, he licked over the spot, kissed it once, and looked at it, pleased with himself, because he could. Then he began to pay very special attention to the head of Shane’s cock. The pad of his thumb swiped over the slit and pushed up against it, so that it pinched shut, before releasing it all over again. Over and over. Slow. Maddening. Deliberate. Somewhere around the third time, Shane was making noise without meaning to, a string of husky whimpers.
Ilya teased a bead of pre-come out of him, clear and glistening in the grey light. He gathered it up on his thumb and spread it in a slick, glossy ring around the flushed crown, and then he did it again with the next one, utterly absorbed, and Shane’s face went hot at being looked at so closely, pink flushing across his cheekbones until every freckle burned and the flush crept down over his chest. He mewled, embarrassed and wanting all at once, and felt Ilya’s breath stutter at the sound.
“So wet for me already, sweetheart.”
Ilya’s voice had dropped into the deep, rough register that only ever came out in bed, the vowels dragging on every word, and Shane’s cock gave a helpless jerk at it.
Then Ilya lifted the thumb and painted the bead across Shane’s lower lip, slow and unhurried, his eyes on Shane’s the whole time, and leaned down and kissed it off him, licking the salt from his mouth, and the low, rough hum he made at the taste went straight through Shane like a current. His cock jerked against his stomach. Ilya watched it happen and smiled, dark and lazy and entirely without shame, and went back for more.
Shane groaned. He tossed an arm up over his eyes to hide his burning face, because there was only so much a man could take at three in the morning, and he was very nearly at that point already. Christ. Even that came out as a husky whine.
Ilya caught his wrist with his free hand and drew it gently but firmly away.
“No, Lyubimyy. Don’t hide from me.”
His voice had dropped to a low, warm growl, gravel-rough with sleep and want, the kind that went straight down Shane’s spine and settled heavy in his gut. He pinned the wrist against the pillow beside Shane’s head, and his thumb rubbed the soft inside of it, right where the pulse was hammering. Shane knew perfectly well why. His husband loved his blush, every bit of it, the way it spread over his cheeks and down his throat and lit up all his freckles, and Ilya had never been willing to let him hide any of it. Not one freckle.
Ilya leaned down and slotted their mouths together. Shane arched up into him and mewled, chasing that tongue as his husband drew back and began to trace kisses down his bared throat and chest, a slow, wet, burning trail that left his skin shivering in its wake. He could taste himself on that mouth, salt and bitter and Ilya, all at once. It made him harder; his hips pushed up, seeking, desperate for any kind of friction, and found only cool air and the frustrating, deliberate distance Ilya kept between them. A frustrated whine escaped him, and Ilya growled against his collarbone, low and pleased.
Ilya shifted then and settled a little more of his weight over him, one knee pushing between Shane’s, and the hard, hot length of his cock dragged along the inside of Shane’s thigh. It left a cool, slick smear behind it where the tip was wet. Shane felt the heavy throb of it against his skin, the thickness of it pressed into the soft, bruised muscle, and he slid one heel up the back of Ilya’s calf, slow and deliberate, and hooked it behind his knee to keep him there. Ilya laughed, a dark, breathless sound right against his chest. Shane rocked up against him with all the strength in that hooked leg, and Ilya let him, for exactly three greedy rolls of his hips, before he caught the ankle, unhooked it with a firm hand and pressed the leg back down to the mattress.
He moaned when Ilya’s big hand cupped the plush swell of his chest and pushed it up to meet his mouth, and those lips closed over one nipple. Ilya sucked and licked and worried at it until Shane was writhing, trying to shove his chest up harder into that attention, into the wet heat of that mouth. The nipple was already swollen and raw from earlier, puffy and dark, and every flick of that tongue sent a thin, bright sting straight down to his cock. Shane whimpered and mewled, the sounds going husky and slurred, and Ilya hummed around the nipple as if he were answering.
Then he moved to the other one, and that was worse. He blew a cool stream of air across it first, so that it drew up tight and aching, and then closed his lips over it and sucked, hard, the edge of his teeth pressing into the tender flesh around it until the sting went sharp and bright and Shane’s ribs bowed up off the bed. Shane’s hand fisted in his curls and yanked. Ilya growled around the nipple, deep and rough, the vibration of it buzzing through the raw skin, and only sucked harder, and Shane’s fingers twisted tighter in his hair, torn between dragging him off and holding him there. In the end he held him there; he had never stood a chance of doing anything else. He lay with his fist in his husband’s hair and his thighs shaking and let Ilya do exactly as he liked, and whined at him, raggedly, the whole time.
“Ilya … Ilyusha … please.”
The plea came out of him breathless and husky, his free hand scrabbling at the broad, warm shoulder above him. God, those shoulders. He had loved them for years, had loved them since he was 17 and furious about it, and they still undid him every single time.
The touch on his chest stopped.
Shane mewled in protest as Ilya straightened up and took his hands off him altogether. The sudden absence let the cool air rush in over his damp skin, and he shivered and opened his eyes to glare up at the source of the problem.
Ilya was kneeling over him in the dim light, watching him with a considering, thoughtful look. His hair was tumbled across his forehead; his broad chest rose and fell in slow, deep breaths. He was looking at Shane the way he looked at him on the ice at the end of a long, hard night, his eyes moving over every inch of him, so full of love that Shane felt it settle on him like sunlight.
His cock stood up thick and flushed from his groin, curving towards his navel, the head slick and shining where it had leaked, and he wasn’t touching it at all. He hadn’t touched himself once. He knelt there with his big hands resting on his own thighs, and his cock jerked in the cool air while Shane watched, and a fresh bead welled at the tip and slid down the underside, and Ilya didn’t so much as glance at it. All of that patience was for Shane. It made Shane’s mouth go dry.
“Lyubimyy. Shane. Do you trust me to try something?”
The grave quiet in his voice cut straight through the haze. Ilya had not, in nine years, acted as though Shane’s trust were owed to him. He asked for it each time, carefully, those big hands resting quietly, waiting, and he never took it for granted, no matter how many times Shane handed it over. Shane loved him so much for that it hurt.
Of course Shane trusted his husband. Still, for Ilya to stop and ask like this, in that voice, made Shane try to shake off the fog of arousal long enough to actually focus. He dragged in a breath and held that dark blue gaze.
“Ilyusha, I trust you. With anything, everything, with all of me.”
 






      

  












      Chapter 88: Chapter 85 Part 2. The Cottage
  








  He meant every syllable. He felt it right down in his bones. Ilya was the only person who had ever been allowed to see all of him, every flaw, every awkward, rigid, difficult edge, and had stayed anyway. Shane’s voice was hoarse and rough from overuse, but it didn’t waver once.
Ilya cupped his jaw in both hands, thumbs tucked under his ears and fingers spread the width of his throat, and kissed him. It was deep and raw and edging on desperate, Ilya shaking with how much he wanted, and Shane felt every one of those words land in that kiss.
His tongue swept into Shane’s mouth, and his teeth caught Shane’s bottom lip and tugged, and Shane mewled into his mouth. Shane wound his arms around that thick, strong neck and hauled his much larger husband down on top of him, just for a few moments, so he could savour the crushing, glorious weight of him, all that heat and muscle pressing him down into the mattress, the gold cross trapped warm between their chests and the sandalwood and sweat of him filling every breath Shane took. Ilya’s skin was damp at the small of his back where Shane’s palms slid down to hold him there, and his heart was thudding hard enough that Shane could feel it knocking against his own ribs. Ilya groaned into the kiss, deep and rough, and Shane felt it rumble through his own chest. Then Ilya pushed him back with one hand on his sternum and got up to go to his side of the wardrobe.
Shane let him go. It was the hardest thing he had done all night, and the night had been a long one.
Shane watched him pull open their toy drawer. The runner scraped on its track. The long muscles of Ilya’s back shifted in the grey light as he bent, and Shane’s cheeks were already heating before Ilya had even picked anything up. The sleek black leather case he came back with wasn’t something Shane recognised.
Ilya opened it. Polished steel gleamed faintly up at him, laid out in neat graduated rows on a bed of black velvet.
There were eight of them. The first was hardly thicker than a knitting needle; the last made Shane’s throat tighten. Each one was long and smooth and gently tapered at the tip, and the leather breathed out a faint, new smell as the lid fell back, and the steel caught what little light there was and held it.
Shane blushed harder.
Oh. Oh, fuck.
Now he knew exactly what his husband was up to. They had talked about this, along with a few other suggestions, late one night in their bed back home in Boston. They had talked in low voices, with a great deal of nervousness on Shane’s part, and a great deal of half-smug excitement and soothing reassurance on Ilya’s. Shane had not made a single spreadsheet or a single colour-coded list about it, and for him, that told you everything you needed to know. This was the first time Ilya had suggested they actually try. He was about to find out whether he was ready.
Ilya set the case down on the sheet beside his hip, the steel clinking faintly against itself, and leaned over him with one hand braced by his head.
“The one we talked about. Only if you want. Words, Shane.”
It was the flat, level voice, the one that left no room for a polite nod or a joke. Ilya’s eyes held his and didn’t let go. Shane wet his lips and found that his heart was going so fast he could feel it in his throat, and in the slow, heavy throb of his cock against his stomach.
“Yes. I want it. I want to try it with you.”
The last word came out scraped thin, and he didn’t care. Ilya’s whole face changed, the gravity melting into something warm and hungry and proud, and he bent and kissed him once, hard, more a promise than a kiss.
Excitement and a shivery little thread of anticipation crept up his spine. He let his eyes fall shut and concentrated on the slide of Ilya’s hand up his hips and flanks, long, firm, steadying strokes that settled his nerves. Then he whined, high and needy, because Ilya’s mouth had closed over the swollen head of his cock, and he tried to push up into it, to make Ilya open that gorgeous mouth wider and take him all the way down his throat.
Ilya’s hands clamped down on his hips and held him to the bed. Easily. Infuriatingly. Shane let out a frustrated whine, then a mewl. Shane felt that hot, wet tongue swirl around and around the head, lazy and thorough, then run along the slit to lap up the pearls of pre-come that kept escaping. He was so wet already. A slick, messy glaze had spilt down the shaft, and he moaned, husky and low, when those rough, warm, sure fingers gathered it up and spread it down his length. He rocked his hips up again, chasing the friction, and the heavy press of those hands stopped him again. He whimpered, and Ilya growled, low and rough, the sound buzzing against the swollen head of his cock.
Then Ilya took him deeper. He let his mouth sink, slow and wet and deliberate, his lips stretching around the shaft and his tongue flattening along the underside, until the head of Shane’s cock nudged the soft, hot clutch at the back of his throat and Ilya swallowed around it. Shane’s vision sparked. His thighs jerked hard against the hands pinning him and couldn’t move an inch, and the strangled sound he made dissolved into a wail when Ilya hummed. He stayed down there, breathing through his nose, the heat of his breath gusting over the damp hair at Shane’s groin, and swallowed again, and again, until Shane was gasping and keening and pulling at the sheet with both fists. Then he pulled off all at once with a wet, obscene sound and left Shane’s cock lying spit-slick and throbbing on his stomach in the cool air.
“Patience, sweetheart.”
Ilya mouthed the words against the damp skin of his hip, low and a little hoarse, with an audible smile in them. Then he pressed a kiss to the silvery lines there, Shane’s tiger stripes. Ilya loved those stripes; he had told Shane so, at length, more than once.
“I am patient. I’m the most patient man in Canada.”
Shane hissed at the ceiling, and Ilya’s huff of laughter was warm against his skin. It was a blatant lie, and they both knew it, at least where this was concerned.
“So pretty, Lyubimyy. So pretty here.”
The words were so low against the jut of his hipbone that Shane almost missed them altogether. Then Ilya scraped his teeth along the bone to prove the point and kissed the sting away while Shane mewled.
Shane didn’t give in gracefully. He hooked one leg around the back of Ilya’s and tried to drag him up the bed by sheer force, and very nearly managed it; there was a lot of muscle in those thighs, more than anyone ever expected from looking at him, and Ilya lurched a few inches before he caught himself on one hand and laughed, a low, delighted, filthy sound. He caught Shane’s knee and squeezed it, a warning.
“Behave.”
One flat word, heavy and low. Shane glared at him through his lashes, flushed and mutinous, and Ilya held the glare and waited, one eyebrow raised, until the fight went out of Shane’s leg and it slid back down onto the sheet.
Then he was lifted.
Easily. Always so easily.
Ilya’s powerful arms slid under his back and knees and gathered him up without so much as a hitch in his breath, and Shane’s stomach clenched as he was draped across those massive thighs, a startled whimper jumping out of him. His ass ended up settled snugly above Ilya’s cock, which lay thick and hot and heavy against the cleft of him. Ilya groaned at the contact, a deep, rough sound low in his chest. But Ilya had positioned him across his lap this time, not back to chest, and Shane was laid out over him, every inch of him there for Ilya to look at and touch. His head hung back over the crook of one thick arm, his heels slid on the sheet, and the stretch ran all the way down the front of him, from his throat over his flushed, damp chest to the taut plane of his belly and the light, silky hair at his groin, gone damp with sweat. Beneath him, Ilya’s thighs were hard as boards and hot against his skin, and every slow breath his husband took lifted Shane a fraction and set him down again.
It felt strangely exposed. His hips were raised, his back arched over Ilya’s forearm like a drawn bow. Ilya’s hands kneaded their way up his thighs and over his hips, spreading wide over that generous curve he loved so much. They settled his jittery nerves, and yet they left tendrils of heat wherever they went. Shane felt cherished, plush thighs and stretch marks and all.
Under his ass Ilya shifted, and Shane felt all of it at once: the thick, scalding length of him nestled in the cleft, the heavy throb against his rim, the way it twitched up against him every time Ilya’s hands squeezed his hips. Ilya rocked up, once, a slow drag of that hard heat along the sensitive skin between his cheeks, and groaned through his teeth, and Shane’s hole fluttered against the underside of his cock, swollen and sore and wanting it anyway. He rolled his hips back down. Ilya’s breath broke over him in a curse, and his fingers dug in hard enough to keep him from doing it again.
The bottle clicked open.
The lube was warm; Ilya must have had it sitting under the duvet, the sneaky, planning bastard. He began coating Shane’s cock in what felt like an obscene amount of it, a slow, silky, glossy flood that ran down over his balls and into the crease of his thighs. Shane moaned, then mewled, and squirmed against the pressure as Ilya gathered some of the liquid and rubbed it into his slit, around and around, until the sensitive skin there burned. His cock was soaked, dripping with pre-come and lube both. The slick glide of Ilya’s fingers stroking slowly up and down the underside made his toes curl and dragged a string of husky little whines out of him. The lube was everywhere. He could feel it pooling warm in the crease of his thigh and threading through the fine hair there, sliding down behind his balls to gather slick and cooling in the cleft of his ass, where Ilya’s cock lay throbbing beneath him.
Ilya’s fingers followed the lube down. They slid along the slick seam behind his balls and into the cleft and found his hole and circled it, once, slow and wet, before slipping away again, and then he smeared the rest along his own cock where it lay beneath, so that the heavy length of it slid through the mess in a thick, slippery drag every time either of them breathed. Shane’s thighs quivered. He felt Ilya’s cock jerk under him at the sound he made, a ragged, hungry little mewl, and heard Ilya swallow.
It wasn’t nearly enough. Not even fucking close.
Ilya knew that. Ilya was counting on it.
“Three taps if you are good, Lyubimyy. Two and I go slower. You know the rest.”
Ilya’s voice was steady as he spoke, deep and rough at the edges, all the play gone out of it for a moment. His free hand found Shane’s and placed it on his own thigh, where Shane could reach.
Shane tapped. Once, twice, three times, against hard muscle.
“Well done, that’s it, sweetheart.”
He let out a startled mewl when something slightly cold and very slick nudged at the tip of his length. It was smooth and cool, unyielding, metal, but rounded and tapered and polished, and it fitted itself to the tiny hole at the tip of his cock, snug and careful and terrifyingly right. Shane tried to buck away from the rod that was about to slide into his urethra. He also arched for more. Both at once. His body clearly had no idea what it wanted, and moving only jostled the thin instrument about a few sharp millimetres inside him, and that sensation shot through him, hot and electric, straight up from his cock to the base of his spine. Ilya held him upright in one slick fist, steady at the base, a thumb pressed along the underside. Shane felt his slit part around the cool, polished tip, a tiny, stinging give as the delicate rim of it stretched open to take it, and then the rod began to sink, a smooth, impossible glide down a passage that had only ever gone one way.
Shane looked down the length of himself and found Ilya’s face bent over him, intent and flushed, the high points of his cheekbones gone dark, his lips parted on breaths that came slow and careful and deep, the breathing of a man lining up a shot. The tendons stood out in the back of his hand. His eyes didn’t leave the place where steel met skin, not once, and every time the rod sank another fraction, he let out a low, rough sound that was barely a breath, and Shane felt it against his hip like heat.
Places that had never been touched were being opened up. Sharp sparks of pleasure shot up the length of his cock and into his belly, a bright, strange, shivering tingle unlike anything he had ever felt. Fuck. He tried to say it out loud, and only a husky whimper came.
Shane keened. It was high and loud, and the sound startled him. His fingers clamped on Ilya’s knee. He tried to arch up off Ilya’s lap at the tingling, sparking shocks that went ringing up through his cock, and Ilya spread one hand across his belly and hip and held him still. That palm pressed him back down into the cradle of those thighs, held fast and safe, and Ilya growled low in his chest, a rough, steadying sound Shane felt all through his ribs.
“Tishe. Tishe, moy khoroshiy. Breathe and let it in.”
Shane breathed. He dragged the air in through his teeth until his ribs pressed up against that big, warm palm, and on the way out he felt his body unclench around the steel, the tight, guarding clutch of muscle along the length of him easing by degrees, and the rod slid a fraction deeper, as though it had only been waiting to be let.
Ilya kept pushing the sounding rod in with a slow, single-minded, steady focus. Shane could see the way he watched it, lips parted, savouring every quarter-inch of that shiny toy disappearing into Shane’s tight little slit. A slick silver line slid into the flushed, wet head of him, and Ilya drew it back a little, only to push it in again at an even speed, a patient, rocking glide, getting him used to the feeling of having something inside him where nothing had ever been before.
Every motion pulled a shuddering breath out of Shane, and the breath came out as a whimper. Every motion sent another long wave of tingling through him that reached all the way to his tailbone. Between strokes, Ilya bent his head and kissed him wherever he could reach: the jut of his hip, the trembling skin under his navel, the crease of his thigh, slow and wet and lingering, as if he wanted to taste every shiver he was causing. Each time Shane whimpered, Ilya groaned against his skin, deep and rough, as if the sound were being pulled out of both of them at once. Ilya’s breath was coming harder now. Shane could feel it, hot and uneven against his hip, and under the small of his back the cock pressed into the cleft of his ass had started to throb, slow, heavy pulses that kept time with the glide of the rod, as if every inch Ilya fed into him went straight through his husband too.
He was whining now, a constant thin sound, punctuated every so often by a husky, keening mewl or a sob. His cock was hard and twitching around the pleasant fullness of having the rod pushed up inside his most sensitive place, a deep, throbbing fullness that spread all through him. It helped that the metal had warmed now with the heat of him. It helped, and also didn’t help in the slightest, that Ilya’s other hand had wandered up to play with his swollen nipples, in a rhythm that kept his attention split in two. Sparks of pleasure and pain chased each other down into his core. The bruised, sore flesh was so sensitive it throbbed with every beat of his heart. Ilya rolled one nipple between a callused thumb and finger, pinched, let go, and the sting bloomed and faded and bloomed again, and every time it did, Shane felt his cock clench helplessly around the steel inside it, a deep, inner squeeze he had never known he could make.
“Can you feel it? You feel how deep, Lyubimyy. All of it in you.”
The words came out of Ilya in a rough, dragging rumble, so low that Shane felt more than heard them, and they pulled a fresh shiver up through his stomach. He tried to answer. What came out was a whimpering, wordless sound, and Ilya groaned at it as if it were the filthiest thing Shane could have offered him.
Shane was so far gone that he almost missed the moment the rod was drawn out completely.
He was floating somewhere warm and far away, tethered to the world by nothing but Ilya’s voice and Ilya’s hands.
It was a long, slow slide that dragged against him from somewhere deep inside, and it made him shudder. He only had to wait a moment, his slit fluttering open around nothing, a cool, wet emptiness where the steel had been, before the next tip nudged against it. It pressed. His slit gave, more grudgingly this time, with a thin, bright sting around the rim of it, and his cock was being filled again, and he tensed, because this one felt different.
“Shh. Shh, sweetheart. I have you.”
Ilya petted at his hips, then tipped Shane’s head back further and kissed him, upside down and open-mouthed. The angle was awkward with the way Shane was draped over his lap, and he couldn’t help squirming back against the rock-hard cock under his ass, the thick, hot length of it sliding along the lube-slick cleft of him. Ilya snarled into the kiss, low and rough, and Shane swallowed the sound.
He wasn’t sure whether this one was bigger. Ilya hadn’t told him, and he hadn’t asked. It was colder than the first one had become, not yet warmed by his body, and it felt bigger. It brought back that sharp, acute awareness of the stretch inside him, a thin, burning, delicious fullness that spread him open from the inside out. Shane bit down on a moan at the thought of what it must look like, that gleaming silver shaft sliding in and out of his flushed, dripping cock while Ilya watched. It leaked out of him anyway, hoarse and muffled, and turned into a whimper at the end. Every time the rod slid deeper, the stretch travelled down with it, a slow ring of burning pressure that crept the length of his shaft from the inside, and his cock throbbed around it, swollen and dark and slick, a fresh bead of pre-come welling up around the steel at the tip and running down.
His thighs tried to close. He couldn’t stop them; it was pure instinct, his body guarding the strangest, most fragile thing anyone had ever done to it, and they drew together with all their strength and squeezed in around Ilya’s wrist. Ilya’s free hand landed on the inside of one knee and pushed it back out, firm, unhurried, utterly immovable.
“Open. Keep them open for me.”
Shane obeyed. It took everything he had. He could feel his inner thighs trembling with the effort of holding them wide, the long muscles jumping and twitching under the skin, and Ilya stroked them as if he could feel every twitch, slow sweeps of his palm from knee to groin and back, until the trembling became something closer to a shiver and Shane’s breath came out of him in a hoarse, shaking moan.
“Easy, sweetheart. That’s it. You’re doing so well for me. You’ll stretch out in no time for me.”
Ilya whispered against his open mouth, one broad palm stroking over the quivering muscles of his stomach. His voice shook, very slightly, and it had dropped low and rough, gravel under the tenderness. Shane could hear the awe in it, the wonder of a man who couldn’t quite believe how beautifully his husband was taking everything he was given, and that, more than anything, was what nearly finished him.
He could believe it, though. His cock pulsed with need. Fire coiled tight and hot low in his belly, and he fought his orgasm, fought it and fought it, until he just couldn’t any more. Pleasure crashed over him. His balls drew up tight, and he came with a hoarse, husky cry, and he felt his come forced out around the rod. There was nowhere for it to go but the thin, slick gap between steel and skin, and it came as a hot, thick, aching pressure that pushed up the length of him and squeezed out at the slit in slow, welling pulses instead of spurts, oozing and spilling in a wet, messy spatter over Ilya’s fingers and the sheets. It went on and on, every pulse dragging against the rod, every drag sparking new heat down the core of him, and his heels scrabbled at the sheet, and his thighs shook over Ilya’s lap. He clenched and released in slow, deep, helpless pulses. Ilya groaned as he watched it, a deep, raw sound that shook through the thighs under him.
His pulse was pounding in his ears. He felt the rod slide out of his slowly softening cock, a last sharp tingle that dragged a hoarse little cry out of his throat, and then he went limp in Ilya’s lap, his head lolling back against that thick arm.
Ilya’s hand stayed wrapped around him, not moving, just holding his softening cock while the aftershocks rolled through it, and Shane could feel the mess of his own release cooling across the backs of those fingers and dripping onto his stomach. Beneath him, Ilya was still hard. Painfully so. Shane could feel the thick, relentless throb of it against the small of his back, and the shake in the arm under his shoulders, and the long, careful breaths his husband was taking through his nose to keep himself together.
“There you are, Lyubimyy. Breathe for me.”
Ilya’s lips were in his hair as he murmured, one hand cupped firmly over Shane’s heaving ribs. He breathed in long and deep, over and over, until Shane’s lungs remembered how and started to follow.
Shane whined. Tears gathered at the corners of his lashes as he shuddered, and he reached out blindly for Ilya, for something solid to hold on to. Ilya wrapped both arms around him and cuddled him close until the shivering eased, rocking him a little, and Shane let himself be held and petted and fussed over.
Shane reached up and pulled him down for a kiss, and his husband held his weight as Shane opened his mouth and nipped at his lips, clumsy and grateful and a little bit wrecked. Ilya lifted his messy hand between them then and brushed his fingertips over Shane’s parted lips, painting them warm and sticky with his own release, and Shane kitten-licked them clean without being asked, one finger after another, salt and bitter on his tongue, until Ilya made a low, winded sound, as if he had taken a hit to the ribs, and kissed the taste straight back out of his mouth.
Ilya reached for the water bottle on the nightstand without letting go of him and held it to his lips, a hand cradling the back of his head. Shane drank in clumsy gulps, and some of it ran down his chin and his throat, and Ilya followed it with his mouth, licking the cold trail of it off his skin and kissing the wet corner of his lips when he was done. Then he lifted Shane’s knee towards him, and while Shane lay there getting his breath back, he set his teeth into the soft inside of his thigh, just above the knee, and bit. Not hard. Hard enough. He sucked a fresh mark up into the skin, slow and patient, and then another a little higher, and another, a line of them climbing towards his groin, and Shane lay in his lap and felt each one rise and throb and gave a small, startled whimper for every one of them.
He was eased back down across Ilya’s lap. Those huge, strong hands went back to kneading at his reddened, puffy nipples, then wandered down to his softened, spent cock, and Shane jerked and whimpered at the oversensitive touch. There were still sparks there. Ilya’s rhythmic stroking up the underside of his length kept drawing them out of him, on and on, and every one came out of Shane as a thin, husky whine.
“Can you take one more, Lyubimyy?”
The question was so low that Shane almost lost it in the stillness of the room.
Ilya’s thumb brushed once over his hipbone and then dug into the plush swell of muscle beside it, an easy, steadying pressure. There was so much care in it. Shane could have wept at how well this man knew exactly where to hold him.
He didn’t think he could. He wanted to, though, because it was Ilya asking, and he wanted to be good for him, and he trusted him with every single part of himself. Dark, heated blue eyes were watching him, steady and loving and hungry all at once, and Shane nodded weakly. He couldn’t make his voice work. He tapped three times on Ilya’s thigh instead, slow and deliberate, and felt rather than heard the pleased rumble that went through Ilya.
More lube poured over him, cool and slick, in a slow stream down the length of him, and it eased the ache a little. Ilya’s gentle, patient stroking made his cock plump up again ever so slowly, a tingling, reluctant filling that ached in the best possible way. Under his ass, Ilya was still rock hard, thick and pulsing and heavy against the small of his back, and Shane couldn’t help rubbing back against it, a small, helpless roll of his hips, and a husky mewl to go with it.
He relished the deep growl that got him, rough and gravelly, rumbling up through the thighs beneath him. Then Ilya’s hand clamped down on his hips and pinned them.
“Stay still.”
The command was heavy against Shane’s chest, low and dark and quiet, and it seemed to vibrate right through his bones.
He obeyed at once, breath stuttering. He always obeyed. But when Ilya used that voice, it was instant, a sort of melting that started somewhere around his knees and spread. He felt Ilya circle his fingers around the head and slide them down to the base of his cock. Then those wet, dripping fingers drifted lower and brushed over his hole, still stretched from earlier. His rim was puffy and swollen, tender, slick and soft. And yet the light stroke of those fingers had him trying to spread his legs even wider over Ilya’s lap, shameless and wanting, a needy little whine spilling out of him. Ilya traced the rim with two slick fingertips, around and around, pressing at the puffy, tender ring of muscle until it fluttered and gave a little under the touch and then tightened again, as if his body couldn’t decide whether it was too sore or not nearly full enough. It was hot there, swollen and slippery with the lube that had run down from his cock, and the soreness and the want tangled together into one deep, low throb.
Ilya pushed just the tip of one finger in, barely past the rim, and left it there; Shane sobbed at the tease of it, and the sob turned to a husky, frustrated whine.
Ilya had paused, his palm splayed over the hard jump of Shane’s stomach, and his murmur was right against his ear, low and patient. He wanted to be told. He always wanted to be told.
“Breathe. Is it too much?”
His mouth stayed pressed to Shane’s ear as he waited.
Shane managed one word first, strange, and even that came out wobbling on a shaky breath.
“Strange … good …”
His fingers found Ilya’s thigh and held on, and then, because he had promised, tapped three times.
He felt the pressure again at the stretched little hole at the head of his cock. Ilya was easing in another one, slowly, carefully. It didn’t feel bigger this time, but it felt longer, and Shane moaned, low and dark, as Ilya lifted it up and out again by the smallest degree and then just let go, letting gravity and its own weight sink it back down. It was a slow, heavy, gliding slide that went a fraction deeper every time. A long, cool line of sensation pushed further and further into him. It sank a little deeper. Then a little deeper again. As it went, the finger at his rim began to move too, easing in past the first knuckle and then on to the second with the same slow patience, his sore, swollen hole opening around it in a soft, slick give and then closing hot and snug around the knuckle. Shane could feel every bit of it from the inside: the rough pad of the finger stroking along his inner wall, the thick ridge of the knuckle pressing at his rim, the steady heat of Ilya’s hand cupped under him. Ilya’s breath hitched against his ear as Shane clenched around it, and Shane heard him swear, a low, wrecked mutter of Russian, at how hot he was inside, how tight still, after everything.
Shane tipped his head on that thick arm and looked up at him, and caught the whole of it: Ilya’s jaw clenched tight, a bead of sweat sliding down from his temple into his stubble, his eyes almost black in the grey light and fixed on Shane as though there were nothing else in the room. His lower lip was red where he had been biting it. And under Shane’s back his cock was leaking, a slow, slick wet spreading where it lay trapped, and every time Shane clenched around that finger it jerked against his spine as if it had been squeezed too.
At last he could feel the tip of it right up against his prostate, from the inside, a deep, strange, pulsing pressure that seemed to reach somewhere beyond skin altogether. Ilya crooked his finger inside him at the same time and pressed up from the other side, firm and sure, until that small, swollen gland was caught between them, steel on one side and the rough pad of a fingertip on the other, pinned there and throbbing like a second heartbeat, and Shane’s mind went white. The sound that came out of him had no words in it at all, a long, husky wail, and above him Ilya groaned like he had been struck.
He was crying now. He was flooded with the sensation of coming, over and over again, not quite the full, crashing orgasm but so very, very close to it. One rippling wave after another built and built and never broke, until he was one long, shuddering peak.
His cock twitched and twitched around the steel and couldn’t do anything about it. Pre-come welled up around the rod in a slow, steady trickle and ran down over the shaft and Ilya’s knuckles, and the muscles of his stomach jumped and fluttered under Ilya’s palm in hard little spasms he had no say in at all. His thighs were drenched in sweat. His heels slid and dug and slid again on the sheet. Every breath came out of him as a sob or a mewl or a ragged, pleading moan, and none of them was words.
Shane tried to clamp his thighs together against it. His body was tightening and spasming at the same time, right on the edge, shaking under Ilya’s palm. He was whimpering and mewling in the same breath. Tears slid down into his hair as he tried to thrash against the constant, almost unbearable pleasure that still wasn’t quite enough. Ilya’s arm tightened across his hips and held him exactly where he was, and a low growl rumbled out of Ilya, steady and dark.
“I know. I know, sweetheart. Look at you. So beautiful like this. So good for me.”
Ilya’s Russian had run together into one low, unbroken murmur; Shane could hear it in the way the words had started to tumble. His voice had dropped to gravel. He kept talking anyway, low and rough and constant, half sentences and half just sounds, all of it praise, his mouth moving from Shane’s temple to his wet cheek to the corner of his mouth.
“That is it, my love. Well done. Just like that..”
He kissed the words into Shane’s open mouth, deep and messy, and didn’t stop, and Shane mewled and whimpered into him, wordless, giving him nothing but sound.
Ilya broke the kiss and held his face there, an inch away, his breath hot on Shane’s wet mouth.
“Still with me?”
The question came slow and careful and clear, and the steel in it cut through the haze. Ilya lifted Shane’s limp hand and laid it over his own wrist, where the pulse was racing, and waited. Shane dragged his eyes open. He couldn’t find his voice at all, so he tapped instead, three times, slow and sure, against that hammering pulse. Ilya made a sound low in his throat, rough and proud and very nearly pained, and pressed his forehead to Shane’s for one breath before he moved again.
Then, finally, Ilya drew the rod slowly out. A large, warm hand slid along the underside of his straining cock at the same moment, and the combined feeling, the drag of the sound leaving him and the press of that palm and the finger still curled inside him, was too much. Shane’s orgasm all but exploded out of him, a huge, rolling release that tore up through him from the base of his spine.
He moaned and sobbed through it in a husky, wrecked voice, whimper after whimper. It seemed never-ending. Thick, hot ropes of come spilt across his stomach and chest and over Ilya’s fist, wave after wave, and Ilya groaned as if he were the one coming, deep and rough against Shane’s temple. His cock was spasming. His hole clenched around that single finger in hard, rhythmic, helpless squeezes that tore a groan out of Ilya, and then around empty air when it slipped free, aching for the fullness he had been teased with and then denied. His slit stung where the rod had stretched it, raw and open, every spurt burning a bright, sharp line up the inside of him, and his rim fluttered and clutched at nothing while the sweat ran cold down his ribs.
The emptiness made the tears fall harder. He dug his nails weakly into Ilya’s thighs and pushed his ass back onto Ilya’s still-hard length, grinding against it, hungry and completely wrecked, and Ilya’s breath broke into a ragged growl.
“Please, Ilyusha … Please.”
The words came out of him on a sob, thin and needy and shaking. Sweat stood on his upper lip, and his lashes were spiked with tears.
He wasn’t even sure what he was begging for any more. He knew Ilya would give it to him anyway.
That was the thing about Ilya. Shane never had to know. He only had to ask and trust, and the rest was Ilya’s job, and Ilya had never failed at it. Not once.
Strong, warm hands manhandled his sore, aching body around and settled him properly in his husband’s lap this time, his back to that broad, burning chest. His spine complained after however long he had spent arched over Ilya’s thighs; Shane had lost all track of time. It might have been minutes. It might have been an hour. He leaned back into the heat of Ilya’s skin, and a hand cupped his jaw and tipped his face to the side. The fingers were warm and a little damp and very, very gentle. His thighs had been spread so long that they shook as Ilya arranged them, one knee and then the other hooked out wide over Ilya’s, and the cool air found every wet, sore, open part of him at once. Ilya’s chest was slick with sweat against his shoulder blades, burning hot, and Shane could feel the heart going under it, hard and fast, nothing like as calm as his hands.
“You want me inside, sweetheart? You want my cock this time?”
Ilya growled into his ear, his voice dropped so deep and rough it was hardly more than a vibration, and the hot breath sent a shiver down Shane’s spine.
Another shiver chased the first down his arms. Shane tilted his head to give those soft, heated lips more room to kiss and lick at his neck, and he moaned and reached back to wrap his arms around Ilya’s neck and shoulders. Ilya was so warm. So big. Shane’s body had gone cold without their usual full contact, so he burrowed back into that heat with a long, shuddering sigh that turned into a purr. Ilya’s free hand slid down between them. Two fingers found his rim again and rubbed over it in slow circles through the slick, pressing in just enough to make it flutter and then drawing back, and then that big palm spread one cheek wide, so that Ilya’s cock, heavy and throbbing and wet at the tip, could slide up through the cleft of him. Shane felt the whole hot, thick length of it drag over his hole, the ridge of the head catching, the shaft rubbing along the swollen, sensitive skin, and his breath stuttered every time it passed.
When he didn’t answer, Ilya stilled, his breath gusting against Shane’s neck. The fingers that had been running over his hole stopped; the slow spreading of his cheeks, so that Ilya’s heavy, throbbing cock could rub up between them, stopped too. Shane mewled at the loss and cried out.
“Ilya … more …”
His voice was a whisper, and he arched his spine to push back against him.
Shane felt the chuckle more than he heard it, a low rumble right through his back. Bastard. He tried to say so out loud, and it came out as a husky, indignant whine. The hand that tipped his chin back soothed him, though, as did the deep, heated kiss pressed to his mouth, and so did the rumbling growl Ilya let out when Shane shifted to angle his hips so that the thick, heavy slide of his husband’s cock caught on his open, soaking rim with every movement.
Ilya’s hand slid from his chin down to his throat and closed around it. It didn’t squeeze. It just held, the broad palm spread over the front of his neck and the fingers curling around the side, warm and heavy, so that Shane could feel his own pulse slamming against them and his own swallow pushing up into that grip. It was enough to feel the strength in it, every ounce of it kept in check. Shane’s eyes rolled shut. A long, shuddering, wanton moan came up out of him and buzzed against Ilya’s fingers, and Ilya groaned in answer, deep in his chest, and tightened his hold by the smallest fraction, just enough to be felt, and no more. Then it let him go, with one slow stroke down the front of his throat.
Ilya lifted him, hands hooked under his thighs, and Shane’s head fell back against his shoulder as he was held there, spread open over his lap, while Ilya shifted beneath him and fitted the blunt, slick head of his cock to his rim. It pressed. His sore, puffy rim resisted for one tender, aching second and then gave, softening and opening around the broad crown in a slow, stretching slide that knocked the breath out of both of them. Then Ilya lowered him back down onto that thick, hard cock.
Shane moaned at the stretch, at finally, finally being full again. The broad head dragged inside him, and the thick shaft followed with a long, slow, wet slide that wrung a sob out of his throat. Gravity did the rest. He sank, inch by inch, his own weight pulling him down, and he felt every one of them: the stretch burning fresh across his swollen rim, then spreading into a deep, full ache that pushed up into his belly, the thick ridge of the head dragging along his inner walls and pressing over his prostate on the way past, so that his thighs jerked in Ilya’s grip.
Inside him, Ilya was scalding, and Shane could feel him throb, a slow, heavy pulse that echoed through his own body. He was so sore. He was so open. He took all of it anyway, every inch, until he was sitting flush in Ilya’s lap with that cock buried so deep he could feel it in his stomach. Behind him, Ilya let out a long, rough groan that went on and on, rumbling against Shane’s back the whole way down. His own cock was hard again, impossible as that seemed, twitching against his belly, and Ilya wrapped one arm around his waist and clamped the other hand on his hip, fingers sinking deep into the soft flesh above the bone, and began to grind up into him. Shane felt every fingertip as its own small point of heat and pressure, digging in harder each time Ilya pulled him down, and knew he would wear the shape of that hand tomorrow. Ilya knew it too; he groaned into Shane’s nape and held on harder.
The deep, low groans Ilya made into the back of his neck sent bright shivers up his spine. He ground into Shane’s sore, used prostate from the other angle this time, a slow, circling press that lit him up from the inside, and from the tense, tight hold Ilya had on him, Shane knew his husband wasn’t going to last long. Neither was he. Fuck, neither was he. He braced himself anyway and began to rock back in time with that circular grind, and it had him seeing stars, mewling in a thick, slurred rush that held no words at all.
Ilya kissed him through it, the side of his throat, the hinge of his jaw, his mouth whenever Shane twisted around far enough to give it to him, wet, clumsy, open-mouthed kisses that never quite broke off even as he moved. Once Ilya caught him by the jaw and turned his face back over his shoulder, and licked into his open mouth on a moan, slow and deep, tasting the sound right off his tongue, until Shane shuddered against him and Ilya snarled into him and kissed him again, harder. Sweat made them slide. It ran down Shane’s spine and pooled where his back met Ilya’s stomach, and every circle of Ilya’s hips dragged hot, slick skin over hot, slick skin, and the room had filled with the smell of them, sandalwood and salt and sex. Shane could feel all of it from the inside: the deep, full stretch, the blunt head pressing and rolling against that swollen spot, the thick base spreading his rim wide whenever Ilya ground up into him, the clutch and flutter of his own body around it. Behind him, Ilya’s breath had gone ragged, hitching every time Shane clenched, and the arm around his waist had begun to shake.
Then the arm unwound from his waist, and both of Ilya’s hands dropped to his hips and lifted him, just an inch, and let go.
“Ride me. Show me these thighs, Lyubimyy.”
The command came out of him in a ragged growl, his words shredding at the edges, and Shane’s body answered before his head did, every muscle in his thighs gathering at once. He unhooked his knees from Ilya’s and planted his feet flat on the mattress either side of those massive shins, and pushed. His thighs took his weight. They burned at once, sore and spent from hours of this, but the strength was still there under all the ache, the thick, stubborn muscle, and he rose on it, slowly, and felt every inch of Ilya’s cock drag back out of him, the ridge of the head tugging at his swollen rim from the inside until only the crown was left in him. He hung there, trembling. Then he let himself drop.
The noise Ilya made was nothing like a word. It was a snarl, torn up out of his chest, and his fingers sank into Shane’s hips so hard that Shane felt fresh bruises bloom under them. Shane did it again. Up, slow, the long, wet drag of him and the hollow ache he left behind; then down, all at once, the thick shaft punching back into him and spreading him open and slamming against that swollen spot inside, so that his vision went white at the edges and a raw, breathless yowl split out of him. He found a rhythm. It was clumsy and greedy, and it wasn’t going to last, and he didn’t care, because behind him Ilya had stopped trying to make sentences at all. Words poured into the back of his neck, low and broken and filthy, split by groans that seemed to come from the very bottom of him. Shane reached back over his own head and dug his fingers into those damp curls and his nails into the back of Ilya’s neck, and raked them down over the thick slope of his shoulder, and felt the skin give under them and Ilya shudder and thrust up to meet him.
His thighs gave out first. They had been shaking for a while, and on the next rise they simply quit, and he dropped back down onto Ilya’s cock with a sob and couldn’t get up again. Ilya didn’t let him stop. He hooked one arm under Shane’s knee, hauled it up and wide, and took over, driving up into him from below in short, hard, punishing strokes that knocked the breath out of Shane on every one, the slap of skin on skin loud in the dark room, Shane’s feet scrabbling for purchase on the rumpled sheet.
“Can’t … again …”
It came out of him raw and husky, but his hips were still rocking down to meet every thrust, and his fist was still locked in Ilya’s curls, holding him there. He hadn’t tapped twice. He hadn’t used the word. Ilya knew exactly what that meant, and so did Shane.
“More.”
The one word was a growl against his nape, and Ilya ground up into him, deep and slow, and Shane sobbed because he didn’t think he had anything left, and his body was already answering.
A feather-light touch to the overly sensitive head of his cock, just as Ilya drove up deep, was enough to blacken Shane’s vision completely.
His body locked up tight, every muscle at once, his back bowing off Ilya’s chest and his toes curling into the sheet. It started deep inside, where Ilya was pressed hardest against him, a hot, clenching pull that dragged up from his prostate and through the raw, stretched channel of his cock. An orgasm forced its way out of his sore, spent cock, a thin, pulsing trickle that hardly counted and still shook him to the bone, and wrung a thin, wrung-out whimper out of him. His hole clamped down around Ilya in long, hard spasms, again and again, and he felt the thick cock inside him jerk in answer.
Ilya snarled into his back, and the sound vibrated through Shane’s ribs. Then teeth fastened on the side of his neck, just under his ear. Ilya bit down hard and sucked, the flat of his tongue pressed to the skin trapped between his teeth, and Shane felt the sharp, sweet pain bloom and spread under that mouth, deeper with every pull. He moaned at the bite, at the hot, heavy pulse of Ilya coming inside him, the thick shaft swelling against his stretched rim with every spurt and the wet heat flooding deep and spreading, at the way Ilya’s hips stuttered up into him in short, helpless jerks, and Ilya growled into the mark he was making as if he could feel Shane’s moan in his own teeth. One hand pressed against his lower belly as Ilya’s cock throbbed and spilt, emptying deep into him. Ilya kept that palm pressed there, cupping the soft, stretched, silky patch of skin under his navel, and that alone was enough to set Shane’s inner walls spasming around the length still buried inside him.
“Fuck … Shane.”
Ilya’s voice had gone to gravel, hoarse against his ear, his teeth still resting on the skin.
Shane whined as his own cock gave a half-hearted pulse, so sensitive now that it almost hurt. Ilya was still pressing on his belly, enough that he could feel the thick, heavy length of him inside, a deep, secret, wonderful pressure that made his eyes roll back and a long, husky moan spill out of him.
Ilya didn’t pull out. He didn’t thrust either. He stayed buried to the hilt and began to move his hips in small, slow, grinding circles, barely anything at all, his softening cock still thick enough to fill him and press, again and again, against his raw, swollen prostate. It was too much. It was so much too much that Shane’s full body jerked with every circle, and the noises coming out of him had stopped being moans and turned into thin, mewling whimpers, one for every turn of Ilya’s hips, while his spent cock twitched against his stomach and gave up nothing at all.
He clawed at the forearm across his chest, but he didn’t push it away. Ilya kept it up until Shane was shaking all over and sobbing his name; only then did he stop, and held him, and let him feel the heavy throb of him going on and on inside, slower and slower, the last ripples spreading out across the lake.
Then Ilya drew him back to lie against his broad chest, and they both panted. Shane was quivering, his skin damp and cooling, and Ilya’s arms were strong and steady around him. That sinful mouth pressed loving kisses to his neck and his back and every bit of him Ilya could reach.
Shane’s skin was sticky with sweat and lube, and Ilya was a furnace all along his back. Ilya rolled them onto their sides, Shane cradled back against his chest, still joined, still pressed tight together. The shift moved Ilya inside him, a slow, thick slide that tugged at his tender rim and drew a whimper out of him, and he felt a warm trickle of come and lube escape and run down the inside of his thigh. Part of him wanted Ilya to pull out, and part of him didn’t. He wanted to be clean. He also wanted Ilya to stay right where he was, forever if possible. The confusion of it escaped as a sad little whimper, and Ilya’s hands immediately started soothing over him.
The marks were rising now. Shane could feel all of them without looking: the bite under his ear pulsing hot and tight with every heartbeat, the bruises on his hips where Ilya’s fingers had dug in, small, sore ovals on either side, the line of bites climbing his inner thigh, his nipples throbbing raw against the air. His rim felt puffy and hot and stretched around the thick base of Ilya’s cock, and every small shift of either of them sent a slow, deep pulse of ache up into his stomach that was not, in any way, unpleasant. He was going to be a map of this in the morning. The thought made his face burn all over again, pink spreading across his cheekbones until every freckle stood out and down his chest, and he pressed back into Ilya and purred.
The lake lapped at the shore below the window. No one needed them for anything until the morning.
“It’s alright, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s voice was thick and low, his lips moving against Shane’s shoulder. His arm stayed tight and firm around Shane’s waist, and Shane felt him settle, deep and heavy and warm, inside that sore, stretched heat. He knew this lazy staying was part of it. It always was.
Shane reached back without a word and found Ilya’s hip, and held it there, pressing back against him and turning his face into the pillow.
Ilya answered with a rumble against the bite mark, low and warm on the tender skin, and stayed. He spread one broad palm over Shane’s chest, barely touching the swollen, sensitive nipple, and Shane gasped, clenching around him without meaning to. Ilya’s cock throbbed in answer.
“Look how full of me you are.”
Ilya murmured into his neck, his palm sliding down to rest on the curve of Shane’s lower belly once again.
“And so brave. Lyubimyy. Eight of them in the box, and you will want the rest.”
A tremor ran through Shane’s exhausted, spent body. That hand drifted back up and spread wide over his heart, steady and warm, as if to catch its frantic little thud.
“Don’t. I’ll cry again.”
Shane laughed weakly, cheek still on the pillow. The fabric was damp under his face. Somewhere beyond the window, a loon called, once, across the dark water, and then fell silent again.
“Cry. I have you.”
Ilya kissed the back of his shoulder. His thumb went on drawing its lazy circles.
The circles wandered. They drifted down from Shane’s hip to the crease of his thigh and then around, slowly, to the place where they were still joined, and Ilya’s fingertip traced the swollen rim of him where it was spread tight around his cock. Shane shivered and clenched. Ilya hissed through his teeth, and his cock stirred inside him, heavy and thick, and for one dizzy second Shane honestly thought he might be about to start all over again. Then the fingertip slid away, and Ilya laughed into his shoulder, low and wrecked and fond, and muttered something, too slurred to catch, that Shane was fairly sure meant that he would be the death of him.
They lay like that while the minutes slipped away. The sheets were damp and tangled around their ankles. Ilya kept his breathing in time with Shane’s, slow in, slower out, until at last he whispered into his hair.
“How are you, Lyubimyy?”
Shane tilted his head back and kissed him, a little unsteadily.
“Floating.”
Ilya kissed him again, desperate and worried, his lips moving against Shane’s skin.
“Anything hurt?”
Shane shook his head and burrowed closer into that warmth. A minute later, Ilya tried again, in a different way, clearly waiting for a different answer.
“Nothing stings? Nothing pulls when you move?”
Shane sighed, and Ilya got the same answer. Shane would have been offended if he had expected anything else; Ilya refused to hurt him, and this was the one time of the year that they could push harder.
Ilya turned his face back by the chin and kissed him, slow and deep, and pulled out while he was doing it, ever so slowly. Shane felt every bit of the long, soft drag of it, the ridge of the head catching and tugging at his swollen rim on the way out while his body clung to it, and then the last slip, and Ilya’s palm was there at once, cupped warm over his rim to catch the rush of wet heat that followed, while his hole fluttered and clenched on nothing against it. Shane whimpered into the kiss and gripped Ilya’s wrist, holding that hand right where it was. It was the empty feeling again, sudden and hollow and far too big, and that hand was the only thing that made it bearable.
“I have you. I have you, Lyubimyy. I have you.”
Ilya kept on murmuring into his hair, over and over, until the words stopped meaning anything and became just a sound, a warm one.
“Stay. Let me.”
The bed shifted; water ran, then the bathroom light clicked on. Ilya was back in moments, a glass of plain cold water at Shane’s lips with a bent straw in it and a warm hand behind his head to hold him steady. Ilya held the glass the whole time; Shane drank all of it, and a second glass followed. Then a warm, soft cloth swept over his chest, his stomach, his thighs, the tender, overused place between them. Ilya was thorough, pressing a kiss after every pass, and by the end of it Shane was clean and warm and very close to weeping at the gentleness of it all.
When the cloth reached his rim, Ilya slowed right down. He cleaned him with nothing more than the warm, wet weight of it held there, pressing, then one careful, feather-light wipe, and still Shane flinched and whimpered, and Ilya stopped and kissed the inside of his knee and waited until he could go on. Then he turned the cloth to a clean side and went over the stubble burn on Shane’s chest and the insides of his thighs, where the smooth skin had been rubbed pink and raw, and kissed every bit of that too.
“Can you stand for me, sweetheart?”
Ilya’s hand had already slid under Shane’s arm before he had finished asking, ready to take his weight before Shane could so much as wobble; the man never asked a question without preparing for both answers first.
“I don’t think so.”
Shane’s voice was ruined. A tired laugh shook out of him. Ilya grinned, soft and fond, and tucked a damp strand of hair behind his ear.
“Good. That is why I carry you.”
Ilya gathered him up in the blanket before Shane could object. He scooped him up with one forearm under his knees and the other braced behind his back, as if he weighed far less than he actually did, and Shane remembered, dizzily, that these same arms could haul a grown man off the ice. On most days, Shane was the one who did the fussing and the carrying and the scooping up of small, tired people. Tonight, Shane was the one being carried, and he let his head flop onto that shoulder and let it happen.
He carried him into the bathroom, where the bath was already running, and sat him on the counter with a towel wrapped around his shoulders. Steam curled up from the tap and fogged the dark window. The warm, damp air settled over Shane’s bare legs, and he curled his toes against the cupboard door and leaned into the hand on his back.
Then Ilya guided him over to the toilet, and Shane could tell from the careful set of his shoulders that this was the bit his husband wasn’t sure he would accept. Ilya stood behind him, both arms under Shane’s, taking the whole of his weight against his chest. Shane’s head fell back onto that thick shoulder, and the steady thud of Ilya’s heartbeat against his spine. One hand steadied him. The other swept slowly over his sore, plush hip and his side, and Ilya murmured into the damp, sweaty hair over his ear, low and patient.
“Easy, sweetheart. I have you. Take your time. No one is here but me.”
Shane flushed pink across his cheekbones, every freckle standing out, trembling. He was a grown man. He was an Olympic medallist. He was being held up to pee by his husband at four in the morning because his husband had put a steel rod in his cock, and the most mortifying part of the whole thing was how much he didn’t mind. His pride was long gone, somewhere back around the second rod. Ilya only held him tighter, kissed his ear and repeated, as many times as it took, until his body finally let go. It stung, sharp and bright, and then the ache began to ease.
Even as it eased, it burned all the way down the length of him, a hot, raw line along every place the steel had opened, and he whimpered and turned his face into Ilya’s neck, and Ilya’s hand spread warm and steady over his stomach until the burning dulled to a tender throb and he could breathe again.
“Good. That is it, sweetheart. Good.”
Ilya’s whisper was right against his ear, his lips brushing the shell of it with every word.
“So good. That is all. I have you.”
Then he kissed the hinge of Shane’s jaw and held the water glass to his lips again. He looked, very carefully, at the head of Shane’s cock and at the slit, and found nothing but a little pink soreness. He checked his puffy, swollen rim too, fingers soothing and gentle, then the sore, swollen nipples, then the bruises beginning to bloom on his hips, and he kissed each one in turn.
Ilya crouched in front of him now, one hand resting on his knee.
“Does it sting?”
The worry was right there in his face, in the crease between his brows.
“A bit. But it’s nothing. I’m okay.”
Shane laid his hand on those curls and left it there.
“If it stings tomorrow, you tell me. If there is blood, you tell me. If you are afraid, you tell me.”
Ilya’s voice was low and level. He looked up, his dark gaze steady and unblinking, and held Shane’s eyes until Shane nodded.
“I promise.”
Shane had to swallow first; even that one word came up rough.
The bath was deep and hot, full of his favourite salts and a soft heap of bubbles that Ilya had clearly made far too much of on purpose. Ilya lowered him into it, kissed his forehead and went away for a few minutes. Shane knew without having to look that his husband was stripping the bed, putting on fresh sheets and tidying away the mess they had made, and that he wouldn’t complain about any of it, not once.
He had designed this bath at 21, with a tape measure and great ambition, for a man half a foot taller than him whom he hadn’t yet admitted he was in love with. He had pretended at the time that it was for his back. (It was not for his back.)
Only then did Ilya come back and slide into the water behind him. Shane lay back against his chest, head tucked into the hollow of that shoulder, and the heat melted him from the inside out. The battery candles flickered on the tiles; small waves lapped at the rim of the tub whenever either of them breathed. Ilya washed him all over again, slowly, with a cloth and the soft soap, pouring warm water over the tender places in long, patient streams and murmuring to him against his ear.
Then he worked on his legs. He lifted each one out of the water in turn and rested Shane’s heel on the rim of the tub and dug his thumbs into the back of his calf, through the light, silky hair there gone dark and flat with water, kneading out knots Shane hadn’t known he had, and then up into the thick, aching muscle of his thigh. Shane groaned out loud at that, a low, helpless, utterly unembarrassed sound. Ilya’s hands were huge and slick with soap and knew exactly where to press; they found the deep, bruised soreness at the tops of his thighs where they had held his whole weight while he rode, and eased it, slow circle by slow circle, until Shane went heavy and limp against his chest and started to purr. When he tipped his head back on that shoulder, he could see the red welts he had left down the side of Ilya’s neck and across the top of his shoulder, deep, long, angry lines, one of them beaded dark where he had broken the skin. He touched it with one wet fingertip. Ilya only caught the finger and kissed it, and looked very much like a man who meant to wear them with pride.
“Lean on me. Let me do all of it. You did enough tonight.”
Then he fed him a bite of the protein bar he had brought in with him, then honey on the end of a spoon, then chamomile tea from a flask. When the water began to cool, he lifted him out and dried him, soft and tender. He smoothed the moisturisers and the pain-relief gel into the bruised curve of his hips and down the backs of his thighs, and dabbed the cool cream over his sore rim and the tender points of his chest with such light fingers that Shane gasped and caught at his wrists anyway.
“Almost finished, sweetheart. Almost.”
Ilya pressed a kiss to his knuckles until Shane let go.
“You were so good for me tonight. So good, Lyubimyy.”
He pressed his lips to the top of Shane’s head, and carried on, smoothing and steadying and murmuring. His palms were warm and a little rough and entirely certain. Shane shut his eyes. No one else on earth had ever touched him like he was worth this much trouble, and Ilya did it every single time, without Shane ever having to ask.
Then he dressed him in soft pyjama bottoms and one of his own clean T-shirts, which hung off Shane’s shoulder and smelled like sandalwood. When Shane’s hands wouldn’t hold the toothbrush, Ilya brushed his teeth for him, with a small private smile that told Shane he was enjoying himself far too much. Shane would have objected. He really would have. But everything about this man’s careful, boring, beloved little rituals made his heart melt like honey stirred into hot tea, and he let him.
Ilya tucked him into the freshly made bed, a pillow under his hips and the heavy plaid pulled up to his chin. Then he slid in behind him and curled around him, chest to Shane’s back, and when Shane’s freezing feet bumped his shins, Ilya reached down without a word, pulled them up and tucked them under his own thigh, hissing at the cold and keeping them there anyway. One warm palm settled on his belly.
“Love you…”
The words came out slurred into the pillow, but they made it out. Ilya’s answer was a kiss, pressed to the side of his neck right over the bite, long and warm. His hand slid up to rest over Shane’s heart, and Shane could feel him staying awake a minute longer, just to feel it beat.
Shane was asleep before the kiss had finished. The blankets were heavy, the room dark and warm, and the lake lay silent beyond the glass.
He half woke once, much later, to the mattress dipping as Ilya got up. He listened, eyes shut, to bare feet padding away down the dark corridor, and he knew without having to look exactly where they were going: to stand for a minute outside each of the boys’ doors, a huge pale shape in the blue glow of the jellyfish lamp spilling out from under Levi’s, listening to them breathe. Ilya always checked. Ilya would always check. The feet came back, and the mattress dipped again, and a warm arm slid around Shane’s waist, and everything Shane loved most in the world was under one roof, and asleep, and safe.
🏒💛🏒
Shane woke in sunlight with a heavy arm slung across his waist and the faint scrape of stubble against his shoulder. For a few hazy seconds he had no idea at all where he was, only that he was warm and comfortable and that something smelled like sandalwood.
Then he tried to sit up.
That was a mistake. A very, very pleasant mistake, but a mistake all the same. His body filed a polite but firm complaint at once. A slow, deep, thoroughly satisfied ache ran from his lower back all the way down to his knees, the kind of ache that meant a night extremely well spent, and his thighs actually trembled at the memory of it. He lay back down with a groan and stared at the ceiling beams.
Fuck. Worth it. Completely, utterly worth it.
There was a glass of water on the nightstand. Beside it sat a plate with two slices of buttered toast under a napkin, long gone cold, and all of his creams lined up where he could reach them without moving. He was still wearing the soft pyjama bottoms and the T-shirt that smelled like Ilya, and the covers had been tucked neatly under his chin at some point after he had stopped being aware of anything. Shane lay there without moving and let that settle in his chest. The toast had a faint smear of honey at one corner. He had been looked after so thoroughly in the night that he had slept straight through most of it, and he wouldn’t have swapped one minute of it for anything.
Then he spotted the sticky note on the lamp. Ilya’s beautiful cursive, the same hand that had written Levi’s name on his plaque, and underneath, in Russian, because Ilya knew perfectly well that Shane’s brain didn’t do anything else before tea: Eat. Drink. Do not try to be a hero. I come back with tea. It was signed with a heart and what was probably a cat, or possibly a bear. Shane peeled it off and stuck it in the back of his phone case, where it would live with the other 11. It was sappy. Shane didn’t give a damn.
“You cannot walk.”
Ilya’s voice drifted over from behind him, thick with sleep and massive, unbearable smugness. His breath tickled the back of Shane’s neck, and Shane could hear the grin without needing to see it.
“I can walk.”
Shane informed the ceiling of this fact, very firmly.
It was a lie, and the ceiling knew it, and so did the smug Russian behind him.
“Try.”
The word came lazily, drawling and without a shred of mercy, and one warm hand was already stroking the curve of Shane’s hip, because the man had not managed to keep his hands to himself for a single day of his life since they first touched each other.
Fine. Fine. Challenge fucking accepted. Shane swung both feet out of bed. The rug was soft and cool under his soles. He stood up with absolute certainty and a great deal of determination, and his knees promptly folded under him like wet paper.
He didn’t hit the floor. He never would, not with that man in the room. He was caught neatly around the waist and lifted bodily into the air before he had dropped more than a few inches.
“Put me down, Ilyusha!”
He was laughing so hard, breathless and pink against that bare shoulder, that it very much spoiled the effect of trying to be stern.
“Nyet.”
Ilya carried him out of the room bridal style, wrapped in his husband’s clothes and his husband’s arms. Those arms were rock-steady, and that broad chest was warm against Shane’s side. Ilya wore nothing but a pair of grey sweatpants slung low on his hips, which was frankly unfair on everyone who had to look at him before breakfast. Shane thought, helplessly, that he would never get over how big this man was, or how gently he used every bit of that size. He hooked his own arms around Ilya’s neck and felt pink flooding across his cheekbones.
“Menace.”
He muttered into Ilya’s shoulder.
“Your menace.”
Down the long corridor they went, past their kids’ rooms, past the big main bathroom, past the slanted window with its view of the water, down the stairs, and into the living room, where the sun streamed in through the wall of glass. Anya lay sprawled in front of the cold hearth. Yuki sat on the sill in a patch of sun, her tail curled neatly around her paws, looking down at all of them with the bored disdain of a Queen who owned the place. The sun was warm on Shane’s bare feet where they dangled over Ilya’s arm, and he could hear the clink of mugs and Levi’s chatter before they had even reached the bottom step.
He could feel Ilya’s heart through his ribs, steady and pleased. He could feel the warm press of a kiss against his hair every few steps, small and smug and utterly unnecessary, and Shane loved every single one of them.
Luca, Levi and Adrien were sitting at the island with mugs of tea; a stack of pancakes steamed gently between them under a dish towel.
All three of them went silent.
Even Anya looked.
The older two looked up and took in Shane, wrapped in a blanket and carried in Ilya’s arms like the Cup on parade day. Then, slowly, their eyes met. Luca opened his mouth; he closed it again, with admirable control. Without a word, he poured a third mug of tea, set it on the counter beside the honey jar, and slid it a precise two inches towards the end of the sofa.
“Morning.”
Luca’s voice was grave as a church bell and his face perfectly straight, which was somehow worse than if he had laughed.
“Morning. It’s, um. Great weather. Really lovely day, yeah.”
Adrien had gone suspiciously red, and he delivered most of it to the pancakes, studying them like game tape, his ears going redder by the second.
Shane glared out at the pair of them from inside the blanket with all the authority he had left, which wasn’t much, considering.
“Not one word.”
The glare was aimed at Luca more than Adrien, and so were the words. Adrien was harmless; Adrien would blush himself into a coma before he managed a syllable. His oldest son, on the other hand, had far too much of Shane’s own carefully hidden sass, and right now it was bubbling dangerously close to the surface behind that pretty, innocent face.
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
Luca smiled at him, sweet as anything.
“I thought you’d like a chair near the kettle, Kaasan.”
The little shit.
Shane had raised him so well.
Ilya lowered him into the corner of the sectional slowly and carefully, one hand cradling his back and the other under his knees, until Shane’s sore backside met the cushions without so much as a jolt. He tucked a plaid cushion behind his back, then a blanket over his knees, and smoothed Shane’s sleep-flattened hair off his forehead with one thumb. He would have wrapped the whole world around Shane as a blanket if Shane had let him. Anya, taking the hint, padded over and draped herself across Shane’s feet with a long, contented, groaning sigh.
He didn’t then go away and leave him there, either. Ilya never left him anywhere for long. He sat down on the arm of the sofa, right at Shane’s shoulder, and let one hand settle on the back of Shane’s neck, under his hair, and stay. His thumb rubbed along the hairline, over and over. It wasn’t a thing he did for an audience. He did it in the kitchen, in the car, in the tunnel at the Garden, in the middle of press conferences, with a camera pointed straight at them; he did it now with three children and a dog watching, and Shane leaned back into it, eyes half shut, and didn’t even pretend to mind.
Ilya watched it all, pleased as anything, his thumb never stopping, clearly delighted that the whole household had decided to look after his husband. A moment later there was a soft thump on the cushion beside Shane. Yuki had come down from her sill. She walked with great deliberation across the leather, turned once, and lay down along Shane’s thigh, a warm, dense weight, and fixed him with a pair of cool, slow-blinking blue eyes. Her purr started up at once, rattling through his thigh like an outboard motor.
Levi slid down from his stool, padded over with great care and placed a pancake on a plate on the arm of the sofa beside Shane’s elbow. Then he patted Shane’s knee twice, very seriously.
“Kaasan, you have to eat breakfast. It is the rule.”
The pronouncement came with a worried little look, small hands folded, and Shane had to bite the inside of his cheek.
“It is the rule. Thank you for the pancake, Lyovushka.”
Shane kept his face as light as he could, and then, because he couldn’t help it, caught the small hand on its way past and kissed the back of it. Levi looked down at his own hand afterwards, pink-cheeked, and held it carefully against his chest as if it were a medal.
Satisfied, Levi went back to his stool, finished the last of his own pancake in three determined bites and, at Luca’s nod, slipped out through the screen door with his trainers in his hand.
At the island, Adrien had abandoned his tea altogether. He stood behind Luca’s stool now with his arms looped around his waist and his chin propped on top of that fair head. Luca had tipped back against his chest, eyes half closed, blissed out. Adrien’s thumb rubbed absently at the soft cotton over his hip.
His storm-grey eyes had gone soft, and he couldn’t seem to stop looking at Luca, at the top of that fair head, at the sleepy curve of his cheek. Now and then he ducked his head and pressed his mouth to Luca’s hair. Luca’s hand came up to find his, those clever artist’s fingers gentle over Adrien’s knuckles, and their fingers laced, the new ring on Luca’s hand catching the light. Neither of them seemed to have the faintest idea they were doing it.
Shane watched them over the rim of his mug and felt something in his chest go warm, like the first sip of tea. Luca had come to them so starved of touch that he flinched when anyone brushed past him in a corridor. Now he leaned back into the boy he was going to marry without a second thought, at the breakfast table, in front of his parents, and didn’t even notice he was doing it. Shane honestly couldn’t have said when that had happened.
Shane picked up his tea. It was hot and milky, sweetened with two spoonfuls of honey, exactly how he liked it. Ilya hadn’t needed to ask; he never did. Shane looked out at the lake.
It lay calm and blue under a clear sky, rippling gently, the opposite shore hanging upside down in it. Across the garden, in the long glass building by the trees, he could see a small, round figure in a pair of trainers already out on the white floor in the morning sun, skating on nothing in a very slow, very wonky, stubbornly determined circle.
He would be stiff for a day. He wouldn’t be able to walk down to the dock until the afternoon, at the very earliest. And he wouldn’t, he thought, have changed one single thing, least of all the man settling in beside him, gruff and golden and utterly impossible to embarrass.
Ilya slid down off the arm of the sofa to sit beside him.
“Lyubimyy.”
It was low and gentle, and he took Shane’s hand, his huge, warm palm swallowing Shane’s whole. His thumb found the pulse at Shane’s wrist and rested there. The blue eyes were so tender it almost hurt to look at them.
Shane turned his hand over in his husband’s and laced their fingers together, so that their rings clicked against each other, and held on. This was the safest place he knew; no one here needed him to be anything but himself. The tea went cold, forgotten, on the arm of the sofa.
🏒💛🏒
Shane spent the rest of that first day on the sofa, and his family, without anyone holding a meeting about it, turned him into a project.
He should have seen it coming. He had raised half of them to be like this, and he had married the other half. Ilya decided before the breakfast plates had even been cleared that Shane wasn’t to lift anything heavier than a mug, and then stood behind the sofa with his arms crossed and glared at the mug, in case it was planning something. Luca fetched the good blanket from the cedar chest, the soft grey one with the frayed corner, and tucked it around Shane’s feet with the same frowning concentration he gave a sketch. Adrien put the kettle on, then put it on again, because he had forgotten the first time that he had already put it on.
Levi made a list.
Of course Levi made a list. He was Shane’s son.
He wrote it at the island with the tip of his tongue poking out in concentration, in the purple crayon that was his favourite that week, in big, careful Russian letters with the odd English word copied off the side of the cereal box. Then he climbed down and brought it over and held it up in front of Shane’s face with both hands.
Rules for Kaasan when he is hurting:
One, no getting up.
Two, Sharky stays on the sofa to guard.
Three, tea every time it is finished.
Four, Otousan does all the carrying.
At the bottom was a drawing of a figure with a lot of black scribble for hair, lying flat under a blanket, and a second, much bigger figure with yellow curls standing over it, wearing what was either a frown or a moustache.
Ilya bent down over the back of the sofa to study it, very seriously.
“This is an excellent list. The best list. Much better than any of Kaasan’s lists.”
His hand landed on the back of Shane’s neck while he did it.
“It’s a very good list. I promise to obey every single rule.”
Shane held up his hand as if taking an oath. Levi stuck it to the coffee table with a strip of Shane’s own label tape, which he had clearly liberated from the junk drawer, and patted it flat with great satisfaction. Then he climbed straight up into Shane’s lap, Sharky and all, without asking and without a second’s hesitation, and settled back against his chest, because that spot was his and he knew it.
Shane wrapped both arms around him and breathed in sweet pear. A year ago, Levi had asked permission to sit on furniture. A year ago he had stood at the edge of rugs and waited to be told where he was allowed to be. Now he climbed whoever was nearest, the way Yuki claimed a sunny windowsill, sure of his welcome and fully expecting to be held, and he was. Every single time, he was.
Shane was never going to get tired of it. Never, ever, bloody ever.
“Kaasan. Your hair is messy.”
Levi informed him of this with deep disapproval, twisting around to pat the black mess sticking up in four directions at once. Then, before Shane could defend himself, he turned his back and swept his own long, dark hair forward over one shoulder, and delivered the rest of the ruling to the coffee table.
“Mine too. You do the braid. Only Kaasan does the braid. Lukasha does the tidying.”
Luca was already on his way over. He had heard that rule often enough to know his part in it; he had the wide-toothed comb out of the bathroom drawer before Levi had finished the sentence, and the little hair tie with the clownfish on it around his wrist.
So Shane braided his son’s hair on the sofa in the morning sun, with Luca kneeling on the cushion beside them, combing out the tangles at the ends and handing over the tie at exactly the right moment, without once having to be asked. Shane’s hands knew how to do it on their own, the way they knew how to lace skates. Three sections. Over, under, over. The dark silk slid through his fingers, longer every week now, growing out at last, past his shoulders again and so fine it tickled the backs of his knuckles. Levi sat up very straight and proud for it, not wriggling once. When it was done, he reached back and felt all of it with careful fingers, top to bottom, and then leaned his full, slight weight back against Shane’s chest and sighed like a kettle coming off the boil.
Luca didn’t go back to the island.
He tucked the comb into the pocket of his shorts and folded himself down into the corner of the sofa on Shane’s other side, knees pulled up, and after about one second of consideration, he leaned in and put his head on Shane’s shoulder. Then, with a small shuffle, he pushed his blond waves up under Shane’s jaw.
“Kaasan. Scratch, please.”
It was hardly more than a mumble, and Shane’s heart rolled over like Anya showing her belly. The first few months, Luca had asked for nothing. Not one single thing. He had hovered in doorways, and waited to be noticed, and said sorry for standing in front of the fridge, and Shane had had to go and find him, over and over, and pull him in by the sleeve. Now he just asked, dark pink from his cheeks out to his ears, and leaned in before the answer came, because he knew exactly what the answer would be.
Shane freed one hand from Levi, slid his fingers into those soft waves and scratched gently at his scalp, the same way he did for Ilya. Luca made a small, embarrassing, utterly content noise that Shane would never in a million years tell Adrien about, and went boneless.
Across the room, Adrien had his phone up and was pretending very hard to be looking at something else. Shane caught his eye. Adrien lowered it, guilty as sin.
“For the family chat. Yuna will kill me if I don’t.”
The words were only shaped, never spoken, Adrien’s lips moving silently around them, but Shane let him have that one. She would.
Ilya came around from behind the sofa and stood looking down at the three of them, the braid and the blond head and the black one, all piled up under one grey blanket, and his face went to pieces in that particular slow, warm way that no one outside this house was allowed to see. He didn’t try to squash himself into the pile. He sat down on the coffee table opposite instead, knees spread, took Shane’s bare foot into his lap and wrapped one hand around it, because it was cold, because it was always cold. With the other hand, he reached over and ruffled Luca’s hair until it stood straight up.
“Lukasha. You are worse than the cat.”
Luca didn’t even open his eyes.
“I’m comfortable, thank you, Otousan. You’re only jealous.”
The reply floated over, serene as the lake at dawn, and Ilya had to let go of Shane’s foot to laugh.
It was, Shane reflected, a hell of a way to be laid up.
He wasn’t allowed to get up for lunch. Lunch came to him: a tray, carried in by Ilya with Levi marching ahead of it, very important, announcing every item on it at the top of his voice. Soup, because Ilya believed in soup for everything up to and including a broken leg. Bread, still warm. A little bowl of strawberries with the green bits cut off, which was Luca’s doing; Luca knew Shane hated the green bits, though no one had ever told him. Levi had added a single, slightly squashed blueberry on top of the strawberries, as a decoration, and watched with big, wide pleading eyes until Shane ate it.
Then Ilya sat down on the floor with his back against the sofa, right by Shane’s hip, and ate his own lunch there, one arm reaching back and up so that his hand could rest on Shane’s knee the whole time. Levi took one look at this arrangement, abandoned his own chair, and came and sat on the floor beside his Otousan, back against the sofa, legs stuck out in front of him in exactly the same way. Then Luca came. Then, after a short pause in which he looked around at all of them, uncertain, checking whether this was allowed, Adrien, with his bowl balanced on his knees and his shoulder pressed to Luca’s.
Shane looked down at the row of heads lined up along the front of the sofa, eating soup, blond and black and blond and black again, and kept his mouth shut, because he couldn’t have got a word out if he had tried.
🏒💛🏒
The afternoon after that, Shane made it down to the dock on his own two feet, and he wished it to be entered into the record.
Most of the way on his own two feet, anyway. He had to sit down twice: once on the bench halfway down the lawn, where he admired the view for a good while longer than the view strictly needed, and once on the top step of the dock itself. That was where Ilya, who had walked behind him the whole way with both hands hovering an inch from his hips like a spotter at the bench press, finally lost patience and just scooped him up and carried him the last 20 feet. Shane objected. Shane was ignored. Bloody Russian. Shane was set down on a folded beach towel at the very end of the dock with his feet dangling in the cool water, a bottle of water put into his hand and a kiss pressed into his hair for his trouble.
It counted. He was counting it, damn it.
The dock was the boys’ kingdom, that summer. Shane had built it long and wide on purpose, back when he was 21 and alone and building the whole place for a family he hadn’t let himself believe he would ever have. It stuck a long way out into the lake, grey cedar bleached silver by the sun, with a ladder at the end and an old tyre hung off one post that no one had ever found a use for until Levi decided it was a throne. The water underneath was so clear you could see the stones on the bottom and the little sunfish nosing around the posts.
Today, for reasons no one had explained to Shane, there was a competition.
He gathered, from the noise, that it was a jumping contest. He gathered, from the clipboard, that Levi was the judge. Levi sat in the tyre throne in his massive orange life jacket, braid tucked down the back of it, with a clipboard on his knees that he could only have stolen from Shane’s study and a stack of paper cards that Luca had made for him the night before, with big numbers on them in black marker, one to ten. Sharky sat beside him on the post, as assistant judge. The rules had been written out on the back of the clipboard in purple crayon, and Levi had read them aloud to every competitor in turn, in Russian and then again in very careful English for Addie.
No splashing Kaasan. Kaasan is sore. Everyone must jump; no one is excused. And the one he had underlined three times: Otousan is not allowed to win just because he is the biggest.
“That is not a fair rule!”
The grumble rose up from the water, where Ilya was treading lazily with his curls slicked back dark and the gold cross glinting on his chest. He had been demoted already, apparently, for an earlier incident no one would explain to Shane. One hand came up out of the lake and closed around Shane’s dangling ankle, warm and wet, and held on, his thumb rubbing over the bone, because Ilya always needed to be holding some part of Shane, and the ankle was what was nearest.
“It is the rule, Otousan.”
Levi didn’t even look up from his clipboard. The ruling came in the bored, flat voice of a referee who had heard every argument in the book, and Shane nearly slid off the towel laughing.
Adrien went first. Adrien did a cannonball, because of course Adrien did a cannonball; he took a run all the way down the dock, yelled something that might have been Angel or might have been a war cry, tucked his knees and hit the lake like a falling piano. The splash went up higher than the dock posts. It came down mostly on Luca, who was sitting next to Shane with his feet in the water and his shoulder against Shane’s arm.
“Fuck, Adrien!”
The words burst out of Luca in an outraged splutter, lake water dripping from his fringe to his elbows, and he glared at the water until his fiancé surfaced.
“You’re sleeping in the boathouse.”
Adrien only grinned up at him, hair plastered flat. Levi held up a three.
“Too much splash. Lukasha is wet.”
The judge’s decision, it was made very clear, was final.
Adrien argued the score, treading water, wounded to the soul. He argued it in Russian, too, and very badly; he had been doing his homework on the sofa every night, and it showed in the effort if not the grammar, and Levi listened to his whole appeal with his chin in his hand, and then corrected two of his words and held up the three again. Adrien sank under the surface with a dramatic gurgle. Shane, who had been teaching him the verbs himself, felt a stab of pure pride on both their behalves.
Luca went next, because Ilya threatened to throw him in if he didn’t, and because Shane looked at him and raised one eyebrow. He stood up on the end of the dock, a broad-shouldered but still slim, pale shape against all that blue, and rolled his shoulders, and then he went in in one long, clean arc, sliding into the water so neatly that the lake hardly seemed to notice him. When he came up, he pushed his wet hair back off his face and looked straight at Shane first, before anyone else, before even Adrien, checking.
Shane gave him a thumbs up so big it hurt his shoulder.
Levi gave him a ten. Then, after a pause, he crossed out the ten on the card with the marker and wrote a nine.
“Lukasha can’t have ten. Then he has nowhere to grow.”
The explanation was delivered to the lake at large, in the tone of a very old, very wise coach. Shane had no idea where he had heard that. Shane had a dreadful feeling it had come out of his own mouth. Shit.
Ilya went last. He climbed out of the lake up the ladder, water pouring off him in sheets, and stood dripping at the end of the dock in nothing but a pair of black swim shorts, and Shane looked at him for a frankly indecent amount of time, sore or not. Ilya caught him at it; he winked. Then he walked back down the dock, past the tyre, stopped, bent down and kissed the top of Levi’s head, then kissed Shane on the mouth, slow and salty and in no hurry at all, in broad daylight, in front of their entire family and a passing boat with two old men in it fishing.
One of the old men waved; Ilya waved back. Shane, pink across the cheekbones and down his throat, waved too. He supposed that was what being out was, in the end: being kissed on your own dock by your own husband, and a stranger in a fishing hat waving at you like this was just a normal Tuesday in Ontario.
Then Ilya took a run up and did the biggest, most deliberate belly flop Shane had ever seen, straight off the end, and the wave came up over the edge of the dock and soaked Shane all over. The absolute bastard.
There was a short silence.
Levi stood up on his throne, clipboard clutched to his life jacket, his little face thunderous, and held up a card. It wasn’t a number. He had made it specially, at some point in the night, with Luca’s help; Shane would bet his cottage on it. It read, in big black letters, ZERO, and underneath, smaller, in purple, you splashed Kaasan.
Ilya surfaced to the sight of it, laughed, and swallowed half the lake, and Shane, dripping, with his hair plastered to his forehead and his T-shirt see-through, laughed until his sore stomach ached and he had to lie down flat on the warm, wet boards, with Luca flopped down beside him and Levi scrambling off his throne to come and lie down on his other side, life jacket and all, just to be sure.
They lay there in a row in the sun, the three of them, steaming gently. In the water, Ilya hooked his arms over the edge of the dock beside Shane’s head and rested his chin on them, and looked at the three of them for so long and with such a face that Adrien, treading water behind him, tactfully paddled off to give them a minute.
“My family.”
Ilya told no one in particular. He told the lake, and the sun, and the old men in the boat. His wet hand came up and smoothed Shane’s hair back off his forehead, and then Levi’s, and then reached over and found Luca’s too.
“Look at my family.”
Shane looked. He looked at all of them. He had never been so proud of anything. Never.
🏒💛🏒
His routine survived the move to the lake. He made sure of it, even though some small, anxious part of Shane had half expected it not to. At home, the mornings belonged to a schedule laid down over years of their careers, quiet and exact and there for a purpose. To be the best. To stay the best.
It kept him upright. Up at half past five. Water. 10 minutes of breathing. The long Ashtanga sequence, in order, without skipping a single posture, because skipping one meant something in him would go on itching all day like a label in a collar. Then the weights, the bike, breakfast, the rink. He had built it as a teenager, with a body that was too exact and a head that was far too loud, and it had been the first thing in his life he could rely on to behave.
At the cottage, it behaved a little differently.
It had to. Their bedroom at the cottage faced east over the water, and Shane had designed it that way himself, at 21, without once asking himself why a man who lived alone and slept on one side of the bed needed a room built for waking up slowly with someone. He knew why now. He had known for years. Some part of him had been drawing this summer since long before he had any right to it.
It started an hour later, for one thing, and he let it. The curtains glowed the colour of weak tea. He lay in the pale gold light with a heavy, warm arm over his waist and a nose pressed into the back of his neck, Ilya’s chest rising and falling against his shoulder blades like the slow swell on the lake. He thought about getting up. He didn’t get up, for nearly ten full minutes, and the sky didn’t fall in. Ilya’s thumb drew a lazy line over his waist, and a low, sleepy rumble went through the mattress against his spine.
“It is not even half past five.”
Ilya grumbled into his shoulder. His voice was gravel and honey, a sleepy rumble that Shane felt right through his ribs.
“It’s half past six.”
Shane’s murmur came back fond and more than a little smug.
He turned his head on the pillow. A mouth found his cheek, then his jaw, then, without any hurry at all, his mouth. It was a long, lazy, morning-slow kiss, all breath and stubble and the faint salt of sleep, and Ilya’s hand came up to cradle the back of his skull, warm and possessive, holding him right where he wanted him. Shane purred into it, a husky little sound he didn’t bother to hide.
“A month. Sweetheart, you are allowed to be late.”
Ilya breathed against his lips.
“I’m not late. I’m adjusted.”
Shane slid his fingers into the hair at Ilya’s neck and scratched his blunt nails slowly against his scalp, in exactly the way that made his husband rumble like a contented cat.
“Adjusted?”
Ilya chuckled into the next kiss, and Shane went soft from the neck down. His husband had never mocked the boring, careful man who needed his edges. He loved them, and told him so, and somehow that made them lighter to carry.
Then the hand on his waist slid lower, spreading warm and heavy over the jut of his hipbone, and Shane felt exactly how awake the rest of his husband was: a thick, hot ridge pressed into the curve of his ass through the cotton, nudging in against him with every slow breath Ilya took. Ilya groaned against his mouth, low and rough, as Shane pressed back into him. His own cock had started to fill in his shorts, slow and heavy, a warm, insistent ache that had nothing to do with the stiffness in his hips, and he rocked back once more just to feel the answering throb against his ass.
Oh. Well, then.
The man was awake in every possible sense. It was the summer, and his husband was insatiable, and Shane wouldn’t have had him any other way.
It was the third morning, and he could walk again, mostly; he had proven it on the dock the afternoon before, thank you very much, and had only needed to sit down twice. Ilya had been unbearably careful with him since. Two whole nights of nothing but kisses, of hands rubbing cream into his thighs and pulling back the second Shane pressed into them, of that low, infuriating, patient voice in the dark.
“You need to heal, Lyubimyy. Sleep now.”
Shane had been very good about it. Shane had, in fact, been a saint.
He had got very good at being kissed goodnight, those two nights. He had also got very good at lying awake afterwards with his husband’s hand on his hip, staring at the ceiling and thinking extremely uncharitable thoughts about fucking arnica cream.
He was done being a saint.
Saints didn’t get to keep husbands like this one. Saints got a pat on the head and a polite night’s sleep, and Shane had had quite enough polite nights’ sleep to last him until September, thank you very much.
“If I’m allowed to be late, I’m going to do it properly.”
Shane turned all the way over, very deliberately, and pushed one hand against the middle of that broad chest. He had never been late to anything in his life. He intended to make an occasion of it.
Ilya let himself be rolled onto his back, and it could only ever have been his choice; there was no way on earth Shane could have shifted two hundred and something pounds of sleepy Russian if Ilya hadn’t wanted to be shifted. He went down into the pillows with his curls spread out and his eyes gone dark, and he looked up at Shane with a slow, shameless smile. The sun had found him first. It lay gold along the slope of his shoulders and caught in the stubble on his jaw, and the little gold cross had slid sideways into the hollow of his throat, rising and falling with every breath. Two hundred and something pounds of muscle, sprawled out and pliant, and all of it looking at Shane like breakfast.
“Lyubimyy. You are sore.”
Ilya’s protest would have been a great deal more convincing if his hands hadn’t already been sliding up the backs of Shane’s thighs. They were big enough to cover most of the way around, broad palms spreading over the smooth, freckled skin and squeezing, kneading into the thick muscle until Shane felt the strength packed under all that softness answer and flex against them. Ilya’s thumbs found the tender crease where thigh met ass and pressed in, and Shane’s breath hitched, a shiver running out under the skin wherever those calloused fingertips went.
“I’m adjusted.”
Shane swung one thigh over and settled himself astride those hips. There it was: the hard, hot length of him trapped under Shane’s ass through two thin layers of fabric, and Shane rolled his hips down onto it, once, slowly, just to watch Ilya’s jaw go tight and hear the groan he tried to swallow, deep and rough in his chest. Even through their clothes, he could feel the heat of it, the blunt shape of the head nudging at the base of his spine, the small damp patch where Ilya had already leaked through.
“Shane…”
It was half warning and half plea, and Shane ignored both halves entirely.
“My turn, Ilyusha.”
He leaned down until his mouth was right at Ilya’s ear and his hair fell around both their faces.
“Lie still.”
Ilya shuddered under him, and a low growl rumbled up out of his chest. His hands came up instinctively to grip Shane’s hips, and Shane caught both wrists and pressed them firmly back into the pillow, either side of that stupid, beautiful head. Ilya’s pulse kicked hard and fast under Shane’s thumbs, and the thick tendons flexed against his palms, once, and then went slack and obedient. He couldn’t have held them there if Ilya had truly fought him. That was hardly the point. Ilya’s fingers curled and uncurled against the sheets, and he stayed right where he had been put.
Good.
Very good, in fact. There was something about holding down a man who could have bench-pressed him and the bed both, and having him just stay put because Shane had asked, that did things to Shane’s chest he didn’t think he would ever have words for. Power, a little. Trust, mostly. The two of them had been handing that back and forth between them for nine years. It had never once gone stale.
Shane wasn’t in any rush. He pulled his own T-shirt, Ilya’s T-shirt, off over his head and dropped it on the floor, and watched those dark blue eyes go straight to his chest, to the fading marks and the still-puffy nipples, and stay there. He let him look. The morning air was cool on his bare skin after the heat of the bed, and his nipples drew up tight and tender under that gaze, the pink flush already spreading down his chest.
He could feel it on his face too, the heat high across his cheekbones, and he knew without looking that every freckle there would be standing out against it; Ilya had told him so often enough, in two languages, with his mouth. Then he sat back and worked the sweatpants down those massive thighs with no help at all, and Ilya’s cock sprang free from the dark gold curls at its base, heavy and flushed and already wet at the tip, slapping against his stomach with a soft, wet sound and leaving a glistening smear across the ridges of his abs. Shane whimpered at the sight of it, and Ilya’s answering growl went rough and deep.
Shane shoved his own shorts down and wriggled out of them one leg at a time, ungraceful and not caring, and his cock bobbed free above the light, silky hair at his groin, flushed and aching and already slick at the tip. Ilya’s eyes dropped to it. His breath went out of him in a rough, punched-out growl, as if he had taken an elbow to the ribs.
“Fuck.”
Ilya groaned at the ceiling, his voice already dropped half an octave, rough as gravel.
“Later, maybe. If you’re good.”
Shane kept his voice prim and polite, every bit the bland, overly courteous Canadian, and felt the bark of helpless laughter go right through the body underneath him. Then he wrapped his hand around that thick length, and his fingers enjoyed the weight of that heated, heavy cock. The skin was silky and fever-hot against his palm, the length hard as iron beneath it, a thick vein pulsing against the heel of his hand. He stroked it, the whole length, nice and slow, his thumb sweeping through the wet at the slit and dragging it down over the swollen head, and Ilya stopped laughing.
The sound he made instead was a low, broken groan that rumbled right up through Shane’s thighs. Shane lifted his thumb to his mouth and sucked it clean, slow, holding Ilya’s heavy, heated gaze the whole time. Salt, musk and heat, the taste of him thick on Shane’s tongue, and under him Ilya swore in a long, filthy rush of Russian while his cock jerked against his stomach and spilt another bead.
The lube was in the nightstand drawer. It had been in the nightstand drawer since the day they had arrived, because Shane was a planner and Ilya was Ilya. He slicked his own fingers first, generously, and the lube was cold enough that he hissed. He rubbed it between his fingertips until it warmed, then reached back behind himself, still kneeling up over Ilya’s hips, and found his rim by touch. It was still a little puffy and tender from the other night, swollen soft and hot under his fingertip, and the first slick circle sent a shiver all the way up his spine. He circled it again, and again, slow and patient, the way he would have warmed up a stiff hamstring, until the muscle stopped clutching and began to flutter under his touch.
Then he pressed one finger in, with a long, shaky breath that came out as a husky whimper.
There was a moment of resistance, a tight, stubborn ring that held, and then gave all at once, and the tip of his finger slipped through into heat. He went slowly. He felt every bit of it from both ends: the first knuckle, the snug clasp of muscle sealing around it, the second knuckle pushing deeper, his own walls soft and slick and hotter than anything, closing in around his finger and fluttering there with his heartbeat. He was still loose, still tender, the lingering ache of two nights ago blooming bright as he moved. He worked it slowly in and out, his wrist cramping at the angle, until the tenderness eased into a deep, spreading heat that pooled low in his belly.
Then he added a second.
The stretch burned in a good, sharp way. He had to stop with both fingers buried to the second knuckle, his thighs trembling either side of Ilya’s hips, and breathe through it while his body decided whether to fight him. It didn’t. It eased, a little at a time, and the burn turned to a hot, full ache. He spread them, carefully, and felt himself open around them, the rim stretching slick and pliant, the faint wet click of the lube loud in the quiet room. Shane mewled, and moaned, and mewled again. He curled his fingers forward, searching, and brushed the edge of his prostate, and the jolt of it went straight up his cock and made it jerk against his stomach, a string of pre-come dripping onto Ilya’s belly.
He rocked back onto his hand while Ilya watched, rigid, a low, continuous growl grinding in his chest, his fists clenched in the pillow where Shane had put them. Shane could see all of it from up here: the flush crawling up that thick neck, the sweat starting at his temples, the way his cock twitched and leaked against his stomach every time Shane moaned, his dark eyes locked on the place where Shane’s arm disappeared behind him.
Ilya’s voice had gone wrecked already, dropped so deep and rough it was nearly a growl, the first plea scraped raw before he had even finished it.
“Please, Lyubimyy. Let me do it.”
Shane smiled down at him, sweet as silk, and didn’t stop moving his hand.
“No.”
Shane added a third finger, working it in alongside the other two with a slow, twisting push until all three were buried to the knuckles. The stretch was wide and hot, a deep, sweet burn right at the rim, and he could feel himself throbbing around his own fingers, his pulse beating there in slick, clutching flutters. He moaned, low and long, right in his face, a throaty, shameless sound that ended in a purr. It was petty. It was also extremely fucking satisfying. Ilya made a sound like he was being slowly murdered and his hips jerked up off the mattress, and Shane put a firm hand on his belly and pushed him back down. Under his palm, Ilya’s stomach was slick with sweat and pre-come, the hard ridges of muscle jumping and shuddering against his hand.
“Still, Ilya.”
Ilya stared up at him, wide-eyed and wounded and so turned on that he was shaking with it, his breath coming out in short, rough growls.
“You are evil.”
Shane only shrugged one bare shoulder.
“I’m adjusted.”
He drew his fingers out, slowly, and his rim clutched at nothing as they left him, aching and empty and wet. He slicked Ilya’s cock with a generous handful of lube, both hands working it from base to tip until it gleamed, hot and heavy and twitching in his grip, and leaned down and kissed him, deep and wet and slow, until Ilya was groaning into his mouth and straining up for more. Then he sat back, reached behind himself to hold that thick cock steady at the base, and lined himself up. The blunt, slick head pressed against his rim and rested there, hot and heavy, a promise. He let his weight settle onto it. For a second his body held, tight, and the pressure built and built, and then it gave, and he sank down.
Slowly. So slowly. The broad head pushed into him, stretching him wider than his three fingers ever had, and slipped past the ring of muscle with a hot, thick pop that knocked the breath clean out of him. He had to stop and breathe through the stretch with his hands braced on Ilya’s chest, his thighs trembling. Ilya was huge; he had always been huge. Shane had never completely gotten used to it, and had decided years ago he didn’t want to. He sank a little lower and felt every thick inch of him dragging over sore, sensitive walls, the burn at his rim melting into a heavy, molten fullness that went deeper with every breath, and the noise that came out of his own mouth was obscene, a long, husky whine that went on and on. Ilya’s hands twisted in the sheet beside his head, and he groaned, deep and rough, a sound Shane felt through both palms on his chest.
“Bol’no?”
Ilya’s voice came up strained and gravel-thick, his eyes gone to Shane’s face and staying there, searching it, even with every muscle in him shaking under the effort of not moving.
“It aches. I want it to. Don’t you dare move.”
Shane got the words out between breaths, his nails pricking into Ilya’s chest, and he felt the low, helpless rumble of his husband’s groan right under his palms. He let himself down another inch. Then another. His walls fluttered and clutched around the intrusion, trying to push him out and draw him in at once, and the stretch at his rim had gone hot and tight and shining, so full of nerves that he could feel the thick vein along the underside of Ilya’s cock dragging past it.
By the time Shane was sitting flush in his lap, his ass pressed to those heavy hips and the coarse gold hair at the base of Ilya’s cock rough against his stretched rim, he could feel him all the way up under his navel. He put his own hand there, low on his belly, and pressed.
There. Right there. He could feel it, the hard, thick shape of his husband inside him, pressing back against his palm, throbbing with a slow, heavy pulse that he felt twice over, deep inside and under his own hand. A shaky, husky mewl slipped out of him.
“Look.”
He didn’t have to tell him twice; Ilya’s eyes dropped to Shane’s hand on his belly and didn’t move, and his whole face went slack with want.
“Ilyusha. Look how deep you are.”
Ilya’s head fell back against the pillow with a groan that sounded torn out of him.
“Shane. Blyat. Pozhaluysta … day mne …”
He was begging. Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, Captain of the Boston Bears, the most arrogant man ever to lace up a pair of skates, was flat on his back in a puddle of morning sun begging to be allowed to touch his own husband. Shane felt it go straight to his cock. Fuck. What reached the air was a small, needy whimper. He was so hard he ached with it, already leaking onto Ilya’s stomach.
He started to move instead of answering.
He rode him slowly at first, long, deep rolls of his hips that dragged that thick cock almost all the way out of him before he sank back down. His thighs were made for this; they were made for hockey and skating and for exactly this, and he used every bit of that strength, lifting and dropping in a steady, grinding rhythm that had the headboard trying to knock against the wall, and his breath coming in ragged, breathless moans on every drop. On every lift he felt the drag of it, the thick ridge of the head catching at his rim from the inside before he let himself fall, and on every drop that heavy length split him open again and filled him to the brim, a deep, aching punch of pressure right up under his navel.
Sweat gathered in the small of his back and began to roll down between his cheeks. His thighs burned, a clean, familiar burn that he knew from a thousand squats, and he welcomed it. Every few strokes he bent down and kissed him, messy and open-mouthed, without breaking rhythm, and pulled away again before Ilya could chase it. Ilya’s breath was coming in harsh, ragged growls. He stayed where he had been put. His huge arms shook with the effort of it. Every time Shane sank down he snarled, low and rough, and the sound vibrated up into Shane’s spread thighs.
Then Shane slowed. He sank all the way down and stayed there, seated to the hilt, and instead of lifting he began to grind: small, tight circles of his hips that kept every inch of that cock buried in him and rocked the swollen head back and forth over his prostate, pressing, rubbing, never letting up. It was a different pleasure entirely, deep and heavy and sealed in, and it built in him with nowhere to go. His cock bobbed between them with every circle, dripping a thin, steady pearls of liquid onto Ilya’s abs. Twice he felt himself start to tip and stopped dead, trembling, clenched tight around the thickness inside him, and waited it out with his eyes squeezed shut, his lashes gone wet and clumped at the corners, and a long, shaking whine leaking out through his teeth. The second time Ilya bucked under him, the whole great length of him jolting off the mattress, and Shane had to dig his knees into the mattress to ride it.
“Pozhaluysta. Lyubimyy. Pozhaluysta, ya ne mogu …”
The words were going. Ilya was begging up at him in nothing but broken Russian now, his voice dragged down so low it was barely more than a rumble, sweat running into his curls, and every pozhaluysta went straight down Shane’s spine. He looked down at him, wrecked and flushed and obedient under him, and moaned at the sight, a hoarse, greedy sound that turned into a purr when Ilya’s cock throbbed inside him.
“Good. That’s good, Ilyusha. You’re being so good for me.”
Shane purred down at him, and the stunned, hungry, almost hurt look on Ilya’s face at being praised in his own words nearly tipped Shane over the edge right then. He tightened around him on purpose, clenched down hard on the upstroke so that he dragged up that thick length in a tight, slick grip of muscle, and felt it jerk and swell inside him in answer, and Ilya’s head slammed back into the pillow on a guttural groan.
“Blyat. Shane. Lyubimyy, I cannot. I cannot hold …”
The sheet tore a little under one of those clenched fists. Shane would buy a new one. Shane would buy a hundred new ones.
He would buy them in every colour, and Ilya could tear every one of them, and Shane would keep a spreadsheet to count them.
“Then don’t.”
He caught one of Ilya’s wrists, finally, and dragged that hand down to his own hip.
“Touch me.”
Ilya surged up off the bed all at once, every bit of that held-back strength let loose in one go.
Shane had been waiting for that. He had been counting on it since about the third minute.
One arm locked around Shane’s waist and the other hand fisted in his hair, and then Ilya was sitting up with Shane in his lap, chest to chest, and the shift drove him deeper still, Shane’s own weight dragging him down that last impossible half-inch until he gasped. Ilya’s chest was slick and burning against his, his heart slamming against Shane’s tender nipples, and he kissed him so hard their teeth knocked.
“Hold on to me. Do not let go.”
It came out flat and rough against his mouth, an order and not a request, and Shane’s arms were locked around that thick neck before he had decided anything at all. Then Ilya planted his feet in the mattress and drove up into him from underneath. Shane cried out into his mouth, a high, thin whine that Ilya swallowed with a growl. The angle had changed, and every thrust ground the fat head of that cock straight into his prostate, a bright, molten jolt that lit him up from the inside and made his cock jerk between their stomachs, and those hands were everywhere at once, gripping his ass, spreading him wider, pulling him down harder onto that cock, as if two nights of that cream had been a debt and he had come to collect.
Shane couldn’t find words any more. He mewled and whimpered and sobbed in husky little bursts, and Ilya growled against every one of them. His thighs had gone from riding to clinging, all that muscle locked tight around Ilya’s waist, and he could feel his husband using them, using him: the huge hands spread under his ass hauling him up and slamming him down to meet every thrust, his whole weight bounced on that cock as if it were nothing. Shane was built like a hockey player, solid through the hips and thick through the thighs, and Ilya lifted every pound of it like a toy and made him take it, and Shane keened at that more than at anything.
Ilya was snarling into his neck between bites, sucking hard at the skin under Shane’s jaw and dragging his teeth over it, and then the words came out of him in a voice gone deep and raw, rough and helpless, tumbling over each other in a broken rush.
“So beautiful. My beautiful husband. So tight for me. So greedy. Take it, sweetheart. Take all of me.”
Shane took it; he wrapped both arms around Ilya’s neck and both thighs around his waist and held on and took every brutal, perfect thrust, sobbing and mewling into his curls. His cock was trapped between their bellies, sliding in sweat and pre-come with every thrust, the friction maddening and never quite enough. He was distantly aware that he wouldn’t be walking down to the dock today either. He couldn’t bring himself to give a shit. Ilya’s teeth sank into the curve of his shoulder, right over a fading mark from the other night. He bit down and sucked, hard, his tongue working over the trapped skin, and the old bruise woke up under the new one in a deep, bright throb that went straight to Shane’s cock. Shane’s back bowed. Ilya groaned against the bite at the way he clenched, and kept sucking until Shane cried out, hoarse and raw, the sound ending in a whimper.
He went pliant in Ilya’s arms, every scrap of the control he had held so carefully handed back in one helpless breath. He always went, in the end. He would always take it.
“Ilya … Ilya …”
Ilya’s hand finally closed around his cock, slick and hot and tight.
“Da. Come for me. Come on my cock.”
One stroke. That was all it took. The heat that had been coiling low in his belly drew tight, his balls drawing up hard, his thighs locking around Ilya’s waist, and then it snapped. Shane came with Ilya’s hand barely closed around him, untouched until the very last second, and it ripped out of him with a cry he would have been mortified by if he had any capacity left to be mortified by anything. He spilled between them in thick, pulsing spurts, hot and slick over both their stomachs and Ilya’s fist, each pulse wrenched up out of him from somewhere deep behind his navel, his vision whiting out at the edges, and his body clamped down so hard around Ilya’s cock that Ilya choked on a groan. He could feel himself fluttering around that thick length, clench after helpless clench, and every one of them sent another aftershock shuddering up his spine.
Three more thrusts, rough and deep, each one punching a snarl out of Ilya’s chest; then Ilya buried himself as far as he could go, his fingers digging into Shane’s hips hard enough to leave more fresh bruises over the old ones, and came with a long, shuddering growl against his throat, Shane’s name dissolving into rough, wordless Russian. Shane felt every pulse of it: the thick cock jerking against his oversensitive walls, the throb at the base where his rim was stretched tight around it, the wet heat of him flooding deep inside, spreading and filling, and he whimpered and ground down to keep him there.
They stayed like that, tangled together and panting, Shane still purring in rough little hitches against Ilya’s neck, while the sunlight crept across the quilt. Their skin was glued together with sweat and come, cooling and tacky between their bellies. Inside him, Ilya softened a little at a time, and Shane felt every small twitch of it, his own body still giving the odd, lazy flutter around him. His thighs had started to shake in earnest. The bite on his shoulder throbbed in time with his heartbeat. Ilya’s hands roamed his back in long, slow sweeps, from the nape of his neck down over every knob of his spine to the sweaty dip and dimples above his ass, and back up, gentling him, and every pass coaxed another lazy purr out of him. He could feel the mess of it everywhere: the slick between their bellies, the sweat at the backs of his knees, the full, throbbing soreness where they were still joined, and a slow, wet warmth starting to seep out around the base of Ilya’s cock as it softened. Ilya mumbled into his skin, Russian nonsense mostly, over and over, as if he were counting.
“Late.”
Ilya mumbled against his collarbone when he could speak again. He sounded deeply, profoundly pleased with himself, considering he had been the one held down.
“Adjusted.”
Shane corrected him and kissed his sweaty forehead.
“Okay, Lyubimyy?”
Ilya drew back far enough to look at him properly, one hand coming up to cradle his jaw. His eyes went over Shane’s face and the fresh bite marks that Shane could feel already blooming.
“Very okay. I’ll take a bath after yoga.”
Shane informed him of this with total serenity.
“After yoga?”
Ilya repeated in tones of the deepest disbelief, then laughed, and eased him gently down onto the sheets. He slipped free as he went, slow and careful, and Shane hissed at the drag of it and at the warm, wet trickle that followed, his rim puffy and aching and fluttering at the sudden emptiness. He fetched the warm cloth and the water anyway, and the cream, because Ilya could no more leave a bruise untended than leave a puck loose in the crease, and rubbed it into the new bruises with his thumb, the cream cool and the thumb warm, pressing slow circles into the fresh fingerprints on his hips while Shane lay there with his eyes closed and let himself be fussed over.
The cloth went between his legs next, warm and wet and careful, and Shane flinched and hissed at the first touch against his rim, so puffy and oversensitive that even the soft cotton felt like too much. Ilya hushed him with a low hum and wiped him clean in slow, patient strokes, catching the seep of come that trickled down the inside of his thigh, then pressed a kiss to the inside of his knee by way of apology. Shane opened one eye long enough to look down at himself: the bite on his shoulder and chest already purpling, the fresh fingerprints blooming dark over the faded ones on both hips, a raw pink mark under his jaw, his chest still flushed. Ilya hadn’t come out of it clean either: ten small red crescents sat in the slope of his chest where Shane’s nails had dug in, and the sheet beside his head was torn. He looked thoroughly fucked. He felt it, deep in his hips, a heavy, satisfied ache that he knew he would be carrying around all day like a secret. Shane made it to the gym 20 minutes later than he had planned, walking very carefully, and no one in the world was ever going to know why.
And when he did make it into the gym that morning, still flushed, still walking very carefully indeed, Ilya came in 10 minutes behind him with two mugs of tea and set one down at the end of Shane’s mat without a word. Then he stood behind him while Shane worked through his standing postures, and every time Shane came up out of a forward fold, there was a hand at the small of his back, steadying, staying a second longer than it needed to. Shane didn’t need steadying. He let himself be steadied anyway. It was the summer.
That was how it was meant to go, in those four weeks. The routine stayed. Only its edges had gone soft. And honestly, Shane didn’t mind one bit.
On one of those early mornings, there was a little addition to it.
🏒💛🏒
“Kaasan.”
The whisper came from the side of the bed, at about hip height. It was so low that Shane thought at first he had dreamed it.
He opened his eyes; a sleep-rumpled little face peered back at him over the edge of the mattress: his long dark braid half undone and loose curls sticking up in every direction, a plush shark squashed under one chin. Behind it, in the doorway, Anya stood with her tail swinging slowly back and forth. The ocean-blue eyes were very wide.
“Lyovushka.”
Shane’s answering whisper was soft as the grey light, and he was awake at once. The room was grey-gold and still, the curtains stirring in the breeze from the lake. He reached a hand out of the blanket, and a cold little hand crept into it and gripped on.
“You’re up early.”
Shane squeezed the chilly fingers in his own.
“It is light.”
Levi kept his voice to the tiniest whisper, his eyes darting to the sleeping shape of his Otousan under the covers.
“I woke up. I did not wake Otousan. I waited until you moved.”
He looked down and stacked one bare foot on top of the other, then swapped them over.
He had waited until Shane moved. That small, careful patience broke Shane’s heart a little, every time.
Shane drew him up onto the bed with one arm. Levi came without a word and burrowed straight in under his chin, cold feet and all, the shark wedged firmly between them. Shane tucked the quilt around him and folded the edge under those icy toes. He rubbed between the sharp little shoulder blades and felt the tension go out of that narrow spine, one vertebra at a time. He must have stood there for ages; too long, by the temperature of him. The thought lodged in Shane like a stone in a skate boot.
It used to be that Levi wouldn’t come into their room at all. For the first month he had stood in the hall and whispered through the gap in the door, and that had been progress; before that he hadn’t come at all, and had lain awake in his own bed, and waited for morning like it was something that might be taken away. Now he came straight to Shane’s side of the bed, every time, because Kaasan was the one who woke at the smallest sound, and because he knew, the way you knew the floor was there, that he would be pulled in.
“I wanted to ask something.”
Levi mumbled into his collarbone, so muffled that Shane had to bend his head to hear. His breath was warm and damp through the cotton of Shane’s T-shirt, and his curls smelled like sweet pear from the clownfish bottle he insisted on using every single bath.
“You can ask me anything.”
Shane smoothed a curl back from his forehead. It sprang straight back again.
“Can I come to the gym?”
The words came out in a rush. Levi lifted his head. His eyes were wide and bright and worried.
“I know you do it every morning. Lukasha told me. Lukasha says it is the best part of his day. He says you let him have a mat.”
Levi swallowed, hard enough that Shane saw it.
“I will not touch the heavy things. I will be quiet. I will do it right.”
It all tumbled out in one breath, his small fingers curled tight into Shane’s shirt. Rules. He had brought his own rules with him, three of them, already decided, so that no one could say no.
It went into Shane like the first cold breath off the ice, hard and sweet at once, and he had to hold him a bit closer for a second, until the ache in his throat eased enough to let him move. Behind him, Ilya’s breathing had changed. It had gone slow and careful, the breathing of a man who was very much awake and pretending otherwise, because he knew this one belonged to Shane.
“Lyovushka.”
Just his name. Shane tipped Levi’s chin up with one finger and held it there until the blue eyes met his.
“You don’t have to do it right. That’s not what it’s for. You only have to be there.”
Shane held his little son close and let his thumb move once across the soft cheek.
“I do not have to earn it?”
Levi’s voice was so fucking small that Shane had to bite his lip. He had a way of asking that question, in that careful, thread-thin voice, that Shane would never be able to hear without it going through him like cold water. He had asked it about breakfast. He had asked it about a bed. He had asked it, once, about a hug.
He hadn’t asked it in months. Shane had thought, had let himself hope, that it was gone. But it came back sometimes, in the early mornings and the new places, and every time it did, Shane got down on the floor with him and held him and told him all over again, as many times as it took.
“No.”
Shane bent his head and pressed a kiss to the top of those dark curls, and left his mouth there.
“No one earns it. You come, you get a mat. That’s all the rule there is.”
Levi breathed out, long and shaky, and he went loose against him like a sail with the wind let out of it. He pressed his face into Shane’s chest and held on.
“Okay. Kaasan. Can I come tomorrow too?”
He was so trusting now. Every promise Shane gave him seemed to be another thread of truth he could hold on to, and he gathered them up and kept every one.
“Every day. If you want to.”
The promise went warm into that soft hair, Shane’s face pressed close, and he placed a gentle kiss on the top of his head.
“Can you wake me up? So I am not late?”
Levi pressed his cheek to Shane’s chest, one cold hand still gripping his shirt.
“I’ll wake you up.”
Shane meant it with his whole heart. He curled around the boy the way he curled around everything small that was his, soft and protective and ready to take on the whole world for him, all at once, in a rumpled grey T-shirt.
“I promise.”
Behind him, a heavy arm tightened around his waist, and a low voice rumbled into the back of his neck, thick with sleep. Ilya’s mouth was warm against the top of his spine, and his hand settled over Shane’s ribs, his arm long enough that his fingertips rested on Levi’s back as well.
“It is a very good plan. I am coming too.”
Shane laughed and shook his head as the arm squeezed around both of them.
“You’re not getting up for yoga.”
Ilya only settled in heavier behind him, warm as a furnace, his chin hooked over Shane’s shoulder so that he could peer down at their son.
“I am not doing yoga. I am lifting. That is a different thing.”





      






Levi giggled at their antics and reached out a small hand to rest it on the thick forearm wrapped around them both.
“Is that so?”
Shane hid his smile in the curls and put every ounce of doubt he owned into it, and felt Ilya’s arm tighten around both of them in protest.
“It requires science and math.”
Ilya’s mouth curved against the skin at his neck, the pronouncement delivered with all the gravity of a man reading out the laws of the universe. Shane loved that mouth in the mornings: the stubble, the sleep-rough rumble, the way it could make utter nonsense sound like law just to make their son laugh.
And Levi did laugh, into Shane’s shirt, a startled, bubbling sound that shook him all over as Ilya’s hand slid up to rest between his shoulder blades. The three of them lay there in the early sunlight, with the warm, purring weight of Yuki across Shane’s feet, until Anya sighed loudly from the doorway and informed them that it was time to move, because she was hungry, and that was the actual rule.
Ilya had once tried to explain to Levi that the bench press was a branch of physics. Levi had believed him completely, and had gone on to explain it to Mack in the equipment room at the Garden, at length, in two languages, while Mack nodded along with tears of laughter running into his beard.
They got up, eventually. Ilya got up first, and before he went to deal with Anya he did a thing Shane would have paid good money to have on film: he scooped Levi out of the bed, held him up at arm’s length above his own head until the boy squealed with laughter, then folded him down against his chest and blew a loud, rude raspberry into the side of his neck, and Levi’s giggles echoed down the whole corridor and woke up Luca, who came stumbling out of his room with his hair on end and Adrien’s hoodie on backwards, to find out what he was missing.
He was missing nothing for long. Ilya held out his free arm, and Luca walked straight into it, still half asleep, and leaned his forehead against Ilya’s shoulder, and got his hair kissed. Then Shane got out of bed, and got kissed too, and that was the four of them standing in the hall at half past six in the morning, in a heap, while Anya barked at them to hurry up about it.
🏒💛🏒
The gym was at the back of the cottage. After their bedroom, it was Shane’s favourite room in the whole place.
He had drawn it with great care. It lay low and long and calm, with a floor of pale sprung wood and a wall of glass that ran from floor to ceiling and looked straight down the slope of the lawn to the water. At that hour of the morning the whole lake was full of mist. It lay pearl-grey and glassy, the other side of the lake floating in it, and the first light came in flat and bright and fell through the glass in long stripes over everything.
The whole cottage had been his first love, really, long before Ilya. He had designed every inch of it on graph paper at the kitchen table in his parents’ house, at 20 and 21, sitting up past midnight with a ruler and a pencil and a set of colour-coded rules for himself about what a house should be. Light. Quiet. Big enough to breathe in. Somewhere no one would ever ask him to be less. He had built it for a family he hadn’t dared to imagine. Now the family was here, and it fitted, and some mornings he had to stop in a doorway just to look.
At one end there was a bench, a rack and three rowing machines, along with the plates and bars Ilya loved with an affection he reserved for very few other things. At the other end lay the open floor, two thick cushioned mats side by side. Along the inside wall ran a plain wooden barre that Shane had asked for in the plans, which had made the architect raise one eyebrow. Shane had raised one back. The barre had stayed.
He stopped in the doorway, Levi tucked against Ilya’s chest beside him, and breathed in. The boards were cool and smooth under his bare feet, and the crisp air off the lake drifted in through the open top window and raised goosebumps along his arms. Tiny flecks of golden dust turned slowly in the first stripes of sun. Somewhere outside, a bird complained, a low call across the mist.
Levi had asked to be carried. He hadn’t asked out loud. He had only stood at the top of the stairs with his shoes in his hand and the shark tucked under his arm, looked at the long drop of the steps, and then looked up at Ilya. His husband hadn’t needed to be asked anything. He had just bent and scooped him up in one easy movement and settled him against his broad chest, Sharky dangling over one shoulder. Lyovushka had made a little sound of deep contentment. Now he twisted around so that he could see, looking down on the whole gym from a height no one else in the room could match.
Levi asked to be carried a lot, these days, and he asked without shame, and that had been a long road too. For months he had walked everywhere on his own two feet, fast and silent, even when he was so tired he was swaying, because being carried meant being close to a grown man’s hands and nothing good had ever come of a grown man’s hands. Bastards, every one of them. Now he lifted his arms at the bottom of every staircase like it was a toll booth.
Shane watched the broad back carrying their tiny son, one forearm tucked under him and not a hitch in his stride, as if he had been born carrying him. He ought to be used to it by now, he thought, and not for the first time. But then something like this would catch him like a clean hit he never saw coming, and he would feel it all over again.
He wasn’t, though. He doubted he ever would be. Ilya had held babies at team barbecues with the same easy, careful confidence, for years, while Shane watched from across the garden with a plate in his hand and a hollow ache in his chest that he had never dared to name. Now the child on Ilya’s hip was theirs. Their name. Their son. Shane got to stand right next to him and touch the small bare foot dangling against Ilya’s ribs, and he did, and Levi wiggled his toes at him.
Ilya had always been good with children. Every team barbecue, every charity event, every Christmas party, there would be a small person hanging off one of those arms. But Shane had never seen him look at any of them the way he looked at Levi, with his whole face gone soft and open, the way it only ever went for Shane, and one hand forever creeping up to cup the back of that little head.
“Right, Ilyusha, time to put our newest gym member down, please.”
Shane’s voice carried over, brisk and fond; only then did he catch the look on Levi’s face, the serious, delighted importance of being up so high, and wished he could take it back.
“In a minute. Let him look. It is a good view from all the way up here, Lyubimyy.”
There was a cheeky smirk tugging at that full mouth. Ilya turned his head and found Shane’s eyes, and Shane narrowed his own in silent warning, and Ilya’s only went soft around the edges in reply. Insufferable bloody man.
Luca was already there.
He always was. Luca had beaten Shane to the gym every single morning of the summer so far, which Shane found both deeply gratifying and, in a small, competitive corner of his soul, mildly fucking infuriating.
He sat cross-legged on the left-hand mat in grey shorts and a faded Bears T-shirt that was far too big for him, eyes closed, hands loose on his knees, breathing. His blond waves were still flattened on one side where he had slept on them. He had come down as he did most mornings, because the mat was his favourite part of the day and no one had ever needed to tell him.
On the back of the T-shirt, faded almost to nothing, was the number 81. Shane knew perfectly well where it had come from, and so did Ilya, who had been looking for it for a month and pretended not to have seen it on Luca every morning since.
Adrien had come after him, as he always did. He sat on the rower with his elbows on his knees and a towel around his neck, not rowing, only watching, looking very much like he had followed his fiancé out of bed and hadn’t yet decided whether he was going to do any actual work. His storm-grey eyes never left the figure on the mat.
“Morning, Kaasan.”
The greeting drifted across the room in Luca’s soft, sleep-rough voice; he didn’t even open his eyes.
“Good morning, Lukasha.”
Shane’s reply came low and warm, the way it did every morning, the way it always would.
Shane crossed to him and bent to lay a hand on top of that fair head, and felt Luca lean into it by about half an inch. He always did. Then Luca opened one eye, reached up without a word, caught Shane’s wrist and tugged, and Shane laughed and gave in and bent down far enough to have his son’s arms wound around his neck in a brief, hard, sleepy hug. Luca never used to do that. Luca used to wait. Adrien’s gaze lifted from the rower, and a warm smile spread across his face.
“Addie! Addie, I do it! I do… gym! I am doing the gym!”
Levi announced from his perch, Russian at both ends and a careful scrap of English in the middle; he had managed the middle bit for Adrien’s benefit, and Adrien had very obviously got the drift, judging by the soft, sweeping grin he gave him.
“I can see that.”
Adrien’s eyes lit up as he grinned at the small figure on Ilya’s hip, and he slowly got to his feet.
“That’s the best seat in the house. You’ve got a better view than Coach.”
He came across and held up both arms. Ilya murmured the words in Russian against the dark curls, then looked down at their son in silent question, asking without words if he was going to let Adrien take him; he usually did these days. Only once Lyovushka had nodded and held out his little arms towards the dark-haired young man did Ilya pass him over, slowly, both hands staying on him until he was sure Adrien had him.
Levi’s arms went around Adrien’s neck at once, without any hesitation at all. Adrien’s hand covered his narrow back, and he tucked his chin down on top of the curls. Luca had opened his eyes by then. He was watching the two of them with a look Shane had seen on his face more times than he could count, and had never quite wanted to name. Wonder, and something deeper and warmer underneath that Shane recognised all too well and refused point-blank to acknowledge until his oldest was at least 30, regardless of how hypocritical that made him. He had been 19 once too. Luca was far too like him, and he remembered. That was rather the problem.
It still caught Shane by surprise, sometimes, the ease of it. The first time Adrien had held out his arms, Levi had hidden behind Shane’s legs for 10 minutes. Now he went to him as he went to Luca, as he went to Cliff, like he went to his Ojiichan: without looking back to check that it was allowed.
“Lyovushka, are you going to do yoga with us?”
Luca cocked his head and looked up at his little brother.
“I am going to do it with you and Kaasan.”
Levi nodded sweetly and gave him such a hopeful, beaming smile that Shane watched his oldest dissolve into a puddle of cuteness overload right there on the mat.
“That’s brilliant, Lyovushka.”
Luca stood up and held out a hand to him.
Brothers. They had made each other brothers, those two, all by themselves, before any paperwork, before any of it. Luca had stood between Levi and a knife. Levi had crept into Luca’s bed every night for a month afterwards, to make sure he was still there. They didn’t need anyone to tell them what they were.
It was a very small thing. It undid Shane a little anyway. Damn it. To cover the sudden threat of dampness at the corners of his eyes, he went to the cupboard by the door and rolled out a third mat, the little purple one that had gone into that cupboard when they arrived, in a spirit of hope.
He set it down between the two big ones, square and straight, right in the full light; Levi plonked himself down on it at once, kneeling as neatly as a boy on the bench waiting to be tapped for his first shift. The shark was propped up in front of him, facing the front, ready to learn.
“Sharky can watch.”
Shane agreed with a nod and moved the plushie a few inches back, so Levi would have room to straighten his legs.
Then they were ready. Shane sat back on his heels and rested a hand on top of Levi’s curls. They were still sleep-warm and springy under his palm.
🏒💛🏒
They began, as they always began, standing.
“Feet together first.”
Shane kept his voice low and easy, and then he showed him, slowly, so that Levi could see every bit of it.
He got down in front of Levi on the mat, took the bare feet one at a time and set them side by side. His hands closed around the narrow ankles, so small that his fingers met around them, and he ran them up over the shins and knees and settled them at the hips. Two fingers at the base of that little spine straightened it. Under his palms, the small body was warm and still slightly damp from sleep, and he felt Levi take a breath and hold it like a goalie waiting on a penalty shot.
“Now the top of your head is on a string.”
Each instruction came slowly; Shane spoke it, showed it, and then bent to correct and help with every stance, his hands moving as carefully as they ever had on anything.
“Someone’s pulling it up to the ceiling. Not hard. Gently. Like a puppet.”
Levi stretched. His chin lifted, and a look of grim, determined concentration spread over his whole face.
“Like that?”
The question was the barest breath, Levi hardly daring to move his mouth, while Shane’s fingers rested at the base of his spine.
“Exactly like that. That’s called Mountain.”
Shane pressed two fingers lightly between the narrow shoulder blades.
“I am a mountain.”
Levi’s whisper was hushed and awed, and he was very pleased with himself indeed.
“You’re a very good mountain.”
Shane agreed, and laid his palm on top of the dark curls.
It was the best thing in the room. He couldn’t have explained why; it just was.
Possibly because, a year ago, Levi hadn’t been able to stand still at all without listening for footsteps. His whole small body had been a held breath. Now he stood in a sunny room in his pyjama shorts with his eyes shut and his chin up, being a mountain, and he didn’t flinch once when Ilya set a plate down too hard at the other end of the gym. He only opened one eye, frowned at his Otousan across the room, and closed it again.
Ilya mouthed an apology. Levi, eyes closed, didn’t see it; Luca did, and had to bite his lip.
Luca stood on his right, palms pressed together at his chest, eyes closed; on his left, Levi stood tall and trembling with his jaw set, copying him with ferocious exactness right down to the curl of his toes. Behind them, on the rower, Adrien let out an unguarded sigh, the towel still around his neck and not a single stroke rowed.
The bar of sunlight climbed slowly up the window. Ilya, loading plates over by the rack with his back to the lake, turned his head once to look. Then he kept on looking.
Shane didn’t need to turn around to know. He felt it between his shoulder blades, warm and heavy, the way he always had. Ilya’s gaze always had weight to it, and right now it told him plainly that he was the finest thing in that room: Shane, in bare feet and an old shirt, hair falling into his eyes, hands full of their children.
It had been like that since the first day in Regina, when they were 17 and stupid and furious about it. Shane had always known where Ilya was in any room, in any arena, on any sheet of ice. Back then it had felt like a curse. Now it felt like being held from across the room.
“Breathe in. Arms up. Reach for the apples at the very top of the tree.”
They breathed in, the three of them, a long, rising breath that lifted their arms and their chests. Levi’s came out again in a little hiss. Shane laid a hand between his shoulder blades and felt the small ribcage rise and fall.
“Now fold. Bend from the hips. Slowly.”
Shane eased the narrow hips back with one hand.
Levi folded; the curls fell forward, and a determined little grunt came out of him. Then he turned his head and looked at Shane upside down through his own legs, absolutely delighted with himself.
“Kaasan, I can see you!”
He was upside down, hands on the mat, curls brushing Shane’s wrist.
“I can see you too.”
Shane bent down himself, put his face almost level with that upside-down grin, and smiled.
“Hello.”
Levi dissolved into helpless giggles; the shark tumbled off the mat, and then so did Levi, collapsing in a heap. Luca laughed, a low, breathless sound. Across the room, a massive Russian paused with a plate in each hand and just looked at Shane like a man watching his team skate the Cup around the ice. He couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away, and Shane felt that look all the way down to his bare toes.
That giggle. Shane would have done anything for that giggle. A year ago they hadn’t known he could make a sound like that at all.
Then came the sun salutations, and Levi did each one with the grave concentration of a man defusing a bomb, and Luca, on his other side, slowed down every movement to match him without anyone saying a thing, so that the two of them moved through it together, one big and one small, matching each other breath for breath. Shane caught his eldest’s eye over Levi’s bent head, and Luca gave him a tiny, private smile that went straight through him.
They did the sun salutation 4 times, slowly, Shane naming each posture under his breath. Step back. Lower. Lift the chest. Hips up. Five breaths. Levi lasted three rounds, then flopped onto his stomach with a squeak. Shane let him; he lay down on the mat beside him, on his front, in exactly the same shape, chin propped on his folded hands.
“Is this part of it?”
Levi whispered across the gap between their mats.
“It’s my favourite part.”
It was true. He lay there with the sun on his back and the warm boards under his hips, his son’s sweaty little neck a few inches from his face, and he settled like the lake once the last boat had gone in.
A hand came down on his hair. It was warm and steady, and it just rested there for a moment. Then it stroked, once, all the way down to his neck.
Ilya had crossed the room without a single footstep Shane could hear. Not one board had squeaked. Shane would never know how a man that size managed it.
Shane felt the change in the air before he felt the hand. Ilya always ran warm, warmer than anyone, and when he came near, Shane could feel the heat coming off him before he ever touched him.
He crouched beside the mats, chalk still on his palms, and looked down at the two of them lying side by side in the long, low light, one big and one small. His face did something then that Shane knew they would both remember for the rest of their lives.
“Beautiful, Lyubimyy.”
Shane turned his cheek on his hands. A thumb traced the line of his jaw, and then Ilya leaned down and pressed his mouth to Shane’s hair and then to the top of Levi’s head, in one long, slow movement, lingering over each of them. His stubble rasped faintly against Shane’s skin; the sandalwood and alpine spice of him came with it, and Shane breathed it in. Shane looked up at him, the gold cross swinging free at his collar and the blond curls full of morning light. His husband. His match. The one person on earth who had never wanted him polished.
“Back to lifting. Be good.”
Shane flashed him a look from under the dark sweep of his lashes, and the order came out half stern and half a smile.
“I’m always good, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s thumb rubbed the back of Shane’s hand, all wide, innocent blue eyes, and about as innocent as Yuki near the bacon.
“This is true. That is the problem.”
Shane’s retort came in his primmest voice, and Ilya grinned and tucked a strand of hair behind his ear anyway, his fingertip lingering on the lobe before he let go.
He smiled, quick and private, and then he rose and went back to his plates, rolling his shoulders like a man heading out for the second period. Shane lay on the warm boards with his heart thudding, heavy and happy, under his ribs. The wood hummed faintly every time a plate was set down over by the rack.
Ilya didn’t get very far, though. On the way past the end of the mats, he stopped, bent, and kissed the top of Luca’s head as well, very briefly, a hand cupped around the back of his skull, because Ilya never kissed one of them without kissing all of them. It was a rule. No one had written it down, but it was a rule. Luca went dark pink along his neck and pretended to be absorbed in his breathing.
🏒💛🏒
Luca did the harder work.
It was the part of the morning Shane had been looking forward to, though he wouldn’t have admitted it out loud for any money. The others had gone to their corners. The light had turned from gold to white. Luca stood at the front of the left-hand mat, arms at his sides, feet planted, his breathing even and his gaze fixed on the water. He had come such a long way.
He had come to them as a skinny, half-starved, terrified 18-year-old who said sorry for breathing, who ate standing up in case someone wanted him gone, who flinched when anyone raised a hand to wave. Now he took up a whole mat, in the middle of the room, in the sun, and wasn’t sorry about it at all.
A year ago he had struggled to hold a balance for five breaths. Now he flowed through the standing sequence with a long, steady fluency that made Shane’s own body hum in recognition. The lines of him, the long back, the lifted chest, had begun to look uncannily like Shane’s own, and Shane wasn’t sure his heart was built to cope with that.
A year ago he had been so tense that Shane could feel it through his palm, every muscle locked against a blow that was never going to come. Now there was strength in him, real strength, and ease, and something that looked a great deal like joy.
“Again.”
Shane’s voice stayed low, but it was very much an order.
“From Warrior Two. Slower. Your front knee is falling in.”
Luca breathed out, corrected it, and held. A bead of sweat slid down the side of his face. He didn’t move to wipe it away; on the rower, Adrien watched that bead fall all the way down, and his hands tightened a little on his knees.
Shane crossed to Luca, bare feet silent on the sprung wood; two fingers on the outside of the knee pressed it gently back into line. A hand at the hip adjusted the tilt of the pelvis. He lifted the elbow and felt the long muscles of the shoulder settle into place under his palm.
“Better. Feel that?”
He let his palm rest a moment longer on Luca’s shoulder, waiting.
Luca’s teeth were clenched, a faint tremor running through his thigh, and the yes came out through them first.
“Yes. I hate it.”
There was a low, rumbling chuckle from across the room as Ilya started a new set.
Ilya would never have admitted it, but he timed his sets to Luca’s holds every morning, so that he could rest the bar and watch.
“No, you don’t. You love it.”
Shane tapped two fingers lightly against Luca’s hip.
“I do. A bit.”
The admission came with the small, dry humour that Adrien adored and that very few people outside this family ever got to see.
“In a hateful way.”
Adrien laughed into his towel from the rower, still not actually starting his workout. Luca’s mouth twitched, though his eyes stayed shut. Some part of him always knew exactly where Adrien was in a room. Shane recognised that too. He had been doing the same thing with Ilya since he was 17.
“Headstand now. Against the wall for the first few. Forearms down. Elbows under your shoulders.”
Shane kept his hand resting between Luca’s shoulder blades as he talked him through it.
Luca got down on the mat, spine long. He laced his fingers together, set his forearms down and tucked the crown of his head between his hands. Shane crouched beside him with one hand under the small of his back. He could feel Luca humming with concentration, could feel him walk his feet in, lift his hips, tuck his knees to his chest.
“Slowly. Don’t kick. Float.”
Shane murmured as he felt Luca’s weight shift against his palm.
Luca floated; his legs lifted off the floor in a slow, controlled arc, and for a split second he hung there, tall and trembling and upside down in the sunlit room. Shane’s palm stayed against his spine.
He had been trying to float for three months. Shane had watched him kick up against the wall and come crashing down again so many times he had lost count, and swear, in German (Scheiße, mostly) and then in English when the German ran out, and try again, and never, ever give up.
“There. That’s it, sweetheart. Breathe. I’ve got you.”
Shane’s palm stayed flat and steady on his spine, and a gasp came up from somewhere near the floor.
“Kaasan. I’m up! I’m up.”
He was upside down and shaking, and his face was lit up like the scoreboard after an overtime winner.
“You are. Lukasha, well done, now hold it. Five breaths.”
The room went quiet. Shane counted them aloud. At four, Luca’s mouth curved upwards. At five, he came down in a slow, controlled roll and curled into a ball on the mat with his forehead on his knees, a long, ragged breath of laughter shaking out of him.
Adrien was across the room in three strides, the towel dropped where he had been sitting.
He went down on his knees on the mat and put both hands on Luca’s back. Luca turned, and half fell into his chest, flushed petal-pink all over, laughing, his hair sticking up in damp spikes. Adrien’s arms closed around him. He pressed his mouth to the top of Luca’s head, then to his cheek, then, ever so gently, to his mouth, and murmured something low that Shane didn’t try to hear. Those scarred, gentle hands cupped Luca’s flushed face as if it were blown glass, and Shane had to look away for a second.
Adrien wasn’t the only one. Ilya had dropped his plates with a clang and got there a second behind him, and stood over the two of them with his chalky hands on his hips and his chest puffed out, so proud of the pair of them he could barely stand still. Then he couldn’t stand it. He bent right down over Adrien’s shoulder and kissed Luca’s sweaty forehead, loud and smacking.
“Kotik. Little monkey. Acrobat. My clever, clever son.”
Luca squirmed and laughed and buried his face in Adrien’s chest to hide from it, and was absolutely delighted.
“I did it.”
Luca’s whisper came out a little hoarse.
“You did. I saw. You were beautiful. You looked like you’d been doing it for years.”
There was so much pride in Adrien’s voice that it nearly knocked Shane over from where he was kneeling.
“Kaasan did that.”
Luca had his cheek pressed into Adrien’s collarbone now, and his voice was muffled.
“No, Angel, Shane helped you do that. You did it.”
Adrien was firm about it, even as he kissed Luca’s damp hair, and Luca made a small, flustered noise and burrowed in further.
“Liebling.”
It was hardly a breath, but Adrien heard it; Shane watched the word land and turn him to warm honey from the inside out.
“He’s right.”
Shane looked up from where he was still kneeling. To his faint embarrassment, his own voice wasn’t quite steady.
“That one was all you, Lukasha.”
Luca turned his head. Adrien’s chin settled on his shoulder, and the two of them looked at Shane together with identical bright eyes. Adrien’s hand rubbed absently over Luca’s stomach. Luca’s fingers were laced with his on his knee, the ring catching the light. Neither of them had a clue they were doing it.
The ring had been a surprise to everyone, the two of them included, blurted out in front of half of North America with a microphone in Adrien’s face. No one was surprised by it now. Shane had already caught Luca, twice, sketching table plans in the back of his sketchbook when he thought no one was looking, and Adrien had asked Ilya last week, bright red, whether it was normal to want to marry someone tomorrow and also have a hundred years to plan it. Ilya had told him yes. Then he had added, very pleasantly:
“You make my Lukasha cry at the altar for any reason except happiness, there will be no body to find.”
Adrien had nodded very seriously and agreed that was entirely fair.
There would be a wedding. There would be a wedding with Luca’s name and Adrien’s name and Hollander-Rozanov on the cards, and the team in suits, and Cliff crying, and Victor pretending he wasn’t. And after that, one day, maybe, a small person with Adrien’s grey eyes or someone else’s entirely, sitting on a little purple mat in this exact room. Shane had seen the way Adrien held Levi. He had seen the way Luca watched him do it.
Shane wanted it for them so badly it frightened him. He wanted them to have everything he and Ilya had had to wait for: the rings on their hands instead of on chains, the kiss in front of everyone, the photographs on the mantelpiece that no one would ever need to take down when guests came around. He wanted Luca walking down an aisle somewhere with his chin up and his name, their name, on the order of service, and Shane on one arm and Ilya on the other, if he wanted them.
He knew he would. Luca had told him so, at two in the morning, in the kitchen, in a whisper, in German.
“When I get married, I want you both to walk me. You and Otousan. Both of you.”
Shane had had to hold on to the edge of the counter.
He thought, quite clearly in that moment, that he would do anything at all to keep this. It came up in him like the lake over the dock in spring. He wasn’t made of stone, for God’s sake. He turned his face away and went to look for the water bottles.
🏒💛🏒
Levi came after him.
He came after Shane everywhere that summer. Shane would turn around in the kitchen, at the dock, in the bathroom doorway, and there he would be, at hip height, with the shark, waiting to be noticed and fully confident that he would be.
He padded across the floor with the shark tucked under his arm. A smear of golden dust marked one cheek, and his socks had slipped halfway down to his heels. He stopped at Shane’s elbow while he was pouring, close enough that the shark’s tail brushed Shane’s wrist, and when Shane looked down, Levi was staring up at him with a look Shane knew very well: the look of a little boy about to ask for the thing he wanted most in the world.
“Kaasan.”
Levi tugged at the hem of Shane’s shirt.
“Yes, Lyovushka?”
Shane tilted his head so that his son would know he was listening even if his hands were busy elsewhere.
“Can I learn to dance now, on the ice?”
The words were hardly more than a whisper. They came out too fast, in a breathy rush, with his fingers knotted in the shark’s fin.
Shane set the bottle down; the cap rolled off the counter and clicked away across the floor, and neither of them looked at it.
His hands, he noticed with some surprise, weren’t quite steady. Bloody hell.
“I mean the real kind. The one with the spins. The one that Otousan was teaching the lift for, and you told me you used to do. Otousan told me you were very good. Lukasha agreed that you were the best, but you stopped because of hockey.”
He drew a long breath, his narrow chest puffing right up with it.
That was the longest speech Shane had ever heard him make, all in one breath, with a little Japanese slipped in to patch the middle, where his words had run out, and Levi had very clearly been rehearsing it. Shane could picture him doing it, in bed, under the fish duvet, with the jellyfish lamp glowing, Sharky as audience.
“I like skating on the ice, but I want to do that kind too. The kind where you look like you are flying.”
For a second Shane couldn’t speak. The words stuck the way they did before an anthem.
He had been 4 years old himself once, on a cold rink in Ottawa, his mother’s hand under his elbow and his father watching from the boards with his hands shoved in his pockets, terrified. A girl in a white dress had gone up into the air and come down again on a single curved line of silver, light and easy and impossible, and he hadn’t been able to look away.
He had gone back the next day, and then every day for years, in the early dark before school, with a face so grave that the coach had called him the little professor. He had learned the whole grammar of it: the edges, the turns, the long, disciplined art of making a body into a line. He had stopped competing at 18, because the draft had come, and a boy from Ottawa with a Japanese mother had understood very well which door the world was willing to hold open for him and which one it wasn’t. It wasn’t fair. But that was hockey.
He had loved it. He had loved it so much he had never been able to explain it to anyone; not to his teammates, who would have laughed, and not to his coaches, who would have panicked, and not even, for a long time, to himself.
He had never put the boots away. They sat at the back of his wardrobe, laced and oiled, the leather soft as an old glove. The secret Ilya had been allowed in on before anyone else ever even knew there was one.
Ilya knew. Ilya had always known. He had found them in the back of the wardrobe in Montreal, years ago, in the days when they still had to sneak, and he hadn’t laughed, and he hadn’t asked one stupid question; he had just taken them out and turned them over in his hands like treasure, and looked up.
“When can I see?”
Shane had skated for him at three in the morning on an empty rink in Brossard with the lights half down. Ilya had cried. Neither of them had ever told anyone that.
He had kept going, in private, in the early hours, on rinks no one watched. It had never stopped making him happy. Not for a single day.
“Da. Yes, of course you can.”
Levi’s face lit up like a rink when the house lights came on.
Then he spun around, without letting go of Shane’s shirt, and looked across the gym for his Otousan, because good news didn’t count until Otousan had heard it; that was another rule.
“Really?”
A tiny hand was suddenly gripping Shane’s sleeve with all its strength.
“Really. But the first thing to know is that you don’t start on the ice. You start here. On the floor. In your socks.”
Shane crouched so that their eyes were level and took both small, cold hands in his. Levi nodded, wide-eyed, and those blue eyes refused to break the gaze or even blink. His hands were cold and slightly damp, and they held on tight.
“Everything a skater does on the ice, they learn first on solid ground. Feet flat, back straight, nothing to fall off. Do you know what a barre is?”
Shane pointed to the rail along the wall, and Levi turned to look.
“Is it that wooden pole thing, Kaasan?”
Levi leaned his head against Shane’s arm as he followed the line of his finger.
“It’s called a barre. Come and see.”
Shane held out his hand, and Levi took it.
Before they had taken a step, Ilya intercepted them. Not a word; he just stepped into their path, bent, and kissed Shane, sure and steady, one hand cupping the back of his head, and then crouched and kissed Levi on both cheeks, Russian style, loud and smacking and very serious about it. Then he stepped back out of the way with a little bow. Levi giggled. Shane, pink across the cheekbones, took his son’s hand again, and felt Ilya’s eyes on his back every step of the way.
They crossed the floor hand in hand. The sun came through the glass in a long, bright slab and lay along the wood, and the small shadow and the tall one lay side by side on it. Shane lifted Levi’s hands and set them on the rail, at the right height for a little boy’s shoulder. Then he stood behind him, palms on either side of the narrow ribcage.
First position, then. Shane’s instructions came gentle as a hand on the shoulder, and Levi followed perfectly.
“Heels together. Toes turned out. Not a lot. Only as far as is comfortable. Like a duck, but a polite one.”
Levi giggled; he turned his feet out, tipped, caught himself on the rail, then tried again. His socks slid a little on the polished wood, and he scowled down at them, deeply offended.
“Now bend your knees, nice and slow. Over your toes. Keep your back long, like the string is still pulling your head. That’s a plié.”
Shane’s fingertips pressed lightly against the small of Levi’s back, so that the lesson came through his hands as much as his voice.
“Plee-ay.”
Levi tried the word out slowly, tasting every syllable, his hands still clamped on the rail.
“That’s it. And up. Press the floor away.”
Shane’s palms followed the narrow ribcage upwards as Levi rose, helping to support the still far too slight frame.
Levi sank and rose and sank again; he worked at it with such earnest effort that his tongue poked out between his teeth. Shane could feel the muscles of that little back moving under his hands. He lowered his head until his cheek was almost against the dark curls and breathed in the sweet pear of him, still warm from sleep. The curls tickled his nose, and something in Shane went soft as fresh snow.
Shane had been exactly the same. His mother had a photograph of it somewhere, a tiny Shane at a barre in a church hall in Ottawa with his tongue out and his face screwed up in ferocious concentration, and Shane had a horrible suspicion she would be getting it out of the album the second she heard about this. Shit. She absolutely would.
“Good. Again, slowly. Down for four, up for four.”
Shane guided him with his thumbs resting on those small hipbones, his broad palms taking some of his little son’s weight.
They did it 10 times. Behind them, the room had gone quiet, and Shane knew why without looking. On the bench, Ilya had set down his bar and straightened, arms hanging loose, chalk pale on his palms. He was watching with a face that didn’t seem to know what to do with itself, at least not in front of their children. Shane could feel it on him: on his thighs braced in the plié beside Levi’s, on his patient mouth, on his careful hands so sure on that small back.
Ilya would have spoken, Shane suspected, if he had been able to find the words. Adrien had come up to stand beside him. Luca was crouched at the corner of the mat, arms wrapped around his knees, chin resting on them. His eyes were very bright.
The only sound was the soft tick of the radiator under the window and, somewhere beyond the glass, a loon complaining about the breeze. Shane’s mouth twitched. Ilya, he noticed, didn’t even flinch at this one. Progress.
“Now. A tendu. That’s the first step you take on the ice, only we do it here. Slide one foot forward along the floor. Keep the toes on the ground. Point it; don’t lift.”
Levi slid and pointed; his foot made a little shushing sound on the boards.
“That’s a skater’s foot. Can you feel it?”
Shane guided the delicate little foot just a tiny bit straighter, mindful of the still-healing bones and the toes that would never quite straighten.
“It feels like a line.”
Levi flexed his foot in Shane’s steady hold.
“It is a line. That’s the whole secret. Everything is a line.”
Shane rubbed the knobbly, quivering bone of the narrow ankle with one thumb, and ran his other palm down the small, straight back to settle his son’s balance back into the pose.
Levi held it, trembling, chin up, eyes bright. One arm stuck out to the side in a clumsy shape that had no name yet, and Shane reached out and cupped his hand, lifted it a little, and curved the small fingers.
“Soft hand. Pretend there’s a soap bubble sitting right there in your palm.”
Shane demonstrated slowly with his own much larger fingers, then smoothed his thumb over the curled little knuckles.
“I am holding a bubble.”
Levi announced with massive care. Then he looked over his shoulder, past Shane and the rail, to where the other three stood just off the sunlit floor, and with a shy, tentative pride he raised his voice to call across to them.
“Does it look okay?”
Shane glanced up. He took in the glittering dark blue eyes of his husband, and the lighter, more innocent pleasure in the matching ones of Lukasha, and he looked away from Ilya’s before that gaze could do something unhelpful to him in front of the entire family. Now wasn’t the time. Later.
“It looks perfect. Well done, Lyovushka.”
Luca’s answer rang warm across the sunlit floor, and he copied the arm, which made Levi beam.
“You look like a swan, Angel.”
Adrien chuckled, wiping his cheek on the back of his wrist with a sniff. Luca half-turned and made the same shape at Adrien, only this time he lowered his head gracefully, like a proper ballet dancer, and they all laughed a little.
Then Luca came out onto the sunlit floor. Shane felt him come, a slim shadow in the corner of his eye, and then Luca was at the barre on Levi’s other side, his own long hands resting on the wood, his feet sliding into first position, neat and easy and sure. That hadn’t come from nowhere. Shane had taught him in the gym at home, in secret, in the winter, when Luca needed something to do with his body that wasn’t hockey and not panic. He had never told anyone. He didn’t tell anyone now, either. He just stood there at the barre beside his little brother and slid his foot out into the tendu with him, graceful as anything, and when Levi looked up at him, Luca smiled down and bumped his shoulder very gently against the top of that small dark head.
Shane put out his free hand without thinking, and laid it on Luca’s back too, between the shoulder blades. One son under each hand. Luca leaned back into it. He didn’t even pretend not to.
As the sound faded, Ilya’s chalky hands clenched into fists at his sides. Then he crossed the floor in four long, silent strides, dropped to one knee in front of the barre in the full sweep of the sun, and wrapped both arms around the two of them. His face pressed into Levi’s curls and Shane’s shoulder at once. His arms were shaking, very slightly. Shane felt the warm wall of him at his back like the boards behind a goalie, and leaned back into it without even thinking.
“So good, Malen’kiy. So very good.”
Ilya’s voice came out rough, breathed into the dark hair.
“I am so proud. You look like a bird.”
There was a small, happy huff from the space between them as Levi snuggled in. The warmth and safety of his Otousan’s arms was always more than enough to make their son happy.
“I am a polite duck.”
He giggled from where he was squashed between them, muffled and delighted.
“You are a polite duck.”
Ilya agreed, dead serious. He kissed Levi’s forehead, and then he kissed Shane, quick and hard, on the mouth.
“Both of you. The best ducks.”
Shane laughed. It came up out of him unbidden, wet and broken and warm, and it shook his ribs against Ilya’s chest. He turned his face into Ilya’s neck and let it come. A hand cradled the back of his head, steady as a wall.
Later, as it turned out, was that night, long after the house had gone dark and quiet. Ilya had been good all day. Too good. He had sat across from Shane at dinner and passed him the salad and talked to Levi about loons, and every so often his eyes had come up over the rim of his glass and rested on Shane’s mouth, and stayed there, until Shane forgot what he was chewing. He had kept his hands to himself through the dishes and the bath and three bedtime stories, one of them in Japanese.
On the stairs, at last, behind Shane in the dark, one broad palm had settled at the small of his back and slid lower, over the curve of his ass, and squeezed, once, and Shane had nearly missed a step. Shane had barely made it through their bedroom door before he was turned around and pressed face first against it, Ilya caging him in from behind, the whole hot, heavy length of him flush against Shane’s back, and that low, rough voice right in his ear, dropped so deep since the stairs that Shane felt it rumble through his shoulder blades. The breath left Shane in a startled little whine against the wood. The key turned in the lock beside his head with a small, final click; Ilya had reached past him for it without even looking. Shane hissed and shoved back on instinct, an elbow into that wall of a chest, a twist of his hips, because he had spent the whole day being looked at and he would be damned if he went down without a fight.
It made no difference at all. Ilya caught the elbow and folded the arm up behind Shane’s back, firm and easy, and held it there while he leaned in harder, until every inch of him from shoulders to knees was pressed along Shane’s back and Shane could feel the heat pouring off him through two layers of cotton, and the thick, hard shape of him nestled against his ass. Then he let go, as if to prove he had never needed to hold on at all.
“All morning, Malysh. All morning I watched you bend and rise, so slow, so perfect, and I could not touch. These thighs. This patience. This mouth. In front of our children. You are cruel.”
His mouth found the nape of Shane’s neck, open and hot, and then the side of his throat, where he latched on just under the hinge of the jaw and sucked, slow and wet, a growl humming into the skin as he worked, the edge of his teeth scraping until a thin, helpless mewl slipped out of Shane and his knees went, and he had to brace both palms flat on the wood. One big hand slid around and spread wide over Shane’s stomach and hauled him back, and Ilya rolled his hips once, deliberately, so that Shane felt every thick, hard inch of what that morning had done to him. A groan rolled out of Ilya at the contact, low and dark, and Shane felt it more than heard it, vibrating down his spine. He answered with a whimper he couldn’t have stopped if he tried, and pushed back for more.
“You held it longer. I counted. You did it on purpose.”
The accusation landed hot and rough against his ear. Shane only drummed his fingertips on the wood beside his own head, smug as a cat, a pleased little purr catching in his throat that came out far huskier than he meant it to. He had known. He had known all morning, and savoured every count. He had held that plié a good few counts longer than strictly necessary, thank you very much.
“Eight counts. You’re welcome.”
Ilya laughed, dark and delighted, the sound gone to gravel at the bottom, and turned Shane’s face back over his shoulder with a hand on his jaw and kissed him, deep and messy and lingering, his tongue sliding hot into Shane’s mouth, until Shane was moaning into it, high and needy, and grinding back against him without any shame at all. Ilya growled into his mouth in answer, and the sound rumbled out of his chest and straight into Shane’s back. Then Ilya made him pay for every single one of those counts.
He paid for them against that door first. Ilya got their clothes out of the way with no patience whatsoever, Shane’s shirt shoved up and over his head, his shorts dragged down to pool around his ankles, and then the cool painted wood was against Shane’s bare chest and the hot, naked length of Ilya was against his back, and the contrast alone made him shudder. Ilya was naked and burning all down his back, his chest already damp, the coarse gold hair at his groin rasping against the smooth curve of Shane’s ass, and his cock lay hot and heavy along the cleft, sliding up and down it with every slow roll of his hips and leaving a wet trail behind. Shane’s own cock jutted out in front of him, flushed dark, almost brushing the paint.
“Ruki.”
One clipped word, low and flat. Ilya took both of Shane’s hands in his own and pressed them flat to the wood, one on either side of his head, and held them there for one long beat, his palms covering Shane’s, before he let go. Shane’s hands stayed exactly where they had been put. Ilya worked him open right there.
He nudged Shane’s feet apart with one bare foot. The cap of the lube clicked behind him. Two slick fingers slid down the cleft of his ass, cool for a second and then warming fast, and circled his rim, still tender and swollen from the morning, until it softened and began to twitch under them. Then they pushed in together, slow and steady and without mercy, and the stretch of two was enough to make Shane whine through his teeth. They didn’t stop. They went in to the first knuckle, then the second, the thick base of them spreading him wide, and he felt every bit of it, his sore walls throbbing around them in hot, clutching pulses. Ilya groaned against his shoulder at the feel of him, a low, dark sound that rolled straight into Shane’s back.
They were so much bigger than his own. That was the thing Shane could never quite prepare for: Ilya’s fingers were long and blunt and thick at the knuckle, and two of them filled him the way three of his own had done that morning, the broad pads pressing flat against his walls, the knuckles catching on the swollen ring of his rim every time they turned. He could feel the callus on Ilya’s middle finger. He could feel the slow, steady stretch as Ilya scissored them apart and held them there, letting him feel exactly how open he was being made, and hear the slick, obscene squelch of the lube every time they moved.
“Still sore?”
Ilya’s hand stopped. He waited, his breath hot on the back of Shane’s neck, his fingers motionless and buried deep.
“Sore … don’t …”
Shane’s voice came out husky and furious and needy all at once, and he nodded against the wood and pushed back onto those fingers to prove it. Ilya’s free hand clamped down on his hip and held him.
“Stay still, sweetheart, or I stop. You know the rule.”
Shane did know the rule. He hissed at the door and fought it for three furious breaths, and then made himself go loose, palms flat, hips settled, and Ilya rumbled against his nape, low and pleased, and started moving again.
“So hot inside. Still so soft for me from this morning.”
He worked him slow and thorough and merciless, the long, thick fingers twisting and spreading in deep, unhurried strokes, until the burn eased and the heat rose up to meet it. Then there were three, and the stretch flared bright and sharp again at his rim, and Shane keened through it into the wood, high and helpless.
Ilya held them there, buried deep, until Shane’s body stopped fighting and went loose and slick and open around them. Then he crooked them over the spot that made Shane’s forehead drop against the wood with a choked, keening moan, and pressed, and rubbed slow, firm circles there until Shane’s cock was dripping onto the floorboards and his thighs were shaking. Shane felt the edge come rushing up at him, bright and close, his balls drawing tight, and Ilya felt it too, somehow, through the clench around his fingers. He stopped. He simply stopped, his fingers buried and unmoving, and Shane snarled at the door, a real snarl, and twisted around to glare at him over his shoulder through the hair in his eyes, his lashes wet, tears of pure frustration stinging hot at the corners.
Ilya only smiled at him, slow and dark, and waited until the shaking eased. Then he started again. He kissed his shoulders the whole time, and the knobs of his spine one by one, and the fresh, throbbing mark on his throat, murmuring into each one in a voice sunk so low and rough that the words were mostly growl.
“Quiet, Lyubimyy. The children.”
Shane bit down on his own wrist to keep from answering, and whimpered into it anyway, a muffled, wrecked little sound against his own skin. The fingers slid out of him, leaving him clenching on nothing, and then the blunt, slick head of Ilya’s cock was there instead, nudging hot and heavy at his rim. Ilya held it there for one cruel second, his mouth at Shane’s ear and every muscle in him drawn tight with waiting, until Shane took his teeth out of his wrist and tapped three times on the door beside his hand, the old signal for yes when words weren’t safe.
Ilya growled at it, low and pleased. Then he pushed, and the head forced the swollen ring of muscle wide and slipped through, and Shane went taut all over against the door. It was so much more than fingers. A yowl tore out of Shane before he could catch it, and Ilya’s palm was over his mouth at once, warm and firm, holding it in until it faded into a whimper against his fingers. The stretch flared hot and bright at his rim, a sharp, sweet sting that lifted him onto the balls of his feet, and for one breath his body didn’t know whether to fight it; then it gave, and the fat head was inside him, lodged just past the ring and throbbing there, and Shane could feel every ridge and swell of it against his sore, swollen walls. Ilya didn’t stop. He kept coming, inch by thick inch, one long, slow, relentless slide that dragged over every sore, sensitive place inside him, until his hips were flush against Shane’s ass and Shane could feel him throbbing all the way up under his ribs. It wrung a stifled mewl out of Shane and dragged a deep, shuddering groan up out of Ilya, his hand laid over Shane’s on the door and their fingers laced, and he fucked him there in deep, punishing rolls of his hips that rattled the wood in its frame and knocked a needy little whine out of Shane on every one, his mouth never leaving Shane’s skin: kissing, biting, kissing again, his breath ragged and hot against the back of Shane’s neck, a snarl catching in it each time Shane clenched around him.
Shane felt all of it: the hot, heavy drag out until only the head stretched his rim, the slow, deep push back in that lifted him onto his toes, the slap of Ilya’s thighs against the backs of his, the sweat slicking between his shoulder blades where Ilya’s chest pressed against him. His own cock bobbed untouched, smearing wet against the painted wood with every thrust. Ilya’s free hand came up and spread flat over his chest, the long fingers spanning him from collarbone to collarbone, his heart hammering against Ilya’s palm, and hauled him upright off the door, back to chest, until Shane’s head fell back onto his shoulder and his feet barely kept the floor. Ilya fucked up into him at that new, deeper angle, and the noise that came out of Shane then was far too loud: a ragged, keening moan that rang off the ceiling.
“Then make me be quiet.”
Shane gasped over his shoulder, husky and wrecked, the last word sliding into a moan, and Ilya did, with his mouth, swallowing every sound Shane made: the whines, the purring little moans, the soft breathless cries.
He kept him there a long time. Long enough that Shane lost count of the strokes, which was saying something. Ilya changed his pace whenever he liked, hard and fast until the door rattled, then slow, slow enough to be cruel, drawing almost all the way out and holding there with only the head stretching his rim until Shane was pushing back with a desperate little sob, then sinking in again an inch at a time. Every time Shane got close, Ilya knew. Every time, he slowed. The second time, Shane reached down for his own cock, and Ilya’s hand was there first, wrapping around the base of it and squeezing until the edge drained back down and Shane was gasping against his mouth.
“Nyet. Not against a door, sweetheart. I want to see your face.”
Ilya’s voice had sunk to a rasp, thick and heavy on every word, his lips moving against Shane’s cheek. His cock throbbed in Shane, deep and hard, and he held himself there, flush and panting, his chest heaving against Shane’s back, both of them slick with sweat all over.
Then on the bed. Ilya slid out of him only long enough to turn him around, and then walked him backwards across the room by the hips, kissing him the whole way, deep and slow, while Shane whined at the emptiness, his rim clenching on nothing, slick running down the inside of one thigh. He bit Ilya’s lip, too, sharp and deliberate, purely to make the point. Ilya growled, and squeezed his ass hard enough to bruise, and didn’t walk one step faster. The backs of Shane’s knees hit the mattress, and one broad hand flattened on his sternum and tipped him over onto the cool sheets. Shane fisted both hands in those curls and dragged Ilya down after him, heavy and hot and slick with sweat, and he locked his legs around that waist and pulled.
Ilya sank back into him in one long, smooth slide, easier now, Shane’s body open and wet and greedy for it, and the fullness came back all at once, thick and deep, pressing up under his navel until his eyes rolled back. He clawed at Ilya’s shoulders and fisted a hand in those curls and pulled, hard, and arched, his heels drumming once against the backs of those thighs. Then he locked his legs tight and heaved, all the strength packed under the softness of his thighs bunching to roll them over, the way he had a hundred times before; Ilya simply dropped his weight onto him, every heavy pound of it, and pinned him flat with a growled nyet against his mouth until Shane went loose and pliant under him with a whine. Ilya held himself up on his forearms over him and simply looked: at Shane’s face, at the pink flush running down his throat to his chest, at the fresh marks, at his mouth hanging open. His blond curls hung down around both their faces, damp and darkened at the ends, tickling Shane’s cheeks.
“Fuck … look at you, sweetheart. So pretty for me.”
Ilya kissed him all the way through it, slow and open-mouthed, groaning into him with every deep roll, his voice dropped to a rough rumble that Shane could feel in his own chest. He moved long and heavy and unhurried, dragging almost all the way out and sinking all the way home, grinding there at the bottom of every stroke so that the head of his cock pressed and rubbed against Shane’s prostate until sparks were going off behind his eyes. His fingers dug into Shane’s thighs hard enough to feel each one of them, pushing them wider, holding him open. Shane’s cock was trapped between their bellies, sliding in sweat and pre-come with every roll, the friction slow and maddening. He could taste salt on Ilya’s lip and smell him everywhere, sandalwood and sweat and sex, and the bed creaked under them in a slow, steady rhythm, until Shane was mewling into the kiss with nothing left in him but noise and the odd sob.
Ilya drew back far enough to look at him. His eyes had gone nearly black, only a thin ring of blue left at the edges, and when his voice came, it was so low and rough that Shane felt it in his own breastbone more than heard it.
“Look at me. Eyes on me, sweetheart. Do not close them.”
Shane forced them open. It was much worse with them open. Ilya held his gaze and rolled into him, deep and slow, and Shane watched what it did to him: the jaw clenched tight, the flush climbing that thick neck, the way his mouth fell open on a groan every time he bottomed out. Ilya cupped his cheek in one broad palm and held his face still, so that there was nowhere to look but up into those eyes, and Shane mewled at it, and Ilya’s thumb stroked once along his cheekbone, unhurried. Then he caught both of Shane’s wrists and pressed them into the pillow above his head, the same way Shane had held him down that morning, and smiled when Shane felt the echo of it and clenched. Then he hooked one arm under Shane’s knee and pushed it up towards his chest, folding him open, and the next stroke went so deep that Shane’s mouth opened on a sound with no shape at all. His thighs were shaking. Everything was shaking. His chest had gone pink from his collarbones down past his nipples, his freckles stark across his cheekbones, and Ilya bent and licked a slow, hot stripe over the flush as if he could taste it.
“So beautiful…”
The Russian came out of Ilya in pieces against his skin, praise and filth and Shane’s name all tangled together, the sentences entirely gone. Shane understood every word of it anyway. He whined, high and thin, and tightened around him until Ilya snarled and had to stop moving for a breath.
“Look, sweetheart. So fucking pretty for me.”
Ilya let go of his knee and wrapped his hand around Shane’s cock between them, slick and slow, stroking him in time with every deep roll, and his eyes never once left Shane’s. It took him slowly, when it came. It built low and deep until everything in him drew tight around Ilya’s cock and his back arched up off the sheets, and then it broke through him in long, rolling waves, his cock pulsing hot and wet in Ilya’s fist, spilling over his knuckles, while Ilya stroked him through every wave and never let him look away. He clenched down so hard on every wave that Ilya groaned into his mouth and lost his rhythm, and two deep, grinding strokes later he came too, buried to the hilt, and Shane felt him throb and spill inside him, the heat of it filling him all over again. He felt it everywhere: the jerk of that thick cock against his oversensitive walls, the slick, spreading flood of warmth deep in his belly, the hot gust of Ilya’s groan against his open mouth. His own release lay cooling in a sticky pool on his stomach, and his body would not stop fluttering around Ilya, clench after weak little clench, each one shocking a whimper out of him.
Ilya didn’t pull out. He stayed buried in him, heavy and softening by slow degrees, and pressed his face into Shane’s neck and breathed, and Shane lay under the weight of him and shook. Every time he moved, Ilya’s cock shifted inside him and set off another small, bright aftershock, and he sobbed a little at the third one, and Ilya hushed him with a kiss under his ear. When he finally did slide out, it was slow and careful, and Shane still hissed. He was so open he could feel the cool air of the room against his rim, swollen and puffy and fluttering at nothing, and then the slow, warm trickle as Ilya’s come began to leak out of him and run down into the crease of his ass and onto the sheet.
Ilya watched it happen. He propped himself on one elbow and looked down between Shane’s spread, trembling thighs, and Shane saw his jaw go tight and heard the low, rough sound he made, and thought, with a kind of exhausted disbelief, that his husband was nowhere near finished.
He wasn’t. He kissed his way down instead, unhurried: the hollow of Shane’s throat, the tender peak of one nipple, the sweat-damp dip of his navel, the sharp line of his hipbone. Then he settled between Shane’s legs and set his mouth to the inside of one thigh, high up where the skin was softest, and sucked a bruise into it, slow and deep, his teeth closing in until Shane yelped and his thigh jerked shut against Ilya’s ear. Ilya pried it open again with one big hand and did the other thigh to match. Shane lay there with his arm over his eyes and called him a menace, his voice gone to a hoarse, scraped rasp, and his cock, which really ought to have known better, twitched against his stomach.
Ilya fetched the water bottle from the nightstand and held it while Shane drank, a hand cupped under the back of his head. Then Shane got up, because he was a grown man and he needed the bathroom and a cloth, and his legs nearly went out from under him on the first step. Ilya was off the bed, and behind him in a second, hands on his hips, and that was the end of the bathroom. Somewhere between the bed and the en-suite door, Ilya turned him around and kissed him, and Shane kissed him back, sticky and aching and leaking down the inside of his thigh, and felt that heavy cock stirring again against his hip.
“Again? Ilya, you can’t possibly …”
Shane drew back and stared down between them in frank disbelief. Ilya was already half hard and getting harder, and Shane, Christ help him, wasn’t far behind.
“Again. If you want. Tell me, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s thumb stroked along his jaw while he waited, and his eyes were dark and patient and utterly certain of the answer.
“I want. Fuck. I want.”
It was out before Shane could think about it, and he hated himself a little for how fast it came, and then stopped hating anything at all when Ilya kissed him again, deep, and lowered them both down onto the rug where they stood.
And then once more on the rug, because neither of them could make it back to the bed in time. Ilya turned him with two big hands on his hips and one rough command of on your stomach, and Shane went down on his front on the thick wool with his cheek pressed to it, and Ilya came down over him, covering his broad, powerful back, and slid into him from behind. There was no resistance left in him at all. The head pushed in through the slick, swollen ring with barely a nudge, his rim giving around it soft and wet and loose, and the whole thick length followed in one long, gliding push through the mess Ilya had left in him, with a lewd, wet sound in the quiet room that made Shane’s face burn against the wool.
He was so slick and open and sore by then that it was all fullness and no burn, a deep, swollen, aching pleasure that went on and on: Ilya’s hips grinding against his ass in short, deep strokes, his chest a hot, damp weight across Shane’s back, the wool rasping at Shane’s smooth chest and his trapped cock on every thrust. Ilya slid one hand up to the back of his neck and pressed, gently, and held him down, and the other found Shane’s hand on the rug and laced their fingers together. He barely pulled out at all. He kept himself sealed deep and ground, short and heavy, every roll of his hips pressing the head of his cock into Shane’s prostate and holding it there, his massive thighs bracketing Shane’s plush ones and pinning them together so he felt even fuller, and Shane’s sore, overworked body didn’t know what to do with it except take it.
He was crying a little. He didn’t care. Ilya felt it anyway and stilled, buried deep, to rasp a hoarse too much? against his ear, and Shane shook his head against the wool and pushed back onto him until the grind started again. Ilya licked the wet off the corner of his eye and murmured to him in a raw, slurred rumble of Russian, hush now, my love and so beautiful, and the words sank into Shane like warmth into cold hands. Ilya was snarling into Shane’s shoulder at the end of it, his teeth set in the skin, his hips stuttering as he came, and Shane felt every pulse of it deep inside him and came again himself, rubbing helplessly against the wool, whimpering his name into the rug.
It was barely anything, that last one. It wrung out of him from somewhere deep and hollow, his cock jerking against the wool and giving up almost nothing, and still it went on and on, every muscle he had left clenching around Ilya in long, helpless spasms that made them both groan. When it let him go, he went limp under that great hot weight as if every bone had been taken out of him.
Ilya stayed over him a while, propped on his forearms so as not to crush him, kissing the back of his neck and the new bite on the back of his shoulder and murmuring into his hair. Then he eased out, so slowly that Shane felt little more than a long, aching drag, and a wet rush followed it that made Shane groan into the rug with embarrassment and something much less respectable than embarrassment.
“Still with me, sweetheart?”
Ilya turned him onto his back with both hands and bent over him, brushing the hair off his sweaty forehead, and his eyes went over every inch of him, careful and searching.
“Okay. Wrecked. Don’t make me move.”
Shane’s voice was gone to a rough, fucked-out croak, and Ilya laughed under his breath and kissed the petal-pink flush on his freckled cheek.
“There you are. I’ve got you, sweetheart.”
Then he moved him anyway.
He carried him to the bathroom, one arm under his knees and one around his back, as if Shane weighed nothing, and ran the shower as hot as Shane could stand it; the pressure turned low so the pipes wouldn’t wake the house. He stepped in under the spray with him and held him up against his chest, and washed him: the come and sweat off his stomach, the tacky slick from between his thighs, and then his hair, working the shampoo through it slowly with his fingertips until Shane’s eyes drifted shut against his collarbone, his big hands gentle everywhere they went. Then he sat him down on the bathroom bench and checked him, too, with a warm, wet cloth, and Shane hissed into his shoulder and let him, because Ilya always checked and always would; he was swollen and tender and puffy, and nothing worse. Ilya kissed his temple when he was done, plainly relieved, and Shane leaned into him and purred against his throat, a sleepy, contented sound that was all the thanks Ilya ever wanted.
Afterwards he wrapped him in the softest towel in the house and dried him on his knees, kissing each bruise on his thighs as he found it, and rubbed the stronger creams into his hips in slow, warm circles, because no bruise of Shane’s had ever gone untended on his watch. He put him in one of his own T-shirts, so big it slid off one freckled shoulder, stripped the wet sheet off the bed and threw a fresh one on, and then pulled him under the quilt and curled around him from behind, one hand spread flat and warm over his stomach, his nose in Shane’s hair.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Ilya breathed the words into the back of his neck, already half asleep, and his arm tightened.
“I love you too. Next time I’m holding it for ten.”
Shane felt the laugh shake through the chest at his back, and closed his eyes. Every inch of him ached. His thighs throbbed where the new marks sat, his rim was hot and tender and swollen, his throat was scraped raw, and there was a bite on his shoulder he would be hiding under T-shirts for a week.
It was worth every count. Fuck, yes.
🏒💛🏒
By the end of the first week, it had become a thing.
Shane had a chart for it. Obviously.
Levi slept lightly the night before every session, the purple mat rolled up at the foot of his bed. He woke in the grey dawn without anyone’s help and padded down the hall to their door, Sharky in one hand and his shorts in the other. He had learned the sun salutation up to the third posture. He could stand on one foot for a count of eight. He could do a plié in first position and a very shaky one in second, and he took every correction with the stern scowl of a professional who has just been told by his coach that his weight is too far back.
Ilya pretended to be annoyed about being woken at dawn every single day. Ilya also set an alarm for 5 minutes before Levi usually arrived, every single night, so that he would be awake for it.
He had also discovered the weights, which Ilya had absolutely not intended. It began with a single glimpse of the rack in the corner, the black plates stacked up like giant coins, and from that moment on Levi could talk about nothing else.
Ilya was secretly delighted; Ilya would have denied it under oath. But Shane had caught him, the first night, measuring the broomstick against a small plastic bar in an online catalogue on his phone, and ordering two.
“No, no. Not like that.”
It came on the fourth morning, in a voice of deep suffering, as a pair of vast hands came down over two small ones gripping a broomstick.
“Back straight. Chest up. It is not a swing. It is a lift. Slow.”
Ilya showed him again, and those matching blue eyes studied every inch of that massive frame with every ounce of concentration in them.
“Like this?”
Levi’s little face was scrunched up, his knuckles white with determination around the broomstick.
“Slower. Look at Addie.”
Ilya nudged one small elbow in with a huge, gentle finger.
Adrien had been on the bench pretending to read something on his phone, one socked foot jiggling against the floor. He got up with a long-suffering sigh and demonstrated a perfect deadlift with an empty bar. Levi watched him like a hawk. Then he bent his knees, set his hands on the broomstick and rose, face screwed up tight like a rookie at his first faceoff, and Ilya’s palm stayed on the small of his back all the way up.
Adrien, Shane happened to know, had been reading the same paragraph of a wedding venue website for 20 minutes before that. Shane had looked over his shoulder. He wasn’t going to mention it. Not yet.
“Da, that’s it. Exactly. You see? Strong.”
Ilya’s praise was low and warm.
“I am strong.”
It came out of Levi as a gasp of pure wonder, his eyes wide, his small body swaying ever so slightly on his feet.
“You are. Properly strong. That’s a better lift than I did my first time. I dropped the bar on my foot.”
Adrien crouched beside him with one steadying hand on the back of his shirt.
Shane padded over and sank cross-legged onto the floor beside them, translating for Levi under his breath; his son’s English always went first when he was concentrating on something else.
“It hurt? Your foot, Addie?”
Levi tried the English himself, curious and wide-eyed, leaning back into Adrien’s steadying hand. His English came out the way it always did, careful and broken and with the words not quite in the right order, and his Japanese, which he remembered from his mama, was still miles better than it, which Shane privately found unbearably sweet and slightly hilarious.
“Yeah. A lot. I yelled a word.”
Adrien laughed and ruffled the dark curls with his free hand. When Shane translated that bit, Levi turned to him in confusion.
“Is what word, Addie?”
His dark head tilted back curiously to look up at Adrien, the English coming out small and brave.
“A word we do not say, Lyovushka.”
Ilya cut in smoothly; then Shane turned a mock scowl up at the Cub, who at least had the presence of mind to look sheepish about it.
“You are a bad influence.”
Adrien dodged back, laughing, as Shane’s elbow jabbed for his ribs.
“Dr Ramos says weight-bearing is exactly what your bones want, Lyovushka. Slowly, and only with us in the room. Agreed?”
Ilya swatted Adrien out of the way and back towards Luca, then crouched down to Levi’s height, serious now, the joke all gone out of his face.
“Agreed.”
Levi nodded up at his Otousan as Adrien handed the broomstick back. He set it down very carefully with both hands and then wiped his palms down his shorts, and the gesture was such an exact copy of Ilya’s that Adrien and Ilya looked at one another over the top of his head and, helplessly, started to laugh.
Shane watched the Cub laughing with a hand on Levi’s back and thought about the little purple mat, and about Adrien last week asking Ilya his question with his ears on fire. He would be good at it when the time came. They both would.
🏒💛🏒
The photograph went up that Sunday, and Shane found out about it the way he found out about most things Ilya did on the internet: from his mother.
Mom ➡️ This photo. I am printing it. I am printing it twice.
He was on the porch swing when it came through, with his feet in Ilya’s lap and a book open on his chest that he hadn’t turned a page of in 20 minutes, because Ilya had been rubbing the arch of his foot and it was very difficult to concentrate on the history of Canadian rail under those conditions. He frowned at his phone. Then he opened Instagram, and his face went hot all at once. Oh, for fuck’s sake.
It was the barre. Adrien must have taken it; he had been standing in exactly the right spot, the sneaky little shit. The long room full of morning light, the lake silver beyond the glass, and at the barre, a man in an old grey T-shirt with his hair falling into his eyes, crouched behind a very small boy in pyjama shorts, his hands around the narrow ribcage, both of them in first position. Levi’s face was turned up to Shane’s. Shane was looking down at him. He hadn’t known he looked like that. He hadn’t known anyone could look like that at anyone, outside of films.
Ilya had captioned it in English and Russian, and then, at the bottom, in careful Japanese, he must have got off Yuna: “My husband teaching our son to fly. Our family. 🏒” The second picture was the one after: Ilya himself, on one knee in the sun with his arms around both of them, his face buried in Levi’s hair. Someone, probably Luca, had caught the exact second when Shane started to laugh.
It had been up for 4 hours. It had nearly a million likes.
Shane scrolled through the comments with one hand pressed over his mouth. Half of them were in capitals. Loads were just a string of crying faces. Someone had written that they had watched him play for 10 years and had never seen him smile like that, and Shane had to stop and look out at the lake for a minute. Hayden had commented a row of hearts and then, underneath, I’M NOT CRYING JACKIE IS CRYING, and underneath that, from Jackie, he is crying. Bloody Hayden. Victor had written something in French that Shane wasn’t going to translate for anyone. Cliff had written MINI CAPTAIN WITH THE FUCKING MOVES 🔥🔥🔥 and then, separately, Hollzy where the fuck are those thighs from, and Victor had replied to him with a single full stop.
Further down, a girl with a rainbow flag in her name had written that she was 16 and she had shown the picture to her mom, and her mom had looked at it a long time and then hugged her. Shane read that one three times.
He looked up; Ilya was watching him over the top of his own phone, with a slow, smug, utterly shameless smile. He had done something massive on purpose, and he would do it again tomorrow.
Shane held up the phone, screen out, in silent accusation; he meant it to be stern. It was about as stern as a wet kitten.
“You posted it!”
Ilya didn’t even have the grace to look guilty. He stretched, huge and lazy, the swing groaning under the two of them, and his hand closed around Shane’s ankle and held on.
“I posted it. Everyone should see. Everyone should see what my husband looks like when he is happy.”
There wasn’t a thing in the world Shane could say to that. He tried. He opened his mouth, and shut it again, and in the end he just put the phone down on his chest, on top of the history of Canadian rail, and looked at his husband, and let his husband look back.
For years they had met in hotel rooms with the curtains drawn, and the don’t disturb sign on the door, and Shane had flinched every time a phone buzzed in the corridor. Not so very long ago, he had worn his wedding ring on a chain under his shirt and felt it against his breastbone every time he skated, a secret, a weight. Years of that shit. Now there was a photo of him on the internet, holding his son, in his own summer cottage, being looked at like that by his own husband, and a million strangers had pressed a little heart under it, and a girl he would never meet had been hugged by her mom.
He was so proud of them. Of all of them. Of himself, even, a little, which was new.
Levi found out about the photograph roughly a minute and a half later, because Luca showed him, and then he had to be shown every single comment, one by one, and have each one read out to him, in Russian, by his Otousan, with Levi wedged between Ilya and Shane on the swing and Sharky on his knee to listen too. He was deeply impressed by the number. He didn’t understand it, but he could tell from the way Luca read it out that it was a very big number, and he sat up very straight about it.
Then he had a question, and he put it in careful English, to be sure everyone knew he could.
“Million people know now how do plié?”
He looked up at his Otousan, very grave.
“Da. Probably all of them.”
Levi thought about this with a deep frown. Then, satisfied, he sat up even straighter.
“Then I must practise more. So I stay the best.”
Shane laughed until the swing nearly tipped them all into the hydrangeas. That was his voice, echoed in his tiny, determined little son; the rush of warmth that curled up his belly made all his insides go fuzzy and soft.
🏒💛🏒
The photograph had consequences, which Shane discovered on the Tuesday in the supermarket.
It was the big supermarket on the edge of town, 40 minutes away, the one with the good bread and the bloody awful car park, and they went in all five of them because no one would agree to stay behind. Shane had the list. It was almost laminated. It was organised by aisle, because he had walked the shop once, four summers ago, and remembered the layout, and he wasn’t ashamed of that, whatever Adrien’s face was doing. It was possibly a bit much.
Levi rode in the trolley; he was far too old for it, technically, and also far too small not to, and he had made it very clear in the car that it was a rule. He sat in the big basket part with Sharky on his lap, as upright as a captain on a Cup parade float, and Ilya pushed, slowly, making engine noises under his breath and taking the corners wide so that Levi swayed and howled with laughter.
Ilya’s other hand was in the back pocket of Shane’s shorts; it had been there since the car park. Shane had removed it twice and then given up, because it just went back, and because, honestly, he liked it there.
Luca read the list out. He had taken it off Shane at the door, very politely, and Shane had let him, because Luca liked having a job and because Luca read it out in Shane’s own voice, dead serious, item by item, and it made Levi laugh every time. Adrien was on fetching duty. Adrien was shit at fetching duty. He kept coming back with the right thing and also three wrong things that he had found on the way: a giant bag of sour gummy worms, a novelty mug shaped like a moose, a box of the cereal with the cartoon bear on it that Levi liked and that was most definitely not on the list. He smuggled them all into the trolley under Sharky. Levi was in on it, obviously, and kept the secret with a perfectly straight little face.
By the cereal aisle, people had started to look.
Shane felt it the way he always felt it, a prickle between the shoulder blades. A woman by the coffee had stopped with a bag in her hand. Two teenagers at the end of the aisle had their phones up and were trying very hard to look like they didn’t. Shit. Here we go. Shane braced, out of old, old habit; years of looking over his shoulder in public, of keeping a careful, deniable foot of air between himself and Ilya in every car park and lobby and airport in North America.
Ilya’s hand stayed exactly where it was.
Shane breathed out; he let it stay too. Then, on purpose, because he could, he leaned his head against Ilya’s shoulder for a second as they walked, and felt Ilya’s mouth find his hair.
The teenagers came over by the bread. They were 16, maybe, a boy and a girl, red to the eyebrows, and the girl had a Bears cap on backwards. They wanted a picture.
“We’re so sorry. We saw the yoga picture, the barre one, and my little sister does ballet, and she made our mom print it out, and we’re so, so sorry to bother you, we can go away, oh my God, I’m so sorry.”
The girl ran out of breath long before she ran out of apologies.
Shane had done a thousand of these. He had done them in Montreal with a smile he put on at the door and peeled off again in the car, careful, polite, distant, never letting anyone see an inch of what was underneath. He found now that he didn’t have that smile any more. He had lost it somewhere. What was left was just his face.
They took the picture all together, in the end, because the girl asked, very shyly, if Levi could be in it, and Levi shrank back against Sharky and whispered something to Ilya in Russian, and Ilya translated, very graciously, that he would, as long as Sharky could be in it too. Ilya lifted him out and held him on his hip, and a small fist went straight into his T-shirt. Luca stood at Shane’s shoulder, and Shane put his arm around his waist without thinking, and Adrien leaned in behind Luca with his chin on his head, and Ilya’s free arm went around Shane, and the teenagers stood in front of all that, holding their phone up at arm’s length with their hands shaking.
Afterwards, the girl showed them; in the photo, the whole family was laughing, because Levi had made Sharky kiss the boy on the cheek at the last second.
At the checkout, an old woman in front of them in a cardigan the colour of strawberry jam turned around, looked at them all for a while, looked at Ilya’s hand on Shane’s back and Levi in the trolley and Luca’s head on Adrien’s shoulder, and smiled at Shane.
“You have a lovely family.”
Just that. Then she paid for her teabags and left.
Shane stood there holding a bag of oranges and couldn’t move for a moment.
He had a lovely family. He did. Everyone could see it now, in the middle of a supermarket on a Tuesday, under the fluorescent lights. He had spent his whole life hiding the best thing that had ever happened to him, and now it was just there, out in the open, being pushed around the cereal aisle making engine noises.
The cashier rang up the gummy worms and the moose mug and the bear cereal without comment. Shane looked at them, and at Adrien, and at Levi, who was looking at the ceiling with great, feigned innocence. He paid for all of it. He had never in his life stood a chance against those three faces.
Ilya kissed his cheek at the till. In front of everyone. Of course he fucking did.
🏒💛🏒
The evenings were the best part, in the end. Shane would never have admitted to the gym, but they were.
The sun went down late, at the lake, and slowly, taking its sweet time about it, which suited Shane just fine. By nine the sky over the hills had gone peach and then violet, and the water went flat and pink and perfect, and the bloody bugs came out, and the whole family drifted out onto the porch one by one, mugs in hand and blankets over shoulders, without anyone ever having to call them.
Ilya had the hammock; he had claimed it on the first night, by the simple method of lying down in it, and no one had ever had the nerve to challenge him. It was a huge, old, faded rope one strung between two of the porch posts, and with Ilya in it, it sagged almost to the boards. On the fourth night Levi climbed in on top of him, uninvited, the way he climbed onto everything now, and lay down along his Otousan’s chest with his cheek over Ilya’s heart and his braid trailing over Ilya’s shoulder, and announced that he wasn’t tired.
He was asleep in under 6 minutes. Shane timed it.
After that it became a thing, like the gym had become a thing. Every evening after his bath, in his fish pyjamas with his hair still damp and smelling like sweet pear, Levi would go and stand by the hammock, and Ilya would lift him in without a word, and he would lie there on that broad chest with one little hand fisted in the gold chain of Ilya’s cross, and listen to Ilya’s heart, and fight sleep with every ounce of his considerable stubbornness, and lose.
Ilya wouldn’t move after that. Not for anything. Not for a phone call, not for a drink, not for Anya. He lay there in the dusk with one huge hand covering the whole of that small back, rocking the hammock slowly with one bare foot against the porch post, humming under his breath. Russian songs. Old ones. The ones his mama had sung, Shane suspected, though he had never asked, and he never would.
Shane would sit on the swing with his knees drawn up and watch them, and feel his heart get too big for his ribs, every single night, just the same as the very first time. He hoped it never stopped doing that.
Luca would come and sit with him. Every night, all by himself, he wandered out with two mugs of tea, one with milk and two honeys, and handed it over; he folded himself down onto the swing beside Shane and leaned in, shoulder to shoulder, and then, when the tea was finished, put his head in Shane’s lap and let Shane comb his fingers through his hair while the sky went dark. Adrien would sit on the porch steps below them with his back against Luca’s legs, and Anya would lie across Adrien’s feet, and Yuki would sit on the railing, judging all of them.
One night, Luca fell asleep like that, his head in Shane’s lap, his glasses still on and slipping down his nose. Shane took them off for him, very carefully, folded them, and slid them into his own shirt pocket, and left his hand resting on that fair head. He looked over at the hammock. Ilya was watching him. Both of them had a sleeping son on them. Neither of them was going to move.
“We are stuck.”
Ilya rumbled across the porch, barely more than a breath, so smug about it that Shane could hear the grin.
“Stuck. We’ll have to stay here all night.”
Shane’s answer was just as soft, a breath carried back across the dusky porch in the same language. He didn’t mind one bit.
Adrien, who had been doing his homework, understood about two words in three, and grinned up at them from the steps, and didn’t move either.
They stayed until the stars came out, the whole bright, scattered mess of them that you never saw in the city, and the loon called once across the water, and Ilya didn’t even twitch at it any more.
When they did finally move, it was Ilya who carried Levi up to bed, of course, cradled against his chest as carefully as if he were carrying the Cup, and it was Adrien who carried Luca, though Luca woke halfway up the stairs and complained about it, and was told to hush, and hushed, and wound his arms around Adrien’s neck. Shane went up behind them all with the empty mugs, turning off the lamps one by one.
Ilya waited for him at the top of the stairs. He always did. His hand found the small of Shane’s back in the dark, and kept it there all the way down the corridor, all the way to their door, the way it had stayed there through the whole of the last 9 years, in every hotel corridor and tunnel and kitchen. Shane never wanted it anywhere else.
🏒💛🏒
Wednesday was games night, because Levi had decided it was, and because once Levi had decided a thing it went on the whiteboard on the fridge in purple marker and couldn’t be undone by any power on earth.
Shane had made a list of games; it would have been a scandal if he hadn’t. It was colour-coded by age, length and likelihood of causing a fight, and it was magnetised to the fridge beside Levi’s whiteboard, and it was ignored completely, because Levi went straight to the cupboard under the stairs and came back hugging the one box Shane had put in the red column, which was snakes and ladders.
Adrien went white. Six-odd feet of a hockey player, and he was scared shitless of a cartoon snake.
Adrien hated snakes. Everyone knew Adrien hated snakes. Adrien had once climbed onto the bench in the locker room at the Garden because Bood had brought in a rubber one, and stood there for 10 minutes refusing to come down until Luca, of all people, picked it up by the tail and threw it in the bin and told him, in German:
“You are an idiot. And I love you.”
Levi knew all of this. Levi set the board up in front of Adrien anyway, slowly, with massive care, smoothing it flat and placing every counter just so, and then looked up at him with a look of perfect angelic innocence that he had learned, Shane was absolutely certain, from Luca.
“Is only drawing snake, Addie. They no bite.”
Levi patted Adrien’s hand in comfort, the reassurance offered in his small, broken, back-to-front English, which only made it worse. Luca had to put his face in Adrien’s shoulder.
They played on the rug in front of the cold hearth, all five of them, because the table was too high for Levi to reach the board without kneeling on his chair, and Kaasan had a rule about kneeling on chairs. Ilya lay on his side behind Shane, propped on one elbow, with Shane sitting back against his chest between his legs, so that he was wrapped around Shane like a warm armchair. His free hand rested on Shane’s thigh, and now and then it would drift, and Shane would pick it up without looking and put it back where it belonged, and Ilya would sigh, and it would drift again.
Ilya cheated. He cheated badly and openly and all the time, and only ever in Levi’s favour, nudging the dice when he thought no one was looking, moving Levi’s counter up a ladder that it had been nowhere near. Levi caught him every single time. Levi caught him and made him put it back, and then lectured him on the rules at length, like a linesman who had heard every excuse going, while Ilya lay there and took it with the deep contentment of a man being scolded by the exact person he most wanted to be scolded by.
Luca won the first game; Levi won the second, the third and the fourth, fair and square, and made everyone shake his hand after each one. Adrien slid down the long snake from 98 to 6 three times in a row, and the third time he lay flat on his back on the rug with his arms out and announced in a hollow voice that he was dead, and that he wanted the snake buried with him. Levi climbed onto his chest to check. He reported that Addie was still breathing, but only a little.
Shane was crying with laughter. He could feel Ilya laughing behind him too, coming up through his back like the boards shaking when a whole arena stamps its feet.
Halfway through the fifth game, the iPad on the coffee table lit up with a video call, and it was his mother, who had an unerring instinct for the exact middle of anything, and she wanted to see Levi, because she had seen him the day before yesterday and that was clearly far too long ago.
Levi balanced the iPad on his knees with both hands, very seriously, and the two of them talked in Japanese for ten whole minutes while the game waited. Shane didn’t interrupt. He sat in the curve of Ilya’s body and listened, and felt it like a hand on his heart. Levi’s English was still a little boy’s English, careful and broken and back to front in places; his Russian was growing every week; but his Japanese was something else. It poured out of him easy and quick and sure, with all the right little endings, because it was the first language anyone had ever loved him in, and he had held onto it through everything, every awful, shitty thing, clutched tight and kept safe where no one could take it. His mama’s language. Now it was his Obaachan’s too, and she spoke it to him every day, so that he would never have to hold it on his own again.
Yuna asked him who was winning. Levi told her, in Japanese, that he was, obviously. She asked him if Otousan was cheating. Levi told her yes, terribly, and turned the iPad around so that she could see the culprit, and Ilya waved at the screen with the hand that wasn’t on Shane’s thigh, not even slightly sorry, and Yuna shook her head at him and called him something in Japanese that Shane had been told off for saying when he was 12.
Then she leaned closer to her screen, and her voice changed.
“Are you happy, little one?”
Shane didn’t catch his answer. It was too low, and Levi had ducked his head to give it, with the iPad held close to his face. But he saw his mother’s face on the screen after, and that was enough. That was more than enough.
They finished the fifth game; Levi won it. Adrien was eaten by the snake again, and the second he landed on it, Levi was already climbing onto his chest to check his breathing, and Luca was already laughing, and Ilya was already holding his hand out to be shaken. Shane looked around at all of them on the rug under the lamp, and he thought: I’m going to remember this. All of it. Exactly like this. And he did.
🏒💛🏒
The portrait was Luca’s idea, and he asked for it out loud, which was the part that got Shane.
He asked at breakfast, on the Friday, with his cheeks gone dark pink and his fork held very tight, but he asked.
“Can I paint you? All of you. On the dock, in the afternoon light, when the lake goes that colour. I’ve been trying to mix it all summer, and I can’t get it right.”
He had brought his paints up from Boston, and a proper easel that Adrien had carried down from the car like it was a newborn, and he had been sketching them in secret for days, which everyone already knew, because Luca thought he was subtle, and Luca wasn’t even slightly subtle.
A year ago he would never have asked. He would have drawn them from the shadows, from behind a doorframe, and never shown anyone, and felt bad about using up the paper.
Ilya agreed before Luca had even finished the sentence. Then Ilya, who had never sat still for longer than a television timeout, discovered what it meant to have agreed to that.
They sat for him on the end of the dock, on the big blue blanket from the cedar chest, for an hour and a half. Shane had drawn up a seating plan, naturally; he had drawn it on the back of an envelope while Luca was setting up, and no one followed it. Ilya sat in the middle, massive and immovable, because there was nowhere else a man that size could sit in a family portrait without blocking out the sun. Shane sat between his knees, leaning back against his chest, because Ilya pulled him there and wouldn’t let go. Levi sat in Shane’s lap with Sharky in his. Anya lay across all of their feet. Yuki, who had followed them down for reasons of her own, sat on the post at the end of the dock and refused to be in it, which Luca declared very on brand, and painted her anyway.
Ilya lasted 11 minutes before he started fidgeting.
He fidgeted with Shane’s hair. He fidgeted with Levi’s braid. He nosed into the back of Shane’s neck and breathed there until Shane squirmed. He kissed the top of Shane’s ear, then his cheek, then, when Luca looked up from the easel in total artistic despair, he kissed Levi’s head too, very loudly, so that it would be fair. Luca didn’t even lift his brush.
“Otousan, if you don’t stay still, I’m painting you as a bear.”
Ilya considered this offer very seriously.
“What sort of bear?”
He sounded genuinely interested, and Luca groaned at the canvas.
Levi lasted rather longer, because Levi had decided that it was a rule, and Levi didn’t break rules unless they were Kaasan’s rules about vegetables. He sat bolt upright and very serious with his hands folded on top of Sharky.
“Please, can I breathe now?”
The question came every 5 minutes, very politely, in English.
Adrien wasn’t in it, at first.
Shane noticed. He noticed Adrien standing off to the side, behind the easel, with his arms folded, watching Luca paint the way he always watched Luca do anything, like someone watching the northern lights come up over the lake. He wasn’t in the picture because no one had put him there. And because Adrien, for all his golden retriever loudness, was the only child of two people who had screamed at him across a car park (absolute bastards, the pair of them), and some part of him still didn’t quite believe he was allowed to be in a family portrait.
Shane looked up at Ilya; Ilya was already looking at Adrien too.
“Cub. Here. Now.”
Ilya pointed at the patch of blanket beside Shane’s knee with the same flat, captain’s finger he used to send a rookie over the boards, and Adrien jumped, and looked at Luca, and Luca, without even looking up, pointed his paintbrush at the same spot.
So Adrien came and sat. He folded himself down beside Shane, all long legs and big knees, and Ilya hooked one massive arm around Adrien’s neck and hauled him into the pile like a rookie dragged into his first goal celebration. Adrien went bright red. Levi reached over and patted his knee, twice, the way he patted things that were his. Anya rearranged herself to lie across Adrien’s feet as well. Adrien looked down at Anya, and at Levi’s hand on his knee, and at Ilya’s arm around his neck, and then he had to look out at the lake for a while.
Shane leaned his head on Adrien’s shoulder, very briefly. Just to say it.
Then Luca put his brush down, and stood back, and studied the canvas with his head on one side, and Shane watched something cross his face: a small, sharp, familiar flinch, like a hand snatched back from a hot pan. He had seen it over and over that first year. He knew it so well.
He knew what it meant. Luca wasn’t in the picture either.
He had painted all of them, the blanket, Anya, the lake, the cat on the post, and he hadn’t left himself any room at all. He hadn’t even noticed he was doing it. The painter never was in it. That was how Luca had always survived, standing just outside the frame and drawing everyone else.
Shane opened his mouth.
Before he could say a word, Luca had picked his brush back up, and made a face at the canvas, a determined, slightly cross, exactly-like-Shane face, and started squeezing white and yellow onto his palette, for his own hair. He painted himself in. He did it on purpose, and in about 20 minutes, in the space beside Adrien, leaning against Adrien’s shoulder, with one hand reaching across to rest on Shane’s knee, and he didn’t ask anyone first whether he was allowed.
When it was done he turned it around, and they all looked at it.
It was them. It was all of them, warm and gold and slightly blurry at the edges, on a blue blanket at the end of a silver dock, with the lake going on forever behind them and a small black cat sitting in judgement on a post. Ilya was huge and smug in the middle. Shane was laughing, head tipped back against Ilya’s chest. Levi sat up very straight and proud. Adrien had his eyes on Luca. And Luca was there, at the edge of the pile, his hand on his Kaasan’s knee, where he belonged.
No one spoke. Levi broke it, in the end, as Levi generally did. He climbed off Shane’s lap, walked right up to the canvas, studied it very closely from about three inches away, and then turned around to make his announcement.
“It’s good. But Otousan isn’t that big.”
Ilya was outraged. Luca laughed until he dropped his palette in the lake.
The portrait would go home with them to Boston at the end of the summer, wrapped in three blankets on Adrien’s lap in the back of the Jeep. It would hang over the fireplace in the living room, where the old mirror used to be, in a frame from a shop that usually did museum work; Shane would hang it himself, with a spirit level, and Ilya would hold the ladder with one hand on the back of Shane’s thigh the entire time, purely for safety, of course.
🏒💛🏒
Then there were the mornings when the light was grey, and no one wanted to do anything at all.
They had those too; Shane had learned to allow it. One damp Thursday he stood in the gym with the rain streaming down the glass and found that he didn’t want to finish the sequence. He looked at that feeling in some astonishment, turning it over, waiting for the guilt to arrive. It didn’t. Then he lay down on his back in the middle of the open floor instead.
It had taken him years. It had taken a husband who thought rest was a sport, a doctor who had looked at his training logs and gone pale, and two children, one large and one small, who had never cared whether he finished his sequence, only whether he was there.
They came to him one at a time, without a word. Luca first, curling up on his side with his head on Shane’s shoulder. Then Adrien, folding himself down with a grunt at Luca’s back, one arm draped heavy and warm over his waist. Levi crawled onto Shane’s stomach with the plush shark and lay there like a hot-water bottle. Ilya came last. His massive husband lowered himself onto the mat in his sweat-damp shirt and shorts, with all the care of a man parking a Zamboni, and gathered the whole heap of them in against his side with one huge arm. Shane’s head ended up on his shoulder, with Luca’s feet in Ilya’s lap and a very small, very warm hand wrapped around one of Shane’s fingers.
Shane didn’t open his eyes for any of it. He knew each of them by weight, and by smell, and by the particular way they settled: Luca careful and then suddenly boneless, Adrien in one long, heavy, contented flop, Levi wriggling about until he was comfy, and Ilya, last, all that heat and weight settling in around the lot of them until Shane couldn’t feel the floor any more. He had known this pile, or something like it, in hotel rooms and on the floor of the house in Boston, half the team piled into the living room after a loss with the weighted blankets and the bad films. But never like this. Never with every single one of them his.
The mat had gone warm under his back, and every breath he took lifted Levi a little and set him down again. The rain ran down the glass in long silver threads. Anya trotted over and arranged herself across Adrien’s shins with a gusty sigh. Yuki looked down at the pile of them from the windowsill with enormous disdain, and began to wash her face.
Shane’s phone buzzed somewhere under Luca’s elbow; he fished it out one-handed and squinted at it.
Cliff ➡️ Babe says if it’s raining at yours it’s raining here too and he’s not getting out of fucking bed. Also he’s made me look at 40 wedding venues since breakfast. 40, Hollzy. Fucking 40. He wants your spreadsheet.
Cliff ➡️ I’m not fucking crying about it. Shut up.
Shane laughed out loud, and Levi bounced on his stomach and giggled without having the faintest idea why.
Victor ➡️ Ignore him. Send it now, mon cœur. He cried at venue 19. It had swans. Merde, he is hopeless.
That one Shane read out to the pile, and translated, and Adrien laughed until Anya got up and moved.
Shane ➡️ Tell Victor I’ll send it tonight. Colour-coded. Tell him he’s not allowed to pick anywhere with stairs; you’ll fall down them.
He set the phone face down on the mat and let his head fall back. Two weddings. Two of them. In a family that a few years ago he hadn’t dared hope would ever be anything more than him and Ilya, hidden in hotel rooms and wearing their rings on chains under their shirts. Luca and Adrien would get whatever they wanted: a dock, a rink, a church, with everyone they loved watching and Hollander-Rozanov printed on every card. Cliff and Victor would get 40 venues ruthlessly narrowed down to one by a colour-coded spreadsheet, and Victor in a suit; if he didnt go all in and wear a dress, Shane wouldn’t put it past his best friend; that would make Cliff forget his own vows. And no one, not one of them, was hiding anything any more.
On his stomach, Levi had gone heavy and soft in the way that meant he was on his way to sleep, his cheek on Shane’s ribs, his braid gone fuzzy from the damp, one little hand still holding Shane’s finger. Shane didn’t move an inch. He would have lain there until Christmas.
“This also counts as yoga.”
Ilya’s lips moved against Shane’s hair, the words pressed there like a kiss, and Shane chuckled at his husband’s ridiculousness, though the warm swell of fondness must have been written all over his face, judging by the way that hand kept smoothing over his side. The world hadn’t ended. He lay with his eyes closed, one of Ilya’s hands warm and heavy on his chest and his husband’s heartbeat under his ear.
The mat was firm under his back, and the bodies around him were warm. Ilya’s thumb stroked lightly over his throat. Another kiss landed, light and dry, in his hair.
Somewhere under all of them, Luca’s hand had found his, and squeezed, and stayed.
“You skipped. Look at you, sweetheart. Wicked man.”
There was no scolding in it at all. There was only pride and love and something very close to worship.
Ilya never scolded him for the routine. He never scolded him for the lists, or the spreadsheets, or the colour codes, or the 15 minutes early to everything, or the labels cut out of every shirt. But he had never scolded him for letting go of them, either. He was proud of him either way. That was the trick of Ilya, and it had taken Shane the best part of 10 years to understand it: the man didn’t love him in spite of anything. He just loved him. All of it. Both ways around.
Shane smiled against Ilya’s collarbone; he knew. He nuzzled in, tightening his arm around the now very sleepy weight of their youngest.
“It is allowed.”
Luca snuffled and resettled himself deeper into Shane’s side, and Shane smiled.
Shane looked down the length of the pile. Luca was asleep. Adrien was asleep, his mouth open, his arm still slung over Luca like a seatbelt. Levi was asleep, drooling a little onto Shane’s shirt. Anya was snoring. Only Yuki and Ilya were awake, and Yuki didn’t count, because Yuki was above all this.
Ilya’s eyes were on him, dark blue and warm and full of everything.
Shane had spent his whole life being good at things. Hockey. Languages. Skating. School. Lists. He had thought for a long time that being good at things was the price of being loved, that if he ever stopped, everything would stop with him. Then a loud, rude, impossible Russian had come along and loved him on his worst days, and two boys who had never been loved properly by anyone had come along and loved him too, and somewhere in the middle of all of it, on the floor of a gym in the rain, with all of them lying in a heap and not one posture finished, he had finally worked it out.
“I know. I think I’m finally learning.”
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  Luca POV
The phone had been in Adrien’s hand for 11 minutes. He hadn’t dialled it.
Luca knew it was 11 because he had been counting, which was ridiculous, and he knew it was ridiculous, thank you very much. Some anxious little corner of his head had been keeping the tally since lunch; it was the same corner that counted exits in a new room, steps on a staircase, how many seconds a person took to answer when he asked them something that mattered. It had started when Adrien went quiet over his sandwich.
Adrien never went quiet over food. Adrien could talk with his mouth full through a whole team dinner and somehow still be charming about it, which Luca considered deeply unfair. Today he had picked the crusts off, one strip at a time, and lined them up on the edge of the plate; he hadn’t eaten a bite of it. Adrien. Not eating. That never happened.
It had been such a nice lunch, too. That was the stupid part. Levi had been allowed to ring the old brass ship’s bell on the deck to call everyone in, which was his job now and which he took more seriously than Luca took a faceoff, both hands on the rope, with the tongue-out concentration of a painter doing eyelashes.
Otousan had carried the tray of sandwiches down from the kitchen balanced on one massive palm like a waiter in a film. Kaasan had made Luca’s the way he liked it before he could even ask, cucumber sliced so thin you could read through it, cut into triangles, because Luca had once mentioned, months and months ago, that his grandfather had cut them like that. Once. In passing. Kaasan had never forgotten it.
Luca had sat there with his triangles and a heap of strawberries that kept somehow refilling whenever he looked away, and he had felt so looked after that it was almost embarrassing. Every time his bowl got low, a big hand would reach across from the left and tip more berries into it, and when he looked up, Otousan would be very busy staring at the lake with no idea how that had happened.
Every single time. Luca was 19. He was a professional athlete with a Stanley Cup ring on order. He had gone dark pink to the ears anyway, eaten every last berry, and loved it. He was never going to get used to this. Probably not ever.
Spoiled rotten. That was the technical term, according to Cliff.
Which was why he had noticed so quickly when Adrien stopped eating. Adrien was family now; Adrien got his berries topped up as well.
Kaasan had noticed. Of course, he fucking had. Nothing got past Kaasan; Luca had stopped being surprised by it somewhere around his second week in the house, when Kaasan had looked at him once across the kitchen island and without a word moved the bread knife out of his reach and a plate of toast into it.
He had looked across the lunch table at the pair of them with those calm, dark eyes. Then he had made his announcement, to no one in particular.
“Obaachan has been asking after Levi since breakfast. It’s far too fine an afternoon to waste indoors. Ilya and I will paddle him over.”
Ilya had been on his feet before the sentence ended, scooping Levi and Sharky up onto one hip like a skater collecting a dropped glove. No one had questioned why the rest of them were staying behind. No one ever questioned Kaasan when he used that particular voice, the polite, pleasant, entirely immovable one, not even Otousan. Especially not Otousan, who had once explained to Luca, very gravely, that a wise man didn’t argue with a lioness about where his cubs were going to be.
Kaasan had touched Adrien’s shoulder on the way past. Once, lightly, two fingers on the curve of it. He had bent to leave a kiss on the top of Luca’s head, a warm press of lips into his hair and a breath of sea salt and coconut that went through Luca like warmth into cold fingers after a long skate.
At the door, Ilya had stopped. He had laid one huge palm on the back of Adrien’s neck, Levi still balanced on his other arm, and kept it there for a slow count of three. Adrien had leaned right into it like a cat into a hand.
Luca had never once seen Adrien lean into his own father like that. Not fucking once.
Luca had watched that, and his chest had filled up so full it ached. A year ago Adrien had been terrified of Otousan. Properly terrified, the kind where he would walk the long way round the kitchen island to avoid being within grabbing distance. Now Ilya called him the Cub in the same growly voice he used for Luca, and had started saying “my boys” at the rink, meaning three of them, and Adrien had stopped walking the long way round anything. He had his own mug in the cupboard now, the one with the loon on it, that Kaasan had bought in the village shop and handed to him without a word on their first morning here. Adrien had carried it round in both hands, very carefully, for about a week.
That was the thing about this family. It just… absorbed people, the way the lake took in a dropped stone, closing over them warm and soft until it was as if they had always been there.
On their very first afternoon at the cottage this summer, before the bags were even unpacked, Kaasan had stood Luca and Levi against the frame of the pantry door with a pencil behind his ear and a hardback book balanced on their heads, one after the other, and made a little line for each of them. Lyovushka, 8. Lukasha, 19. The date beside each, in his neat square capitals.
Then he had looked at Adrien, hovering in the hall with a suitcase in each hand, and pointed the pencil at the doorframe without a word, and Adrien had dropped both bags and gone and stood there so fast he nearly cricked his neck. Adrien, 21, right at the top, the highest line on the frame. Until Otousan had insisted on being measured too, and then had to be measured on tiptoe for a joke, and then insisted on measuring Kaasan, and then spent the rest of the evening calling him Kotik and patting him on the head because his line hadn’t moved since he was 18.
Luca had never had a line on a doorframe before. No one had ever cared how tall he was getting, except to complain about the price of shoes.
He had a line now. In pencil. With his name.
He had gone back to that pantry door 4 times that first evening, when no one was looking, just to touch it.
Then the screen door had banged shut behind them, and the whole house had gone quiet and golden, warm sun pouring across the floorboards and not a single voice anywhere.
Even Yuki had stopped grooming to listen to it.
Luca had stood at the end of the dock and watched the old green canoe cut across the lake. Ilya sat at the stern, the paddle flashing in and out of the water in long, lazy strokes that somehow shot the boat forward like a defenceman’s easy stride eating up the ice.
Levi sat in the middle in a massive orange life jacket, waving at the entire sky and talking animatedly to his Kaasan in the bow, one skinny arm flung out to point at something, probably a bird, possibly a cloud he had decided looked like a shark. They shrank to a bright orange speck on the other side of the lake, and the water closed up behind them.
Now there was only the dock, and the lake, and the two of them.
Well. The two of them and an audience. Up on the deck, stretched along the warm top rail like a long black draught excluder, Yuki was watching the dock with her round blue eyes half shut, disapproving of everything that didn’t involve her or bacon, maybe salmon, but only if it was the good stuff.
She had slept on Luca’s bed every single night since they got here, right across his feet, and every single morning she pretended she had no idea who he was. Luca adored her. She tried to pretend that it was entirely one-sided, and he didn’t care in the slightest.
The boards under Luca’s bare legs were warm, baked all morning in the July sun. Anya lay sprawled across them on her side, belly up to the light, one hind leg twitching in a dream that almost certainly involved squirrels. A dragonfly hung over the reeds, wings flickering blue-green in the glare. Somewhere behind the pines, a loon let out its long, hollow, mournful call, and something in Luca’s chest answered it before he could stop it.
Adrien sat on the edge beside him with his jeans rolled to the knee, feet in the lake, turning the phone over and over in his hands.
Face up. Face down. Face up.
Luca waited. He was good at waiting; he had spent most of his life waiting, for doors to open, for voices to stop, for his grandfather to come back from the bakery, for someone to notice he was in the room. This was a different kind of waiting, the good kind, the kind where he got to be the one sitting there so someone else didn’t have to be alone.
He kept his face turned to the water. A breeze moved over the surface of the lake and brought with it cardamom and bergamot, faint and warm, from the shirt beside him. He sat with his shoulder pressed against Adrien’s arm and one palm between those broad shoulder blades, stroking up and down, steady as a blade on a long edge.
He had learned that from Kaasan, too. The hand between the shoulder blades. Kaasan did it to him at the rink when Luca’s legs were jittering before a game, and at the dinner table when a reporter’s name came up, and once, memorably, for 45 minutes on the sofa when Luca had been too embarrassed to admit that a film about a lost dog had absolutely wrecked him.
Kaasan hadn’t breathed a word about it. He had just kept his hand where it was and passed the tissues, and when Otousan came in and caught the pair of them sniffling, he had sat down on Luca’s other side and pretended he had something in his eye too. He had been mortified. He had been stupidly happy.
Under his palm he could feel the muscle go hard, then loose, then hard again.
Tense. Breathe. Tense.
“I know what they’ll say. I could write it for them. I’ve known every word since I was a kid. And my stomach is still doing this.”
Adrien was still watching the rippling surface of the lake, the phone turning and turning in his fingers. Even now, even like this, his voice was courteous, every consonant set down with care, the same polite, stubborn voice he used for reporters after a loss, the one that refused to give anyone the satisfaction.
Luca loved that about him. He loved loads of things about him, frankly, and had stopped being embarrassed about the length of the list somewhere around Christmas. Adrien turned the phone over once more and stared at its black, blank face as if it might bite him.
“It’s allowed to. Knowing what’s coming doesn’t stop it landing.”
Luca kept his voice low and rubbed between Adrien’s shoulder blades. The shirt was soft from years of washing, one of the old ones Adrien refused to throw out, the collar fraying at the back. Beneath it, the long muscles of the man he adored were drawn as tight as canvas on a stretcher.
Luca knew that better than most. He had known, every single time, exactly what his father would say when he came home with the gin on his breath. Knowing had never once made it hurt less; it had only meant he got to hurt in advance as well.
Some lessons stuck. That one had stuck like fucking tar.
He leaned in and pressed his mouth to the point of Adrien’s shoulder through the cotton. He smelled like cardamom and bergamot, warm from the sun; he smelled like home. Luca hadn’t known, for most of his life, that a person could smell like home. Adrien let out a breath that was very nearly a laugh.
“It’s been weeks. If I leave it another day, I’ll find a reason to leave it one more after that.”
Adrien turned his head. Those storm-grey eyes found Luca’s and held them, steady and a little frightened, the colour of the sky over the lake before rain. Luca could have drowned in them quite happily, thank you very much. He had stopped pretending otherwise a long time ago, and Cliff had stopped teasing him about the staring a long time after that, mostly because Victor had threatened to tell everyone exactly how Cliff looked at him.
“Will you stay? I want you to hear it. All of it, so you never have to wonder, later, what I said or what they said back.”
As if Luca would be anywhere else. There was nowhere on earth he would rather be.
He took the hand that was gripping the phone and pried the fingers loose one by one. They were cold, despite the heat. He laced them through his own; the ring on his left hand sat warm and heavy against Adrien’s knuckles. It had been days, and it still made his heart do something stupid every time he looked at it.
There was going to be a wedding. An actual, proper wedding, with a date and a cake and a list that Kaasan had already started a binder for, because of course he had. Adrien wanted it by the lake. Adrien wanted Levi as ring bearer, in a tiny suit, with Sharky.
Adrien had made an announcement at breakfast, with his mouth full of pancake.
“I’m taking Luca’s name. The whole of it, hyphen and all. I don’t care how long it makes the back of my jersey.”
Luca had choked on his juice. Otousan had looked so bloody smug that Kaasan had to kick him under the table.
The binder was green. Luca had seen it on the kitchen counter the day after they got here, with a label on the spine in Kaasan’s neat capitals and three different colours of sticky tabs already poking out of the side.
He had pretended not to see it, and then he had gone out onto the deck and sat on the steps for 10 minutes with his face in his hands, grinning like an idiot. Someone was planning his wedding. His. Someone had a tab for flowers. Someone, he had found out later, had a tab marked Lukasha: things he likes, and it had his grandfather’s apple cake in it.
That bloody cake had nearly killed him, a few weeks back. Luca had mentioned it once, on a bad night, half asleep on the sofa with his head in Kaasan’s lap: the way the kitchen had smelled when his grandfather baked it, cinnamon and burnt sugar, the one warm thing in a cold house. He hadn’t been able to remember the recipe.
He had only remembered that it had a crack across the top, always, and that his grandfather had called the crack the smile. On his birthday there had been a cake on the island with a crack across the top. Kaasan had made it 11 times, Ilya told him later, in secret, testing it on the team, until it tasted right. Luca had taken one bite and had to leave the room.
Otousan had followed him out and not let go of him for 20 minutes. Then he had marched him back in and made him eat two more slices, because it was a birthday, and in this house birthdays were the law.
None of that would have any LaPointes in it, apart from the one who mattered. Luca had known that for a while. He suspected Adrien was about to know it too.
“I’m not going anywhere. You’d have to push me in the lake.”
Luca lifted their joined hands to his mouth and kissed the back of that gentle hand. It had held him up off the ice, steadied him on stairs and cupped the back of his head while he cried; not once, not even in play, had it pushed him anywhere he didn’t want to go.
“Don’t tempt me.”
Adrien’s voice rumbled in warning, a quick grin there and gone. He set the phone down on the boards between them, thumbed the screen awake, and touched the little speaker symbol. The ringing came out into the sunshine, thin and tinny and wrong among the dragonflies, and Luca’s stomach dropped at the sound of it.
It rang 4 times. Anya lifted her head, ears pricked, and eyed the phone suspiciously. On the fifth ring, there was a click.
“Adrien. So you remember you have a telephone.”
The voice that came out of the speaker was thin and cool and very precise. Nothing in it sounded like relief, or love, or anything a mother’s voice ought to sound like when her only son finally rang. Luca’s shoulders went up round his ears before he could stop them. Old habit. Scheiße. He hated that he still had it.
He thought, stupidly, of Kaasan’s voice when Luca rang from a hotel on a road trip. How it went warm on the first word. Lukasha, hi, did you eat? Every time. Did you eat, did you sleep, are your feet warm, is Troy being nice to you? Luca used to think the questions were boring. Now he rang just to be asked them.
He was so spoiled now. It was disgusting. He loved it.
Adrien’s grip tightened on Luca’s fingers, but when he spoke, it was in English, pleasantly, like he was asking someone to pass the salt. God, Luca admired him.
“Hello, Mother. Is Father there?”
There was a small, brittle pause on the line before the answer came.
“He is in the room. We have been waiting a month for an apology, Adrien. A month. After that disgraceful display on national television, in front of everyone we know, you have not had the decency to…”
She was gathering speed; Adrien let her run for exactly one breath.
“I’m not ringing to apologise. I’m ringing to say something once, and I’d like you to let me finish.”
Adrien’s voice didn’t rise. It went flat and level instead, every word set down one at a time. Luca knew that voice. He had stood behind it once, on a gravel drive, with Levi in his arms, shaking all over.
The thin voice on the speaker sharpened. Here we fucking go.
“You will not take that tone with me…”
Adrien cut across her, clean and cold as a blade through new ice, and did not let her reach the end of the sentence.
“Mother.”
One word. The line went quiet. Out on the lake, a fish rose and left a ring spreading on the water. Luca watched it widen and fade, widen and fade, until it was gone. He didn’t breathe. He wasn’t sure he remembered how.
“On the steps of that house, you stood on the gravel and screamed at a boy in his pyjamas. You called him a parasite. You called him a freak. He had a 7-year-old in his arms who’d been asleep 10 minutes before. You frightened that child so badly he couldn’t stop shaking.”
Those grey eyes were far away, fixed on the distant shore, on something a lot further off than the pines.
Luca remembered. He remembered the cold of the gravel through his socks, the weight of Levi against his chest, the small hands knotted in his T-shirt, and that tiny body shuddering like a bird held in a fist. He remembered thinking, with a horrible, stupid calm, that he wouldn’t let go even if they hit him. He had been very sure, in that moment, that they might.
He remembered the rest of it, too, the part he didn’t let himself think about very often because it made him cry in a different way. Otousan coming, huge and furious, and scooping up the pair of them, Luca and Levi both, one in each arm, without even breaking stride, holding them so tight against that broad chest that Luca could hear his heart thundering.
Kaasan in front of them, him saying something low and vicious to the LaPointes in that politest voice of his, then turning and putting his hand over Luca’s eyes, very gently, so he wouldn’t have to watch any more. They had sat him on the sofa with a blanket and a mug of tea with two honeys in it, and Kaasan had held his feet in his lap until they stopped being ice, and no one had asked him to be all right. No one had asked him for a single thing.
The speaker crackled. A small, cold sound came out of it that might have been a sniff.
“We were frightened too. We had flown across the country to find our son in the arms of…”
Adrien didn’t so much as turn his head.
He stated the next part without any heat at all. Beside him, Luca felt the long muscles of his thigh begin to tremble where they pressed against his own.
“You told me I wasn’t one of them. I’m bisexual, Mother. I always have been. You never asked me, so you never had to know. You’ve spent a lot of years being proud of a son who was lying to you every single day, because he had learned it wasn’t safe to do anything else.”
The speaker spat static. Then the woman’s voice came back, shrill and climbing.
“Don’t you dare use that word to me. You were a normal boy. You had girls. This is a phase, and it is that… that creature who has put these ideas into your head…”
Luca flinched.
He couldn’t help it. He had been called far worse by far better practised mouths, in a kitchen in Switzerland that stank of gin and cigarettes, and still the word found the old bruise. Creature. Like something under a rock. Like something you scraped off your shoe. Verdammt.
Adrien felt it through their joined hands. He didn’t look round; he lifted Luca’s knuckles to his mouth, kissed them hard and went on talking right over the top of them. Even in the middle of his own storm, with his own mother spitting poison down the phone at him, he had felt Luca flinch. He had felt it, and he had answered it.
Luca thought he might love him for that, just that, for the rest of his life.
“Then it was the Cup. I won the Stanley Cup. It was the thing I’d wanted since I could walk. You and Father drove into a car park behind the arena and stood there while he called the man I love a deviant slut, in front of his family and half the arena staff.”
A rustle of fabric came down the line, and the thick, wet sound of a woman crying out of pure temper, angry with nowhere left to put it.
“Your father was upset…”
Adrien kept his eyes on the other side of the lake.
The level voice finally had something moving underneath it now, dark and fast and cold.
“And then you did the thing I can’t get past. You found Luca’s birth parents. Or you let them find you. You gave them our address. A man who used to hit Luca, until he ran away to his grandfather’s house, was standing at the bottom of our drive with a hired car. He got there because you pointed him at that door. He hit Ilya in the face, on our own drive, with Levi in the back of the car and Luca’s hand on his head.”
Luca’s free hand had curled into a fist against the boards. He didn’t remember doing it. He could still see it, if he let himself: his father’s red, bloated face, the hired car with the rental sticker in the window, the sound Ilya’s head had made when it snapped sideways, and Otousan just… standing there and taking it, so the cameras would see who had swung first. Levi’s hot little forehead pressed into his palm through the car window. The taste of his own fear, metallic and old.
Scheiße. He wasn’t going to think about it. Not now. Adrien needed him here, not back there.
For a while there was only the thin hiss of a long-distance line. Then the speaker rustled and clattered, and a different voice came on. Deeper, harsher, thick with the outrage of someone who wasn’t used to being interrupted and had never considered, not for one second, that he might be wrong. The old bastard.
“Now you listen to me, you ungrateful little… We gave you everything. Every rink, every coach, every lesson, every penny. This is how you repay us? We did not pay for a career to see it thrown away on that boy, on a pair of perverts who’ve stolen you…”
A pair of perverts. That was Kaasan, who had sat up with Adrien’s sore knee on a bag of frozen peas at two in the morning and talked him through the whole of the second period they had lost, play by play, until he laughed. That was Otousan, who had taught Adrien to make proper Russian tea and then pretended to be furious when he put milk in it. Luca set his jaw the way he did for a hit along the boards.
He wanted to throw the phone in the lake. He wanted to throw it so far it hit the trees on the other side.
Adrien waited for him to run out of breath. It took a fucking while.
“That’s enough, Father. I’m not asking you to understand. I stopped asking years ago. I only wanted you to hear what I’m going to say, so that no one can claim afterwards they were never told.”
Adrien’s voice was almost gentle, and somehow that was so much worse than shouting.
Luca could hear his own heart thudding in his ears. Anya had got up from her patch of sun and stretched her front legs out long, her nose wrinkled at the phone. She came padding across the boards, nails clicking, and sat down against Adrien’s back with a small, worried huff. Adrien’s free hand reached behind him without looking and sank deep into the thick fur of her ruff.
He spoke with a calm that frightened Luca far more than shouting would have.
“I’m not your son. You don’t have a son. You haven’t had one since you decided I was only worth having if I stayed exactly the shape you’d cut for me. Don’t ring me. Don’t write. Don’t come to a game. Don’t go near this family, or Luca, or Levi, or anyone who has ever shared a roof with me, by post or by phone or through someone else. Not ever.”
The silence lasted perhaps two seconds.
“You’ll come crawling back! When that boy has finished with you, when that freak has bled you dry and you are alone with no one, you’ll be on your knees on our step, and we will not open the door!”
The woman’s voice had gone high and cracked, spilling out across the water so loud that it bounced back off the trees. A pair of ducks by the reeds took off in a clatter of wings and outrage.
A second voice joined hers, bellowing over the top, the two of them so tangled together that for a second Luca couldn’t tell where one stopped and the other started.
“You are no son of ours! Do you hear me? No son of ours!”
The father’s roar crackled and broke up in the speaker.
Adrien’s grip on Luca’s hand turned crushing. The bones ground together and the ring bit hard into Luca’s finger. He didn’t mind. Let it break. It was Adrien’s hand; Luca would have given him the other one too, both his feet, anything he wanted to hold on to.
“Good. That’s the idea. Goodbye, Mother. Goodbye, Father.”
Adrien took a breath in the middle of it. It shook only a little.
He reached down with one thumb and pressed the red circle. The line went dead in the middle of her next word, and the word just… stopped. Good fucking riddance.
The silence that came afterwards was massive.
It was the sound of the lake. The small slap of water against the pilings, the dragonfly’s papery wings, the loon, far off, calling again. Anya whined and shoved her cold, wet nose under Adrien’s elbow, insistent, the way she did with Levi after a nightmare. The phone lay face up on the sunlit boards between them, its screen going dark.
Adrien stared down at it as if it were a hole in the ice.
He didn’t make a sound. That was what Luca would remember afterwards, more than the words, more than the screaming. Adrien sat upright and composed as a marble bust, eyes fixed on the water.
Then the tears came.
One after another they slid down the sides of his nose, along his jaw, off his chin and onto his folded hands. He cried with his mouth pressed shut, because somewhere very early on someone had taught him that crying should never be heard. No breath in it. No shaking. Only water, running and running, while his face stayed perfectly composed above it.
Luca knew that kind of crying. He had done it himself, in a cupboard under the stairs, with his fist in his mouth.
No one was ever going to cry like that in this family again. Not if Luca had anything to do with it.
He didn’t decide to move. He was just there, on his knees on the warm boards, arms round him, hauling him in. Adrien was so broad, so much more than Luca could ever hold, all long bones and heavy muscle and 6 foot 2 of stubborn. Luca held him anyway. For a second Adrien stayed upright in his arms, as stiff as a brand-new skate boot.
Then something in his back let go all at once, and he folded forward into the crook of Luca’s neck. The breath went into him in one long, ragged, silent shudder that Luca felt from his collarbone to his knees.
The words came out of Luca low and fast and warm. He gathered Adrien’s head into his hands and rocked him, slowly, side to side, the way he rocked Levi at three in the morning.
“I’ve got you. I’ve got you, I’ve got you. Breathe, my heart. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere, I’m right here.”
He kissed Adrien’s black hair, thick and silky and damp at the roots. He kissed the wet corner of his eye, then the hot, salty line along his cheekbone. His palm ran over and over the back of that bowed neck and down the long, shaking spine, feeling it give bit by bit, like lake ice in April.
“It’s all right. It’s finished. You did it, you did it so well, you were so brave. No one can come here. No one will ever make you hear that again. You are ours.”
Anya had wedged herself in against Adrien’s side, a warm, solid, anxious weight of fur, and laid her chin across his knee with a sigh. The sun was hot on the backs of their necks. The loon called, and was answered from somewhere further down the shore. Luca held on.
He murmured and held on and murmured some more. He had no idea how long. Long enough for the dragonfly to give up on the reeds. Long enough for the shadow of the boathouse to creep a few inches across the boards. At some point the silent water on his collarbone began to slow. The great shaking frame in his arms went from rigid to heavy, and then, by degrees, to something very like rest.
“Angel.”
Adrien’s voice was scraped raw, his face still buried in Luca’s neck, the name muffled against his skin. It was the one he reached for when nothing else would do: the first one, the one from the locker room, from before either of them had been brave enough to mean it.
Luca made a small noise to show he was listening and didn’t stop stroking his hair, his fingers slow and steady through the damp black strands.
“You’re talking Russian.”
Luca’s hand stopped dead.
“I’m what?”
His voice was blank. His whole face had gone blank; he could feel it, his brain scrambling to catch up with his ears.
“Russian. You’ve been doing it for about 10 minutes. I didn’t understand all of it. Yet I felt every word.”
Adrien lifted his head. His eyes were swollen and red-rimmed, his face blotched and wet, a strand of black hair stuck to his forehead. He was smiling. It was a shaky, wondering smile that Luca had never seen before, and he had spent a whole year collecting every smile Adrien owned. Even wrecked, he was beautiful. The storm-grey eyes had been washed clear, like the sky after rain, and his lashes were spiked and wet and ridiculous.
Luca opened his mouth. Not one word came out of it, in any of his languages. Fuck.
“I didn’t… I wasn’t…”
He heard how it sounded, small and helpless and stupid, and shut his mouth again with a click.
“You didn’t know. I could tell. It’s all right. I liked it.”
Adrien wiped at his own cheek with the heel of his hand. Luca caught the wrist before he could finish and did it for him instead, carefully, with his thumb, the way Kaasan did it for him.
“It’s only that it used to be German. When it got bad. You’d say Liebling and the rest would come out in German. I wouldn’t understand a thing, but I’d know. I’ve been listening these last few months. It’s Russian now. You do it to Levi at night, and to Anya. You’ve done it in your sleep, too. Twice.”
In his fucking sleep. Luca was going to fucking die. He was going to walk straight off the end of this dock and sink to the bottom with the turtles and never come up again.
He didn’t move, though. He sat back on his heels with Adrien’s face between his hands, the skin hot and salty under his thumbs, and Adrien’s hands resting slack around his wrists. He tried to find the moment it had changed. The day. The hour. There had to be one. There was always a moment, a line you crossed.
He couldn’t find it. There wasn’t one.
There was only a pile of small things, gathering up over time. That first night, when he had bolted from a crowded bed with his heart trying to climb out through his throat and run to the one person his body had somehow known wouldn’t judge him; even now he didn’t like to look at that too closely.
The first person who had ever held him while he came apart had done it in Russian, with a warm hand on the back of his head. A low voice had gone on and on above him, rumbling through the chest under his cheek. He hadn’t understood any of the words, and he had understood all of it.
Then a little boy now in a manta-ray bed, who needed someone to tell him it was only a dream in the language the dream had been in. A bedroom door left a hand’s width open, and behind it Kaasan and Otousan talking low before breakfast, in the one room in the whole house that had only ever been theirs. How badly he had wanted in. Fuck, he had wanted in.
He had practised on the stairs, in the shower, over the washing up. In a notebook. In his head. With Ilya’s flash cards propped against the toaster. Under his breath at three in the morning, when no one could hear him get it wrong. He had wanted to be on the other side of that door more than he had ever wanted anything. More than the draft. More than the NHL. More than his own name on a jersey.
And then, one ordinary night, he had been. He remembered that, too, with sudden aching clarity: the night Otousan had first stood in the upstairs hall at 10 o’clock with his arms held wide.
“There is a bedtime tax in this house, Lukasha. And you owe it.”
Luca had been so startled he had walked straight into the hug. Ilya had lifted him clean off his feet, 18 years old then and all broad shoulders, as if he weighed nothing at all, planted a great smacking kiss on the top of his head, set him down again and gone off to brush his teeth, whistling, perfectly pleased with himself.
It happened every night now. If Luca tried to sneak past, he got hauled back by the collar. Once, when Luca was away for a road game Ilya had missed with a sore shoulder, the tax had come by video call at 10 o’clock sharp, Ilya’s huge face filling the screen, arms out, refusing to hang up until Luca had hugged a pillow on camera.
Troy had seen it. Of course, Troy had fucking seen it, and he had never, ever let Luca forget it.
Kaasan had a ritual of his own, which was much quieter and somehow undid Luca even worse. Every night, after the tax, he would knock once on Luca’s open door, sit on the very edge of the bed and touch Luca’s cheek with the backs of his fingers.
“Three good things from today, Lukasha.”
Not one. Three.
Luca had found it agonising at first, lying there blushing, trying to think of anything good enough to say out loud. Now he collected them all day long like shells. A good pass from Troy. The heron. Levi falling asleep on my arm. And always, always, at the end, Kaasan would say them back to him, in Russian, his voice low and warm, tucking each one away for him somewhere safe.
Every single night. Three good things.
Somewhere in all that wanting, and all that having, it had gone in deeper than he’d meant it to.
It had stopped being a thing he did. It had become a thing he was. Someone had taught him, patiently, night after night, that when he came apart there would be hands, and the hands would murmur in that language. The careful part of his brain that kept the old accounts had just filed one under the other. Russian meant someone was coming. Russian meant safe. Russian meant wanted, chosen, kept.
It meant you weren’t going to be left in the corner. German was where he had always gone to hide, ever since he was small enough to fit under a kitchen table, and he was done hiding. So his body had stopped reaching for the language he had been born into. It reached, instead, for the language of being picked up.
He hadn’t noticed it happen. That was the whole point.
“I think… I think it’s where I go now. When I need to feel safe. The first time anyone ever held me while I fell apart, they did it in Russian. I’ve been holding Levi in it for a year. Kaasan and Otousan have this whole language that’s just theirs, and I wanted in so badly, Adrien. I think I wanted it so much that it went in further than I meant it to.”
Luca spoke slowly at first, testing each word carefully before he let go of it, because it was only now, saying it out loud, that he knew it was true. He finished in a rush, all of it tumbling out at once, then let out a long, unsteady breath and felt his face flame. Brilliant. Wonderful. Very smooth, Luca.
“And German?”
Adrien’s voice was gentle, and he took Luca’s hand again and held on.
“German’s still mine. It’s my grandfather’s kitchen. It’s swearing at the oven. But it was the place I went to hide. I don’t have to hide any more. I don’t even know when that stopped.”
A damp huff of laughter escaped him in the middle of it. Verdammt noch mal, his grandfather had muttered every single time the bread caught, and Luca had learned to swear before he had learned to spell. He shook his head at the end, honestly bewildered by it.
“I do.”
Adrien turned Luca’s hand over and kissed the centre of his palm. He did it the way he did everything, slowly and carefully, his lips lingering on the skin, and when Adrien looked at him like that, Luca could almost believe they had all the time in the world.
“About the time one massive Russian started refusing to let you go to bed without being hugged first.”
Luca laughed. It burst out of him wet and helpless. He put his forehead against Adrien’s; the two of them stayed like that, breathing, noses touching, the ring pressing a small warm circle into the back of Adrien’s hand. Adrien’s skin was hot against his own, sticky with sun and salt. Luca decided, very firmly, that he never wanted to be anywhere else.
Of course Adrien knew about the tax. Adrien had been paying it too, since about February. Luca had come out of the bathroom one night to find his massive, 6-foot-2 fiancé dangling off the floor in Otousan’s arms with his toothbrush still in his mouth, looking utterly baffled and completely delighted.
“Cub is in arrears. Is bedtime tax.”
Ilya had informed him of it very gravely, and had not put him down until it was paid.
“Teach me.”
A flush crept up Adrien’s handsome face, but he didn’t pull away.
Luca stared at him from approximately two inches away, which made it very difficult to stare properly, and managed a baffled little noise that was meant to be a question.
“Russian. Properly. I want to know what you say to me when you don’t know you’re saying it.”
Luca blinked at him. His face was on fire. His ears were on fire. Possibly the dock was on fire.
“It’s mostly breath.”
The confession came out as a mumble, half swallowed, and the flush ran dark pink down his neck and vanished under his collar.
“And I’ve got you.”
The words slipped out of him sheepish and soft, his fingers picking at a loose thread on the hem of Adrien’s T-shirt, and only halfway through did he realise that he had done it again.
“That’s a start.”
Adrien’s voice was hoarse, and he gave a small sniff that he didn’t bother to hide. He had always been the patient one. He would wait years for the rest, Luca knew, and never push; he would sit at the kitchen table with Ilya’s flash cards, get every single one wrong, laugh about it and keep coming back.
Luca could see it already. Adrien at the island with his loon mug, the flash cards fanned out in front of him, Levi on the next stool correcting him with all his little concentrated seriousness. Otousan walking past and dropping a hand on the top of Adrien’s head without stopping, counting his boys. Kaasan setting down a plate of cookies and slyly turning one of the cards the right way up. Adrien would be so bloody awful at it. He would be so happy.
Adrien had always wanted a big family. Luca had heard all about it on bus ride after bus ride: the cousins, the aunts, the noisy Christmases he had loved and been terrified of in equal measure, the way he had always pictured a house with kids running through it, a dog on the stairs, someone yelling about a lost skate. He had just put the phone down on the only family he had ever been born into.
Luca looked at Anya on his lap, and the canoe somewhere out on the lake with their little brother in it, and the house up the lawn with its screen door, and thought, with a certainty that bit as clean as a blade into fresh ice: you’ll have it. I’ll make sure. One day there’ll be a house, and kids, and a dog on the stairs, and they’ll all have our name, and no one will ever, ever stand on the gravel and scream at them.
He didn’t say it out loud. Not yet. He was still working up to telling Adrien he wanted kids at all, and that he wanted at least one of them to have grey eyes.
He wanted them to grow up exactly the way Levi was growing up now. Bossy and safe. Loud at the dinner table. Measured on doorframes. Dragged into bed on Sunday mornings by a massive Russian who called it inspection and then fell asleep on top of everyone.
He had a feeling Kaasan already knew. There had been a moment last week, in the kitchen, when Luca had been watching the Dykstras’ new baby on a video call, making faces at the screen, and he had looked up to find Kaasan watching him over the top of his reading glasses, his eyes gone so soft it was almost unbearable.
Kaasan hadn’t breathed a word. He had just come over, kissed Luca’s hair and gone back to his chopping. But the next morning there had been a new tab in the green binder. Luca hadn’t dared to look at what it was called.
Adrien traced the scatter of new freckles the lake sun had raised on Luca’s cheekbone, his fingertip moving from one to the next, his lips moving as if he were counting them. He smiled, tired and swollen and so unguarded that Luca’s heart did a neat three-turn in his chest.
“Ask me tomorrow what the rest of it means.”
Luca whispered against his mouth, half a promise and half a dare, and felt Adrien’s smile widen against his lips.
They lay back on the warm boards after that, side by side, fingers laced, and watched the clouds go over. Adrien’s breathing evened out. Luca’s thoughts drifted, the way they did out here, to the drive up from Boston three weeks ago: the Jeep packed to the roof, Levi asleep between him and Adrien in the back with his head on Luca’s arm and his feet in Adrien’s lap, and Kaasan passing snacks back over the seat every hour on the hour, from a cool box with a typed list taped to the lid. Lukasha: apple slices, NOT the green ones. Adrien: anything, honestly.
Otousan had driven the whole way singing along to Russian pop songs so badly that Anya howled, and Levi had woken up in the middle of one and joined in, word perfect, and the whole car had gone silent with shock. Then Kaasan had absolutely lost it, face in his hands, shoulders shaking. Luca had filmed the whole thing. He had watched it maybe 40 times since. He was going to watch it at their wedding.
There had been a stop at a diner halfway, too, where a woman in the next booth had looked over at the four of them, five with Adrien, Levi asleep on Otousan’s chest and Kaasan cutting Luca’s meat into squares out of pure habit before he noticed what he was doing, and she had smiled at them. Just smiled, like they were any family. Luca had thought about that smile for the next 100 miles.
Like they were allowed. Which they were, now; they always would be.
They were still sitting there, Anya sprawled across both their laps like a very large and very smug blanket, when a small, shrill, jubilant voice came skipping across the water.
“Lukasha! Addie! We see turtle!”
The canoe had come out from behind the point, a green slip on a sheet of silver. Levi was standing up in the middle of it in his orange life jacket, hair plastered flat with spray, bouncing up and down in a canoe, which was a terrible idea and everyone knew it. Sharky was held high above his head in one fist like the Cup itself.
Behind him, Kaasan sat in the bow with his paddle laid across his knees. His dark hair was damp, and his freckled nose had caught the sun; he was going to be insufferable about the sunscreen later, Luca could already tell. He turned once to look back at Ilya, soft-eyed, and Ilya’s face went soft and stupid right back at him.
Then Ilya, at the stern, stopped paddling all at once. He wasn’t looking at Levi. He was looking up the long length of the lake at the end of the dock. Luca watched him take the whole thing in at a glance: the wet faces, the dog, the phone lying face up on the boards.
It took the canoe 4 minutes to reach them, the paddle dipping in long, even strokes. Levi was out of it before it had stopped moving, in a flurry of life jacket and wet trainers; Kaasan caught the back of the jacket one-handed without even looking. He had probably done it 9 times already today.
Ilya hauled himself up the ladder after them, the rope in one fist, and looped it round the post. He didn’t speak. He crossed the boards in three strides, put one huge, slightly damp hand on the back of Adrien’s neck, and kept it there.
“It’s done.”
Adrien tipped his head back to look up at him, red-eyed, with an attempt at a smile that almost made it.
“Good.”
Ilya’s voice was rough and gravelly, pitched low enough that the lake swallowed it whole.
Kaasan hadn’t come straight to Adrien. He had come to Luca. He crouched down in front of him on the boards in one easy movement, took Luca’s face in both hands and just looked at it. Thoroughly. Gently. Missing nothing.
His thumb brushed under one of Luca’s eyes and came away damp. Luca hadn’t even known he had been crying too. Kaasan didn’t ask. He tipped Luca’s head forward and kissed his forehead, long and firm.
“My brave boy.”
The words went low and warm into Luca’s curls, and they sank all the way down into him and stayed there.
Ilya rubbed his thumb once along the side of Adrien’s throat. It was the same touch he used on Luca after a nightmare, on Levi after a bad day at the doctor’s; the touch that meant I am here, and I am not leaving. Then he cleared his throat with great force and glanced down at the small, wet, vibrating shape that had wrapped itself around his knees.
“Now. Turtle. Is very big turtle. Is the size of a plate.”
Levi swelled up inside his life jacket like an indignant orange balloon.
Levi squealed his correction, utterly outraged at the understatement, and took a firm grip on Adrien’s wrist with one wet little hand.
“Dinner plate! Is dinner plate! Addie, you come. I show you. Head is like this. Is go plop.”
What followed was a full re-enactment, with sound effects and one lengthy detour into what Luca eventually worked out was a heron, conducted at the top of Levi’s voice from the middle of the dock, in Russian and very determined scraps of English, with Luca murmuring the gaps for Adrien. Adrien watched every second of it, laughing in all the right places and gasping at the plop. Tears were still drying in the creases beside his eyes. Kaasan sat down on the edge of the boards beside Luca without a word, his shoulder warm and solid against Luca’s.
The turtle, it turned out, needed a turtle. Otousan volunteered. He lay down flat on his front on the sun-hot boards with a massive groan, all 6 foot 3 of him, and pulled his head down into his shoulders. Levi squealed with joy and climbed straight onto his back, life jacket and all.
Ilya began to crawl, slowly, towards the edge of the dock.
“Now turtle is going home.”
His voice dropped to a deep, grave rumble, the voice of a newsreader with the solemnest bulletin of the year; Levi clung on to his curls with both fists and giggled until he got the hiccups. Anya, unable to bear any of it, barked at the turtle from every possible side.
Kaasan leaned against Luca and laughed until he had to wipe his eyes. Somewhere in the middle of it, without seeming to think about it, he put his arm round Luca’s shoulders and drew him in until Luca’s head was tucked under his chin. Luca went. He always went.
He had stopped pretending he didn’t want this about 8 months ago. Kaasan’s fingers found his hair, still curling with lake damp, and began to work through it, tidying, smoothing, combing the tangles out the way he did Levi’s before a braid. It was so nice that Luca’s eyes slid shut.
He was 19. He didn’t care, not even a little. Let Cliff call him a baby. Let the whole fucking team call him a baby.
Someone had to tell Kaasan about the call. Luca would do it tonight, he thought, after the tax and the three good things, curled at the end of the big sofa with his feet in Kaasan’s lap. He knew exactly how it would go.
Kaasan would listen without interrupting and go very calm, which was the most frightening thing Kaasan ever did; then he would get up and make Adrien hot chocolate in the loon mug with the good marshmallows from the high cupboard that no one else was allowed to touch. Tomorrow there would be something Adrien loved for dinner and a new list somewhere, and no one would ever say why.
The turtle reached the end of the dock, turned round, and started back, because Levi had decided the turtle had forgotten something. Behind them, Otousan was now explaining, in great detail and in Russian, that turtles were very slow because they were very wise, and Levi was translating it for Adrien in a mixture of three languages and a lot of pointing. Kaasan made a contented little sound against Luca’s hair. Luca didn’t think he had ever been this happy on a day that had started so badly.
When the turtle was finally permitted to stand up, Levi came padding back across the boards and stopped in front of Luca. He was holding something very carefully in both hands. It was a feather, long and grey and slightly bedraggled, and Levi held it out like a page boy with a ring cushion.
“It’s from the heron. I found it at Obaachan’s, and I kept it safe in my life jacket all the way back. It’s for you, Lukasha, because you stayed at home and missed the heron, and that’s not fair.”
Then he tucked it, very seriously, behind Luca’s ear, patted it twice to make sure it would stay and went off to tell Kaasan about the turtle all over again.
His little brother. Who had once been too frightened to ask for a glass of water. Bringing him presents.
Luca touched the feather and couldn’t get a word out.
It was easily the best present he had ever been given. He would have it framed.
Otousan had seen it. Of course, he fucking had. He came over, dripping lake water from his front where the boards had been wet, with Levi now riding high on his shoulders and drumming on his head, and he stopped beside Luca and looked down at the feather and then at Luca’s face, his blue eyes gone soft.
Then his hand came down and ruffled Luca’s curls so thoroughly that the feather nearly fell out, and he fixed it, carefully, with two massive fingers.
“Lukasha. It is a very good feather.”
That rumbling voice always made Luca feel about 6 years old in the best possible way.
And then, without even a pause, Ilya leaned down and planted a kiss on the top of Adrien’s head too.
Adrien went red from his collar to the tips of his ears. He just sat there with his mouth open, looking up at Otousan as if he had been handed his own number in the rafters, and Luca had to bite the inside of his cheek very hard indeed.
That was it, then. Adrien was one of the boys now. Officially. There was no getting out of it.
Somewhere in the middle of the third telling of the turtle, which was for Kaasan’s benefit, Adrien leaned sideways until his head rested on Luca’s shoulder.
“Angel.”
The word was a warm murmur against Luca’s collar, pitched so low that no one else could possibly have heard. Luca barely caught any of the turtle after that; he was far too busy loving that heavy head on his shoulder.
“I know.”
Luca’s answer was hardly more than a whisper, lost almost at once in black hair that smelled like cardamom and bergamot.
“I’ve got you.”
This time he heard himself say it, and he didn’t stop.
 
Ilya POV
Ilya Rozanov had held the Stanley Cup before.
He had held it for 40 seconds on the ice, in a roar so loud that he felt it in his teeth, with confetti falling like snow and his husband’s arm locked around his waist. He had held it on the parade float, in the locker room, and at three in the morning in a hotel suite, boots off, a bottle of champagne at his elbow, long after everyone else had gone to sleep and he still could not make himself put it down. He knew its weight. He knew the cold of it against his chest, the way the silver caught the light. He knew that a thing so heavy could feel, in your hands, almost light.
But he had never held it on a Tuesday.
That was what undid him, in the end. It was such an ordinary day. No man could be ready for that on a Tuesday. A weekday in July, bright and blue, with the lake lying flat and glittering below the lawn and the pines throwing long, clean shadows across the grass. Anya barked at a squirrel, lost interest, and flopped in the shade with a groan of great suffering.
A dragonfly hung over the water. A lifetime ago, in a cold flat in an even colder city, a boy with a stick and a bucket of frozen pucks would never have believed that anything could arrive on a day like this. Not to him. Not for him.
It had started like every other morning at the lake, which was to say it had started with feet.
Small, cold feet, pressed flat into the small of his back at 5 o’clock, belonging to Levi, who had very definitely gone to sleep in his own bed with his own lamp and his own shark. Ilya had woken to find Levi burrowed in between him and Shane, Sharky crushed under one arm, both icy feet wedged against Ilya’s spine for warmth.
On the other side, Shane had one arm flung over the pair of them, his face mashed into the pillow and his own cold toes tucked against Ilya’s calf. Two thieves. One furnace. Ilya did not mind. Not even a little.
He had lain there in the grey light and listened to them breathe. Shane’s slow and deep. Levi’s quick and light, with a tiny whistle on the in-breath from a nose full of lake. He had counted them, the way he did most mornings now, and thought: mine, mine. Then, further down the hall, another door, bare feet on the stairs, the clink of mugs; he had thought: and mine.
Luca had appeared at seven with two mugs of tea balanced in his hands and his blond curls flattened on one side, clearly intending to leave them on the nightstand and creep out again. Ilya had not allowed this.
He had reached out one long arm, removed both mugs to safety, taken a firm hold of the back of Luca’s T-shirt and hauled him into the bed.
“Otousan. I’m 19. I’m a professional athlete. I’m far too old for this.”
Ilya had ignored every word of it. No one was too old. Ilya had made the rules of this house, and that was one of them.
Then he had spotted Adrien hovering in the doorway in his boxers with a third mug, looking at the heap on the bed like a puppy outside a closed gate.
“Cub. Is room.”
It had not been room. It had very much not been room. Adrien had come anyway, folding 6 foot 2 of himself onto the very edge of the mattress and perching there stiffly, clearly expecting to be thrown out at any second. Luca had pulled him in by the wrist; Levi had woken up and declared it a pile. Anya completed the pile shortly afterwards by landing on everyone’s legs at once, and then Yuki walked across all of their faces in turn to reach the warmest spot, which was Ilya’s chest, lay down on it and stared at him in triumph. Blyat. Shane had laughed into the pillow until he cried. The tea had gone cold. No one had cared.
In the middle of it all, Levi had sat up, hair sticking out in every direction, and counted them. He did it properly, with a finger, pointing at each one in turn, the way his teacher had shown him: Kaasan, Otousan, Lukasha, Addie, Anya, Yuki.
Then he had pointed at his own chest.
“And me. Seven.”
He had announced the total in a deeply satisfied voice. He had decided that seven was a very good number and lain down again on top of Ilya’s stomach. Ilya had had to look at the ceiling for quite a while.
That had been at seven. It was now ten, and he was still warm from it.
The last time they had all fitted into one bed had been the birthday morning, two and a half weeks ago, back in Boston, with the cottage still packed into boxes in the hall and the Cup still out on its travels round other men’s lawns.
It had been a bigger bed. It had not helped in the slightest.
Levi had been 8 for a whole day by then. He had informed everyone of it, including the postman, and then gone to bed wanting to know, three separate times, whether a person was allowed a birthday two days in a row.
A person was allowed. It had been decided at the kitchen island, in a meeting Shane had very nearly minuted: two birthdays, one day apart, and one day to have them both on. No party. No team. No Cliff with a cake the size of a tyre, though Cliff had offered, loudly, twice. Only the five of them.
Levi had wanted it that way because then Lukasha’s birthday would be his too, and that was better, obviously. Luca had wanted it that way because he did not know how to want anything bigger. He had explained, very reasonably, over his mug, that he did not really need a birthday at all. Ilya had decided to ignore this for the rest of his life.
At 5 o’clock on the morning itself, a small, warm weight had arrived on his chest and breathed on his eyelids.
“Otousan. Is it now?”
The whisper came from 2 inches away, Sharky squashed under his chin, his braid half out and his whole face lit up in the grey light like a lamp.
“It is five o’clock, Lyovushka. It is not now. Now is for sleeping.”
Ilya had folded him in under the duvet between himself and Shane. Levi had lain still for almost a whole minute. Then he had whispered the question to Shane, who answered in sleepy Japanese, and then to Sharky, who did not answer at all. By half past six Ilya could not stand it either. He was a grown man and a Captain, and he wanted his other boy.
He had gone down the hall barefoot and found Luca already awake, of course, sitting on the end of his bed in Adrien’s hoodie with his knees drawn up. He had the polite, careful face of someone determined not to mind if nothing happened. Ilya had seen that face in a mirror for years. He had not cared for it then either.
So he had skipped good morning. He had crossed the room, bent, and picked his eldest son up, all 19 years of him, and slung him over one shoulder like a bag of pucks.
“Otousan! Put me down! I’m 19 today, I’m a grown man!”
Luca kicked his feet and laughed upside down into the small of Ilya’s back, outraged and delighted in equal measure, and made no real attempt to escape.
“Da. Happy birthday. Grown men also get carried. It is a rule.”
Ilya carried him down the hall. Adrien followed, yawning, with an armful of parcels that had been hidden under his side of the bed for a week, since he was the only person Luca never thought to search.
“Cub. Bed. Is room.”
There had not been room. Five of them, one dog, and one cat, who came in late and lay down on the presents out of principle. Levi sat in the middle of the duvet in his fish pyjamas, quivering, both hands pressed flat to his knees so that they would not grab, and opened his parcels the way he opened everything: slowly, peeling back each strip of tape so that the paper would not tear.
A book about sharks, in Russian, with a hammerhead on the cover that he kissed on the nose. A torch that threw little blue fish swimming round the ceiling, which he tested at once, under the duvet, with Luca and Sharky in there for an audience. New fish socks, because the old ones had a hole in the heel that Levi had been hiding for a week out of loyalty. Then Adrien’s parcel, small and soft.
It was a shark. A very small one, the size of Levi’s hand, grey and soft, with the same stitched smile as Sharky.
Levi held it up beside Sharky and looked between them for a long time. Then he turned to Adrien, and his face went pink, and he did the thing he had been doing more and more lately: he tried.
“Addie. Is for Sharky? Is… little brother?”
Every English word was chosen and fitted together like a very hard puzzle. Then he waited.
“Yeah, buddy. Sharky’s little brother. Like you and Luca.”
Adrien’s voice had gone gruff. He leaned his shoulder against the headboard and did not seem to know what to do with his face.
Levi considered this with wide, glittering eyes. He tucked the tiny shark under Sharky’s fin, so that they were holding each other, and then reached over and patted Adrien’s knee twice, firmly.
“Thank you, Addie. Is good brother. Sharky… ochen’ happy.”
Ilya had to look at the ceiling for a while after that. The torch fish were still swimming round on it. They did not help.
Then it was Luca’s turn, and Luca went shy.
Levi’s parcel came first, wrapped in about a whole roll of tape. It was a drawing, done in felt-tip over four secret evenings at the coffee table. Five people in a row, holding hands, with a dog and a black cat at the end. They had sharks for feet, for reasons no one dared investigate. The tallest one had a crown on, and an arrow to it, and in wobbly Russian letters underneath, very large: LUKASHA. 19.
Luca looked at it for a long time. Then he pulled Levi into his lap, put his chin on top of that dark head and held the drawing out in front of them both, as if he needed to keep checking it was there.
Adrien’s present had been given at midnight, on the balcony, and was none of Ilya’s business. Luca had been wearing it on his face ever since.
So that left theirs.
Shane put the box in Ilya’s hand under the covers and squeezed his fingers round it. Shane had found the jeweller and phoned him twice. But it was Ilya’s to give. They had both known that from the start.
Where Ilya came from, a father gave his son a watch when he became a man. Ilya’s father had given him nothing at 18 but a list of every mistake he had ever made on the ice. Ilya had bought his own first watch with his first NHL cheque, a heavy gold thing far too big for his wrist, and told himself it did not matter who had paid for it. It had mattered. It was in a drawer somewhere. He did not want it back.
At 18, Luca had been alone, a week from the draft, with a birthday no one had marked at all. He had not been theirs yet. It was a very bad reason, and it was a year late, and Ilya was going to put it right this morning if it killed him.
“Lukasha. This is from Kaasan and from me. It is a year late. That is our fault. At 18 you were not ours yet; we were very slow to find you. So. Now.”
He held the box out across the duvet, and was alarmed to discover that his hand was not steady.
Luca took it. He opened the lid.
It was a plain watch. Steel, with a white face, thin black hands and a soft dark strap, narrow enough for an artist’s wrist. Ilya had only wanted it to last; a thing Luca could wear at 90 and explain to some boy of his own.
Luca turned it over.
On the back, in small neat letters, was the date of the draft. Under it: The day we found you. Under that, in Russian, two words. Our son.
Ilya watched him read it. He watched the colour start at Luca’s collar and climb, all the way up his throat, across his cheeks and into the tips of his ears, until he was the pinkest Ilya had ever seen him, pinker even than the crown in Levi’s drawing.
“Otousan. I’m far too old for this.”
Luca’s voice wobbled and gave, the deep man’s voice he had grown into slipping for one helpless second back into the boy’s it had been when he first came to them. He did not take his eyes off the back of the watch.
“Nobody is too old. I have checked.”
Ilya took it gently out of his hands, unbuckled the strap and held out his palm. After a second, Luca laid his wrist across it, thin and pale, the faint blue veins showing, and Ilya buckled the watch on as carefully as he had ever done anything, and kept his hand there afterwards with his thumb over the face.
Luca checked the time on it 40 times that day. Ilya counted.
🏒💛🏒
Mystic was an hour and a half away in Connecticut. Levi talked for an hour and 20 minutes of it.
He sat between Luca and Adrien with both sharks in his lap, reading the hammerhead book aloud in Russian, with commentary. He explained to Adrien, in English and Russian and pointing, that a beluga was a white whale, which was not a fish, though it lived with the fish, which was confusing, but fine. Then the car park opened up in front of them, full of pushchairs and noise, and he went silent all at once, as if somebody had switched him off at the wall.
Ilya came round and lifted him out, and both arms went straight round his neck.
“Shoulders, Lyovushka? From up there, you can see everything. Nobody can get you on the top of Otousan.”
Levi nodded against his collar, very small. Ilya swung him up with a hand around each little ankle, and two fists knotted themselves firmly in his hair. That was all right. He had plenty.
Then the belugas.
Down the stairs was a dim blue room where one whole wall was glass, and behind it the water, green and full of moving light. For a moment there was nothing. Then something white came out of the blue, slow and enormous and pale as a cloud, and came right up to the window to look at them.
Levi stopped breathing on Ilya’s shoulders. Ilya felt it happen.
“Otousan. Otousan. It’s looking at me.”
It was. The beluga tipped its great soft head this way, and that, and its mouth curved up at the corners in a long, sweet smile, as if it had heard a very good joke a hundred years ago and was still thinking about it.
Ilya lifted him down to the glass. Shane knelt beside him at once with one palm between his shoulder blades; Luca crouched on the other side. Levi lifted Sharky and the little shark and pressed them to the window, nose to nose with the whale, so that they could see. The beluga looked at the sharks and nodded its head twice, slowly, the way Levi nodded when he was being very serious. Levi made a tiny squeak of pure joy, like a kettle just starting.
A young woman in a blue aquarium shirt had come up beside them, smiling, with a badge on a lanyard round her neck.
“Looks like someone’s made a friend. She does that when she likes you. Is it a special day?”
Levi vanished. One second he was at the glass; the next he was behind Ilya’s legs with his face pressed into the back of his knee and a small fist in Ilya’s trouser pocket. A whisper came up from somewhere round Ilya’s thigh.
“Otousan, tell her I’m 8. And tell her Lukasha is 19. Tell her it’s both.”
Ilya put his hand down onto the top of the small dark head and left it there.
“Is two birthdays. This one, he is 8. That one, he is 19. Both, today.”
He nodded down at the pocket and then over at Luca, who went pink again, on cue.
“Two birthdays! Well, happy birthday, both of you. That’s a very lucky whale.”
The young woman smiled at the half of Levi that was visible and did not come any closer, which made Ilya like her very much. The whales smiled like that all the time, she explained; it was the shape of their faces. Then she left them alone with the glass.
“She says it can’t help smiling, Lyovushka. Its face is made like that.”
Luca crouched down to the height of the pocket, his voice soft.
Levi came out slowly, one blue eye at a time. He looked at the beluga, still smiling at the sharks, and then at Luca, his whole face shining.
“Like you, Lukasha. When you have a birthday.”
Luca made a small, cracked noise and pulled him into a hug so tight Sharky squeaked.
They saw the penguins falling off their rocks, and the sharks, and the sea lions, who were rude and splashed Adrien on purpose. At the touch pool, Levi put two fingers on a sea star with no one holding his wrist, and turned to Adrien with his eyes enormous. “Addie. Is hard. And soft. Both.” Adrien had to sit down on the floor. On the drive home, Levi was asleep before the motorway, his head on Luca’s arm and both sharks clamped under his chin, smelling of sun cream and salt and very faintly of fish.
🏒💛🏒
The strawberry cake had been Shane’s private war.
Levi had only been able to describe it in pieces. It was white, like a cloud. It had red on the top, and red in the middle, too, when you cut it. His Mama had made it when the strawberries came. That was all he had.
He had told Shane in Japanese at bath time, very quietly, with the flannel on his head. Shane had gone downstairs with his laptop and the face he wore for game tape, and by midnight he had known. Ichigo no shōtokēki: soft white sponge, whipped cream, strawberries laid in the middle like jewels and set in a ring across the top.
Yuna had walked him through it over speakerphone three nights in a row. Ilya would remember for the rest of his life the sight of Shane Hollander-Rozanov, two-time Stanley Cup champion, standing at the island at 1 o’clock in the morning with cream in his eyebrow, being scolded in Japanese about the folding.
The other cake had been a secret for even longer.
Shane had made it 11 times, in secret, all through the playoffs, trying to find it from a few sentences Luca had let slip, half asleep, on a bad night in the spring. Cinnamon and burnt sugar. A crack across the top. Ilya had carried every failure into the dressing room in a plastic tub and fed it to the team. They had eaten every crumb. On the eleventh, Shane had stood back from the oven, looked at the crack splitting across the top, wide and crooked, and burst into tears on Ilya’s chest.
So there were two cakes on the island that night.
Levi’s, high and white and perfect, with a ring of strawberries round the top and eight candles standing in the cream. And Luca’s, low and brown and rough, smelling of a kitchen far away, with a crack right across the top of it like a smile, and 19 candles crammed round the edge, because Shane would not compromise on candles.
Yuna and David sang from the iPad propped against the fruit bowl, Yuna in Japanese and David in English, firmly and very flat. Anya joined in from under the table. Adrien tried the Russian, very badly, and Shane laughed so hard he had to hold on to the counter.
Levi blew out his eight in one go and looked around at all of them, astonished at himself.
Then Luca blew out his 19, and Shane cut him the first slice of the cracked cake and put it in front of him on a plate. Luca picked up his fork.
He took one bite.
Ilya had been watching for it. He saw Luca’s face go very still, the fork go down with a small, careful click, and his eyes fill all at once, the way a glass filled under a tap. Luca pushed his chair back and walked out of the kitchen very fast and very straight, the way a boy walked when he had learned long ago never to cry where anyone could see.
Ilya was up before the door had swung shut behind him.
“No. Stay, sweetheart. This one is mine.”
He touched Shane’s shoulder on the way past, because Shane was half out of his own chair with his face crumpling. Shane looked at him, sat back down, and pulled Levi into his lap instead.
He found Luca on the back step in the warm blue dark, his arms wrapped round his knees, shaking so hard that the step shook with him.
Ilya did not say anything. He sat down on the step and pulled him in against his chest, the whole thin, shaking length of him, and held on.
“It tastes like his kitchen.”
A long time passed before the words came, muffled in Ilya’s shirt, in a voice that was barely there.
“Da. Kaasan worked very hard.”
Ilya rested his cheek on the blond curls and rocked him a little, the way he rocked Levi.
“Nobody has ever… Not since him. Nobody ever remembered.”
Luca’s fingers had knotted in the back of Ilya’s shirt. The new watch was cold against Ilya’s spine.
“We remember. Every year now, Lukasha. Every year until you are an old man and you say, ‘Otousan, enough, I am 70.’ And I say no.”
Ilya pressed his mouth into the top of that head and kept it there.
Luca laughed, wet and broken, into his chest. Then he cried again, properly, the whole long stored-up weight of it, while the crickets went on in the grass and the kitchen light lay in a gold square on the lawn. Ilya held him through every minute. Behind them, through the door, he could hear Levi and Shane, very low, and the clink of plates moved quietly. No one came out. Ilya loved them all for it.
20 minutes. He knew because the watch was right there on Luca’s wrist, against his own hand.
Then, when the shaking had stopped, and the breathing had gone slow with only an occasional hitch, Ilya stood up, and pulled Luca up with him by both hands, and wiped his face with his own thumbs, which only spread the wet across his cheekbones and did nothing whatever to dry them.
“Come. Back inside. It is a birthday, Lukasha, and in this home birthdays are the law. You will eat two more slices. I am watching.”
He marched him back in with one arm round his shoulders and sat him down in front of the cake and stood over him, exactly like a prison guard.
Luca ate two more slices. He cried a bit through the first and smiled through the second, a wobbly, astonished smile, crooked as the crack across the top.
Afterwards, while Adrien was clearing plates, Shane slid a small white card across the table to Luca, face down.
It was the recipe. All of it, in Shane’s neat, careful handwriting, the eleventh version, with the temperatures and the times and a small note in the corner about the burnt sugar: don’t be scared of it, let it go darker than you think. At the top, underlined twice, was the name of it. The smile.
“So it can never get lost again. It’s yours now.”
Shane laid his hand over Luca’s, on top of the card, and left it there.
Luca did not leave the room this time. He turned his hand over under Shane’s and held on hard, and leaned back against Ilya, who was still standing guard behind his chair, and sat there with his ears scarlet and did not let go of either of them for quite some time.
And Levi, at the end of the table, on his knees on his chair, with cream on his nose and cream on his chin and a strawberry in each fist, had stopped eating.
He was looking at his white cake, at the cloud and the red on top. He was humming.
Ilya knew the tune. Everyone in the house knew it: the old Japanese lullaby Shane sang at bedtime, the same words Levi’s Mama had sung to him in the dark. Levi hummed it with his eyes half closed, the way you hummed a thing you had known before you could talk, and after a moment Shane hummed with him, very softly, the second verse, not the first.
“Kaasan. It’s the right one. It’s the cloud one.”
Levi looked up, shining, with cream on his eyelashes too.
“I know, sweetheart. It’s the right one.”
Shane wiped the cream off his nose with one thumb, and his voice wobbled only once.
Levi nodded, satisfied, and went back to his strawberries, humming between bites. Ilya stood behind them all with one hand on Luca’s shoulder and his face wet, and no one even tried to tell him it was pollen.
Now, on a bright Tuesday at the lake, he could still smell the cinnamon if he closed his eyes.
Luca had checked that watch three times already this morning, before the toast.
Shane had a list for today, naturally. It was on the fridge under the magnet shaped like a moose, and Ilya had read it twice while the kettle boiled. Most of it was about the Keeper and timings and where the Cup would stand to be out of the sun.
But at the bottom, in a different pen, added later when he thought no one was watching, Shane had written: Levi: hat, water, nap whether he likes it or not. Lukasha: make him eat before the van comes; he forgets when he is nervous. Adrien: make sure he is in the photos; he will hang back. Ilya: let him cry.
Ilya had stood at the fridge with the kettle whistling behind him and read that last line three times.
Ilya: let him cry. Only his husband would write such things on a fridge. His menace of a husband.
He had not let himself cry. Not then. He had made the tea, and made Luca eat two pieces of toast with honey while standing over him like a prison guard, and found the hat, and he had not cried at all. He was saving it, apparently. For the lawn.
Ilya stood at the end of the drive with his hands in his pockets, and his husband tucked against his side. Shane’s hair smelled like sea salt and coconut; the sun had drawn a fresh scatter of freckles across his nose. Ilya had counted them over breakfast. 14 new ones. Pretty. So pretty it was unfair, and before 9 o’clock in the morning, too. Blyat. He watched a plain white van come down through the trees.
“You are vibrating.”
His arm locked tight around that lovely dipped-in waist, and his fingers drifted down to stroke, shamelessly, over the plush, full curve of one hip.
“I am not vibrating.”
Shane denied it without any conviction at all, rocking a little on his heels. Levi sat tucked on his hip, one little fist knotted in the back of Ilya’s shirt, making very sure no one went anywhere without him. Where Levi’s weight dragged at the hem of Shane’s T-shirt, the silver tiger stripes along that plush hip showed above his waistband. Ilya had kissed every one. Several times. He intended to kiss them all again tonight, and possibly bite one or two.
“It is not an insult. It is very sweet.”
Ilya murmured into the top of his head, not sorry in the slightest, and tightened his arm.
“I’m composed.”
Shane lifted his chin, wounded and entirely unconvincing. His cheeks had gone pink, the extra freckles standing out under the flush, every last one of them giving him away. Ilya adored it. He adored it. It was ridiculous how much.
“You are as composed as Anya is before breakfast, sweetheart.”
He kissed Shane’s freckled cheek. The long, helpless, delighted shiver that went through his husband carried straight into his own chest. He had not known, in all the long years of watching Shane Hollander be careful, how much it would please him to see the man unable to hold still. Shane with his schedules, his spreadsheets, his sensible shoes and his colour-coded binders; Ilya loved every boring inch of it. But this, this rare unguarded fidget, he loved best of all.
Levi was fidgeting too, in sympathy. He was wearing the tiny Bears jersey Luca had ordered for him in secret the week after the final, black and gold and far too big, so that the sleeves came down over his hands and the hem reached his knees. HOLLANDER-ROZANOV ran across the back of it in letters that went right around to his ribs.
Under it, where a number should be, Luca had asked for a small gold shark. Levi had not taken it off for three days.
He had tried to sleep in it on the first night, and been talked out of it only by a promise. Shane had washed it overnight, twice, and put it back on the end of his bed before he woke so that he would not notice it had gone.
Sharky, not to be outdone, was wearing one of Ilya’s socks.
“It’s his jersey, Otousan.”
Levi had informed him of this very firmly. Ilya had not argued. A man did not argue with a shark about uniform.
He had expected to be calm. He prided himself on it; he was the one who had played Game 7 with Vegas trying to put him through the boards every shift and had smiled, cold and pleasant, through all 60 minutes. Quite sensibly, he had assumed that a man who could do that could stand next to a trophy without his hands shaking.
His hands were shaking. Blyat.
He put them back in his pockets. Shane noticed anyway. Shane always noticed. Those velvet-dark eyes flicked to the pockets and back up to his face, and his husband’s fingers tightened, very slightly, on the back of his shirt.
Behind them the screen door banged, and Luca and Adrien came down the steps together, Luca in a clean white shirt that Ilya was fairly sure had been ironed for the occasion, and Adrien in a Bears T-shirt with the Cup on it, which was either very sweet or very tactless; Ilya had decided it was sweet.
Luca’s collar was tucked under on one side. Of course it was. Ilya reached out as he passed and fixed it with both hands, smoothing it flat as his mama had fixed it before school, and then he could not resist and tugged one blond curl straight down over Luca’s forehead.
Luca ducked his head and went dark pink to the ears and tried very hard to look annoyed. He did not manage it. He never did. He stood there under Ilya’s hands with a pleased, helpless smile, the one that still, after a whole year, looked faintly surprised to be allowed. Ilya would fix that boy’s collar every day for the rest of his life if he was given the chance.
The van’s engine ticked as it cooled. The Keeper climbed out, brushing pine needles from his sleeve. He was a courteous, white-haired man in a navy blazer with white gloves folded into the pocket; he had the calm, careful hands of a man who had never in his life dropped anything that mattered. He shook Ilya’s hand, then Shane’s.
He bent low and shook Levi’s, too, which made Levi go bright pink and hide half his face in Shane’s neck. Then the Keeper explained the rules in a low, practised voice; he must have given the speech 500 times, and he still meant every word of it.
“It is never dropped, and it is never left alone. It is a very great honour, and I hope you enjoy every minute.”
He lifted the lid of the battered black case and drew back the velvet.
Ilya had thought he was prepared.
It was smaller than he remembered. That was the first thing; he had braced for the size of it, the way he braced for a hit along the boards, and all the bracing had been wasted. The second thing was the light. It struck the silver and flung itself across the lawn, over the grass and the picnic table and the faces of his family. Ilya forgot, for a moment, how breathing was supposed to work.
The Cup stood in the shade of the pines with the lake blazing blue behind it, scarred and dented and engraved with the names of thousands of men. With a lurch he had not expected, he thought of a small blond boy in a cold stairwell back home, who had drawn this on the back of a school notebook with a stub of pencil.
He had given that notebook away. He did not remember to whom. He remembered only the drawing. A lopsided silver bowl on a thin stem, a little crown on top, a crooked row of tiny names beneath it. He had put his own at the bottom. Rozanov. He had been 7 years old. A year younger than the boy on Shane’s hip.
“It is real.”
His voice was thick and strange, and he could not drag his eyes away from it.
“It’s real.”
Shane’s answer came low and unsteady, meant for Ilya alone.
A strong hand slid into his pocket and found his. Their fingers wove together, warm, steady, a little rough from the paddle. Shane’s hand was smaller than his and strong as a vice; it fit inside Ilya’s palm perfectly. It always had.
“We did this. We did… All of us.”
Ilya spoke more to the silver than to anyone, his thumb rubbing over Shane’s knuckles.
He felt it before he understood it, like ice cracking somewhere under his feet. He had a lifetime’s practice in managing his face: a hard, bored, easy face, learned in a hard house and polished in a hard league. He had worn it so long that he had stopped noticing it was there.
A breeze lifted off the lake and cooled the sweat at the back of his neck. And the face was going. It was sliding off him, here, in front of a courteous old man in a navy blazer and a small boy in sandals, and Ilya could not seem to hold it up.
“Otousan, can I touch it, please?”
Levi’s question came in a whisper so faint it barely made it across the air between them.
Ilya looked down. His little son was staring at the Cup with huge blue eyes, Ilya’s own eyes, like a boy pressed to the glass at his first game. He had asked so carefully that it hardly counted as a sound, the way a child asked when he had learned that asking could get him into trouble. Ilya hated, with a cold, steady, endless hatred, the bastard who had taught him to ask like that.
One day Levi would ask for things like a child who expected the answer to be yes. Ilya would make sure of it if it took him the rest of his life.
The Keeper bent his white head.
“Of course you can, young man. That’s what it’s for. But only with very gentle hands.”
He spoke gravely, giving every word its own care.
Shane set Levi down, translating as he went, his voice low and warm against Levi’s ear. Then he crouched, easy as a goalie dropping into the butterfly, and kept one palm on Levi’s back until he stepped clear.
Ilya had played in the best league in the world for almost a decade, first as a centre and then on Shane’s right wing, and he had never been at a loss on the ice. Not once. Now he found himself frozen on a lawn in the sun, watching his 8-year-old son cross the grass in tiny sandals with one hand held out in front of him, like a man crossing a frozen pond in spring.
The grass whispered under his sandals. Levi stopped at the picnic table. He tipped his head right back. He lifted one finger and touched, so carefully, the very edge of the bowl.
“It’s cold.”
Luca padded across the grass to join his little brother, barefoot, Adrien a step behind him.
“It’s made from a metal called silver, Lyovushka. It stays cold in the shade.”
Luca crouched beside him as he let the answer settle, one hand resting lightly between Levi’s shoulder blades. Ilya watched that hand. It was where Shane always put his. Where Ilya always put his own. The boys had learned it from them without anyone ever teaching it, the way a rookie picks up the veterans’ habits on the bench.
“Are those names on it?”
Levi leaned in to try to read them, though most of them he would not be able to, his nose almost touching the metal. Luca nodded and tipped his head to read along with him.
“Yes. Lots and lots of names. So many that they have to keep making new rings for them.”
Levi took this in with enormous seriousness.
“Will we get ours?”
One thin finger traced a line of engraved letters.
“Mine, Kaasan’s and Otousan’s will. In the autumn. A man in Montreal puts them on with a tiny hammer.”
Luca tapped two fingers against his own palm to show the hammer, tap tap tap. Levi watched with wide eyes. His finger stopped moving on the silver, and his voice rose, thin with hope.
“And mine? Our names are the same now, right, Lukasha? Hollander-Rozanov. That’s all of ours, isn’t it?”
Levi stopped moving altogether. He turned, his hand still resting on the silver, and looked back across the lawn, and Ilya felt the look land on him. Blue and searching. A quick check that it was still true. That it was still his.
Ilya’s throat had closed up tight around everything he wanted to say, and not one word of it would come through. He lifted one hand and put it against his own chest, over the place where his heart was pounding like the end of a shift, and held it there. Shane, who always understood him, laid his palm over the back of Ilya’s hand. Warm. Square. Sure. His thumb rubbed once, the small private touch that meant I’m here. Then his pretty, pretty husband spoke, in a voice that carried across the grass.
“That’s right, Lyovushka. All of us. Always.”
Shane did not take his eyes off their children as he answered. His fingers pressed warm over Ilya’s. Love lit his face, bright and certain and a little bit dangerous. Lioness, Ilya thought, helplessly. His lioness. Soft as butter, and not to be crossed. Ever.
“Da, we are. I am.”
Levi gave one serious little nod at that. His hand stayed on the silver, flat and firm, keeping it.
Then he turned round to Ilya and lifted both arms straight up in the air, which was the signal, and had been the signal since the very first week, for up.
Ilya crossed the grass in four strides, swung him up so high that the too-big jersey flapped around his knees and held him out over the Cup so that he could look right down inside it. Levi peered in.
“It’s empty. There’s a tiny scratch at the bottom like a fish. Sharky would like to see, please.”
He reported it all very determinedly.
The Keeper, who had very probably never been asked this in 30 years, listened to Ilya’s translation, considered the shark in its sock and then nodded. So Sharky went into the Stanley Cup. He sat at the bottom of the bowl with his sock on, looking very pleased with himself. Levi giggled so much at the sight that he nearly slid out of Ilya’s arms, and Shane took 11 photographs of it before anyone could stop him. Ilya would have that one framed, too. He was going to need a bigger fucking hall.
🏒💛🏒
They lifted it together. The sun had climbed higher by then, and the lawn had begun to steam a little in the heat.
It had been Shane’s idea. Of course, it fucking had. That pretty, clever, ridiculous mind had been planning it for a week, in a spreadsheet, with colour coding; Ilya had seen the tab. It was called Cup Day (Lake) and had a column for Contingencies. Ilya had agreed at once without needing any explanation; it was right. They stood on either side of the table in the dappled shade, hands under the silver, and raised it above their heads.
It was heavier than it looked. It was always heavier. Sweat prickled at his hairline. Ilya felt the weight go down through his shoulders, into his spine, into the bones of his heels, and he thought, as he had thought on the ice: this is what it costs. This is what it is for.
The metal was cold against his palms. Shane’s fingers brushed his on the band, warm and sure. They had brought it back down to rest on Shane’s side, and Shane had one arm wrapped around the clingy little form of Lyovushka, who had climbed back up him like a koala the moment the lifting started and now rode on his hip with Sharky pressed between them.
A strand of dark hair had stuck to Shane’s damp forehead, and Ilya wanted very badly to push it back. He wanted, if he was being honest, to push it back and then pin his husband to the nearest tree and kiss him until he forgot his spreadsheet. But there was a Keeper, and there were children, and Ilya was a respectable Captain of a Stanley Cup-winning team. Respectable. Ha. For now.
“Lukasha. Adrien. Get in here.”
Shane half-turned and called over his shoulder, laughing, a little breathless from the lift.
Luca came. He wormed into the gap between them with a gasp, and Adrien followed, to stand behind with one great arm slung around all three of them. His other hand found the back of Luca’s neck on the way, a small private touch, and Luca leaned into it without looking. Ilya saw it, and was glad.
Next summer, if the Cub had his way, there would be another photograph on this lawn; the two of them in suits, Levi with a ring cushion, Shane crying into his binder. Ilya intended to be insufferable at that wedding. He intended to be even more insufferable at Marly’s, since Victor had finally put a ring on the big idiot, and Ilya had already informed Cliff that he would be best man whether Cliff asked or not.
The Keeper lifted his camera with a small, grave smile. Ilya felt Luca’s shoulder press against his ribs, warm and narrow and trusting. He slid his arm across Shane’s back, and his hand settled at that pretty waist, his thumb tucked into the waistband where no one would see. He looked at the lens and found, with some astonishment, that he was smiling. Open. Helpless. Crooked. On the photograph, he knew, he would look like he had never expected this.
“Smile, Captain.”
Adrien’s voice came from somewhere behind his left ear, a chuckle with a little water in it.
“Am smiling.”
Ilya kept his eyes on the lens and his chin up, very proud and very Russian. A muscle jumped in his cheek from the effort of not letting the smile break his face in two.
“You’re crying, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s murmur was kind, pitched low enough for Ilya alone, and perfectly accurate.
“I am not crying. It is pollen.”
Ilya sniffed, very wounded and very fake, and did not blink.
Shane made a noise against his shoulder that was either a laugh or a sob or both. Ilya turned his head and pressed his mouth into the silky dark hair, quick, before the Keeper could look. Blyat, he was a mess. Luca’s face was pressed into Ilya’s shoulder, and Levi’s was tucked into Shane’s neck. The camera clicked. Somewhere behind them, a screen door banged, and a bird burst up out of the pines.
When the Keeper lowered his camera, Ilya did not let go. He tightened the arm around Luca’s shoulders instead, and turned his face into those blond curls, still flat on one side from the pillow, and breathed in vanilla and almond and sun. Lukasha. His first boy.
Who had come to them with a sketchbook, a flinch and a habit of saying sorry to furniture. Who now stood under Ilya’s arm on a summer lawn with a ring on his finger and a man who loved him at his back, and leaned. Just leaned, his whole weight, without thinking. Ilya ruffled the curls into a complete disaster, to cover the fact that his eyes were doing the pollen thing again, and Luca made an outraged noise and did not move away an inch.
Then Ilya looked at Adrien, still hovering a polite half step behind them all, and beckoned him in with two fingers.
No one in Ilya’s family hovered. Ilya did not permit it.
The Cub was made to hold the Cup on his own for a photograph, which he had not done since the night on the ice; he held it like a man carrying a newborn across an icy car park. Ilya stood behind him with one hand on the back of his neck the whole time.
It was his Cup too. He had blocked a shot with his own shin in Game 5, limped for a week and told no one, as if Ilya would not notice.
“Is your Cup too, Cub Game 5, you block a shot with your shin, you limp for a week, you tell no one. You think I do not see? I see. I always see.”
Ilya’s voice came gruff and low against the Cub’s ear, rough as a blade on fresh ice; Adrien’s grey eyes went very bright, and the Keeper, who missed nothing, took the photograph at exactly that moment.
The Cub. His Cub. One of his boys, whether the Cub had worked that out yet or not.
It went on all morning. They took the photographs. Yuna and David were summoned from across the lake and arrived with a thermos and a plate of onigiri wrapped in a tea towel, then stood at the edge of the lawn with wide, pleased smiles on their faces.
David’s arm had gone around Yuna’s waist the moment they stopped walking. Yuna leaned into him as she always did: all lists and fire, resting for one moment against that steady side. Ilya knew exactly how that felt. He had a steady side of his own, about 5 foot 9 of it, with freckles.
Yuna got her own photograph, of course. She stood beside the Cup with Levi on one side and Luca on the other and an arm around each of them, and she tried very hard to look like a serious businesswoman and failed completely. Levi held her hand the whole time.
Then he made Ojiichan hold his other one, then demanded Kaasan and Otousan as well, then Lukasha and Addie, until the whole family was strung out across the lawn in a chain of hands either side of the silver. The Keeper had to step back three times to fit them all in.
Seven of them on the lawn. Nine, with the animals. Ilya counted twice, to be sure. Levi had taught him well.
Yuki, who had no respect for any trophy ever made, strolled out across the grass with her tail held high. She sat down at the foot of the table, fixed her round blue eyes on the Keeper, and slowly blinked. He had to take her picture. It was not permitted. He took it anyway.
Anya was given one photograph with her nose against the base, and it took 12 bloody attempts and the combined bribery of three sausages to get it. Ilya would have that one framed. He would put it in the hall, where Yuki would have to walk past it every day and suffer.
In between photographs, Luca got out his sketchbook. The sketchbook went everywhere Luca went, soft-cornered and smudged with graphite. He sat cross-legged on the picnic bench with Levi wedged in his lap and drew the Cup in pencil, quick and sure, while Levi supervised and pointed out everything he had got wrong.
Ilya stood behind them with a hand resting on each of their heads, one blond and one dark, and watched the silver appear on the page line by line. Under it, small, Luca wrote the date. Under that, in careful Russian letters, Levi’s hand on top of Luca’s, they wrote all five of their names.
Ilya had to go and stand by the lake for a minute after that. Shane found him there; he did not mention the pollen, only leaned against his arm until Ilya was ready to come back.
Item four on the list. Shane was very thorough.
At 11, very seriously, the Keeper lifted down the bowl and took a pitcher of milk from the cooler.
Ilya had been expecting this. He had not been prepared for the way his heart dropped, like a puck at the faceoff. Not even close.
It was a normal thing. It was a ritual as old as the trophy itself: you ate your breakfast out of it. Every player in the league who had ever won had done it at some point in the summer, in some kitchen or back garden, with a spoon and a box of whatever he had eaten as a child. Ilya had seen the photographs.
He had seen a goaltender eat a salad out of it and a winger eat three kinds of cereal at once, which was disgusting. He had thought it was funny; he had thought it was a nice custom. Not until right now had he thought it would feel like being handed something he did not know how to carry.
The Keeper stood on the lawn with a pitcher of cold milk. Beside him sat a box of chocolate cereal, chosen by Ilya’s two sons with massive ceremony from a supermarket shelf of 30. There had been a debate of 20 minutes, a list of pros and cons written by Luca, and a vote, which Levi had won by being eight.
The Keeper poured. The milk made a bright, clean sound against the silver; he set the Cup down on the table, brimming, and stepped back. Levi looked at it for ages.
“Am I really allowed?”
His voice was so small that it seemed to come from a long way off. From a basement, Ilya thought, and then made himself stop thinking it.
“You’re really allowed, Lyovushka. You’re the first Hollander-Rozanov to eat out of it. Your Otousan is going next, then Kaasan. But you’re first. I think that’s right.”
Shane was crouching beside him at once, one hand on Levi’s back. That same hand had once put a grown man on the ice with one punch. Now it rested on their son so lightly that Levi could barely have felt it. Both, always both. Ilya would not have had him any other way.
Levi turned his head. His eyes found Ilya’s, massive and blue, and something in Ilya’s chest gave way like a snowbank in April.
“Is that okay?”
Levi checked with him the way he checked everything, his eyes fixed on Ilya’s face, waiting for the answer before he would let himself believe it.
Ilya could not speak. He crossed the grass instead and went down on one knee beside the picnic bench, not caring about his shorts. He laid his hand on the back of Levi’s head and felt that warm little skull move under his palm.
“It is more than okay. It is very correct. Eat, Lyovushka.”
Levi ate.
He got up on his knees on the bench to reach. He took the spoon, a very large spoon, and lifted the first mouthful with enormous care, both eyes fixed on the spoon. He chewed. He swallowed. He took another.
He worked his way through the whole bowl, bite by serious bite, while the family stood around him not making a sound and the lake glittered behind them. When the cereal was gone, he tipped the bowl ever so slightly in both hands and drank the milk from the rim, so that a little ran down his chin.
He set it down. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, leaving a faint brown smear along his wrist. Then he looked around at the circle of faces, and his own face broke into the widest, wettest, brightest smile Ilya had ever seen. Ever.
“It’s the best cereal… in the whole world.”
His son announced with massive gravity, with a breath in the middle to get to the end. Then he turned his face up to the whole circle of them, milk still on his chin, and grinned at every single one. Yuna was, very clearly and with no subtlety whatsoever, filming the whole thing on her phone.
Luca made a sound that was half a laugh and half a sob. He turned, blindly, into Adrien’s chest; Adrien’s hand came up to cradle the back of his head, his cheek on Luca’s blond hair.
Yuna had one hand over her trembling mouth and the other holding up her phone, which was shaking so badly Ilya doubted the video would be much use. David stood straight and silent beside her, one arm around her shoulders, holding her up, as always. His eyes, behind his glasses, were bright. He found Ilya’s across the lawn and gave one slow, deliberate nod.
Ilya had spent so much time, in the years he did not think about, wishing he were someone’s son. He had wished for it in a cold flat. He had wished for it in a colder arena. He had wished so hard and for so long that in the end he had stopped, and put the wish away in a locked place where it could not hurt him any more. His mama would have loved this. A Tuesday. A lawn. A tiny, fragile little boy with milk on his chin.
She would have. He knew it the way he knew the ice. She would have sat on that bench with Levi in her lap and braided ribbons into no one’s hair, because there was no one’s hair long enough, and laughed at all of them.
Now here was a man across a lawn with grey hair and a steady, calm smile. Once, that man had stood in a doorway, watchful and patient, waiting to see if Ilya was safe. Since then, he had called him son in a voice that never wavered. Not once.
And here were Ilya’s own sons, one with chocolate milk on his chin, grinning so wide that his little face scrunched up with it. And beside them stood the one who had made all of it possible: Shane, devastating in the noon sun, with wet, sooty lashes and the whole of his careful, long-guarded heart showing on his face for anyone to see.
It was the closest Ilya had come to praying in a long, long time, as he scooped his youngest up into his arms.
“Otousan? Your face is wet.”
Levi snuffled the first word against his collar, then leaned back. He laid one cool little hand on Ilya’s cheek, looked at it, and then looked up at him with massive, serious eyes before he finished.
Ilya pressed his lips together and nuzzled into that soft, silky hair.
“It is pollen.”
His voice had gone rough. He gathered their son in against his chest, cereal remains on his chin and all, and held on hard.
“Kaasan says that’s what you say when it’s happy.”
Levi informed his shoulder, very matter-of-fact. Over the boy’s head, Shane’s eyes were swimming. He laid his palm between Ilya’s shoulder blades, smoothed it down his spine to his waist and left it there, warm and certain.
“Kaasan is very clever.”
The words got out of Ilya, just as thick as honey and scraped raw at the edges. He kissed the top of Levi’s head. After that, he found that he could not get another word out at all.
Levi, who had decided some time ago that he was in charge of the cereal, took matters into his own hands.
“Otousan is next. Kaasan said so.”
The Keeper poured again, and Ilya sat down on the bench with Levi in his lap, and Levi took up the massive spoon in both fists and fed him.
One spoonful at a time, very carefully, holding the other hand cupped underneath to catch the drips the way Ilya did for him when he was ill, and saying good after every mouthful, exactly as Ilya always did. Ilya ate chocolate cereal out of the Stanley Cup from the hand of his 8-year-old son, and it tasted of milk and sugar and cold silver and his son’s careful hands, sweeter than anything that had ever been in his mouth. He was crying so hard by the end of it that Shane had to take the spoon away and finish feeding him himself.
Then it was Kaasan’s turn, and Levi fed him too. Shane, who did not eat sugary cereal and had told an entire nutritionist so to her face, ate every single spoonful without a murmur; he let Levi wipe his chin with a napkin afterwards and kissed the little hand that did it. Luca took a picture. Adrien took a video. David took Yuna’s phone off her very gently, since she was no longer in any state to hold it.
Ilya had married the right man. He had known that for 9 years. He knew it again, watching Shane eat chocolate cereal for their son.
By two o’clock, Levi was asleep.
He went the way he always went after a big day, all at once, like a light switched off: one minute chattering about the Cup and the shark and the scratch like a fish at the bottom, the next a warm dead weight on Ilya’s chest in the hammock under the pines, utterly boneless, with Sharky in his sock clamped under his chin.
Ilya had lain down for 5 minutes. That had been 90 minutes ago. He had not moved since, and he did not intend to move until Levi did. If anyone wanted him for anything, they could come and fucking find him.
They did come and find him. One at a time. That was the best part.
Shane came first, with a glass of water and a straw, and held it to Ilya’s mouth so he would not have to move his arms. Then he leaned over the hammock and kissed Levi’s hair, Ilya’s forehead and then, lingeringly, his mouth, and went away again with a look that promised he would be back.
Then Luca drifted over and lay down on the grass right beside the hammock, so close that Ilya could let his free hand dangle down and find those blond curls, and he played with them while Luca dozed in the shade with his sketchbook on his chest. Then Adrien, who sat with his back against the pine trunk and Luca’s feet in his lap, read a paperback upside down without noticing. Then Anya, who lay across Adrien’s legs and Luca’s at once. Then Yuki, on the very end of the hammock, curled into a smug black knot by Ilya’s feet.
His phone buzzed against his hip the whole time; he could not reach it, and he did not try. Luca fished it out of his pocket for him eventually, and held it up over the hammock so Ilya could read, his own phone in his other hand, answering for all of them. Shane had sent the photograph of Levi with milk on his chin to the family chat an hour ago. The family chat had lost its mind.
Cliff ➡️ BABE LOOK AT THIS. Holy shit. Victor is crying. I am not crying. I am Ojisan. Ojisans don’t cry
Victor ➡️ He is crying. Kiss the little one for us. Both little ones. All three, the Cub too.
Troy ➡️ Kid, eat breakfast?
Luca ➡️ Out of the Stanley Cup, Troy.
Troy ➡️ Good. Mean it.
Luca laughed under his breath at that and typed one-handed, his other hand resting on the edge of the hammock beside Ilya’s arm. Then he did something he did not usually do. He turned the camera round and took a photograph of the three of them, Ilya and Levi in the hammock and his own blond head at the edge of the frame, and sent it to the chat with no words at all.
Ilya watched him do it. Watched his eldest son, who a year ago had flinched from every lens, put his own face into a family picture and send it out to people who loved him.
Ilya had to blink up at the branches for quite some time after that.
Ilya lay in the middle of all of it, swaying very gently, with his son’s heartbeat going against his own, slow and steady. He looked up through the pine needles at the blue, and listened to his family breathing around him, and thought that if a man were allowed to keep one afternoon out of all of them, this would be the one he chose.
Shane came back, as promised, at about half past three. He looked at the hammock, at Ilya and at the sleeping boy, calculating, the way he looked before a faceoff. Then he climbed in. The hammock had very much not been built for this.
It swung wildly and groaned so alarmingly that Ilya grabbed the edge. Blyat. Levi stirred, mumbled and settled again without waking. Somehow, against every law of physics, Shane wedged himself along Ilya’s other side with his head on Ilya’s shoulder and one arm across Levi’s back; the three of them hung there in a heap with their noses almost touching.
Ilya could not stop smiling. He did not try.
Let the Keeper see. Let the whole lake see.
Shane’s cold foot found his ankle. Of course, it did. Levi’s cold foot found his other ankle about a minute later, in his sleep, the little copycat. Two thieves. One furnace. Ilya lay between them and let himself be robbed blind and thought he had never been so rich.
🏒💛🏒
It was dusk before he got a moment alone with it.
The others had gone in. The house behind him was loud and lit. Dinner clattered. Levi’s laughter rang down the hall, high and delighted, over the clear, carrying voice of Luca explaining something to Adrien about a lift, which Ilya suspected was going to end with someone on the floor.
The Cup had come in for dinner. Levi had insisted, and the Keeper, who had by now given up any pretence of being able to say no to Levi, had allowed it. It had sat at the end of the long table in its own chair, on two cushions, with a napkin folded in front of it; Levi had laid its place himself, fork on the left, spoon on the right, a glass of water.
Levi had served it a small helping of everything. At the end of the meal he had leaned over to check, quite seriously.
“Did you enjoy your dinner?”
The Cup, being silver, said nothing, so Shane answered for it in a deep, booming, silvery voice.
“Very much, Lyovushka. Thank you.”
Luca had laughed until juice came out of his nose. Ilya would remember that dinner when he was 90.
Afterwards there had been the bath, which was Ilya’s job and always had been. Levi had sat in the warm water with a flannel on his head and told the whole story of the Cup again from the beginning, for the benefit of the rubber clownfish, while Ilya washed his hair with the sweet pear shampoo from the clownfish bottle and sculpted it into a tall, foamy point on top of his head, like a little horn.
Levi had looked at himself in the hand mirror and squealed with laughter. He had demanded a second horn. He had been given a second horn. Ilya was not a strong man when it came to horns; he never had been.
Then Shane had sat on the edge of the bed with a comb, the way he did every night, and worked through the long damp curls from the ends upwards, patient, never pulling, while Levi sat between his knees with his eyes half closed. Then a loose plait for sleeping, so that it would not tangle.
No one else was allowed to do that part. Not Ilya, not Luca, not Obaachan. That was Kaasan’s. Ilya had leaned in the doorway and watched those clever fingers go over and under, over and under. He had felt, as he always did, the ache of his mama’s ribbons in his own hands, and for once he had not minded it.
The Keeper had retired with a glass of Yuna’s plum wine to the bench on the deck. He clearly knew exactly what was about to happen and had no intention at all of looking. The Cup stood on the picnic table under the pines, in the last of the gold light. Beyond it, the lake had turned to dark copper.
He was almost certainly not supposed to be out here alone with it. Shane would have a rule about it somewhere, probably laminated, possibly in the Contingencies column. He walked down the lawn anyway, hands in his pockets, and stood in front of it.
It looked different in the evening. Softer. The heat of the day had drained out of the air and a chill was rising off the water; the silver had taken on the colour of the sky, a warm rose. The engraved names ran down the bands in neat dark rows.
He found his own, on a ring near the bottom, from the year before Shane, when it had been a different roster and a different life and he had gone home afterwards to an empty flat and a bottle. He stood looking at it, and thought: there will be another. A row. A line of three. I. S. L.
Three names in silver, side by side. He wanted to see that more than he had ever wanted to see his own.
He put out a hand and laid it against the cold silver.
It was colder than he had expected. He felt it go through the skin of his palm, up his wrist, along his forearm; he stood there alone with his eyes shut and his hand against the bowl and let the cold go all the way in. In the long grass, the crickets had started up.
“Hey.”
Shane’s lovely voice came from behind him, pitched low for the dusk.
Ilya had not heard him come. He never did. His husband had a way of crossing a space without making any noise at all, a habit Ilya had once found deeply unnerving and now found unbearably hot. He felt it first in the skin at the back of his neck, a warmth, a prickle.
Then a pair of arms slid around his waist, and a warm chin settled on his shoulder, and silky hair brushed his jaw, smelling like sea salt and coconut. His body always knew this man long before his mind caught up.
“You are not supposed to be here.”
Ilya murmured to the silver.
“Neither are you.”
Shane’s reply was muffled against his shoulder, not sorry at all. Shane, who colour-coded his own bedtime, had crossed their dark lawn to break a rule right beside him. Ilya adored it. He was going to tease him about it for years.
“I am only looking.”
Ilya kept his palm on the silver and his eyes on the names, the very picture of innocence.
Shane knew. Of course, he fucking knew. He hummed his agreement into Ilya’s shirt, and his arms tightened around him. For a while he let the crickets do the talking, his breath warm through the cotton. When he did speak again, his voice was low and a little rough against Ilya’s ear.
“I couldn’t stop thinking about that boy. The one in your father’s house. The one who was never good enough.”
Ilya’s hand tightened on the silver like a fist round a stick.
“I remember.”
He fought to keep his face, his eyes fixed on the names.
“He was so frightened.”
Shane’s face pressed tight into his shoulder, and his arms squeezed.
“Da… He thought this was the only thing that could save him.”
Ilya’s chest was hardly moving now.
“He was wrong.”
Ilya swallowed. He rested his hand on Shane’s forearm, where it crossed his stomach. The arm was warm now, glowing tanned in the dark and hard with muscle. It could hold a grown man off the ground by the collar; Ilya had watched it do that to Barrett, and had needed a cold shower afterwards. Blyat, had he needed it. Now it held Ilya carefully, gently, the same way it held their sons.
“He was partly wrong.”
Shane corrected him gently and lifted his head from Ilya’s shoulder.
“Partly?”
Ilya raised an eyebrow at the silver, wary and curious at once.
Shane turned him round in his arms, so that they stood face to face in the rose-gold light, and took his face in both hands.
“It didn’t save him. It was never going to. You saved yourself. You and Levi, the boy in the Boston house, all the people you didn’t have to be kind to. This is only the shiny thing at the end.”
Shane’s thumbs swept his cheekbones, then slid down to cup his jaw and the sides of his neck, strong and warm, as he finished. Ilya looked down at him. The freckles stood out in the rose light. The dark hair stirred in the breeze, still too short to tuck behind his ear, though he kept trying. The velvet eyes were wet and steady. So pretty. Unfairly, devastatingly pretty, and his.
“It is a very shiny thing.”
Ilya tried for something crooked and light. His voice shook anyway.
Shane agreed, his mouth shaking too. That mouth. Ilya was never going to get used to that mouth.
“It’s very shiny. But I’d have married you without it. I need you to know that. If we’d lost Game 7, if Vegas had won, if we’d gone home with nothing, I’d still have stood in that cottage and said yes. I’d have woken up every day beside you, and I’d have thought: I won.”
Shane held his gaze all the way through it. He would not let him look away, not even for a second; his hands on Ilya’s jaw made sure of it.
“Lyubimyy…”
Ilya breathed the word more than he spoke it. His hands fisted in the back of Shane’s shirt.
“I mean it. I need you to hear.”
Shane’s thumbs pressed once at his cheekbones, insistent.
The pollen was back; he put his forehead against his husband’s, closed his eyes and breathed him in. Sea salt and coconut, and under it the warm-skin smell that belonged to Shane and no one else on earth.
“I hear. I hear you, Lyubimyy. I knew it. But I like to hear it.”
Ilya let the breath out slowly after it, and felt his shoulders drop for the first time all day.
“Then I’ll say it every day.”
Shane answered at once, his nose pressed to Ilya’s, quick and sure, without a breath of hesitation.
“Every day… is too long between.”
Ilya pouted. He knew he was pouting. He did not care.
Shane laughed. It was a wet, startled, happy sound, and Ilya felt it all the way down to his boots. He wrapped both arms around him and pulled him in hard, almost off his feet, and kissed him.
It started slow. A long, thorough, careful kiss in the last of the light, his mouth moving over Shane’s like he had all evening. For once, he did. Shane’s fingers curled into his shirt, trusting, and he made that little sound in his throat, the one Ilya would have crossed any ice in the world for. Then Ilya tilted his head and licked into his mouth, deep and lazy, and the small sound turned into a whine.
The kiss tasted of salt and plum wine. Ilya let one hand drift down from the small of Shane’s back to the full, round curve of his ass and squeezed; Shane jolted against him and then melted. Fuck.
9 years, and his husband still melted for him like the first time on a hotel bed in Toronto. Ilya pulled him in tighter by that handful, until Shane was pressed flush against him from chest to thigh and could feel exactly what kissing him did to Ilya. Shane gasped into his mouth and then, the menace, rolled his hips. Once. Slow. Deliberate.
“Behave.”
Ilya growled against his lips, and his fingers dug in harder.
“You started it.”
Shane’s breath was ragged, his eyes black in the dusk and his mouth kiss-red, and he did not look sorry at all.
“I am Captain. I am allowed to start things.”
Ilya ducked his head and set his teeth to the soft place under Shane’s jaw where he liked to leave his mark, and felt the shiver go right through him. He did not bite down. Not here. Not with the Keeper on the deck and the porch light about to come on. But he let his mouth rest there long enough for Shane to understand the promise in it, and he dropped his voice low and heavy, the voice that had his husband’s knees going every single time.
“Thursday. Levi is at your mama’s. Luca and the Cub are gone. Whole house. Whole night. I am going to go so slow with you, Lyubimyy, and no one is going to hear you but me.”
Shane made a noise that was not a word in any of his five languages. His hands had fisted in the front of Ilya’s shirt. Ilya could feel his heart going like a rabbit’s against his own chest; he could feel, too, the hard, hot line of him through the thin cotton of his shorts. Good. Let him think about it for two whole days. Let him walk around in that state, with his spreadsheets and his sensible shoes, and know.
“That’s two days.”
Shane’s complaint was strangled; Ilya laughed, low and delighted, into his neck.
“Da. You will be very good and very patient. And then you will be very, very loud!”
The porch light flickered on, pale against the deepening blue. Down on the deck, the Keeper turned a page of his magazine very carefully and did not look up. Good man.
When the kiss finally ended, Shane’s head was tucked under his chin, and Ilya’s heart was beating heavy and slow. Shane’s blush had crept all the way up; Ilya could feel the heat of it through his shirt. The lake had gone silver at their backs, and the Cup stood beside them, keeping their secret.
“Next summer, we do it again.”
Ilya pressed his face into the soft hair as the dusk settled on both of them.
“We might not win.”
Shane reminded him lightly, though his arms stayed tight around Ilya’s ribs and neither of them really believed it.
“Then we eat cereal out of a bucket and are happy anyway.”
Ilya shrugged against him, utterly unbothered, and kissed the top of his head.
“That’s the plan?”
The question came out of Shane wrapped in a laugh, and Ilya felt that laugh shake warm against his chest.
“That is the whole plan.”
His chest hummed with it, the low rumble Shane loved to feel against his ear. He held him and watched the dusk come down over the water. Shane fitted against him the way he always had, one cold foot hooked shamelessly over Ilya’s ankle to steal the heat. Always cold, his husband. Always stealing.
The Cup gleamed beside them on its table. Somewhere in the house, a little voice was calling for a story. A dog barked. A light came on in the upper window, warm and yellow, and a little face appeared in it, pressed against the glass, searching the dark garden. It found them. A hand lifted and waved.
Beside him, Shane’s face went soft. Beautiful. It was Ilya’s only thought. His lioness, who would burn the world to the ground for that waving hand, and then cut the boy’s toast into triangles for him the next morning.
Ilya lifted his own hand and waved back.
He knew exactly which story it would be. The bear. It was always the bear, the old Russian one his mama had told him, about the bear who lived in the forest and was very frightening to everyone except the small ones. Levi would insist that Otousan do the bear’s voice, that Kaasan do the small ones’ voices, and that Lukasha come and sit at the end of the bed to check it was done properly.
Adrien would lean in the doorway and pretend not to listen. Anya would get on the bed when she thought no one was looking. At the end, Levi would ask, as he always asked, whether the bear kept the small ones forever. Ilya would answer Da, as he always did; Levi would sigh, turn over and be asleep in a minute.
Ilya had told it 200 times, perhaps. He wanted to tell it 2,000 more.
He was going to do the bear’s voice so well tonight that Levi would squeal. He had been practising in the car.
“Come. He’s looking for us.”
Shane tugged at his hand. His fingers were cold, as always, and Ilya folded his whole palm around them to warm them.
Ilya took one last look at the silver, rose-coloured cup, with its long dark lines of names. Then he turned his back on it and went up the lawn towards the light.
“I know. Lyubimyy, let’s go.”
He had held the Stanley Cup before. He had held it in a roar and in a parade, in a locker room and at three in the morning. Climbing the deck steps with his husband’s cold hand in his, he thought that none of that had been the real thing at all. The real thing was a Tuesday.
It was a boy with milk on his chin. It was a window with a face in it. It was the sound of his own name being called down the stairs by someone who knew, without a flicker of doubt, that he would come.
He went. He would always go.
 
Yuna POV
The list was on the fridge by seven on Thursday morning, two days after the Cup had come to the lake.
It was a modest list, as these things went. 11 items. Eleven. Yuna had made far longer ones for far less; she had once produced four pages, single-spaced, for a sponsor dinner in Montreal that no one had even enjoyed.
She had written this one at the kitchen table in her usual small, square, upright hand, in the back of the notebook with the sakura on the cover; reading glasses on the end of her nose, a cup of cold jasmine tea at her elbow. It read, in order:
Pull out the bottom bunk. Fresh sheets, the blue ones. Night-light (the shell one). Two blankets, one heavy, one light. Cocoa, the good tin. Leave the hall lamp on. Leave the door open. Dog bowl. Dog bed (the old one, by the window). Dry flannel pyjamas, the soft ones, since it’s cold by the lake at night. Wake David at 11 in case he has fallen asleep in the chair.
A thin yellow light lay across the table. She had crossed out the last one. David didn’t fall asleep in chairs. David sat bolt upright in his chair with a library book on his knee, looking, to the untrained eye, intensely awake.
Then he snored, once, a dry, polite little snore that sounded like it was saying sorry, and woke himself up with it and turned a page with enormous dignity, daring anyone to comment. She had been married to him for 30-odd years. She knew every one of his tells, and she loved every one, even the snore. Especially the snore, if she was being honest, though she would deny it under oath.
What the list didn’t say, because some things didn’t need writing down, was everything else she had done. The drawer, for a start; David had been keeping 20 years of fishing magazines in it, heaven alone knew why. She had emptied the top drawer of the little pine dresser in the back bedroom on Monday night, every last one of those damn magazines, and lined it with paper that had little blue fish on it, and stuck a label on the front in her neat square hand: his name in katakana above, Levi below. His drawer. In his grandmother’s house. For whatever he wanted to leave in it, this time and every time after.
Then there had been the toothbrush. A child’s toothbrush, with a shark on the handle, standing in a cup of its own in the bathroom between hers and David’s. And the slippers, which she had found in the village and which were blue and had fins on the back, standing side by side on the mat by the door next to David’s old brown ones, very small. She had stood and looked at those slippers for longer than was reasonable for a grown woman; then she had gone and dusted something that didn’t need dusting.
The fridge was already half covered. A fish, in orange crayon, with far too many teeth. A drawing of the lake, which was mostly blue scribble and one very large heron. A portrait, apparently of Yuna herself, with glasses so massive they took up most of her face and a speech bubble that read, in careful Japanese, Obaachan says eat your vegetables.
She had laughed until she had to sit down when Levi gave it to her. It had pride of place, right in the middle, held up by the magnet shaped like a trout.
There was a book, too, on the nightstand in the back bedroom. A book of old Japanese folk tales with pictures, the same edition she had read to Shane until the spine split, bought new from a shop in Toronto and posted up in a hurry. She had practised reading it aloud on Tuesday night, in the bath, to make sure she still had all the voices. She did. The fox was still the best one.
David had heard her through the door. He hadn’t mentioned it. She had heard him, the next morning, practising the badger in the garden.
“You’ve done it three times.”
David was standing in the doorway, a tea towel over one shoulder, his reading glasses pushed up into his thinning hair. He had been drying the same plate for 4 minutes. It was, by now, the driest plate in Ontario. 30 years on, and he still came to find her whenever she was frightened, and still pretended it was for the dishes.
“I’m checking.”
Yuna didn’t look up from the page. She ran her pen down the list again, item by item, ticking each one off with a tiny, firm dot.
“The sheets are on the bed, you know.”
David pointed it out mildly, folding the tea towel into a smaller and smaller square.
“I know where the sheets are.”
She capped her pen with a click.
He set the plate down on the rack with great care and a great deal of ceremony.
“The night-light’s plugged in, too. I plugged it in myself, and I tested it. It’s a very nice night-light. It has a shell on it.”
He looked faintly wounded that she hadn’t been won over by the shell. As if she didn’t know it had a shell on it. She had bought the bloody shell.
She put down the pen. She took off her glasses, rubbed the bridge of her nose, and let all the air out of her lungs in one long breath.
“Oh, hell.”
Yuna stared down at the tabletop. Her hand dropped beside the notebook.
“Yes.”
David agreed with her in one word, and didn’t smile. That was the thing about David. He never smiled at you when you needed him not to.
“I’m nervous.”
Yuna admitted in a much smaller voice than she had intended. She had negotiated a Speedo contract with a man who had made three grown agents cry. She had stared down a team lawyer in Montreal until he forgot his own name. She had called a consulate official a parasitic worm to his face in two languages, kuzu na kiseichuu, and meant it in both. And an 8-year-old with a stuffed shark was going to sleep in her back bedroom for one night, and her hands were shaking. Ridiculous. Absolutely ridiculous.
He knew. Of course, he knew.
David came across the kitchen in his stockinged feet and sat down in the chair beside hers. He didn’t touch her. He had a way of sitting near a person without crowding them; she had known it since she was 22 years old and he had sat beside her in a university common room and lost to her at cards until three in the morning without complaining once. It was the steadiest thing she owned.
“So am I. I’ve been rehearsing. I thought I might ask him if he wanted to see the heron.”
David chatted on, easy and mild, folding his hands between his knees.
“There is no heron, David. It’s seven in the morning.”
Yuna pointed this out with a lift of one eyebrow.
“Herons come out at dusk.”
David informed her of this entirely unruffled, and examined his thumbnail with great interest. He was blushing.
“You have been planning the heron.”
Yuna accused him, trying and failing to keep her face straight.
“A bit.”
David’s tone was mild. He gave her one of his shy, sidelong looks, the same look he had given her across that common room all those years ago; she felt the knot under her ribs loosen by a hair. She loved that look. She had loved it for a very long time.
She didn’t tell him that she knew about the jigsaw, either. The one hidden on the top shelf of the hall cupboard behind the spare duvet, still in its shrink wrap: 300 pieces, a coral reef, with a clownfish in the middle of it.
David had bought it in town last week, entirely by coincidence, he would no doubt claim, the same way he had entirely by coincidence started reading a Japanese phrase book in the bath. He thought she hadn’t found either of them. She let him think it. A man was entitled to his secrets, as long as they were about clownfish.
It was Levi’s first sleepover.
She could still remember, to the minute, the first time he had called her Obaachan. It had been in Boston, in March, at the kitchen island, over a bowl of miso with soft noodles. He had wanted the soy sauce and couldn’t reach it, and he had looked up at her, very politely.
“Can I have the soy sauce, please, Obaachan?”
He had put the word on the end easily and naturally, the way he might ask for a spoon. Then he had gone bright red and stared into his bowl, waiting to find out whether he was allowed.
Yuna had passed him the soy sauce with a perfectly steady hand.
“You’re very welcome, sweetheart.”
Then she had gone into the downstairs bathroom and sat on the edge of the bath with a hand towel pressed over her face for a full 5 minutes. David had found her there. He hadn’t asked; he had sat down beside her on the edge of the bath and held her hand, and after a while his voice had come out shaking.
“He called me Ojiichan this morning. Over his cereal. I had to go and sit in the car.”
They had been ridiculous ever since. Both of them. Completely and utterly ridiculous, and neither of them wanted a cure. Not a chance.
It was, in fact, the first sleepover that either of them had hosted in a very long time; the memorable occasion when Shane, aged eight, had smuggled the neighbour’s cat into his sleeping bag didn’t count, nor did the night Hayden had been sick in the umbrella stand.
The invitation had been issued on Monday over a plate of pancakes, in the careful, offhand voice that Shane used when he didn’t want a thing to feel heavy. He had put the question in Japanese, for her and for Levi both; the boy’s Japanese was coming along every week, his mother’s language finding its way back to him, and Shane had learned that some questions landed more gently in it.
“You could stay at Obaachan’s, if you wanted. For one night. Only if you wanted. You don’t have to decide now.”
Levi had put down his fork. He had looked at Shane, at Ilya, at the plate. Then he had turned to Yuna herself and answered in the small, serious voice he kept for important things.
“I would have to ask if it’s allowed, Obaachan.”
Ilya had answered at once, gently, and in English, as he always did when Yuna was at the table, so that she would never have to feel left out of her own family.
“It’s allowed.”
Yuna had looked at Shane, but her son had only had eyes for his youngest child.
“I would need to bring Sharky.”
Levi had laid out his terms for Ilya in Russian, half nervous and half informing them, counting them off on his fingers like a very small, very serious lawyer.
“Of course.”
Ilya had agreed without a pause.
“And the lamp.”
A second finger had gone up, and a second condition with it.
“And the lamp.”
Ilya had echoed every word back to him, his handsome face very serious, nodding along. A third finger went up, the anxiety less hidden now.
“And Anya. She doesn’t sleep if I’m not there.”
Shane had finally broken in then, and those wide blue eyes had turned to him at once.
“Anya will go with you.”
Shane’s voice had been perfectly steady. His hand, Yuna had seen from across the table, was gripping Ilya’s knee under the cloth, white-knuckled. Ilya’s bigger hand had come down over it at once and covered it whole.
Levi had thought about it for a long time. Syrup had dried on his chin while he did. Then, slowly, puffing himself up like a sparrow in the cold, he had answered in a voice that shook only once in the middle.
“Okay. But I want to be able to phone.”
Ilya had nodded, and so had Shane, both at the same moment; it was a thing they did that Yuna was never going to stop finding unsettling.
“Whenever you like. Is no rule. You phone, we answer. Always.”
Ilya’s other hand had been pressed flat and firm to the table, a promise.
“Even if it’s late?”
Levi had pressed him, narrowing his eyes.
“Especially if is late.”
That had been the answer that made up his mind. Yuna had watched it go across her grandson’s face: the careful, wondering look of a child who had been waiting, a long time, to find out whether a promise would be kept.
She had gone home that night and made the list. Then she had torn it up and made it again, neater. Then she had sat in the car in the dark outside her own house for 10 minutes and sworn, happily, in Japanese. Kuso. Kuso, kuso, kuso.
🏒💛🏒
They came just after lunch, on foot, along the path through the pines.
She saw them from the kitchen window. It felt as though she had been saving that view all her life without knowing it. The long dark tunnel of the trees. The high summer sun coming down through them in bright, shifting coins. The shapes at the end of it, growing slowly clearer. Ilya came first. He was carrying Levi against his chest, as he had done from the start; that little boy still wanted, without ever asking out loud, to be held and cuddled as much as anyone would let him.
Behind him walked Shane, with a rucksack in either hand and a bright blue jellyfish lamp tucked under one arm like a football. Once, without turning his head, Ilya reached a palm back; Shane hooked his little finger through it for three steps, and neither of them broke stride. At their heels trotted a delighted collie mix with a sausage in her mouth that she had very clearly stolen on the way out.
The path was dappled and quiet, and Anya’s tail swung back and forth the whole way. Yuna watched them come. She watched the way Ilya’s head tilted slightly back, to listen to whatever Levi was telling him. She watched Shane, behind them, who wasn’t looking at the path at all. He was looking at the two of them.
She had last seen him look like that when he was nine. He had stood at the end of the dock then, a fishing rod in his fist, with nothing in the world to be afraid of. The same soft wonder sat on his face now, and it made him look about nine again.
There had been years, long ones, when she had been so frightened for him. Her careful, brilliant, lonely boy, playing in Montreal with his whole heart locked in a box, telling her on the phone that he was fine, he was fine, Mom, he was absolutely fine. She had known he would never let himself be out while he played.
She had known he thought he would never marry, never have the house and the noise and the children he had wanted since he was small enough to line up his stuffed animals and put them to bed one by one. She had lain awake over it. She had sworn at it, in Japanese, in the car. Of course, she bloody had.
She remembered those stuffed animals so clearly. 12 of them, in a row along the bottom of his bed, each with its own folded flannel for a blanket. Shane went down the line every single night to check that each one was tucked in, kissed every head, and then gave them all the same stern little speech.
“There is nothing under the bed. And if there is, I’ll deal with it.”
Then he would climb in at the top, the thirteenth, and wait for her to do the same to him. He had been the best little parent in the world at 5 years old. She had always known it was in him, waiting.
And here he was. Out and loud about it, married with two rings and two certificates, walking down a path through the pines behind his husband and his son with a jellyfish lamp under his arm.
Two sons, actually; she must not forget Luca, who was off at a spa tonight with his own fiancé and who would kill her if she cried at his wedding. She was going to cry at his wedding. She was going to cry at Cliff’s and Victor’s too, probably before anyone had even got to the vows, and she had already bought the waterproof mascara for both.
Luca came to her kitchen most mornings this summer, quite on his own, with his hair still damp from the lake and that shy, sideways look of his, still half expecting to be sent away. She never sent him away.
She had been teaching him to make tamagoyaki, the rolled omelette Shane had loved as a boy; he was hopeless at the rolling and brilliant at everything else, and he listened to every word she spoke like a rookie at his first contract meeting. He called her Obaachan now without stumbling. The first time he had managed it without a pause, three weeks ago, she had had to turn and look very hard at the extractor fan.
Her chin wobbled like a schoolgirl’s. Oh, for heaven’s sake. She turned away from the window and busied herself, with great concentration, with the kettle.
“Mom! We brought Levi and Anya!”
Shane’s shout carried up from the porch, cheerful, in the loud voice he used when he was a little overwrought, and he lifted the lead as proof, grinning, while Anya was already halfway through the door.
“I can see Anya, honey.”
Yuna sent her answer back down the hall, drying her hands on her apron and smiling at nobody.
She opened the door. She had meant to say something sensible. What came out of her instead was a sound that, afterwards, she would have paid good money to take back. Then a small voice at the level of her hip spoke, in a carefully polite whisper.
“Hello, Obaachan. I’ve come for the sleepover.”
She found that she had gone down on both knees on the cold boards of the porch. She was holding him.
He was warm. He smelled like the sweet pear of his clownfish shampoo, warm from a whole day out in the sun. His thin tanned arms were around her neck. She felt him let out a long, shuddering breath and lean into her like a seedling against its cane.
“Hello, sweetheart. I’m so glad you’re here.”
Yuna’s voice shook on the last word. She let it.
“I’ve got the lamp. And Sharky. And a toothbrush. And Anya has her own bowl.”
The inventory went straight into her shoulder, muffled and warm, a few of the words a little stilted and broken, but every one of them understood, ticking the items off against her collarbone with one finger. His Japanese came more easily with her than his English did, some days, and Yuna had to stamp down hard on the swell of pride that went through her every time she heard it.
“So I see.”
She smoothed back his hair, long and silky and starting to curl at the ends in the lake damp. Someone had plaited it that morning, a neat little braid down the back of his neck tied off with a blue band, and she knew at once whose hands had done it. No one else was allowed. Levi had explained the rule to her very carefully on her first visit to Boston: Kaasan braids. Lukasha may tidy. Everyone else may admire.
“Then you’re better equipped than most of the people who’ve stayed in this house.”
Yuna turned her head with a tiny sniff, trying very hard to be brisk. She didn’t mention that there was already a toothbrush with a shark on it waiting upstairs. He could have two. He could have 20.
He laughed, a muffled, hiccuping laugh against her neck. She held on a moment longer than she should have, eyes shut.
Then she let him go. It was easily one of the hardest things she had done this year, and she had sat through the whole of Game 7 without screaming once.
He had grown. She was sure of it. Only two days since she had last hugged him on the lawn beside the Cup, and he was heavier in her arms; she would swear to it. There was more of him around the middle, and his cheeks were rounder, and there was a fresh crop of freckles over his nose from the lake that hadn’t been there in June. She had a list of his heights too, in the back of the sakura notebook, that no one knew about. She would add to it tonight.
Good. Let him grow. Let him get so big and so heavy that no one could ever lift him away from them again.
Anya brushed past her legs and went straight inside, claws clicking on the boards, sausage and all. Ilya had come up the steps behind them. He stood at the edge of the porch with his hands hanging at his sides, the afternoon sun lighting the gold in his curls.
She looked up at him, at the great, serious, wolfish size of him. His eyes were wet. Someone had once told this boy that no one would ever love him; he had only stopped believing it very recently, and only because a whole family had refused to let him get away with it.
She remembered him at her table that first Christmas, massive and wary, eating everything she put in front of him with a sort of startled gratitude, one arm curled around his plate like a boy in a school canteen. He had washed up afterwards before anyone could stop him. He had dried every single glass twice. She had come into the kitchen and found him standing at the sink with a tea towel over his shoulder, staring out at the snow, and she had put her hand on his back without a word; she had felt him jump, and then felt him lean.
He didn’t jump any more. He leaned straight in now, every time, like a great golden dog. She had done that. Her family had done that. She would never get tired of it.
“Ilya, sweetie. Come here.”
Yuna held out a hand to him.
“Yuna…”
Her name came out of him a little unsteady, and still he didn’t move; he couldn’t seem to.
So she got up. It took a certain effort, at her age; her knees cracked like twigs. Damn knees. She put her hands on his face, the stubble rough under her palms, and looked at him. Then she spoke, quite briskly, because brisk was the only way she could manage it.
“You are going to go home. You’re going to have a nice evening. You are not going to phone every 10 minutes.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched under her palms. He considered the terms like he was at a negotiating table, which, she supposed, he was.
“11 minutes.”
Ilya countered in a very small voice.
“20.”
Yuna didn’t let go of his face.
“15.”
Ilya tried again, with the beginnings of a smile.
“Ilya.”
Yuna gave him nothing but his own name back, in the voice that had once stopped a 14-year-old Shane halfway up the stairs with a contraband bag of sweets, and he nearly laughed.
“15 is compromise.”
He gave her a crooked, wolfish smile and looked as pleased with his own diplomacy as a junior agent with his first signature.
“You’ve got Shane. You’ve got your whole evening. He’s been working so hard, sweetie. Look at him. He’s all eyes.”
Ilya looked at his husband at the foot of the steps. Shane stood in the bright afternoon light, freckled and flushed, his hair stirring in the breeze, the jellyfish lamp still under his arm. Ilya gazed at him like he couldn’t get over how pretty he was.
A flush crept up Ilya’s throat, slow and dark, and it had nothing to do with tears at all. Yuna saw it. She had been a mother for nearly 30 years; she could read the weather on a man’s face.
“Oh. Oh, for goodness’ sake!”
There it was.
“Yuna.”
The colour deepened along his jaw.
“Don’t tell me. I do not want to know.”
Yuna warned him, narrowing her eyes.
“I say nothing.”
Ilya was wide-eyed and innocent about it, which was the least convincing face she had ever seen on anyone, and she had raised a teenage boy.
“I’m not asking. I raised him. I do not need details. I want you to know that I have a very good imagination, and I’ve decided to use it for nothing but the weather. Luca and Adrien are away tonight?”
She held up one hand, quite calmly, and changed the subject. Firmly.
“At the spa. I paid. Is, how you say. A gift. For both.”
Ilya’s eyes dropped to his shoes; he was going red.
“I’m sure it is.”
Yuna kept her face perfectly straight.
“They deserve it.”
Ilya insisted on it, very low.
They did. She patted his cheek, briskly, twice, to tell him so, and felt his mouth tremble under her hand.
“That’s a lovely thing to have done. You’re a good man, Ilya Rozanov. Now go away.”
Yuna gave him a shooing motion with both hands. Her own eyes had started to misbehave, so she glared at the porch rail, at the peeling paint, at anything else at all.
They didn’t go away. Not at once. No one in this family had ever gone away at once in their lives.
Shane came up the steps first, at last, and set down the rucksacks and the lamp. Then he reached into the back pocket of his shorts, drew out a folded sheet of paper and handed it to her, daring her with his eyes to say one word about it. Yuna unfolded it. It was typed. It was, she noted with deep and private joy, numbered. Levi: sleepover. 10 items.
She read it standing on the porch while her son pretended to be very interested in the hinges of her screen door. 1. Sharky sleeps on the left. Always the left. 2. He says he isn’t hungry at bedtime. He is. Half a banana. 3. Cold feet: socks are in the side pocket (the fish ones). 4. The hall is the scary part, not the room. Leave the lamp on. 5. If he wakes up, the second verse of the lullaby. Not the first. The second.
And so on, down to the bottom, where, in pen, in Shane’s small slanting handwriting, he had added an eleventh. 11. He likes to be asked about his day. He will tell you all of it. Let him.
Yuna looked up from the page at her son. Her own son, with his lists. Shane looked back at her, chin up, freckles blazing, not one bit sorry, and she started to laugh. He started to laugh too.
They stood on the porch laughing at each other like a pair of idiots while Ilya looked between them in total bafflement. Then Shane stepped in and hugged her, hard, the way he hadn’t hugged her since he was a little boy and still too young to be embarrassed about it.
“I learned from the best, Mom.”
The words were warm and a little rough, pressed into her hair like a kiss.
She stuck his list on the fridge next to hers. They went very well together.
Like mother, like son. David would never let either of them hear the end of it.
Then there were the goodbyes, which took 11 minutes, by her watch. Shane crouched in front of Levi on the porch and checked the plait, the socks and the pocket with the socks in it, and kissed his forehead, his nose and the top of his head.
Ilya lifted him clean off the boards for one last massive hug and held him there with his eyes shut, as if he were the Cup all over again. He murmured something into his hair in Russian that made Levi nod very seriously, twice. Then Levi was put down and gave each of his fathers three kisses, one on each cheek and one on the nose, which was evidently the family rule; then he stepped back and took Yuna’s hand. Just like that. He didn’t even look up to check.
They walked away up the path through the pines. They looked back 4 times. Yuna counted. On the fourth, Ilya had his arm around Shane’s shoulders, and Shane had his face turned into Ilya’s chest; Levi lifted his free hand and waved, and kept waving until the trees had swallowed them completely.
Yuna stood on the porch with that little hand in hers and looked at the empty path a moment longer. Her son and his husband, going home through the trees together, with a whole evening ahead of them and no one to look after but each other. It had been a very long time since either of them had had that.
Good. She hoped they made the most of it. In a strictly weather-related sense.
Then Levi turned to her, still holding her hand, ready for his instructions.
“What is the first thing, Obaachan?”
She took him inside and showed him his drawer.
He spent a long time over the drawer. He opened it, closed it, opened it again and looked at the fish paper and at the label with his name on it in two alphabets. Then he slowly unpacked his rucksack into it, one thing at a time: the fish socks, folded. His flannel pyjamas, folded. A small plastic heron from the Boston aquarium shop.
A photograph, slightly bent, of all of them on the lawn with the Cup, which Shane must have printed for him that morning. He laid them out in rows. Then he closed the drawer, very gently, and kept his hand on the front of it for a moment, the way you check the stove is off before you leave the house.
Yuna went and stood in the hallway for a minute. Just a minute. No one needed to know.
David knew. Of course, David bloody knew. He brought her a tissue without looking up from the jigsaw box.
The afternoon went the way afternoons by the lake were supposed to go, slow and gold and full of small important things. David produced the jigsaw, with no explanation at all, from the hall cupboard and set it out on the low table by the window; Levi knelt up on the window seat beside him and explained, very firmly, that the edges went first. That was the rule. Edges first, then the colours, then the fish.
David, who had done more jigsaws than any man alive and had his own system entirely, nodded gravely and did the edges first. The two of them worked in near silence for an hour and a half, heads bent together, David’s grey and Levi’s dark, passing pieces back and forth in David’s careful phrase-book Japanese and Levi’s brave scraps of English, with tiny murmurs of here and not that one and, once, a triumphant the clownfish’s eye! that sent Anya barking around the room.
Yuna watched them from the kitchen doorway and didn’t interrupt. David had always wanted grandchildren to do puzzles with. He had told her so once, years ago, in a voice he thought was casual. He had a very good voice for pretending things were casual. He thought she hadn’t heard it break, just a little, in the middle. Silly man.
Now and then Levi would look up from the puzzle, just for a second, and check where she was. Not anxiously. Just checking. She made sure, every single time, that she was right where he had left her, and smiling; after the fourth or fifth time, he stopped looking up at all.
That was the best thing that happened all afternoon. Better than the jigsaw. Better than the shark.
When the puzzle was done, Levi decided it must not be broken up. Ever. David agreed at once. It would live on the table by the window, and anyone who wanted the table could eat their dinner off their knees. Yuna, who had eaten dinner off that table for 20 years, agreed with them both.
After the puzzle, David took him down to the water to skim stones. Yuna watched from the deck with a cup of tea going cold in her hands. David had been the best stone skimmer on the lake for 40 years, and he had taught Shane on this exact stretch of shingle. Now he crouched down beside Levi with his knees cracking and showed him how to choose a flat one, how to hold it, how to throw low and sideways, as if you were trying to sneak it past the water.
Levi’s first stone went straight in with a plop. So did his second, and his third, and his eleventh. David didn’t help him. He didn’t throw any of his own, either; he just stood behind him with his hands in his cardigan pockets and murmured, every single time, in the same mild, interested voice, nearly. On the fourteenth, the stone hit the water flat and jumped. Once. One tiny, perfect skip.
Levi turned round with his mouth open. David turned round to the deck with exactly the same face. They both looked up at Yuna at once, to check she had seen. She held up her tea in salute, and the two of them, 60-odd years apart, did an identical little dance on the shingle that she would treasure until the day she died.
Anya, who had been retrieving every stone from the shallows with great enthusiasm and no success at all, came back up the steps soaked to the belly and shook herself all over Yuna’s legs. Yuna didn’t even mind.
Then Levi helped her in the kitchen. She had been going to make onigiri for tomorrow’s breakfast, and she stood him on the little wooden step she had bought in town, which he discovered and inspected and approved of with massive gravity, and showed him how to wet his hands, salt them and cup the warm rice in his palms. His first one was a triangle, more or less. His second was a lump.
His third was something else entirely.
“It’s a shark, Obaachan.”
Levi informed her of it with great pride; it had two black sesame seeds for eyes and a fin of nori.
“That is the best thing anyone has ever made in my kitchen. By miles.”
He went bright pink, Shane’s exact blush, and made her another one for David, and then one each for Kaasan and Otousan and Lukasha and Addie, to be kept in the fridge on a special plate until the morning so they could see.
Anya sat at his feet through the whole process with a long-suffering look on her face and her nose twitching at every grain of rice, and was given a grain of rice for her trouble at the end. She accepted it graciously. She had, after all, already had a sausage.
Her phone buzzed on the counter at a quarter past four. She knew who it was. She looked anyway.
Ilya ➡️ Is 15 minutes. How is he?
She wiped the rice off her fingers and took a photograph of Levi on his step, holding up the shark onigiri with both hands, bursting with pride, and sent it without a word.
Ilya ➡️ 🦈
Ilya ➡️ Send more photos. Please.
At half past four, exactly, the phone buzzed again. And at a quarter to five. And at five. That man. She sent him the jigsaw, the drawer, Anya asleep under the table with rice on her nose and a very blurry one of the back of Levi’s head, because he had moved. Each one got a single emoji back, and then, at five, something longer.
Shane H-R ➡️ Mom, I am so sorry. He has the photos on the big TV. He is showing them to the cat.
Yuna ➡️ Tell him he has two more texts. Then he is cut off. Then go and have your evening, honey.
Ilya ➡️ Is very unfair negotiation. I accept.
The last one came at ten past six. A single red heart. And then not a single buzz, not a word, for three whole hours. Yuna turned the phone face down on the counter and didn’t think about why. Weather. She was thinking about the weather.
Yuna hadn’t cooked with a child at her elbow for over 20 years, and somehow she had forgotten. The warm weight of him leaning against her side. The rice stuck to his cheek. The concentration. It came back to her now all at once, so sweet that it nearly hurt.
Before dinner there was the garden, because David had tomatoes.
“Tomatoes need a man to water them.”
David informed Levi of it gravely, and Levi was handed the little green watering can, the one that had once been Shane’s and that David had kept in the shed for 20 years for no reason he would admit to. He went down the row of plants with it in both hands, giving each one exactly the same amount, counting under his breath so that no one would be left out. Anya followed him, drinking from the puddles.
Yuna knelt on the grass at the edge of the bed and taught him the flowers in Japanese while he worked. Asagao, the morning glory, which had closed up for the day and would open again tomorrow when he woke. Himawari, the sunflower by the fence, which was taller than David and which Levi looked up at with deep suspicion. He repeated every word after her twice, once to learn it and once to check, the way Shane had at his age, and he got every single one right.
“Will it really open again in the morning, Obaachan?”
The question came at the very end, with a small frown at the closed blue buds, as though he suspected them of keeping secrets.
“Every morning. It never forgets.”
He thought about that for a while, and then he nodded, satisfied.
🏒💛🏒
Dinner was rice, grilled fish, cucumber and miso soup in the blue pot.
It was a calm, slow meal. Levi ate steadily, in the neat, thorough way he brought to everything; Sharky propped on the chair beside him and Anya lying across his feet beneath the table. David had barely spoken. He sat at the head of the table in his shirtsleeves, the low beam above his head, and watched his grandson eat, so content that Yuna had to look at her plate. The fish steamed between them.
Yuna had made the miso the way Levi liked it, with soft noodles in the bottom, because Shane had told her so in a text in March and she had written it down and kept the page. She had cut his fish into small pieces, too, and checked every one for bones, twice, while he was washing his hands, and arranged his cucumber in the shape of a smile on the side of his plate; she had done that for Shane every night until he was nine, and had then been forbidden to do it ever again.
Levi looked at the smile for some time before he ate it. Then he ate it from one end to the other, very carefully, and didn’t mention it. But he glanced up at her afterwards, his eyes bright, and that was more than enough.
Halfway through, Levi held out his bowl. Just held it out, across the table, without looking at anyone first to see whether it was allowed. Yuna looked at the bowl. Then she looked at David. Then she filled it to the brim, her hand perfectly steady, and set it back down in front of him; he thanked her in Japanese, ducked his head, and went straight back to his soup as if he had been doing it all his life, and Yuna had to press her lips together hard to keep from making a fuss.
Shane’s list had been right about that too. He says he isn’t hungry. He is. What Shane couldn’t have known was that tonight would be the first time he just asked.
Yuna wrote that down later. Not on the list. In the back of the sakura notebook, under his heights, where no one would ever see it but her.
“Ojiichan.”
Levi spoke carefully, his spoon in the air. The word still felt new in his mouth; he handled it the way he handled everything new, slowly, checking it for cracks.
“Yes, Levi?”
David smiled at his grandson over the rim of his water glass.
“Did Kaasan live here? When he was little?”
Levi studied David’s face while he waited.
“Every summer, and most winters. He’d arrive the first week of July with a suitcase full of books and a hockey stick. The stick would go in the corner. He’d announce, very seriously, that he was going to read for the whole of the holiday.”
David put down his chopsticks and hunted carefully for the Japanese words he had been practising lately, in secret, with a little book he thought she hadn’t found. His mouth twitched at the memory as he went on.
“Did he? Read for the whole holiday?”
Levi sat forward, his soup forgotten.
“He did not. He fell in the lake. Twice. In one afternoon.”
Yuna laughed before she could stop herself. Levi stared up at them both, round-eyed as an owl.
“On purpose?”
The words left Levi in a hush of pure wonder, and David was the one laughing now, his shoulders shaking, so Yuna took over.
“Oh, very much by accident, the first time. The second time, I believe, he was trying to rescue a frog.”
Yuna delivered this with an entirely straight face, as if she were reading out the minutes of a very dull meeting.
“He didn’t tell me that.”
Levi frowned, a little line appearing between his brows. He pushed a grain of rice around his bowl with the tip of his spoon.
“I imagine it’s a sore point.”
David deadpanned it and picked up his soup, trying very hard not to laugh again.
Levi considered this. Then a wicked little light came up in his eyes. It was the look he got, nowadays, when he thought he might be allowed to be just a little bit naughty; it had taken him the best part of a year to grow it. A rush of pure delight went through Yuna. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and lowered her voice to a conspirator’s murmur.
“Would you like to see the pictures?”
Yuna waited, eyebrows raised, for his answer.
“There are pictures?”
Levi’s whisper matched hers exactly.
“There’s an album. In the bottom drawer of the dresser. It’s the one with the green cover. It’s very embarrassing for him, and he’s not allowed to know that I’m showing you.”
Yuna tapped the side of her nose.
“Yes, please, Obaachan.”
The words came out of Levi on one reverent breath, both hands pressed flat to the table, as solemn as a boy taking a vow, and Yuna decided then and there that Shane would forgive her eventually.
Probably. In time. She had shown the album to Ilya once, in the first year, and Shane hadn’t spoken to her for an entire afternoon. Ilya had asked for copies. Several of them were now, she happened to know, in his wallet.
Her phone buzzed once more on the side, just as she was clearing the plates. Not Ilya this time. Luca. A photograph of the two of them in white towelling robes by a pool, Adrien grinning with cucumber slices over both eyes and Luca beside him looking pink, sheepish and happier than she had ever seen him.
Luca ➡️ Obaachan, Adri says thank you for telling him about the steam room. He has been in the steam room 4 times. Please give Levi a kiss from both of us. Goodnight 💛
She showed it to Levi, who studied the cucumbers very seriously and then pressed a kiss to the screen, right on Luca’s face, to send back. She was absolutely not going to tell him it wouldn’t go through. She sent Luca a photograph of the kiss instead. It took him 11 seconds to reply with a long row of hearts, and a single word, in Russian, that she had to look up afterwards. Thank you.
🏒💛🏒
They spent an hour on the sofa under the quilt, the three of them squashed close together. The stove ticked in the corner. Anya slept along the hearth, her paws twitching now and then at some dream of rabbits. David turned the pages; Yuna narrated. Levi sat between them with Sharky in his lap and his blue eyes fixed on each photograph in turn.
He was completely absorbed. There was Shane at four, in a pair of yellow wellingtons, holding up a trout and looking deeply betrayed by it. Shane at seven, with a new haircut and no front teeth, grinning from the end of the dock. Shane at nine, thin and brown and serious, in a hockey sweater two sizes too big, a stick across his knees.
“Kaasan was so small.”
Levi’s gaze was wide with awe and fascination.
“He was a very small boy. Small and stubborn and absolutely certain about everything.”
Yuna turned a page, careful with the older prints. Exactly like the boy beside her.
“He looks like me.”
Levi tilted his head at the photograph.
“He does. He did, in the face. I noticed it the first day you came. It’s something about the nose.”
Yuna touched the photograph lightly as she answered, and Levi stopped moving entirely. He put out one finger and laid it on the photograph, on the serious little face under the too-big cap. Yuna saw his lips move.
“Was he scared?”
The silence stretched a little, thin as a thread, before his question found its way out.
“Scared of what, honey?”
Yuna kept her voice light, though she already knew.
“Of anything. When he was little. Did he have a worry alarm?”
Levi didn’t look up from the picture.
The question went into Yuna like a stone into the lake.
She glanced at David. His face gave nothing away. He had taken off his glasses and was holding them in both hands, very carefully, and she knew that was how he kept his own hands from shaking.
“He did. He had a very good one. It went off all the time.”
Yuna swallowed. The ticking of the stove seemed very loud all of a sudden. She kept her eyes on the boy.
“What did you do?”
Levi was still looking at the picture.
“We stayed near. That was all. We didn’t tell him not to be afraid, because that never works. We just stayed in the room. We let him know that we weren’t going anywhere. And after a long time, it got quieter.”
She was surprised by the steadiness of her own voice. She finished with one hand resting on the edge of the album, next to his.
“That’s what Otousan said.”
Levi nodded once, firmly; if Otousan had said it, then it was true, and that was the end of it.
“Did he?”
Yuna’s voice wasn’t quite her own.
“He said it’s called being near for long enough that you believe it. He said that’s what a family is. It’s just people who stay near.”
Levi laid the words down slowly and with great care, translating Ilya’s Russian into her Japanese in his head, trying each one out like a stepping stone before he put his weight on it.
David made a rough little sound. He put his glasses back on. He cleared his throat. Then he reached over and laid his square hand over Levi’s on the page.
“That’s about right.”
David nodded, his hand still covering Levi’s, and then went on in English, the words coming slower and rougher, because he needed his own language for this part.
“That’s just about the whole of it.”
They turned the rest of the pages more slowly after that. Levi wanted to know about every one.
“Who’s that? Where’s that? Why is Kaasan wearing a bucket on his head?”
That one was a long story involving a hornet. Halfway through the album, he slid down until his head was in Yuna’s lap and his feet were in David’s, and lay there looking up at the pictures as she held them over him. Somewhere around Shane’s twelfth birthday, his questions began to come further and further apart.
Bath first, then bed. It was on Shane’s list, and also on hers.
She ran it not too hot, with the bubbles he had brought in his rucksack, and he climbed in with Sharky watching from the edge of the basin and the plastic heron floating at his knees.
She got down on the bath mat, which her knees would tell her about tomorrow, undid the long dark braid down his back one twist at a time, so that she wouldn’t pull, and washed his hair with the sweet pear shampoo from the clownfish bottle. He tipped his head back for her before she could even ask. He closed his eyes. He trusted her not to let the water go in them, and she didn’t.
Afterwards she sat him on the closed lid of the toilet wrapped in a towel the size of a tent and brushed his hair out, long strokes from the crown down, the way her own mother had done for her every night when she was small. 100 strokes. She counted them in Japanese under her breath, and he joined in at about 30; they counted the rest together, he got muddled in the seventies, and they had to go back, and neither of them minded at all.
She didn’t braid it. She wouldn’t have dreamed of it.
“I’ll leave the braiding for Kaasan in the morning.”
She told him very seriously, and Levi looked at her in the mirror with such deep approval that she nearly laughed out loud.
Somewhere around the eightieth stroke, she found that she had started to sing. It was the old lullaby, the one her own grandmother had sung, the one she had sung to Shane every night in the little room at the top of the stairs. She hadn’t meant to. It just came out of her, the way it always had, low into the steam.





      






Levi stopped wriggling. She saw his face change in the mirror.
Then, at the start of the second verse, he began to sing too. A thread of a voice, every word of it exactly right. His mother had sung it to him, Shane had told her once, in the dark, in the bad place, before she went away. And Shane had sung it to him since, every night, so that it would belong to somewhere good. Yuna kept brushing. She kept singing. She didn’t let her voice shake once, and she was proud of that for the rest of her life.
They finished it together. Second verse. Not the first. Shane’s list had been right.
It had never yet been wrong about Levi. She had taught him to make lists. He had just learned to make better ones, the little show-off.
She warmed his flannel pyjamas on the rail by the stove before she put them on him, and the fish socks too, and he stood in the middle of the kitchen while she buttoned him up, holding his arms out like a scarecrow; then he put them round her neck instead.
🏒💛🏒
He asked to phone at nine.
It wasn’t an emergency. He was sitting on the edge of the lower bunk in the little back bedroom, in his flannel pyjamas. The shell night-light made a blue ripple on the ceiling. The jellyfish lamp glowed on the dresser. Sharky was tucked under his chin, and Anya lay stretched across the foot of the bed. He held Yuna’s mobile in both hands and looked up at her with enormous, uncertain eyes.
He had eaten half a banana first, by the way, after announcing that he wasn’t even a little bit hungry. Item two.
“I just want to say goodnight. Is that all right?”
Levi waited, his thumb hovering over the screen.
“Of course it is. It’s perfectly all right.”
Yuna kept her voice steady and warm.
“Even if they’re… if they’re busy?”
Levi picked at the edge of the blanket.
Busy. Yuna had a very good imagination, and she wasn’t using it. Weather. She was thinking about the bloody weather.
“They won’t be too busy for you. I promise. I promise you that. They’ve been sitting by the phone since half past six.”
She sat down on the edge of the bunk and brushed the loose dark hair off his forehead.
It rang once.
“Lyovushka. Is everything okay? Are you okay? Is Obaachan okay? Are you in bed?”
Ilya’s voice came down the speaker before the first ring had even finished, warm and a little breathless, and in English, for her; Yuna noticed, and loved him for it. Underneath it, very faintly, she could hear the house: a low hum, a clink.
“I’m in bed. I just wanted to say goodnight.”
A shaky, incredulous smile broke over Levi’s face, and he held the phone a little closer and answered in Russian; his English was far too new for this.
“Goodnight. Goodnight, my little one. Sleep well. Sharky too.”
Ilya gave the first word back at once, and the rest came in a rush, his voice breaking on the last of it.
“And Kaasan?”
Levi’s question came out a shade anxious.
There was a rustle. A muffled word. Then a different voice, steady and a little hoarse, spoke into the room.
“I’m here, Lyovushka. Goodnight. I love you. You’re brave, you’re safe, you can phone me any time. Even at three in the morning.”
Shane sounded, to his mother’s practised ear, hoarse and wound tight, and she would have bet the house he had been pacing the kitchen floor for three hours straight.
“Even if it’s three?”
Levi repeated, testing the idea. Testing them, really.
“Even if it’s three.”
Shane repeated, patient and sure.
“Even if it’s just because I want to say hello?”
Levi pressed, tucking Sharky closer.
“Especially if it’s just hello.”
Levi’s eyes were very bright. He pressed Sharky against his chin and nodded, and nodded again, though no one on the other end could see it.
“I love you. Both of you. Goodnight.”
The goodnight came out soft and small, his cheek pressed to the toy’s ear, as if Sharky ought to be included.
Yuna stopped breathing.
“Goodnight, little one.”
Shane answered first, rough and warm and very nearly not there at all.
“Goodnight, Lyovushka.”
Ilya came a second behind him, hardly audible.
She could picture them, heads bent together over the one phone at the kitchen island, Ilya’s huge hand wrapped around Shane’s.
Both of them, on the very first ring. After three hours of silence, and whatever that silence had been full of (she wasn’t thinking about it), they had snatched up the phone on the very first ring with their voices all over the place. She would have expected nothing less. She had raised one of them and adopted the other; she knew exactly what they were.
They were parents. The real kind. The kind who answered.
The line went quiet. Levi held the phone a moment longer, pressed to his chest like a letter he meant to keep. Then he handed it back to Yuna very carefully, lay down on the pillow, his long dark hair spread loose on the white case, and pulled the blanket up to his chin.
She tucked Sharky in on the left. Always the left. Levi watched her do it, and his face smoothed out like the lake when the wind drops.
“Obaachan. Will you stay till I’m asleep?”
The words were thick and slow with sleep, his eyes already half closed, and Yuna smoothed the blanket over him.
“I’ll stay till the morning, if you want me to.”
She stayed. She sat on the edge of the bunk with her hand on his warm little back and listened to his breathing slow. Anya’s tail thumped once against the blanket, then stopped. Somewhere in the other room, David’s chair squeaked. A page turned. It was warm. The shell light rippled blue on the ceiling. Under her palm his back rose and fell, rose and fell, small and solid and hers, and every breath of it loosened something in her chest that had been knotted since March.
He was asleep in 4 minutes. She stayed for 40.
He had asked for the frog first, in between yawns. The whole story, again, from the beginning: the first fall, the second fall, the frog. Yuna had told it in a whisper with her hand still on his back, and her glasses pushed up on her head, in Japanese, with all the voices: Shane’s furious little splutter when he surfaced, the frog’s complete lack of gratitude. Levi had giggled into Sharky until his eyes watered.
At the end, he had wanted to know whether the frog was still in the lake.
“It’s very possible. Frogs live a long time, if they’re lucky and no one falls on them.”
Levi had thought about that, half asleep, and made up his mind.
“I’ll look for him in the morning with Ojiichan. After the heron. That’s the plan, Obaachan. Heron, then frog, then breakfast.”
She had told him it was an excellent plan. It was. She would put it on the list.
She spent those 40 minutes memorising him. The curve of his cheek on the pillow, still a little too thin, but rounder than at Easter. The freckles across his nose that had come out this summer, the exact same constellation, she would swear, as the ones Shane had had at that age.
The way one hand had crept out from under the blanket in his sleep, found the edge of her cardigan and held on. She would not have moved that hand for anything. She would have sat there until her legs went dead, and very nearly did.
At last she rose, stiffly. She tucked the blanket around his shoulders and bent to press her lips to his forehead. Out in the hall, with her hand over her mouth, she left the door open three inches, as per the list. Then she stood there under the hall lamp, shaking.
David was in the doorway of the sitting room, his shadow long on the floorboards. He didn’t ask. He opened his arms, and she walked into them. She put her face against his cardigan and cried for about two minutes, so no one would hear. He held her close, his chin on the top of her head, his hand rubbing her back. He smelled like woodsmoke and old paper, the smell of every safe night she had ever known.
“8 years old. His first sleepover. Seven. And someone did that to him, David. Someone had him for 8 years and…”
She whispered into the wool, and her whisper broke, and the wool swallowed the rest.
“I know, love.”
David’s hand kept moving on her back.
“And he said I love you. Out loud. Into the telephone. In front of me.”
Yuna went on, her voice thin and wondering, and David only held her a little tighter, because he knew.
“I’m not going to be able to stop, am I? Being this glad.”
Yuna’s question came out half laughing, half not, muffled against David’s shirt.
“I hope not. I’d think very little of you.”
She laughed, wetly. She drew back, wiped her eyes on the back of her wrist and looked up at him, at the long, weathered face of the man she had married. She had never loved it more. He had been crying too, the old softie.
“The heron.”
Her voice was firmer now, and David’s eyebrow went up, puzzled.
“Tomorrow morning. Before breakfast. You can take him to see it.”
She wiped her cheek with her thumb. David made one last, mild attempt at denial.
“It’s only a heron, love.”
Yuna fixed him with a look over her damp knuckles.
“David Hollander, you have been planning that heron since Tuesday.”
He ducked his head like a boy caught with his hand in the biscuit tin. He had gone pink. She kissed his cheek, since it was there.
“A bit, maybe.”
David’s mumble went into her hair, and she could feel him smiling.
She took the list down from the fridge door and uncapped her pen. Under the last line, in her small square hand, she wrote a twelfth item. She read it over. Then she stuck the page back on the door with the magnet shaped like a trout and stood looking at it, the house settling around her.
12.     He said it out loud. Don’t forget.
Beside it hung Shane’s list, all 11 items of it, every one of them done. She touched the bottom line with one finger. He likes to be asked about his day. He will tell you all of it. Let him. He had. All of it. The drawer and the jigsaw and the shark onigiri and the frog and the second verse. She had let him.
Someday, she thought, there would be more lists. A list for Luca’s wedding, which was going to need at least three binders, because Adrien wanted everything and Shane would try to give it to him. A list for Cliff and Victor’s, which would need a fourth binder purely for keeping Cliff away from the cake.
Lists for little people she hadn’t met yet, who would come up this path through the pines with rucksacks and lamps of their own, sleep in the bottom bunk and be told about the frog. She had wanted grandchildren so badly, once; she had made her peace with never having them, and then a whole houseful had walked in the door at once. She had no intention of stopping at this. Not a chance.
For tomorrow, though, the list was short, and she knew it by heart already. The heron, at dawn, with David, and a flask of cocoa. The frog, if he could be found. The shark onigiri, on the special plate, for breakfast. Then the walk home through the pines at ten, as promised, Levi’s hand in hers and the morning glories open all along the fence to see him off.
And somewhere in the middle of all that, she thought, she might ask him whether he would like to come back next week. For two nights, this time. Only if he wanted. He didn’t have to decide now.
The dresser in the back bedroom had four drawers. She had counted. One was full now. There was room for plenty more.
Somewhere 10 minutes away, through a quarter-mile of dark pines and a still, silver lake, a very large house stood lit up, with a whole night in it. She hoped, with all her heart, that they wouldn’t waste a minute of it. That Ilya would look at her boy the way he always did, with his whole heart right there on his face, like a man who still could not quite believe he had been allowed to keep him.
She was a mother. She was not going to imagine the details. Absolutely not. She was going to think about toast, and herons, and clean sheets.
She turned out the kitchen light, took her husband’s hand, broad and warm and as steady as it had been when she was 22, and went to bed.
 
Ilya POV
The cottage was empty.
Ilya stood in the middle of the living room with his hands in the pockets of his shorts and listened to it. At ten past one on a Thursday in July, with the sun pouring in through the wall of glass and the lake lying flat and blinding beyond it, there should have been noise.
There should have been the scampering of small feet down the long corridor, Anya’s claws skittering on the floorboards on her way from her huge basket by the sectionals to wherever the noise was, someone demanding a snack, someone else demanding to know where their other shoe was. The radio. The TV if Levi had ferreted out the remote before the evening again. The dishwasher. Shane’s voice from somewhere asking very politely for everyone to please, please stop yelling.
There was nothing. The dishwasher had finished. The radio was off. A bee bumped against the glass, patient and stupid, and somewhere down by the water a loon called once and went quiet again.
They had been back for 11 minutes. Ilya knew it was 11 because he had checked the clock on the oven three times.
They had walked Levi over themselves straight after lunch, along the path through the pines to Yuna and David’s cottage. Ilya had carried him the whole way against his chest, the way he had carried him since the very first week, because Levi was eight and far too big to be carried and had never, before them, been carried enough. Ilya intended to make up for every single day of that personally, thank you very much.
Levi had sat on his forearm with both arms round his neck, warm from the sun and smelling of sweet pear from his clownfish shampoo, so that Ilya kept turning his nose into that dark hair and breathing him in, and had explained the rules of the sleepover to him the entire way, in order, with numbers.
Sharky slept on the pillow and not on the floor. Anya had her own bowl and was not to eat from Ojiichan’s plate, even if Ojiichan offered, which he would. The jellyfish lamp stayed on all night. No one was to fall in the lake.
“Rule five. Otousan must not be sad. It is only one night, and it is a very good plan.”
Levi had delivered rule five while patting Ilya’s cheek, kindly, as if Ilya were a large, confused dog.
Ilya had agreed to all of it. He had agreed to rule five with his whole face. He had been lying through his teeth.
Shane had walked behind them with a rucksack in each hand and the jellyfish nightlight tucked under one arm like a football, Anya trotting ahead with a sausage she had very clearly stolen on the way out. He had braided Levi’s hair that morning at the kitchen island, one long, neat braid down his back, tight enough to survive a canoe and a whole night of s’mores.
Only Kaasan was allowed to do the braiding; that was the law of the house or cottage, didnt matter where they were, and it had been the law since the day Levi first let anyone near his hair. Luca was allowed to tidy. Otousan was allowed to watch and hold the hair ties, which Levi had informed him, very seriously, was the most important job of all.
Halfway along, in the green shade where the path dipped down by the creek, Ilya had reached his free hand back without looking. Shane had hooked his little finger through it for three steps. Only three; then the path narrowed, the nightlight started to slip, and he had to let go.
Ilya had felt that warm little hook all the way up his arm and into his chest, and kept on feeling it long after it was gone.
9 years ago he would have given his left arm for three steps like that, in daylight, with their child on his hip.
Levi had been out of his arms and up his grandparents’ steps before they had even reached the porch. Yuna had gone straight down onto her knees on the boards to hold him, and Levi had whispered to her in his careful little voice.
“Hello, Obaachan. I’ve come for the sleepover.”
Ilya had understood perhaps half the words and every bit of the way Yuna’s face crumpled.
Then she had got up, knees cracking, and taken Ilya’s face in both her hands, squashing his cheeks exactly the way she squashed Levi’s.
“You are not going to phone every 10 minutes, Ilya.”
He had offered 11. She had offered 20.
“15, then. Is compromise.”
He had been very proud of his diplomacy, right up until she told him to go away.
Ilya had last seen his son in Yuna’s doorway, waving both arms over his head like a linesman waving off icing, while Anya barrelled past his legs into the house in search of David and the biscuit tin. One night. A sleepover at Obaachan and Ojiichan’s, with s’mores, and the old canoe, and a promise of pancakes shaped like hockey sticks in the morning.
They had walked home with their hands empty. Ilya had not known what to do with his arms. Shane had taken pity on him before they were out of sight of the porch and tucked himself in under one of them without a word. Ilya had kept him there the whole way back through the pines, his hand wide on Shane’s hip and his thumb hooked in the waistband of his sweatpants; it went there by itself whenever Shane was within reach. Which was always. Which was the whole point of having him.
Levi had been planning it for a week. He had packed his own bag twice. He had not been sad at all.
Ilya, who had held his fucking son very tightly on Yuna’s porch steps for a good deal longer than was strictly necessary, had found that a little insulting.
Insulted, and so proud of him he could have lifted the Cup all over again.
There had been a time, and not so very long ago, when Levi could not fall asleep unless Luca’s hand was on his back and Ilya was sitting on the floor by the door where he could see him. A time when he had asked permission for everything: to sit, to eat, to cry. Now he packed his own bag twice, and had opinions about pancakes, and all but ordered his Otousan off a porch.
He climbed into whichever lap was nearest without asking, as if laps had been put in the world for him, which, in this family, they had. He had started to be cheeky. Ilya had nearly wept the first time Levi rolled his eyes at him.
Ilya was going to miss him all night. He was going to miss that small warm weight on his chest, snuffling against his neck in the dark. He was also, if he was honest, going to make extremely good use of the time.
He let out a long breath and let the silence go down into him, all the way. Luca and Adrien had gone that morning, in the Jeep, with a hamper and a reservation at the very private cabin with the hot tub at the spa on the other side of the lake, a very similar one Troy had taken Harris to in the spring. Ilya had booked it. Ilya had paid for it. Ilya had not told anyone why, which was naturally why everyone knew; Luca had rolled his eyes so hard it must have hurt, and Adrien had given him a look over the top of the hamper that Ilya had decided, for the sake of his own pride, not to see.
Luca had come for his hugs before he got in the Jeep. He did that now, without the little hovering pause in a doorway that had used to break Ilya’s heart every time; he had just walked into Shane’s arms by the driver’s door and held on, with his face pressed into Shane’s chest, while Shane went through the list. Sunscreen. Water. Phone charged. Text when you get there. Do not let Adrien drive the boat. Then Luca had turned round and walked straight into Ilya’s. Ilya had wrapped him up, rocked him from side to side the way he rocked Levi, kissed the top of his head and pushed both hands through his curls until they stood up every which way, and Luca squawked at him.
“Lukasha. My Lukasha.”
Ilya’s growl had gone straight into his curls, soft and fond. Luca had complained, cheeks and ears gone dark pink, and had not moved away.
Adrien had shaken Ilya’s hand, and then, being Adrien, had given up on the handshake halfway through and hugged him instead, hard, all that eager warmth, and thanked him in Russian, very carefully, with his tongue caught between his teeth.
“Thank you, Ilya. For everything. I will look after him.”
The accent was a crime. The grammar was perfect. Ilya had been so proud of him he had needed to go and inspect the Jeep’s tyres for a while.
They had been teaching him all summer, in the evenings, without ever quite deciding to. It happened on the sofas, after dinner, with the whole family piled up together and a film on for Levi; the one with the snowman, or the one with the ocean and the chicken, with the Russian subtitles on because Shane had changed the settings in June without telling anyone and no one had dared change them back. Levi would be asleep on Ilya’s chest by the second song, his weight warm and comforting.
Luca would be tucked under Shane’s arm with his feet in Ilya’s lap. And Adrien would sit on the floor with his back against Luca’s shins, mouthing the subtitles, asking Shane how to say things, being corrected by Luca with a hand in his hair. Now and then Levi would surface just long enough to correct his pronunciation, sternly, in his sleepy little voice, and go back to sleep.
Ilya had never been so happy as on those evenings. He had not expected, ever, to have evenings like them.
He had stood on the drive that morning with his arm around Shane’s waist and watched the Jeep go down between the pines, and thought: that is my son. My son, with a ring on his finger that I helped choose, going away to a cabin with the man who is going to marry him. There would be a wedding. There would be two; Cliff and Victor’s as well, and Ilya fully intended to cry at both of them, loudly, in the front row, in a very good suit. Shane had leaned into his side without looking at him.
“I can feel you planning your speech.”
He was not wrong.
The king room down the corridor stood empty with its door open, and so did every other room in the place. Even Yuki was gone, in a manner of speaking. She had been fed and shut in Levi’s room with the radio on low; she had abandoned her cat tree in protest and settled on the pillow of Levi’s marine-blue bed, among the whales, with her tail wrapped around her paws and her back turned very pointedly to the door, so that Ilya would know exactly how insulted she was. He would pay for that later. He would pay for it gladly. He would pay for it with fucking interest.
They had not had the house to themselves, a whole night, no one to listen for, since before there was a Levi to listen for at all.
He thought about that. He let himself think about it properly. 5,000 square feet of glass and cedar on the edge of the lake, that Shane had designed himself and still insisted, with a perfectly straight face, on calling the cottage; and the two of them alone in all of it.
Before the cottage, before the Cup and the ring and the boy, there had been 8 years of hotel rooms. 8 years of stolen hours. 8 years of keeping one ear on the corridor and a hand over Shane’s mouth, learning how far a sound would carry through a wall in Tampa or Raleigh or Winnipeg. He had learned to love his husband in the smallest, most careful kind of silence there was. For most of a decade, he had taken Shane to bed with his heart going like the last minute of a tied game and one ear on the door, because the whole world was always listening.
And now. Now, he held Shane’s hand in the street.
He still could not quite get over it. He held his husband’s hand in the queue at the hardware shop in town, on the dock at the marina, in front of every camera in Boston, and the world had just had to get used to it. 4 weeks ago he had stood on the ice with the Cup over his head and Shane in his arms and Levi on his shoulders, Luca and Adrien crushed in against them, the whole loud ridiculous lot of them in one photograph that had gone round the planet twice, and no one could take any of it away.
No one could make them hide again. His family was out in the daylight, every one of them, and Ilya intended to show them off until the day he died.
He wanted more. God forgive him, he was a greedy man, and he wanted more. He wanted the house fuller than this: another pair of little feet on the stairs one day, a little sister for Levi to boss about, a baby for Luca to draw.
He wanted the weddings, and the grandchildren after them, and Christmas with so many people at the table that they had to bring the garden chairs in. He had been a boy in an empty flat in Moscow who had decided very early that no one would ever stay. He had been wrong. He was so fucking glad to have been wrong that some days he did not know what to do with it.
But today, for one day, he wanted the cottage empty, and just his beautiful husband in it.
Today, there was no one to listen. There would be no one tonight. There would be no one tomorrow morning until 10 o’clock, when the car came back down the drive.
Shane had tidied the living room before lunch, in the way he tidied when he was trying not to think about something. Levi’s Lego harbour had been pushed carefully against the wall, every boat still in its berth, because no one in this house was allowed to break a harbour. The board game from the rainy Tuesday was back in its box, with the little wooden sheep counted.
Luca’s sketchbook lay open on the coffee table at a drawing he had done on the dock last week, all five of them in a heap on the boards, Anya across everyone’s legs and Yuki glaring from the rail. Ilya had stood over it that morning for longer than he was going to admit.
Luca had drawn Ilya’s hand on Shane’s knee. He had drawn Levi asleep on Ilya’s stomach, and Adrien’s arm around his own shoulders, and himself with his head in Shane’s lap. He had drawn every single one of them touching someone. Ilya did not think Luca had even noticed he had done it.
The thought of the empty cottage went down his spine like warm honey and settled low in his belly, and his fingers flexed in his pockets.
He turned his head and looked at his husband.
Shane had been at the kitchen island for the last 5 minutes with his back to the room, doing something unnecessary to the lunch things. It was his habit; when he was nervous, he tidied. He wiped. He stacked. He lined things up.
Ilya found it so endearing it was almost painful. This was a man who had helped captain a team through a seven-game final 4 weeks ago and lifted the Cup over his head with his face streaming; now he was apparently more frightened of an empty and a free afternoon than of anything the Western Conference had ever thrown at him.
He did not look frightened from behind. He looked like he had dressed with intent, the absolute bastard.
He had put on one of Ilya’s old grey tank tops, washed so many times it had gone thin and soft as a handkerchief; it hung loose off his shoulders and gaped at the arms every time he reached for something, so that Ilya got a flash of freckled pec and small dusky pink nipple, there and gone like a puck through a screen.
His black sweatpants sat low on his hips. Very low. Dangerously low, on purpose, slung across the full, plush curve of his hips with the waistband rolled down once, and the old worn cotton pulled tight over the round high swell of his ass every time he leaned across the counter. His feet were bare. Ilya could read the nerves in the long, strong line of his back from the other side of the room. The back of his neck had gone pink. Below the hem of the tank, where it rode up every time he reached, there was a strip of bare skin at the small of his back, smooth as a stone from the lake and scattered with freckles, with the two shallow dimples above the waistband that Ilya had fitted his thumbs into a thousand times. His calves flexed each time he went up on his toes for the cupboard. Ilya’s mouth went dry.
He was washing a glass. He had been washing the same glass, as far as Ilya could tell, for most of the 5 minutes. There could not be anything left on it to wash. The tap ran and ran.
Ilya crossed the floor.
He did not hurry. That was the whole beautiful point of the day. He moved the way he moved on the ice when he had seen a gap open up and knew no one else had seen it yet, loose and certain, predatory, and he watched the back of Shane’s neck the whole way while the pink crept down, and down. His own heart had started up a slow, heavy beat behind his ribcage, the pre-game kind, and the blood was already sinking south and thickening in him with every step across the warm boards.
“That glass is clean, Lyubimyy.”
Shane’s shoulders jumped. He did not turn round. He turned the glass over in his wet hands and held it up to the light, frowning at it.
“I’m being thorough.”
Ilya’s mouth curved. He did not move from where he stood.
“You are being a coward.”
Ilya stopped directly behind him, so close that the heat of his chest brushed the thin cotton over Shane’s shoulder blades, so close that he could smell him: sea salt and coconut, warm and faint and getting less faint by the second, the smell of his pillow and his favourite hoodie and every morning of his life. He did not touch him. He just stood there and let Shane feel him not touching, and watched a flush climb all the way up the side of his husband’s throat.
A tiny sound caught in Shane’s throat, half breath and half whimper, and he swallowed it down. The fine hairs at his nape lifted. A pulse jumped under the thin skin below his ear, quick and shallow. Ilya breathed out once, slow and hot, against that pink nape, and watched gooseflesh run across Shane’s shoulders and vanish under the cotton.
The glass went down on the drainer with a click. Shane’s hands braced on the edge of the sink.
“I can feel you looking at me.”
His voice had gone tight, already fraying at the edges into something husky. Ilya smiled into his hair, and a low hum of satisfaction rumbled out of his chest, close enough that Shane would feel it through the tank.
“Yes. I have thought about this day for three weeks. I am going to look as much as I want.”
Shane snorted at the sink, shakily, and the snort wobbled at the end into a thin little whine.
“You only booked Adrien’s cabin on Tuesday.”
Shane kept his eyes on the tap rather than on him.
Ilya bent his head until his lips were nearly touching the rim of Shane’s ear.
“I paid on Tuesday. I thought for three weeks.”
He put one hand on the back of Shane’s neck, finally. Only that: his palm warm on the warm neck, his fingers under the silky black hair, his thumb finding the soft hollow at the base of the skull and pressing in. Shane shivered, a long ripple from his nape to the small of his back, and Ilya felt his weight tip back into his hand. A purr came out of him, low and helpless, the sound of a cat stroked in exactly the right place, and Ilya felt it hum against his palm.
He worked small circles into the knot there, the one that lived at the top of Shane’s spine all season and never quite went away, and felt it loosen under his thumb, and felt Shane loosen with it, his head dropping forward, the line of his neck long and bare and offered.
Ilya let his own breath out through his nose, controlled, and it came out as a growl anyway, low and rough in his chest. He had been half hard since fucking breakfast. He had been half hard since Shane came down the stairs in that tank top. He was a great deal more than half hard now, and he made himself stand there and be patient; there was no clock today, and he intended to prove it. His cock lay thick and heavy along his thigh inside his shorts, pulsing with every beat of his heart, the head pressed against the seam; he shifted his weight, and the drag of cotton over it made his breath catch, and he let it catch, and stayed where he was.
He slid his free hand round Shane’s hip, over the soft sweatpants, and turned him.
Shane went round with a startled little huff that broke into a whimper and ended up with his back against the sink and his damp hands braced behind him on the counter, looking up at Ilya from under his lashes. His face was flushed from the collar up.
The colour had spread over his cheekbones and lit up every freckle across his nose; his chocolate eyes were already a little dazed. His lower lip was red where he had been biting it at the sink. The tank had slipped off one shoulder in the turn, baring a curve of golden tan skin and the round exposure of his collarbone, and the thin grey cotton clung damp to his stomach where he had leaned into the wet edge of the counter.
Devastating. Unfair. Gorgeous. Ilya had been looking at that face for 9 years, and it still knocked the breath out of him.
“I made a list.”
Ilya stared at him. Of course there was a fucking list.
“A list.”
The word came out of him slowly, and he tried very hard not to sound as delighted as he was.
He failed. One eyebrow climbed without his permission, and Shane’s flush went up another shade, and his chin came up with it.
“It isn’t a list. Not exactly. It’s more of a… It’s a suggestion document. For locations.”
Shane’s fingers curled on the marble behind him. He looked at Ilya’s collarbone, at the floor, anywhere but his face.
“Lyubimyy…”
It was all Ilya could manage.
The name left him on a long, helpless sigh that turned into a groan at the end, his voice already gone a shade deeper. His brilliant husband, with his five languages and his colour-coded game notes and his reading glasses, had made a suggestion document for being fucked. A suggestion document.
Shane tipped his head towards the fridge without meeting his eyes.
“It’s under the magnet. I wrote it this morning, while you were in the shower. I wasn’t going to show you. I don’t know why I put it up.”
Ilya knew exactly why the hell he had put it up. He let go of his husband’s hips one finger at a time and walked to the fridge.
There was, in fact, a sheet of paper under the hockey-puck magnet. It had been torn very neatly out of one of Shane’s notebooks, and it was written in his small, square, beautiful hand, in black ink, with numbered lines. There was a margin. Of course, there was a fucking margin. Shane’s reading glasses lay folded on the counter by the fruit bowl where he had abandoned them after the last full stop; Ilya’s eyes caught on them, and the heat in his belly rolled over and settled lower.
Locations (suggested, not mandatory).
1. Kitchen island (marble, correct height).
2. Our bed (more than once).
3. Gym bench (padded).
4. Living room, glass wall (private bay, no one overlooking, blinds open).
5. Dock (blanket, weather permitting).
6. Bed (final, if applicable).
At the very bottom of the page, in smaller writing, with a faint smudge where the pen had stopped and started again, there was a seventh line.
7. Whatever you want. I trust you.
Ilya read it three times.
His chest felt too small for what was in it. He took the page down off the fridge very carefully, with the tips of his fingers, the way he would have handled one of Levi’s drawings, folded it once along the middle and slid it into his back pocket. Then he turned round and looked at his husband standing barefoot against the sink with his arms wrapped around himself and his face on fire, and felt a dark smile spread across his face.
Boring. That was what the whole world thought when it thought of Shane Hollander-Rozanov and his lists. The whole world was wrong, and Ilya intended to keep that a secret until he died.
He read the second line out loud, in his most serious voice, the one he kept for referees.
“Our bed. More than once.”
Shane’s eyes narrowed.
“It’s a suggestion, Ilyusha. Not a quota.”
Ilya ignored that completely. He patted his back pocket where the list sat folded and quoted the fourth line back at him, low, savouring every word of it.
“Living room, glass wall. Blinds open.”
Ilya took one step towards him. Shane’s arms tightened around himself, but he lifted his chin, and there was a glint in his eye now under the blush, a little bright spark of temper that Ilya loved more than almost anything.
“I’m organised. It’s a quality.”
Ilya’s smile went wide and slow and soft at the edges.
“It is your best quality.”
He meant it. He closed the last of the distance, put both his hands on Shane’s hips and lifted him.
It was one smooth motion. Shane went up off the floor with a startled yelp that melted, halfway up, into a breathless moan, a grown man solid with muscle, all of him. Ilya would never get used to how good that felt: how much strength lived in that body, and how willingly it let itself be carried. His palms were full of him: the warm, solid flare of hip, the heavy muscle of his ass shifting through the sweatpants, the dense, compact weight of a professional athlete that he held up as if it were nothing, and that Shane let him hold.
He turned and set Shane down on the edge of the marble island with a low, pleased rumble from deep in his chest, so that their faces were level and Shane’s thighs fell open around his waist all on their own. Shane’s hands landed on his shoulders and dug in hard. His mouth fell open on a small, wordless whine.
“Number one. Correct height. You were right.”
His voice had already dropped deeper; heat lit up his veins, and Shane was looking at him from under those beautiful sooty lashes. He let his fingers flex into the soft give of Shane’s hips, into the waistband, and felt Shane’s breath go out of him in one rush against his mouth, a husky, shaken sound with no word in it at all. Through the fabric, he could feel the heat of Shane’s cock pressed to his stomach, the hard ridge of him already there, and Shane’s heels hooking together at the small of his back to keep him in.
🏒💛🏒
He kissed him first. He kissed him slowly, because he could. No one was coming down the stairs. No one was at the door. No one was going to call out for juice; he could kiss his husband in the middle of the kitchen at a quarter past one in the afternoon for as long as he liked.
He held Shane’s jaw in one hand and tipped his face up and kissed him deep and wet and lazy, licking into his mouth, his thumb on the soft skin under his ear, until the stiff, careful line of Shane’s back gave way under his other hand. Ilya groaned into his mouth, long and low, and felt Shane shiver at the rumble of it. He kissed the corner of his mouth, the hinge of his jaw, the warm skin under his ear, and sucked there until Shane gasped and the gasp melted into a purr, then came back to his mouth and kissed him again, deeper, messier, as if he had never kissed him before.
Shane’s fingers knotted in the front of his T-shirt. Hungry little sounds came out of him and into Ilya’s mouth, one after another, mewls he did not seem to know he was making. Ilya answered every one with a growl, deep in his throat, and swallowed the next. Shane tasted of the lemonade from lunch and of himself, warm and familiar, and his tongue was shy for a few strokes and then not shy at all; he sucked on Ilya’s bottom lip, nipped it hard enough to sting, chased it when Ilya drew back. Ilya let him have a little of the fight. Then he took his mouth back, slow and thorough, and felt the exact moment Shane gave up on it, the whole long body sagging forward into his chest on a sigh.
It was one of the great pleasures of Ilya’s life, watching Shane come undone. He did it in stages, always the same stages, and Ilya knew every one. First the breath went ragged. Then the hands went greedy. Then the knees fell open. Then, slower, the whole careful wall of him came down, every polite, guarded, captain-shaped piece of him, until there was nothing left but this: the wide-open, trusting, helpless surrender that Shane had only ever given to one person in the world.
9 years, and still Ilya could not look at it without something tearing in his chest.
Shane pulled back an inch with a wet, reluctant whimper. His eyes were black and glassy.
“Ilya. Please.”
Ilya slid his hand down from Shane’s jaw and wrapped his fingers around that sinful throat, not squeezing, only holding; his thumb settled in the notch under Shane’s jaw; Shane’s pulse slammed up into his palm, and a mewl slipped out of him under it. Ilya tilted his face up until they were eye to eye and brushed his lips over Shane’s, barely touching.
“Tell me. What you want, Lyubimyy. In words. In daylight, in our own kitchen.”
Ilya kissed the freckles beside his eye. He rocked his hips forward into the V of Shane’s thighs and let him feel exactly how hard he was through the layers of their pants; Shane’s thighs clamped around his waist like a vice, and a needy little whine broke out of him, keening and high. Ilya rolled his hips again, slower, a long drag of his cock up along the hard length of Shane’s through the layers, and felt it twitch against him, and felt the strong inner thighs squeeze in time, as if Shane’s body had already decided how this went.
Shane’s eyes opened properly. They were wet and dark and fixed on his face, and when he spoke it was low and husky and very careful, every word set down in order, and Ilya knew from the shake in it that Shane had been holding on to this for a long time and had never been brave enough to say it.
“I want you to fill me. Properly. As many times as you can, all day. I want to feel it for a week.”
Fuck. Blyat. Fuck.
A groan tore up out of Ilya’s chest, rough and deep. His hands tightened on Shane’s thighs, his fingers sinking deep into the thick muscle until Shane gasped at the bite of them and whimpered, pushing into it, and he knew there would be marks. He wanted there to be marks. He loved it; fuck, he loved it, the way Shane asked for it, polite even now, even this, still a little shy after 9 years and still so very careful to ask.
He loved the picture it made. He loved, so much it sometimes frightened him, the long private fantasy they had built between them in the dark over years, whisper by whisper, until it was something they could say out loud in the daylight.
Only Shane had ever trusted him with it. Only Shane had ever wanted it back.
“You will be so full. You will not be able to sit down tomorrow without thinking of me.”
His voice was lower than he meant it to be, dropped all the way down to gravel; it scraped. He felt Shane jolt against him and heard the small, broken mewl that came with it.
“Yes.”
One shaking little word against his mouth, so husky it was nearly all breath, and Ilya felt the warm puff of it on his own lips.
Ilya slid his palms down to the huge, strong thighs locked around him, and felt them tremble, and groaned at it. Under the soft pants, they were dense and hard and hot from the sun, the muscle running with long, fine shivers from hip to knee, and he rubbed his thumbs along the inner seams, where the skin underneath would be softest, and felt Shane’s breath hitch at every pass.
“I am not going to be quick.”
Ilya warned him low, against his lips.
Shane tilted his hips into him, shameless, his heels digging into the backs of Ilya’s legs, a long, husky moan spilling out of him.
“Don’t be quick. Please don’t be quick.”
Ilya kissed the words off his mouth, slow and deep, and then dragged his lips down to the line of his jaw.
“You will beg for it, Lyubimyy.”
A growl went into the skin there with the words, and he set his teeth to it, lightly, and felt Shane’s pulse leap under his mouth, and the whimper that rose with it.
Shane smiled, shy and flushed and, underneath, wicked and completely sure of himself.
“I’m counting on it.”
Ilya made a noise that was not quite a laugh, a dark rumble down in his chest that was closer to a growl. He took hold of the hem of the grey tank, dragged it up and off over Shane’s head and threw it somewhere behind him without looking where it went. Then he stood there between his husband’s knees in the sunlight and looked.
Shane’s chest was broad and strong, smooth and bare, tanned gold from 4 weeks of summer, dusted all over with freckles, and the flush had come down off his face and spread pink across the top of it, so that every freckle stood out dark. He smelled of sun and sweat and coconut, warm enough that Ilya could feel the heat coming off his skin.
His pecs were thick and heavy with muscle and softened over the top with a layer of something lovelier, the soft, full curve that had come in during the playoffs and never left, and that Ilya had spent every single night of the Final with his face pressed into. His nipples were small and pink and already drawn up tight in the air from the lake. Below them, the hard plane of his stomach, and below that, the soft lower curve of his belly, and the silver stretch marks that curled over his sides and hips like skate tracks on fresh ice.
His tiger stripes. Ilya had kissed every single one of them, more times than he could count.
His mouth watered. He put his hands on Shane’s ribs and kissed the centre of his chest, the freckles over his breastbone, the soft swell of one tit. Then he ducked his head and dragged his tongue flat and wet over one nipple, tasting salt from the sun and the faint sweetness of coconut, and felt the little bud pebble harder under it; Shane arched off the marble with a cry that settled into a whimper.
Ilya refused to rush this.
There was nothing in the whole world but time. He mouthed and licked and sucked, and scraped his teeth over the soft swell around it and sucked a dark mark into the freckled skin there, slow and hard, while Shane gasped and whined and arched into the sting of it, until Shane’s head had fallen back against the cupboard behind him with a thump and both his hands were buried in Ilya’s blond curls, pulling. Ilya worked the other nipple with his thumb, around and around, until it was hard as a pebble, then caught it between two fingers and rolled it. A long, shaking moan rolled out of Shane, and Ilya felt it in his own ribs.
Ilya groaned back against his skin, low and rough, and Shane mewled at the vibration of it on the bitten nipple. Ilya let him feel teeth again, the barest scrape, and then the hot flat of his tongue to soothe it, sting and balm, sting and balm, until Shane could not tell which was coming and was arching for both. The mark he had sucked into the swell of the plush tit was already rising, a deep plum bloom on the freckled gold, and Ilya pressed his lips to it and felt it hot under his mouth.
He drew back with a wet pop and looked at what he had done: two swollen, glistening, reddened points, and that strong freckled chest heaving. He leaned in and took the first one back into his mouth and sucked on it in long, deep, deliberate pulls. Under his lips, the nipple had swollen, fat and hot, a hard little bead on his tongue, and every pull drew a matching jerk from Shane’s hips against his stomach.
“So full, here.”
The words went into the wet skin as a murmur, his lips dragging over the hot, tight bud as they moved, and his thumb kept circling. A ripple ran down Shane’s spine; his stomach jumped under Ilya’s other palm. A mewl spilt out of him, soft and needy, and he arched up into the heat of Ilya’s mouth.
“Heavy. Aching. Only me to ease you.”
The words came out of Ilya rough as gravel, deeper with every one. He drew on him again, slow and hard, and Shane’s breath hitched into a thin, high whine.
Shane shook his head against the cupboard door, dazed, as if the words alone were more than he could think through, and a helpless little whimper followed them. His fingers were knotted in the hair at Ilya’s neck, tugging, his head tipped back against the cupboard door.
“That is why I talk like that.”
He lifted his head to look up at him and kept his palm warm over the reddened skin. Shane whimpered at the loss of his mouth. Shane’s eyes had gone glassy. His brilliant, analytical, never-switched-off brain, the one that could read a forecheck before it happened, was turning off for him piece by piece, and Ilya treasured that more than the Cup. More than anything he had ever won.
“Is it good, Lyubimyy? Too much? Tell me, and I stop.”
Shane’s eyes opened, hazy and dark and already not completely present and dropping.
“Yes… please.”
It came out husky and soft, more breath than voice. Then, because Shane was Shane and never did anything by halves, his fingers found the back of Ilya’s shoulder and tapped. Three times, firm and quick. Good. Keep going. Their own small code, born in the hotel years when the walls were thin, and there could be no words at all; three taps for yes, two to ease off, and the fast slaps of tapping out, like on the sparring mats, for stop. In all those years, Ilya had not needed the last one a single time. He felt for it anyway, every time, the way he checked his laces before a shift.
Ilya kissed the swollen nipple once, gently. Thank you, to reward Shane for remembering. Then he went back to work, and he did not stop until Shane was writhing on the counter, whining and mewling without a single word left in him, with his heels drumming against the cupboard doors and his cock straining against the front of his sweatpants, a dark wet patch spreading through the cotton at the tip.
He palmed Shane’s cock through the thin wet fabric while he did it, the heel of his hand rolling over the hard ridge of it, and felt it jerk and throb against his palm and soak the sweatpants darker. He thumbed the swollen wet head through the thin layers and pressed into the slit until Shane’s hips jumped off the counter and a high, startled cry escaped him and dissolved into a whimper. He wanted him desperate. He wanted that pretty cock leaking so hard it soaked straight through before he ever got his mouth on it, and he wanted Shane to know he had done it with nothing but his tongue on his nipples and one hand. The smell of him was rising off his skin now, sharper and muskier under the coconut, and Ilya breathed it in with his mouth on Shane’s chest and growled into the soaked, swollen bud.
“So wet for me already, sweetheart. Lift.”
Shane lifted with a shaky whimper. He was trembling, his bare feet braced on the cupboard handles. Ilya hooked his thumbs into the waistband and dragged the sweatpants down over the swell of his ass and the long, smooth slide of his thighs, briefs and all, the damp cotton peeling away from his cock so that it slapped up wet against his belly. He tugged them off over Shane’s feet, dropped them on the floor, straightened up and looked.
Shane sat naked on the edge of the white marble, with the sun pouring in over him from the wall of glass and lying gold along every line of him. His cock was flushed and thick and pretty, curved up hard against his belly, the dark head peeking out of the foreskin and already shining wet at the slit. His thighs were spread wide, those huge, heavy, powerful thighs that drove him down the ice and could crush a man’s ribs and were shaking now with a fine, continuous tremor. His hands were braced behind him.
His soft hips, his silver stripes, the pale skin where the sun never reached, freckles over all of it. His balls hung full and smooth and drawn up beneath, and a small patch of light, silky hair lay at the base of his cock, the only hair on the whole bare length of his torso, gone dark gold in the sun. A bead of pre-come swelled at the slit as Ilya watched, trembled, and slid down the underside in a slow, shining line.
Ilya had never put his hands on anything more beautiful. For a second he forgot how to breathe.
“Mine.”
The word came out of him low and raw, his voice gone so deep it rumbled in his own chest. Shane’s eyes filled, and a small helpless sound came out of him, half sob and half purr.
“Yours.”
Ilya dragged both palms up the bare skin of Shane’s thighs, silk-smooth and hot where the sun had lain on it, and squeezed, and felt the muscle underneath jump and bunch against his hands, and Shane moaned, low and husky, at the grip.
“All of this. Say it.”
Shane’s eyes spilt over.
“Yours. Ilya… please…”
Shane was looking at him; at his shoulders, at the gold cross swinging on its chain against his T-shirt, at his face, with a naked, swimming, adoring want that Ilya would have walked through fire for.
He had meant to go slower. He had planned to go slower. His patience, it turned out, had just run out on the kitchen floor. He dropped to his knees in front of the island and kissed the inside of each knee, then each trembling inner thigh, open-mouthed and wet, sucking at the soft skin until Shane whimpered, and then mewled. He pressed his face into the crease of Shane’s hip first and breathed him in: clean sweat, coconut soap, and under it the warm, heady musk of him, so familiar that it went through Ilya like a drink. Then he took Shane’s thighs, one in each hand, hauled them up over his shoulders, felt the hot, heavy weight of them settle there, and the heels digging into his back, and put his mouth on him.
Shane’s yowl rang off the cupboards and away across the empty cottage.
Ilya took him down in one long sink, all of him, down to the root, until his nose was buried in the soft, silky hair at the base and the head of Shane’s cock was nudging the back of his throat, his jaw stretched wide and aching sweetly around the thickness of him. He held it there, breathing through his nose, and felt Shane throb against his tongue. He swallowed around it, his throat working and squeezing on the head.
Shane jerked from his shoulders to his heels, his thighs snapping tight around Ilya’s head; a hand clamped in Ilya’s hair and pulled, hard, and Ilya hummed his approval right down the length of him and began to move. Shane was making noises above him without stopping now, whimpers and whines and soft, breathless cries, not one word among them. Ilya’s jaw throbbed around the girth of him. Spit was already running from the corners of his mouth and down over Shane’s balls, and his eyes watered at the press of the head against his soft palate, and he did not care at all; he wanted more of it, and dragged Shane deeper by the thighs.
A wet, sucking drag all the way up to the tip, his tongue pressed hard to the underside; a swirl around the head, a push of his tongue into the slit to taste him, salt and sweet; then a deliberate slide back down. His hands held Shane’s inner thighs open, and he could feel them twitch and leap under his palms. Every time his tongue pushed into the slit, Shane mewled, high and thin, and every mewl went straight to Ilya’s cock.
He loved this. He loved it more than he would ever be able to say in any language: Shane’s cock heavy on his tongue, thick and hot and heavy, the velvet skin sliding over his lips, the salt-sweet taste of him leaking steadily into Ilya’s throat. He loved the pulse that beat along the thick vein under his tongue, and the way the whole shaft swelled and flexed every time Shane forgot to breathe.
He pulled back to the tip and suckled on the head like a sweet, his tongue working under the foreskin, and felt Shane’s balls draw up tight against his chin. He let him slip out of his mouth with a wet, obscene pop. He licked him from base to tip in one long flat stripe, then sucked each of his balls into his mouth in turn, smooth and warm and heavy, rolling them gently on his tongue and feeling them shift and tighten. At the same time, Shane yowled at the ceiling, the sound stretching out into a long, husky whine, and his thighs shook around Ilya’s ears.
Then he swallowed him down again, all the way, until his nose was crushed into that light, silky hair, damp now with sweat, and Shane’s cock was buried in his throat, and he held there and hummed, a growl buried underneath it, and Shane’s hips came up off the marble and fucked up into his mouth in three short, helpless jerks before he could stop himself. Ilya let go of one thigh, laid his forearm across Shane’s hips and pressed him flat to the marble with his weight. Shane cried out and fought it anyway, real strength in it, his hips heaving up against the bar of Ilya’s arm and those huge thighs flexing hard around his ears, until Ilya’s fingers dug into the jut of his hip deep enough to bruise, and he subsided with a whine, trembling against the hold.
A desperate, pleading whimper rose out of Shane, Ilya’s name somewhere inside it, and the hand in Ilya’s hair shook.
Ilya pulled off just far enough to answer. His lips were wet, and his voice, when it came, had dropped to something dark and rough.
“Stay still for me, Lyubimyy. You can. You will. This is the first one, sweetheart. Only the first.”
He took him back in. He worked the head with his tongue, swirl and press, swirl and press, and brought one hand round from Shane’s thigh, two fingers wet from his own mouth, and slid them down behind his balls, over the smooth skin, to the tight little pink ring of muscle at the base of his spine. He did not push in. He only rubbed, light and slick, around and around, feeling the tight, ridged little ring twitch and flutter under the pads of his fingers, hot and furled shut, then softening by a breath each time he circled. Shane whimpered at every circle, small broken sounds, any words long gone out of him. The rim kissed at his fingertips each time he passed over it, a hungry little suck, and Ilya growled around the cock in his mouth and let the vibration of it travel all the way down.
Shane went off like a bomb.
His thighs clamped around Ilya’s head and his back bowed off the marble; a long, high, helpless sob came out of him, and he came. Ilya felt it before he tasted it: the hard, swelling throb along the underside against his tongue, the balls drawing up tight under his chin, the hole under his fingertips clenching hard, once, twice, in time with it, the whole world gone hot and muffled between those thighs. Then the first pulse hit the back of his throat, thick and salt-bitter, then another, and another, filling his mouth faster than he could swallow, the cock jerking on his tongue with each one.
Ilya groaned around him and swallowed every drop of his come. He kept his eyes closed, and his fingers moving on that fluttering hole and swallowed and swallowed, until the aftershocks had rolled through his husband and gone; Shane slumped back against the cupboard with a thump and a long, shuddering whimper, his hand slack in Ilya’s hair. Ilya held him in his mouth through all of it, soft suckles, his tongue cradling the pulsing underside, until the cock began to soften on his tongue and Shane hissed and twitched away from the too-much of it with a thin, frayed whine; only then did he let him slip free, slick and red and spent, and lap once more at the wet head.
Ilya kissed the soft crease where his thigh met his hip, right over a silver stripe. He let the heavy leg slide off his shoulder. Then he sat back on his heels on the cold tiles, breathing hard, his jaw aching pleasantly and his throat raw, the taste of Shane thick on his tongue, his own face wet. His cock was a hard, throbbing ache trapped in his shorts. He ignored it. There was time. Under his hands, Shane’s thighs were still jumping, little aftershocks running through the big muscles, and a red ring of teeth and stubble burn was coming up on the soft inside of each one where he had sucked his way down, and on the jut of one hip four dark fingerprints were already blooming where he had pinned him.
“One.”
His voice was in ruins, scraped down to gravel. He sounded deeply pleased with himself, and he was.
Shane was panting, little whimpers caught in every breath. His chest heaved, slick with sweat and spit, his freckles standing out dark on his flushed skin, so that Ilya wanted to start at the top and kiss his way down them all over again. His hands were flung out flat on the marble, shaking. His face was wide open, wet-lashed. No polish. No camera smile. No captain.
Only Shane, undone, and Ilya, the one he had chosen to show.
“You’re so good at that. It’s honestly unfair.”
Ilya wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. He looked, he knew, altogether too smug.
“I have practised.”
Shane’s eyes narrowed to two dark, glittering slits. His bare foot came up off the cupboard handle and planted itself in the middle of Ilya’s chest, and pushed, not very hard.
“On me. Only on me, Ilyusha.”
There was a little hiss under it, a kitten’s hiss, and it went straight to Ilya’s cock. He caught the foot, kissed the arch of it and the ankle bone, and grinned up at his husband over the top of it like a wolf.
“Only on you. For 9 years. Very boring for me.”
Shane kicked him, hard, the little shit. Ilya laughed, surged up off the floor and took his husband’s face in both hands and kissed him hard, so that Shane could taste himself on his tongue; Shane moaned into it, the moan sliding down into a purr, and went soft against him all over again. His arms came round Ilya’s neck, and his chest pressed slick and hot against Ilya’s T-shirt, and the bitten nipples dragged over the cotton and made him gasp into Ilya’s mouth.
Ilya caught the ankle again, held on and licked a stripe up the inside of Shane’s calf, the light, silky hair there catching on his tongue, to his knee, and then higher, up the soft inside of his thigh, through the mess of spit and come there, until his mouth was a breath from Shane’s spent, twitching cock. He blew on it. Shane flinched with a sharp little whine, oversensitive, and his hole clenched on nothing below it, and Ilya watched it flutter, pink and wet from his fingers, and wanted it so badly his own cock ached in his shorts. A growl came up out of his chest before he could stop it.
“Now. Plug.”
🏒💛🏒
It was in the drawer by the stove.
He had put it there himself that morning, between the tea towels and the good scissors, feeling like a teenager hiding contraband. A smooth plug, deep midnight blue, the middle size, tapered at the tip and flared at the base. He took it out and turned it over in his palm.
The silicone was cool and smooth and faintly heavy; he set it on the marble beside Shane’s hip with a decisive click. Then he reached up to the shelf above the spice rack, where a bottle of lube was waiting behind the paprika, and put that down next to it. His hands were not quite steady. His cock pushed hard against his fly every time he moved, and he could still taste Shane at the back of his throat, salt and bitter and sweet.
Shane stared at the two of them. Then he stared at Ilya.
“You hid lube behind the paprika.”
Ilya kept his face perfectly straight. It took everything he had.
“There is lube in every room. In case of inspiration.”
Shane put his face in his hands. Pink flooded across his cheekbones. Then his shoulders started to shake, and he was laughing, helpless and wet and delighted, folding over his own knees on the edge of the marble.
Ilya stood between his thighs and grinned at him like an idiot. That laugh was his favourite sound in the world; he would have paid any price to keep hearing it.
He used it, too. While Shane was still laughing, he poured a long, cool stream of lube into his palm, rubbed it between his fingers to warm it, and laid his other hand between Shane’s shoulder blades.
“Turn. Bend. Hands on the marble.”
The laughter stopped. Ilya’s voice had gone down to gravel on the last word, and Shane had heard it.
Shane lifted his head. He was still flushed, his eyes bright and wet from laughing, and for one second he did not move at all; he held Ilya’s gaze with his chin up and that little spark of temper back under the flush, the captain in him refusing to be told. Ilya held the look and let a single low growl roll out of his chest. Then a hot, thin, unmistakable shiver went through Shane's whole body, and a small husky sound went with it.
He slid down off the island onto unsteady legs. He turned round. He bent over the counter, muscular forearms on the cold stone, bare feet planted wide on the tiles, and a sharp little hiss escaped him as the cold marble met his hot chest and his bitten, tender nipples. He laid his cheek on the marble to look back at Ilya over his shoulder. His hair had fallen into his eyes. His lips were swollen, parted and wet. Pink had spread down from his cheekbones over his shoulders, and across the top of his back, and under it the freckles stood out dark as scattered sand.
Ilya looked.
He could have looked for an hour. The long, strong line of that back, tanned and freckled, the muscles shifting under the skin, the deep groove of his spine running down to the dip at the base of it. The narrow waist. Then the flare of his hips and the broad, high, round curve of his ass, strong and plush and lifted on those powerful thighs, and between the cheeks, the tight pink hole, still shining wet from Ilya’s fingers and mouth, flexing a little with every breath. A pulse ticked in the crease of Shane’s thigh. The sun lay across all of it. Shane’s thighs were trembling where he had planted them, the big muscles standing out hard down the backs of them, and between them his balls hung heavy, and his spent cock was already starting to fill again, twitching against the cupboard door.
Ilya laid one palm over a cheek, warm and heavy, and squeezed, his fingers sinking deep into the plush flesh. It dimpled under them, then flushed pink when he let go. He bent and kissed it, then set his teeth into the round curve of it and sucked, hard, until Shane jolted against the counter with a startled whimper, and the skin came up red and wet under his mouth. He heard all the air leave Shane’s lungs on a long, shaky moan. Ilya bit the other cheek to match, a little lower, and laved the throbbing marks with his tongue until Shane was pushing his hips back into his mouth, a husky, wordless plea in every breath.
“Beautiful. You are so beautiful like this. Every time, I look at you like I have never seen you before.”
He ran his thumb down Shane’s spine, over every bump of bone, and felt his husband shudder under it and heard him whine, low and needy, into the marble. He leaned down and kissed the back of that bowed neck once, then set his teeth there, right on the nape, and bit down just hard enough to hold him and growled into the skin. Shane mewled under it, and his back sank lower, offering.
Only then did he touch him.
A long stroke of slick fingers right over the soft pink ring; he felt it flutter, clench and flutter again. He pressed without pushing, only the pad of one finger resting there, rubbing around and around, until he felt the muscle start to give; Shane let out a long, low whine against the stone. The tip slid in, swallowed by a ring of muscle so tight it squeezed his fingertip. He held it there and waited, felt the clench ease by fractions, felt the hot inner walls flutter and part, and fed it in a little further, then a little more, slow, the rim dragging over his first knuckle and then his second, soft and slick and clinging. Then the whole finger, to the last knuckle, his palm resting warm on the curve of Shane’s ass, and Ilya’s breath hissed out between his teeth and came back in as a groan. He stayed there, buried to the hand, and did nothing at all but feel: the slick velvet of the walls pressed close on every side of his finger, the rim snug around the base of it, the small involuntary flutters as Shane’s body tested the intrusion and decided to keep it.
It was so hot. Silky and tight and hot as a furnace, gripping him in greedy little pulses, and under the pulses, faint and quick, he could feel Shane’s heartbeat beating around his finger; Ilya dragged his mouth and teeth over Shane’s shoulders while he worked it in and out, kissing every freckle he could reach. He drew back to the tip, laid a second finger alongside the first and pushed them in together, slow, and felt the rim resist, tighten into a hot, hard band around both knuckles and then give, stretching around them, Shane’s breath stuttering against the stone at the burn of it. Ilya stopped.
He kissed the top of his spine and waited until the clench softened and Shane’s hips eased back a fraction, asking. Then he scissored them, opening him slow and wide, feeling the soft walls give between his fingertips, and listened to the thin, broken little mewls Shane was making into his own forearm. He curled them, searching, and found the soft, firm swell of Shane’s prostate on the front wall, smooth and a little raised under his fingertips, and pressed it once, slow and firm, and held. Shane whimpered, high and startled, and Ilya growled against his shoulder in answer, low enough that Shane would feel it in his bones.
“Look at this greedy little hole. Look how it takes my fingers. It wants my cock, Lyubimyy. It wants it so badly it is sucking me in.”
Shane made a strangled sound into his forearm, something wordless and strangled that melted into a mewl. Ilya twisted his fingers and spread them wide, watched the slick pink rim stretch around his knuckles and cling, then pulled them almost all the way out and fucked them back in, hard, so the wet sound of it slapped around the empty kitchen. Shane’s knees buckled. Ilya caught him with an arm around his waist, hauled him back up onto his toes and held him there against the marble while his fingers went on working, and felt the whole strong body sag into his hold and give its weight up to him.
Lube and spit ran down the backs of Shane’s balls and dripped off onto the tiles. Shane’s cock was swinging hard and dark between his legs, dripping pre-come in long, clear droplets onto the cupboard door, and every time Ilya’s fingertips brushed his prostate, it jerked and spat out another bead. Shane whined every time it did.
Shane jerked up off the counter with a short, ragged sob, high and helpless.
His hips shoved back against Ilya’s hand. Ilya grinned into the hot skin of his shoulder and did it again, and again, and listened to his polite, careful, organised husband come undone against the kitchen marble without a single word. It was music: purrs and mewls and long husky whines that had no language at all. Ilya answered him in Russian, low and broken into his shoulder, even his native tongue fraying into single words.
Then Shane got greedy. One hand came off the marble and back to grab Ilya’s wrist, strong fingers locking hard round the bones, and he tried to drive Ilya’s hand himself, faster, deeper, his whole back flexing with the effort. Ilya let him have exactly one stroke of it. Then he pried those fingers off, pinned the wrist to the small of Shane’s back with his free hand and leaned his weight on it, and a growl tore out of him at the strength still straining against his grip.
“Hands on the marble. I decide, Lyubimyy.”
Shane whined, long and frustrated, into his forearm. Then the fight went out of him all at once; he went soft under the pin, and when Ilya let go, he put the hand back flat on the stone where it belonged, and Ilya rewarded him with one slow, firm press right on that swollen place.
He did not hurry. There was only the hum of the fridge and Shane’s breathing, a whimper riding on every exhale, and the slick, filthy sound of his fingers. 10 minutes. 15. He gave him a third finger somewhere in the middle of it, easing all three in together on a fresh pour of lube, and felt the stretch bite: the rim drawn thin and tight and shining around his knuckles, a hard flutter of protest, Shane’s breath held and then let go in a long, shaking whine as the sting melted into heat and his body opened up around them, slick and soft and hot.
Three fingers now, working deep, avoiding that place inside on purpose until Shane began to push back for it, then giving it to him once, light, and taking it away. Shane whined at every loss of it, louder each time, and Ilya rumbled back at him, deep and pleased. Through his fingertips he could feel how the soft walls had stopped resisting and begun to draw him in, rippling around his knuckles each time he twisted, and how the gland swelled fuller and firmer under every pass he denied it.
“Words, Lyubimyy.”
Shane dragged in a breath. It took him two tries, and when it came, it was a single word, slurred and husky and stubborn.
“Yes.”
Ilya rumbled his approval against his spine, low and dark, and pushed all three fingers deep in reward.
His free hand stroked the small of Shane’s back the whole time, slick with sweat now, while his own cock throbbed against the inside of his shorts, so hard it hurt, a wet patch soaking through at the tip. By the end of it, Shane was trembling from head to foot, sweat beading along his spine and slicking the backs of his thighs, his hole so soft and loose and wet that it sucked at Ilya’s knuckles on every pull, and he was fucking himself back onto Ilya’s hand in short desperate shoves, begging without words, in whines and sobs and pure sound, the moans coming up husky from somewhere low in his belly, and between them came Ilya’s name, over and over, the only word he had left.
“Ilyusha… please…”
Ilya kissed the nape of his neck, long and open-mouthed, and hushed him, the sound a low rumble in his chest against Shane’s back. He reached round with his free hand and hooked his thumb into the corner of Shane’s mouth; those swollen lips closed round it at once and sucked, and the whimpering went on, muffled and wet, against his skin, until Ilya drew the thumb out again and painted the spit across that plush lower lip.
Only then did Ilya slide his fingers free, slowly, and watched the stretched rim cling to them and let go, left open and wet and swollen pink, clenching on nothing. For a second Ilya could see inside him, slick and dark pink and glistening, before the rim winked shut, then opened again on a shaky breath, and his cock jerked so hard in his shorts that he groaned out loud. He picked up the plug, poured lube down it in a long, cold stream and set the blunt tip against Shane’s wet, open, fluttering hole.
“Breathe out for me, Lyubimyy.”
Shane breathed out, a long, shuddering sigh that thinned into a whimper and fogged the marble under his mouth.
Ilya pushed.
The plug did not go at once. The rim resisted the cool tip, then softened and parted around it, and Ilya fed it in slowly, a fraction at a time, watching the slick pink muscle stretch wider and thinner around the swell of the silicone, until Shane’s breathing broke into short, fast pants and his fingers spread flat against the stone. Ilya kept the pressure steady and did not stop.
Then it slid in on one long glide, stretching that rim wide and pink around its thickest part; then the muscle closed around the neck of it all at once and swallowed it, and Shane’s back bowed up off the marble. A high, desperate keen tore out of him. Ilya felt the snap of it through the base under his fingertips: the plug drawn deeper on the swallow, seating itself, and the flesh around it pulsing and pulsing.
His hands scrabbled on the stone for a grip that was not there. He was whimpering now, a steady, helpless stream of soft little sounds. Ilya held the flared base in place with two fingers and rubbed it with his thumb, feeling the muscle working around it, clenching and fluttering, getting used to it, and groaned at the feel of it, deep and rough. He pressed in on the base, a small, gentle rocking push, and felt the plug shift inside Shane against that swollen place; Shane jolted and keened again, and his cock, hard again and dripping, twitched against the cupboard door.
Ilya tapped the base. Shane sobbed. He tapped it again, lighter, and watched the tremor travel up through his ass and his thighs and out along his spine, and felt his own cock leak into his shorts at the sight. Then he traced one fingertip round the stretched, puffy rim where it hugged the neck of the plug, checking that it sat snug and comfortable, and felt it flutter under the touch; only then did he take his hand away and let Shane feel it on his own: the full, solid weight of it, the stretch, the ache that would not let him forget it for a second.
“There. Look at you. So good for me. It is only practice, Lyubimyy. We have the whole day. We have all night. Is it okay, sweetheart? Tell me.”
Shane nodded against the marble. Ilya did not move, his thumb resting on the base, and waited until he heard it.
“Yes…”
It was barely a breath, husky and soft, and three fingertips tapped the marble beside his cheek, slow and sure. He pressed one kiss between Shane’s shoulder blades and felt the shiver ripple down his back. Shane purred, a long, low, contented sound, and arched up into his mouth. Ilya stroked down both his flanks, slick and hot, slow and soothing, and kept stroking until the trembling in his thighs eased from a shake to a shiver.
The bite marks on Shane’s ass had darkened to a deep, shining red. The base of the plug sat snug and midnight blue between his cheeks, wet with lube, and his hole clenched around its neck in slow, lazy pulses that Ilya could not stop watching. Then he reached past him for the glass on the drainer, the very clean one, filled it at the tap and held it to Shane’s lips. Shane drank in clumsy gulps with his cheek still on the marble, water running down his chin, and laughed weakly into the stone when he realised which glass it was. Ilya wiped the water off his chin with his thumb, kissed the corner of his mouth and murmured into his flushed cheek that he had him, that he was so good, until the laugh turned into a long, contented sigh.
Shane turned his head on the marble and found Ilya’s eyes over his shoulder. His face was wet. The look he gave him was trust, plain and massive and completely unguarded.
Ilya swore to himself, there in the sunlight in their kitchen, that he would deserve it for every single day they had left.
🏒💛🏒
Shane tried to walk.
He slid down off the marble with the glass still in his hand, set it on the drainer with enormous dignity and set off across the kitchen towards the long corridor on his own two bare feet, with the plug in. He did it with a careful, rolling, frankly fascinating sway of his hips that Ilya followed every step of the way. Shane could walk perfectly normally with a plug in, of course.
He had done it through dinners. He had done it through a press conference once, God fucking help them both. He was doing this on purpose, and they both knew it; the menace.
The light from the glass wall lay along his thighs. They were slick down the insides, all the way to the knee.
Ilya looked at them because he could not do anything else. They were the thighs that had won two Cups: thick and round and heavy, built from twenty years of crossovers and hard starts, the long muscle cut deep above each knee. And they were soft. That was the part that never stopped undoing him. Smooth, golden, nearly bare skin, a light silky dusting of hair only down on the calves, a few freckles scattered over the knees. With every step, the muscle rolled and settled under all that softness, and the wet shine on the inside of it caught the light and slid.
Shane got as far as the mouth of the corridor. Then he stopped, one hand on the frame, and looked back over his bare shoulder, flushed and smug and entirely aware of what he was doing.
“Are you coming, Ilyusha, or are you only going to stand there and look?”
Ilya was already moving.
“Both.”
He crossed the kitchen in four strides, got one arm under Shane’s knees and the other round his back and swept him up off the floor before he could say another word. Shane yelped, and then laughed, and then the laugh caught and turned into a soft, startled mewl as the lift shifted the plug inside him, and his arms went round Ilya’s neck and held on.
He was not light. He never had been, and Ilya loved it: the solid, dense weight of him coming up into his arms, the hard muscle of his back against Ilya’s forearm and the plush give of his thighs over the other, the heat of him all down Ilya’s chest. Ilya held him a moment longer than he needed to before he started walking, only to feel it.
“I can walk, you know.”
Shane’s mouth was against his jaw. Ilya did not slow down.
“I know. I want to carry.”
He carried him down the long corridor, past the king room with its door standing open, past the boys’ rooms, all of it quiet, the whole house holding its breath around them, to their own room at the very end.
The curtains were half drawn against the afternoon. The light came through them soft and gold and lay in long stripes across the floorboards and the foot of the bed, and through the side windows, across the lawn, the long cedar roof of the rink building shone in the sun at the edge of the trees. The bed was made. Over it, smooth and white and tucked in tight at the corners, was the spare sheet Ilya had laid there that morning while Shane was in the shower writing his list. On the nightstand stood a bottle of water, a folded towel and the tub of the cream Shane liked, and the drawer beneath them held everything else. He had planned ahead for three weeks.
He laid Shane down in the middle of it on his back, slid a pillow under his hips to tilt them up, and Shane let out a breathless little sound at the angle and the press of the plug, and then turned his head on the pillow and saw the nightstand.
His eyes went from the water to the towel to the cream, and then up to Ilya’s face, and narrowed.
“You planned this.”
Ilya straightened at the side of the bed and patted his back pocket, where the list was still folded.
“Number two. Our bed. More than once.”
The flush went up another shade, from Shane’s chest to his hairline. He put an arm over his eyes.
“More than once was a suggestion. Six is also a bed, Ilyusha. I put a bed at the end.”
Ilya caught the wrist and drew the arm down off his face, gently, so that he could see those eyes.
“Six is final, if applicable. This is not final. This is the beginning.”
Shane laughed up at him, helpless and pink and delighted, and the laugh caught in his throat on the way out and thinned to a whine when Ilya reached down and nudged the pillow a little higher under his hips, so that the plug pressed in on him all over again.
Then Ilya stood at the side of their bed and let himself look.
Shane lay on the white sheet with his black hair spread over the pillow and his chest rising and falling fast. The flush from the kitchen had not gone. It sat high and pink across his cheekbones, every freckle standing out in it, and ran on down his throat and over his chest in a blotchy rose wash that darkened round his nipples. They were still swollen from Ilya’s mouth, red and stiff and shining, and on the soft swell of one tit the mark Ilya had sucked into him on the marble had come up plum and hot. Below them, the hard plane of his stomach, rising and falling, and below that the soft lower curve of his belly, smooth and bare, and the silver stretch marks curling over his sides and hips. His thighs had fallen open on the sheet. Between them, against all that white, the midnight-blue base of the plug sat snug between his cheeks.
When Ilya ran the flat of his palm up the middle of that chest and dragged it over one nipple on the way, Shane arched up off the sheet with a startled mewl, and his fingers clutched at the cotton. Ilya did it again on the other side. Under his hand, Shane’s heart was hammering hard enough to feel in the bones of his palm, and the smooth skin of his chest was hot and damp, sweat drying on it and breaking out again.
Ilya stripped. He was quick about it now, and careless; the T-shirt over his head, the shorts shoved down and kicked away. The air of the bedroom was cool on his skin after the heat of the kitchen, and the sweat from earlier had dried tacky across his chest and the small of his back.
His cock sprang free, hard and heavy and flushed a deep dark red, curving up towards his belly, wet at the tip. He saw Shane’s eyes drop to it. He saw them widen, then darken, and watched the pink tip of Shane’s tongue come out and wet his bottom lip. A low whine came out of him, needy and wordless. The gold cross swung against Ilya’s chest. Shane’s eyes followed it up, adoring, to his face.
9 inches, and thick enough to fill even Ilya’s big hand. People had told him, over the years, before Shane, that it was intimidating. To Ilya, it was only the one fact about himself that could make his husband’s face look exactly like that.
He climbed onto the bed and knelt between Shane’s knees, and did not touch his cock at all, and did not touch the plug. He bent instead and set his mouth to the centre of Shane’s chest, to the freckles over his breastbone, and kissed his way out from there.
He was gentle with the nipples now. They had had his teeth in the kitchen; now they had only his lips, soft, and the flat of his tongue, warm and slow, and his breath. He kissed the bruises on the swell of that plush tit and felt it hot under his mouth. He drew one sore, swollen nipple between his lips and only held it there, barely sucking, and Shane’s back bowed up off the sheet and a long, shaking purr came out of him that Ilya felt in his own teeth. He gave the other the same. Shane’s hands came up and sank into his curls and stayed.
Then lower. Down the middle of that hard stomach, one kiss for every ridge of muscle, feeling them jump and flutter under his mouth, to the navel, and below it.
There, below his navel, was the place he wanted most: that taut, silky patch of skin over the soft lower curve of his belly, where the silver stripes began and curled out towards his hips like skate tracks on fresh ice. Flat now. Smooth and warm and flat and bare. Ilya laid his cheek on it and closed his eyes and felt it rise and fall with every breath Shane took, and for a moment did nothing else at all. Then he turned his face and kissed it, open-mouthed, right in the middle, and kissed his way along every stripe one at a time, the newer ones that still had a faint shine to them and the old silver ones that had gone soft as silk, and Shane shivered under every kiss.
“Here. This is where I am going to put it, Lyubimyy. All of it. All day. All night.”
The words went into the skin, low and rough, and he felt Shane’s belly quiver under his lips. Shane made a sound. It was small and high and had no shape to it, and his fingers tightened in Ilya’s hair, and when Ilya lifted his head to look at him, his husband’s eyes had already gone soft and dark and far away.
There he went. Ilya had watched it happen a hundred times, and it still stopped his heart: the brilliant, busy, never-switched-off mind letting go of the world, one piece at a time, and sinking down to the place where there was nothing at all but this. Only him. Only the fantasy they both carried and only ever took out in rooms like this one. Shane would not have many words for him now. He would not need them.
“Legs. Give them to me.”
Ilya’s voice had dropped low and rough, a register it only found for this. Shane lifted them, his breath coming in short, husky little pants.
Ilya took his ankles one at a time and hooked them up over his shoulders, then leaned in and folded him back until Shane’s knees were pressed towards his own chest, his hips lifted high on the pillow, the whole long line of him spread open on the white sheet. Ilya turned his head and kissed the inside of the ankle by his ear, then the hard curve of his calf, and growled against the skin when Shane whimpered.
Like this, Shane’s legs were his. The calves lay heavy on his shoulders, smooth and warm, the light, silky hair on them brushing his cheek, and every time Shane’s breath caught, Ilya felt the long muscles tighten and let go against his neck. He ran both hands down the backs of the thighs, from the knee to the crease of the ass, and felt the strength under the skin: hard, heavy, shifting, enough to win any battle along the boards or to crush Ilya’s skull between them if Shane chose to. Shane chose to let him hold them. The trust in that went straight to Ilya’s cock.
The blue base of the plug sat snug between his cheeks. Ilya looked down at it. His pulse was hammering in his ears. He laid two fingers on the flared base, warm from Shane’s body and slippery with lube, and pressed, slow and steady, pushing it deeper, and then rolled it in a small, filthy circle against the swollen place inside. Shane keened. It came out of him high and thin and went on and on, his hips jerking up against the pillow, his hands twisting in the sheet. Ilya did it again, just to hear it. Then he drew it out, smoothly, all the way. He felt the drag of it through his fingertips: the snug resistance as the widest part stretched that rim from the inside, the little suck as Shane’s body tried to keep hold of it, and then the give, and the slick, heavy weight of it sliding free into his palm.
The sound Shane made was beautiful.
It was long and low and shaking, half relief, half loss. The pink ring fluttered open round nothing, wet and puffy and flushed, clenching on air, and Ilya stared at it with his mouth gone dry until he could not stand it and a growl ripped out of him.
He could not go straight in. He wanted to feel it first. He laid two fingers flat over that soft, puffy, open ring, and it kissed at them, wet and hot, the muscle fluttering against his fingertips as if it wanted to draw them in; then he pressed, and it took them. Both, all the way to the last knuckle, in one slick, clinging slide. Inside, Shane was molten. Soft and swollen and slippery, loose from the plug, the walls so hot they felt feverish, and they closed round his fingers at once in a run of greedy little squeezes. The lube from the kitchen had gone warm and silky in him. Ilya curled his fingers and found the swollen ridge of his prostate on the front wall, firm and puffy from a whole morning of teasing, and rubbed it once, slowly.
Shane’s whole body jerked. His heels dug into Ilya’s shoulders. A husky, shaking moan came out of him, long and wordless, and his hole clamped down around Ilya’s knuckles so hard that Ilya felt the pulse of it in his wrist.
“Ready for me. You have been ready for me all day. Mine.”
Shane only whined and nodded, and nodded, his black hair rubbing on the pillow. Ilya drew his fingers out slowly and watched the rim cling to them all the way.
He dropped the plug on the sheet beside Shane’s hip. He took his cock in his fist, dragged the slick head once up through the cleft and back down, set it against that open, needy hole and pushed. The swollen head met that loose, wet ring and it gave for him at once, opened by the plug and still soft and slick from the kitchen; it parted around the crown in a hot, clinging kiss and closed tight behind the ridge, and Ilya felt the first squeeze of it all the way up his spine. He sank into him in one long unbroken slide that took the plug’s place and kept on going, deeper and deeper, past anywhere the plug had reached, every inch of him dragged through tight, slick, fluttering heat that parted in front of him and gripped him behind, the walls of Shane’s body clutching at every vein, until his hips were flush against Shane’s ass, his balls pressed up warm against the curve of it, and there was nowhere left to go.
Shane yowled.
It rang off the walls of their room, raw and hoarse and ecstatic. His back came up off the sheet, and his hands caught fistfuls of it, white-knuckled, as if the whole bed had tipped. Ilya’s cock was buried all the way inside his hole in scalding, silky, spasming heat, and for a second all he could do was hold on, his fingers digging into the backs of Shane’s thighs, and breathe through his teeth, a long ragged groan dragging out of his chest. It was almost too much. Shane’s ass was clenching around his cock in hard rippling pulses, tight as a fist. He could feel Shane’s heartbeat in it, a quick, frantic flutter all along his length, and under his hands the backs of Shane’s thighs were trembling, the smooth skin hot and slippery with sweat where his fingers sank in.
Fuck. The word came out of him in pieces, and more Russian after it that he did not choose, low and rough and ragged: how hot he was, how tight, how good, bozhe moy, how perfect. His voice had dropped so far down into his chest that it rasped. He was not sure the words were in any order at all. From the way Shane’s eyes rolled back, and his hole clenched around him in answer, it did not matter.
It was exactly what he had been thinking about every time he looked at his husband for three weeks. Three fucking weeks.
He made himself stay still. Sweat broke out at his temples with the strain of it. Underneath him, Shane was mewling, small and frantic, pulse after pulse of sound. His belly was jumping. His cock lay flushed and heavy against it, a thread of pre-come stretching from the slit to the skin below his navel, to that very patch of skin Ilya had just been kissing, and the light, silky hair at his groin was damp with sweat.
“Shane. Sweetheart. Breathe for me.”
It came out deep and rough, scraped raw. Shane’s heels drummed once against his shoulders, frantic. He had no words for it. His fingers found Ilya’s forearm where it braced beside him and tapped, three times, fast and desperate, and then again, and his whine climbed up and up until it was barely a sound at all.
“Ilya… please…”
Ilya moved, with a growl.
He drew back, all the way to the head, and drove back in; the heavy headboard knocked against the wall, and the whole bed rocked under them. Shane slid up the sheet. Ilya caught him round the ribs, his fingers dragging down Shane’s sides as he slid, nails scoring two long red lines down each flank, then caught his hips, dragged him back down onto his cock and did it again, and again, and set a rhythm: long and hard and relentless, every stroke dragging over that swollen spot inside, every stroke punching a high, torn cry out of Shane’s chest.
On every pull back he felt Shane’s rim cling and drag along his shaft, reluctant to let him go; on every drive in the tight heat split open around him and clamped down again, hot and slick and greedy, and the wet slap of skin on skin filled the room. A growl rolled out of Ilya under every thrust, low and steady.
Shane’s calves slid on his shoulders with every thrust, damp with sweat now, and the long muscles in them jumped and locked each time Ilya bottomed out, as if his body were trying to keep him there. His toes were curled tight. His chest shook with the force of it, the full, soft curve of it bouncing under the flush, nipples dark and hard; his belly clenched and released, the ridges of muscle standing out under the smooth skin and melting away again.
Ilya could see the wet shine of his own cock every time he drew back, slick and dark, stretching that pink rim out after it, and the sight of it against the white sheet in the striped gold light was so obscene that he had to stop for one stroke, buried to the root, and grind there with his teeth gritted until the urge to come passed. Shane felt him stop. He clenched down on him on purpose, the brat, a long, hard squeeze from root to head, and purred up at him through wet lashes. Even this far under, he was still Shane.
Ilya leaned in and folded him nearly double, braced his hands on either side of Shane’s head on the pillow, and watched his face while he fucked him open on his cock. The pink flush across his cheekbones, every freckle standing out in it, running down over his heaving chest. The wet lashes. The red, open, bitten mouth. Glorious. Savage. His. He bent and kissed him through it, deep and messy, swallowing every cry and whimper and mewl, their mouths sliding apart and finding each other again with every thrust. He groaned into Shane’s mouth, and Shane mewled back into his.
“Feel that? Feel how deep my cock is in you. All the way. You took all of it, Lyubimyy, like it was nothing, like your hole was made for me.”
He pulled almost all the way out, until the thick head of his cock was stretching that swollen rim from the inside, watched it cling to him, pink and wet and puffy, then slammed back in to the root so that his balls slapped against Shane’s ass and the headboard banged the wall. Shane howled, the sound muffled as he turned his face into the pillow, and then sobbed, a long, wordless whine pouring out after it. Ilya snarled and did it again. Lube was squelching out around his cock on every stroke, running down the crease of Shane’s ass and soaking dark into the spare sheet; the sound of it, wet and filthy and loud, was the best fucking sound in the world.
“Look at me. Shane. Look at me.”
Ilya’s voice had gone so deep it was barely more than a growl. Shane’s eyes flew open, huge and black and wet and wild, and so trusting that it hit Ilya harder than any check he had ever taken.
“I am going to fill you up. I am going to put so much inside you. You are going to feel it tomorrow, when you sit, when you walk. Every time you move, you will think of me.”
His thumbs pressed into the creases of Shane’s hips and pinned him open. Shane sobbed, husky and shredded, then whimpered, then moaned his name, the only word he seemed to have left. Ilya bent closer, until his mouth was against Shane’s cheek, and gave him the rest himself.
“I am going to breed you, Lyubimyy. Right here, in our bed. Again and again. Until you are round with it. Until there is a baby in you, my baby, and everyone who looks at you knows.”
Shane sobbed. His whole body shuddered under Ilya’s, his eyes spilling over at the corners, and he nodded, frantic and helpless, his face wet; his fingers found Ilya’s shoulder and tapped. Three times. Yes. Yes. Yes.
It broke something in him.
It was the way Shane answered him: wrecked, helpless, half gone, with nothing left in that brilliant head but this, and still saying yes with every part of him. Ilya’s control went. He snarled, low and deep in his chest, took Shane’s hips in both hands, his fingers sinking into the soft flesh above the bone until he felt it give, and Shane gasped and whined at the bite of them, hard enough to leave every fingerprint in dark bruises, and snapped his hips forward. The bed shook. The headboard knocked against the wall in a fast, hard rhythm, and Ilya did not care if it came through it.
Brutal. Beautiful. Perfect. Sweat ran down Ilya’s chest and dripped off the end of the cross onto Shane’s belly; Shane was slick with it under his hands, the smooth, nearly hairless length of him sliding on the sheet with every thrust, the cotton rumpling and twisting warm under his back. Shane cried out on every thrust, a raw, unbroken sound, whimper and moan and keen running together into one long wordless song, while Ilya’s own breath came out of him in growls. Shane’s head had fallen back off the edge of the pillow, his throat a long golden arch, the tendons standing out along it with every cry.
Ilya could not leave it alone. He bent and put his mouth to the side of it, right over the beat of his pulse, and sucked hard until Shane keened and the skin came up hot and dark under his tongue. Then a little higher, and again. Then once more under the line of his ear, three in a row, each one kissed better before the next, and Shane tipped his head back further to give him room, a soft, breathless mewl spilling out of him with each one.
When Ilya lifted his head, the marks were already coming up: three dark, wet blotches climbing the side of Shane’s throat towards his ear, the skin round them flushed and hot, the first one already deepening to plum. Ilya licked over them and felt Shane shiver. Tomorrow Shane would see them in the mirror, and so would everyone on the lake, and the thought pulled a deep, satisfied growl out of Ilya that he gave straight back to Shane’s throat.
Shane’s hands flailed for something to hold. Ilya caught them, laced their fingers together and pinned them down on the pillow beside his head, their rings flashing gold on gold in a stripe of sun, and he fucked his cock into that slick, wet hole again and again with all the strength in his thighs and back until the room blurred at the edges, groaning with every thrust, the sound torn up from the bottom of his chest.
Shane’s fingers locked in his so hard the rings ground together. His legs had slipped from Ilya’s shoulders and wrapped round his ribs, and the strength in them was unreal; they clamped and hauled, dragging Ilya deeper into him on every stroke until it was hard to say which of them was doing the fucking. The noises coming out of him had stopped being anything Ilya could name. Whines that climbed into mewls, mewls that rose into keens, a soft, breathless sobbing with Ilya’s name somewhere in the middle of it, over and over. The headboard knocked against the wall in time with them.
Then Shane went taut under him. Ilya felt it coming in every part of him at once: the thighs locking round his ribs, the hole fluttering and tightening, the desperate, pleading whimper that rose and rose in his throat with no words in it at all, only need.
Ilya bent close over him, his voice gone to gravel.
“Come. Now. For me, Lyubimyy.”
Shane came with a yowl.
It tore through him. His back arched clean off the sheet, his thighs clamped hard around Ilya’s ribs, and his cock, red and untouched and bouncing between their bellies, jerked and spilt in long hot ropes up his stomach and over his chest, all the way to his collarbone.
Inside, he clamped down in great rippling spasms, a hot, tight, milking squeeze from base to tip that dragged Ilya’s own orgasm up out of him from somewhere near his spine. It built at the base of his cock, heavy and molten, his balls drawing up tight against Shane’s ass, every muscle in his thighs locking. He shoved in as deep as he could go, held there and came with a snarl that sank into a long, deep, shuddering groan.
It went on and on. He felt it pump out of him, pulse after heavy pulse, deep inside that hot clenching body, each one a hard throb along the whole length of him and a wet, spreading heat around the head of his cock, flooding him, and Shane whimpered at every pulse of it, a small, helpless sound for each one. The knock of the headboard was lost under the roar of blood in his ears.
Afterwards, his muscles trembled, every inch of him humming and heated. His cock was still jerking in small aftershocks, wrung so sensitive that every flutter of Shane’s ass around it sent a sharp, bright sting up through his belly, half pleasure and half too much, and he could not stop the sounds that came with it, low, ragged groans, each one shaken loose by another squeeze. His thighs were trembling against the backs of Shane’s. Sweat dripped off his chin onto Shane’s chest and ran down into the mess there. Under him, Shane was twitching, his belly jumping in little spasms, his cock lying spent and wet in the white pooled below his navel, and every time Ilya pulsed inside him, he whimpered again.
He bent over Shane and bit down on the thick muscle at the joint of his neck and shoulder, hard, and sucked, his teeth sinking in until he felt the whole ring of them settle into the skin; Shane cried out, and his ass clenched around Ilya’s cock all over again, wringing out one more weak pulse that made Ilya’s knees nearly go and dragged a low groan out of him against Shane’s skin.
“Two.”
His own voice sounded strange to him, rough and far away and deeper than it had any right to be.
Shane was shaking all over. His eyes were shut; one tear ran down from the corner of one eye and into his hair, which had curled with sweat. Little whimpers were still shaking out of him with every breath. His fingers fluttered against Ilya’s, still laced with them, and then let go, and fumbled down between their bodies, through the mess on his own stomach, to the soft skin below his navel, and stayed there, spread, holding on. A soft, breathless little cry came out of him.
Ilya kissed the wet track beside his eye and tasted salt, and a low, satisfied growl rumbled in his chest.
“That is the first one inside you. There will be more. I am going to fill you so full today, Lyubimyy. I am going to breed you until it takes. You will be so round and heavy.”
Shane shuddered from his words, clenched around him and moaned, long and low and spent, his spent cock twitching on his belly just from the promise, from the image they conjured. Ilya kissed his cheek.
“I know. I know, Lyubimyy.”
He went to ease back. At once, strong fingers dug into his back, and those legs tightened round him, weak and desperate, holding him in, and Shane whined, thin and frightened, every muscle in him going tense.
Ilya understood. Of course he did.
“Shh. I have you. Not a drop. I promise.”
He kept the pillow high under Shane’s hips so that everything he had given him would stay where he had put it. Then he drew out of him, slowly, so slowly, feeling that swollen rim cling to the head of his cock and let it go with a soft, wet sound, and Shane’s breath hitched on a whimper. Ilya picked up the plug from where it lay on the sheet. He gathered some of the come still coating his own cock and slicked the silicone with it, warm and pearly. Then he caught the little trickle that had already escaped, shining at the rim, slipped his finger back in to push it home and spread that puffy, red hole open for him, and pressed the plug inside.
As the plug settled, Shane’s whole body let go. All that tension went out of him at once, and he melted down into the sheet, boneless, his breath leaving him in a long, shaking sigh. Ilya brushed his fingertips round the edge of the plug, tender, round and round the stretched, swollen rim where it hugged the neck. The touch got him a shiver and a needy little mewl.
“That’s it, sweetheart. I’ve got you. All of it is inside you.”
Then he laid his hand over the lowest part of Shane’s stomach, over that taut, silky patch of skin below his navel, where Shane’s own hand still lay, and slid his fingers under Shane’s.
There was nothing to see. Not yet. The skin was smooth and flat and slick with sweat and come, the silver stripes faint under it. But it was hot, hotter than the rest of him, as if all that heat had pooled there; and under his palm, if he held very still, Ilya thought he could feel the very first tightness, so faint he might have imagined it. One load. Not enough to show. Not nearly enough.
He wanted. God, how he wanted. He wanted to feel it rise under his hand. He wanted it so badly that his mouth went dry, and he pressed his palm there, gently, and let the wanting run all through him, and did not hide it from his face. Shane, with his eyes still closed, felt it anyway; he turned his hand over under Ilya’s, laced their fingers together over his own belly, and held on.
The bottle of water stood on the nightstand an arm’s length away. Ilya reached for it without lifting his hand from Shane’s stomach.
“Drink.”
His voice had gone gentle. He slid his other arm under Shane’s shoulders to lift him, held the bottle to Shane’s lips and watched his throat work through every swallow. A drop of water ran down the line of Shane’s jaw; Ilya caught it with his thumb and kissed the place it had been.
“Now tell me how you are. Words, Lyubimyy.”
It took a little while. Ilya waited, his thumb stroking Shane’s jaw, and watched him swim up just far enough to find them. Shane smiled without opening his eyes, his voice a thread.
“Full. A bit shaky. Really, really happy.”
Shane’s eyes stayed closed. His thighs were trembling where they lay open on the sheet. Ilya slid a hand down the back of one and felt the long muscle for strain, for a cramp, for anything at all.
There was nothing. Only the fine, constant tremor of a muscle worked past its limit, and heat, and the slick of sweat. He kneaded it anyway, slow and deep, his thumb working up the long hamstring from the knee to the crease and back, and felt it ease under his hand by degrees; Shane let out a long, husky groan of pure relief and went heavier on the bed. Ilya did the other one. Shane purred.
“Any pain? The real answer, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya kept his voice low, the way he always did for this, and waited. Shane hummed against the pillow.
“No. Good sore. The best kind.”
Shane turned his face into Ilya’s palm. Ilya leaned down and pressed their foreheads together.
“You promise me.”
Shane lifted one unsteady hand to Ilya’s jaw and stroked the stubble there with his thumb, over and over.
“I promise. I’d tell you. I always tell you.”
Ilya turned his face and kissed the thumb.
“You must. Always.”
He took the towel off the nightstand and cleaned the come off Shane’s chest and stomach, slow and careful, the soft cotton warm from his hands, and Shane let him, his eyes drifting shut again, the words already sinking away from him. Ilya did not mind at all. He had what he needed to hear. He set the towel aside and lay down along his husband’s side, and let the afternoon go quiet.
It did not stay quiet for long.
He had not meant to start again so soon. But Shane was lying there pink and soft and wrecked beside him on the white sheet, with his throat marked and his chest bitten and the plug snug inside him, holding Ilya’s come, and Ilya could not keep his mouth off him. He kissed his shoulder. He kissed the bite at the joint of his neck, which had already gone purple in the middle. He kissed his chest again, and his stomach, lazy and slow and wandering, and every kiss he left on that patch of skin below the navel lingered longer than the last.
His hand had found its way back down between Shane’s thighs. He did nothing with it, not at first; he only let his fingertips play at the edge of the plug, round and round the stretched, puffy rim, light as breath, then over the flared base and back to the rim, then a tap on the base, so soft it was barely a touch. Shane sighed. Then he shivered. Then, after a long minute, he made a small sound in the back of his throat and his hips shifted on the pillow, rocking down, just a little, after Ilya’s fingers.
Ilya smiled into his skin and did it again.
It took a while. He did not mind that either. He kept it up, circle and tap, circle and tap, kissing his way along every silver stripe on Shane’s hips while he did it, until Shane was rocking down after him in long, slow, helpless rolls, his breath coming shorter, a mewl riding on every one, and his cock, spent twice already, had begun to fill again against his thigh. His eyes were open now, but they were not seeing anything in the room. He had slipped all the way back down, deeper than before, to the place where Ilya’s hands and Ilya’s voice were all there was.
Ilya slid down the bed and settled between his thighs, parted them wider with his shoulders, and took Shane’s half-hard cock into his mouth.
Shane’s spine arched, and he bucked up, both wanting more and trying to get away from the too-much of it. Ilya held him down with a forearm across his hips and patiently let him sit there in his mouth, warm and soft and heavy on his tongue, and swallowed around him, slow, and felt him thicken against his palate one helpless throb at a time. A hand threaded into his curls and began to tug in time with his mouth. Every time Ilya took him deeper, the fingers clenched, a sharp, lovely sting at his scalp that sent sparks down his own spine.
When Shane was hard in his mouth, Ilya slipped his hand back down under the drawn-up weight of his balls and found the plug with careful fingers. He took Shane all the way down his throat, and as he did it he gave the plug a dirty little twist and pressed it suddenly in deeper.
Shane yowled and thrashed under him, but he could not escape. Ilya played with him, slow and merciless, twisting and pressing and easing off, his throat working round the head, until he could feel Shane throbbing on his tongue, close, so close; then he pulled back, away from Shane’s cock and away from the plug both at once. He relished the desperate, pleading whimper of protest that his stopping pulled out of his husband. It was the most beautiful sound in the room.
He lifted himself up over Shane and kissed those swollen lips, and pushed his thighs up and out to settle in the space between them. Then, without pausing, he pulled the plug out and sank his aching cock straight back inside.
It slid in smoothly, all the way, in one long, wet glide. The plug had kept Shane open and slick for him, and his own come was hot and silky all around him, easing him home.
They both moaned. Ilya had to catch himself on his forearms on either side of Shane’s head as he bottomed out, his hips flush to Shane’s ass, the wet, slick heat almost too much when Shane spread his legs wider to take him. This time he did not fold him in half. He lay down over him instead, chest to chest, the whole of his weight on his elbows and the whole of his body along Shane’s, and kissed him, their tongues stroking and tangling, and began to move. Slow. A deep, steady, circling grind of his hips, never drawing out more than an inch or two, never leaving the deepest part of him. He did not want to go far. He wanted to feel every inch of Shane’s body under him.
Shane’s legs came up and wrapped round him, and his heels settled in the small of Ilya’s back, and stayed. His arms came round Ilya’s shoulders and held on. He was making a sound with every breath now, a soft, high, continuous whine that dipped and rose with every roll of Ilya’s hips, as though Ilya were playing it out of him.
Ilya slid one hand down between their bodies, under the cross that hung between them, over Shane’s stomach, and spread his palm low on his belly, over that taut, silky patch of skin. Then he rolled his hips deep and slow, and felt it.
Himself. Through the skin, under his own palm, if he pushed deep enough, the hard nudge of his cock moving inside his husband, there and gone and there again, every time he ground in. A low, rough sound came out of Ilya that he did not recognise. He did it again, slower, and pressed down very gently with his palm to meet it, and Shane’s whole body bowed up under him, and a sob tore out of him, wet and helpless, and his nails sank into Ilya’s shoulders.
“Feel that? That is me, Lyubimyy. Right here. Under my hand.”
He was murmuring into Shane’s mouth, in Russian, and he did not stop.
“This is where it goes. All of it. This is where it will take. Our baby, sweetheart. Right here. I will fill you and fill you until you are heavy with it, and then I will fill you more.”
Shane wept. Not from hurt; Ilya knew every sound this body made, and it was not hurt. It was the other thing, the thing that lived down in the deepest part of him, where the fantasy was real. Tears ran from the corners of his eyes back into his hair, and he pressed his belly up into Ilya’s palm, hard, as if to hold the hand there forever, and tapped Ilya’s shoulder three times with shaking fingers. Yes. Yes. Yes.
Ilya kissed every tear off his face and kept moving. He did not go faster. He did not need to. Each long, deep grind dragged over that swollen place inside, slow as honey, and the soft, slick glide of Shane’s cock trapped between their stomachs, and the wet heat closing round him, and Shane’s heels pressing into his back to keep him there, built and built between them until the bed was barely moving and both of them were shaking.
“That’s it. Look at me now. Eyes on me. You can come for me again; you are so good. Come for me, sweetheart.”
Shane’s eyes flickered open, glittering and wet. His head tipped back on the pillow, baring that long, marked throat, and Ilya ground in deeper, changing the angle to finish them both, and fastened his mouth over the bite at the joint of his neck; and Shane’s body began to clench and spasm around him.
He came with a hoarse cry, soft and breathless, right in Ilya’s ear, his cock pulsing weak and wet between their bellies and his body locking tight round Ilya from base to tip. Ilya followed him over the edge with a low, shuddering groan that tore halfway out, buried himself as deep as he could go and emptied himself into Shane’s willing body, long and slow and deep, pulse after pulse, his hand still spread low on Shane’s belly through every one.
And he felt it.
Under his hand, on that taut, silky patch of skin where the shine of those fresher stretch marks glowed faintly on the gleaming tan skin, there was a change. The ever-so-slight curve that now held the loads of Ilya’s come. Barely there. A soft, warm rise below the navel where a moment ago there had been none, gentle as the swell of a wave far out on the lake before it reached the shore. Ilya let out a broken, desperate noise as he felt that little swell under his hand.
Shane’s hand stroked down his own bare arm to tangle his fingers through the back of Ilya’s, cradling his belly. He held it there. Ilya rubbed his thumb back and forth along the base of the curve, slow, again and again, as if he could learn the shape of it by heart in one afternoon.
“Three.”
It came out of him as barely more than a breath.
He did not want to move. He had to. He kissed Shane once, softly, and lifted his hips back up onto the pillow, and Shane whined the moment he felt him start to ease out; Ilya hushed him, and kept his hand where it was on that little curve, and drew out of him so slowly that it took the space of three long breaths. He gathered his come on the silicone, all that had clung to his cock, and caught the warm trickle that slid out after him and pushed it back with one finger. A contented little mew came from Shane as Ilya smoothly nudged the plug back inside.
He caressed the reddened, puffy rim with the tip of his finger, making sure it was both snug and comfortable, and felt it flutter, lazy and full, around the neck. Not a drop lost. Two loads, safe inside him, held there for Ilya and for the rest of the day.
Then he could not help himself.
He dropped his head to Shane’s chest and buried his face there, in the most perfect tits in the world, with a groan. He nuzzled between them, into the damp, hot, salty valley of skin between the pecs, and breathed him in, sweat and sex and coconut. He kissed his way across them, slow, so slow, every freckle; he pressed his lips to the dark bruise he had sucked into him on the marble and to the new marks coming up beside it, and kissed the swollen, bitten nipples so gently that Shane only sighed. He laid his cheek on that soft, full curve of muscle and listened to Shane’s heart slow down under it, and did not lift his head for a long time.
When he did, it was only to go lower.
He knelt up between Shane’s spread thighs and simply looked at him, the way he had been aching to look all day. Shane lay on his back on the rumpled white sheet with the pillow still under his hips, his arms flung up, his face wet and soft and gone, and in the stripe of gold light lying across his middle, there it was. A curve. Small, so small that no one else would ever have seen it; only a gentle rise between his hips below the navel, where that morning there had been nothing but flat, smooth skin. The silver stripes curved over it. The fresher ones caught the light and shone.
It was the prettiest thing Ilya had ever seen. He had put it there.
He bent and kissed it. He kissed along the base of the curve, where it rose out of the soft hollow above Shane’s cock, slow and open-mouthed, from one hip to the other. He kissed every stripe that crossed it. He rested his cheek on the top of the little swell and felt it, warm and firm and silky against his face, rising and falling with Shane’s breathing, and he talked to it. He did not decide to. It simply came out of him, in Russian, low and rough and tender, the way he talked to Levi in the dark when he had a nightmare: how beautiful it was. How good Shane had been to take it. How much more there was to come.
“Look at you. Two, and already I can feel it. By tonight you will not hide this, Lyubimyy. Not under any shirt you own.”
Shane’s fingers came down and sank into his curls and held him there, against his belly. A soft, shaking sob came out of him, and then a purr, long and low and deep, as if both of them lived in him at once.
Ilya laid his palm flat over the curve and lifted his head, finally, and looked up the length of his husband’s body to his face.
“Mine.”
Shane’s lips barely moved; his eyes stayed closed. It was the only word he had, and he gave it to Ilya.
“Yours.”
🏒💛🏒
They stayed like that for most of an hour.
It was one of the pleasures that they had only lately let themselves have: this long, deep quiet, with nothing to chase and nowhere to be. The afternoon light slid through the gap in the curtains and across the floorboards and the rumpled bed and turned amber. Shane dozed curled on his side against him, his cheek squashed on Ilya’s chest and his mouth a little open, one heavy thigh slung over Ilya’s hip.
Every tiny movement was something Ilya felt. The flutter of Shane’s breath against his skin. The weight of that thigh. The small, lazy clench of Shane’s body around the plug every so often in his sleep, keeping it all in. Two heartbeats, thumping away against each other. Ilya put one hand on the small of Shane’s back and the other over the swell of his lower belly; lying on his side like this, the position was enough to make the little curve look a touch heavier, a soft, warm weight resting in his palm. He did not press, only held, and let his mind go still as the lake at dawn, full of nothing but the feel of his husband breathing against him.
In the slanting light he could see what he had done. The marks on Shane’s throat had darkened into a ragged line of plum and red under his ear. There were dark ovals on each hip, coming up in the exact spread of Ilya’s fingers, and two long pink welts down each flank where his nails had scored him in their bed, raised now and warm when Ilya ran a fingertip along them. The bite at the joint of his neck had gone purple in the middle, a full, neat ring of teeth, the skin shiny and tender over it. Ilya traced every one of them with the pad of one finger, slow, and each time Shane hummed in his sleep, a small, contented sound, and pressed closer.
He did not go soft, not all the way. He did not want to. He lay there with his cock warm and half hard and heavy against the inside of Shane’s thigh, and under his palm the little curve rose and fell, and below it the plug held every drop of his come inside his husband where it belonged. Every few minutes Shane would clench around it in his sleep, lazy and greedy, and shift his hips against Ilya’s thigh; Ilya’s cock would twitch and thicken in answer, and Shane would sigh, a drowsy little purr buzzing against Ilya’s chest, and settle again; Ilya felt it hum right through him and answered with a low groan he did not bother to swallow.
Filthy. Peaceful. Perfect. He could have stayed there all summer.
When Shane stirred and made a questioning little sound against his skin, Ilya murmured into his hair.
“Keeping you warm. Keeping it all inside you. Sleep.”
Shane smiled against his chest without opening his eyes, rocked his hips once against Ilya’s thigh, on purpose, so that the plug shifted inside him, hummed in satisfaction at the deep rumble it got out of Ilya, and went back to sleep. The brat.
🏒💛🏒
At 4 o’clock, Shane lifted his head off Ilya’s chest and looked out through the side windows at the long, low, cedar-clad building beside the cottage, and Ilya watched an idea arrive on his face.
“The rink isn’t on the list.”
Ilya followed his eyes. The rink building sat in the afternoon sun at the edge of the trees, its doors shut; inside it there was a full sheet of slick white synthetic ice, a net, the shooting targets and the passing boards, the bench and the bikes and the weights.
Levi skated there in his sneakers every morning of the summer, skidding and squealing, and Shane shot pucks there every evening, alone, for an hour, with the doors open to the lake.
“No. I am adding it. Number seven, Lyubimyy. Whatever I want.”
Shane’s eyes came back to his face. They had gone very dark.
“What do you want, Ilyusha?”
It came out low and purring.
Ilya did not answer. He reached down behind him, found the flared base of the plug between those warm cheeks and pressed it, once, slow and deep, and Shane’s breath went out of him in a soft, shaken little mewl against his chest. Ilya held it there until he felt the rim flutter round the neck of it. Then he eased out from under him, tucked the sheet round the little curve as if it might get cold, went to the wardrobe and came back with his old practice jersey, the black one with his name across the shoulders that Shane had been stealing to sleep in for years, and a pair of Shane’s own sneakers.
“This. Only this. Nothing else.”
Shane looked at the jersey. He looked at the sneakers. A deep pink flush crawled up out of his chest and over his throat, and he held out his arms to be dressed.
The jersey came down to the tops of his thighs. It hung off one shoulder. Ilya’s name lay across his back in big white letters, and below the hem, every time he moved, there was a flash of round, bare, bruised ass, and the blue base of the plug.
He walked across the lawn to the rink building like that, in the bright afternoon, in sneakers and a jersey and nothing else, with Ilya one step behind him watching every step. The plug shifted inside him with every step, nudging at the place Ilya had been pounding all afternoon, and twice on the grass his stride hitched and his thighs pressed together. By the time they got to the doors, Shane’s cock was tenting the front of the black mesh, and he was flushed pink across the cheekbones, every freckle standing out.
Ilya had watched all of it. The jersey swinging over the backs of his thighs. The muscle in them bunching and lengthening with every stride, the smooth golden skin flexing over it, a fresh trickle of slick shining on the inside of one knee. The flash, every few steps, of a bruised round cheek and the blue base of the plug between them. Ilya’s own cock was hard again, heavy and bobbing with every step he took, and he was not even pretending otherwise; he walked behind his husband across their own lawn with it, and a low growl rumbled out of him every time the hem flipped up.
It was warm inside, the sun beating on the cedar roof, and Shane’s bare legs came up in gooseflesh anyway under the jersey hem, because he knew exactly what was coming. Ilya dumped a bucket of pucks out on the white surface. He leaned on the boards with his arms folded.
“Ten shots. Top corners, the targets. Every one you hit, I give you what you ask for. Every one you miss, I choose.”
Shane picked up a stick. He bent over the first puck; the jersey rode up over his ass, and Ilya gripped the boards. A growl rumbled up out of his chest before he could stop it. Blyat.
The jersey had ridden up to the small of his back. Ilya could see everything: the full, high curve of his ass lifted by the bend, the bruises Ilya’s hands had left on it, the dark blue base of the plug snug between his cheeks, his thighs braced wide for the shot with the muscle standing out hard and long down the backs of them, and between them, his balls drawn up tight and his cock hard and flushed against the mesh. Shane rolled his shoulders, settled his weight and did not look round. He did not need to.
He hit nine. Of course, he fucking hit nine; he was the best shooter Ilya had ever played against. He did it in sneakers on plastic with a plug in him and his cock hard and slapping against the mesh on every follow-through, with that cold, perfect captain’s focus that had won him a Cup, and every single time the puck hit the target with a clean, ringing clang, he turned his head and looked at Ilya, and Ilya heard himself make a low, rough sound in answer, deeper with every clang.
By the fifth shot, there was a dark wet patch on the front of the jersey where the head of his cock kept dragging across the mesh. By the seventh his thighs were trembling between shots, and he had to stop and stand with his eyes closed and his weight on the stick, breathing through his mouth, the plug pressing on him with every small shift of his hips. Ilya saw his hole clench round it; he saw the base move. His own knuckles had gone white on the top of the boards.
The tenth went in off the post. On purpose; Ilya knew it was, and so did Shane.
“That one is mine.”
It came out of Ilya as gravel, and he was already moving. Shane dropped the stick with a small, husky, wanting whine.
“Nine first. You owe me nine.”
Ilya stopped a stride away from him, close enough to feel the heat coming off his skin, and spread his hands.
“Then ask, Lyubimyy.”
Shane backed up until his shoulders hit the boards behind the net. He reached back and gripped the top of them with both hands, so that the jersey pulled tight across his chest and rode up over his hips and showed everything: his cock, flushed dark and dripping, curving up against his belly, his thighs spread, the silver stripes on his hips. He was shaking. His voice was not, though it had gone husky and low, rough at the edges.
“Against the boards. Hard. As hard as you want. Don’t you dare be gentle with me.”
Ilya was on him before he finished the sentence, with a snarl that Shane felt against his mouth.
He hooked one of Shane’s thighs over his forearm and pinned him to the boards with his hips, the other foot barely on the ground, and reached down between those spread cheeks for the plug before he did anything else. The base was hot from his body and slick. Ilya pressed it, hard, right up into him, and rolled it in a slow, dirty little circle against that swollen place, and Shane keened, high and thin, his head knocking back against the top of the boards, his hole fluttering frantically round the neck of it.
Ilya gave it one more twist, just to hear it again. Then he drew it out of him in one long pull, set it on the top of the boards beside Shane’s white-knuckled hand, and shoved his cock up into that open, swollen, come-wet hole in one brutal stroke that lifted Shane clean off his toes. There was no resistance left in him, only heat: the plug had kept him open and wet, and the loose, puffy rim swallowed the head and the whole thick length after it, and inside he was soaked and scalding and still fluttering from the bed, two loads of Ilya’s own come slick all around him, so that he slid home with a wet, obscene sound and felt Shane’s body seize round him in one hard, shocked clench. Shane howled. It went up into the cedar rafters, long and raw and wordless, and wore down into a shaking moan. The boards banged behind him, loud as a check in a playoff game, and the whole long building rang with it.
For a second Ilya could not move at all. He had all of Shane’s weight on him, on his cock and his forearm and the boards, and Shane was clenching round him in hard, shocked pulses, scalding and soaked. Shane’s free leg came up and locked round the back of Ilya’s thigh, and the strength in it was frightening, a hard, heavy band of muscle that dragged him in the last fraction of an inch and held him there. Ilya felt a heel dig into the back of his knee.
He felt every inch of himself sunk in his husband, the swollen walls fluttering and squeezing along the whole length of his cock, the slick of his own come easing him, the rim stretched tight and puffy around the base. He groaned, long and helpless, into Shane’s open mouth, and Shane bit his lip.
He fucked him hard and fast and deep, every thrust slamming Shane’s back into the boards with a crack that echoed off the high roof, every thrust punching a raw, filthy, delighted sound out of him: a sob, a whine, a breathless yelp, a high, husky mewl every time Ilya hit deep. Shane hung on to the top of the boards, wrapped his free leg round Ilya’s hip and took it, and took it, and begged for more with his body, his heel hauling at the back of Ilya’s thigh, his hips rolling down to meet every stroke. Sweat ran down Ilya’s back in the heat under the cedar roof; the mesh rasped damp between them, and the smell of the rink, cold plastic and rubber and pine, was all mixed up with salt and sex and the warm, clean smell of Shane’s skin.
Ilya kissed him through it, open-mouthed and messy, teeth catching on Shane’s lower lip, swallowing every whimper and mewl he made and growling back into his mouth, then dragged his mouth down the line of his jaw to the hot skin under his ear and sucked there while he fucked him, groaning against the skin, so low and rough that Shane felt it as much as heard it. His fingers dug into the back of the thigh hooked over his arm, deep into the muscle, hard enough that he felt the skin give under them and knew he would find the marks there later.
Ilya hiked the thigh higher on his arm, tipping Shane back and spreading him wider against the boards, and drove up into him from underneath with all the strength in his legs. Every stroke lifted Shane an inch up the boards and let him drop back down onto the cock inside him, his own weight driving him onto it. The angle went deeper than the bed had. Shane’s mouth fell open on a cry with no bottom to it, and his heel hammered at the back of Ilya’s thigh.
Ilya put one hand around his throat. Not tight. Never tight; only there, a weight more than a grip, enough for Shane to feel all the strength in it and all of it held back. He went loose and molten under the hand, with a long, husky purr that Ilya felt hum straight up through his palm, and his hole clenched around Ilya’s cock, hard and greedy and hot, until Ilya had to grit his teeth on a groan.
He felt for the taps before he did anything else with that hand. They came at once: three of them, Shane’s fingers drumming on his forearm, fast and impatient. Yes. Yes. Get on with it, Ilyusha.
“Look at you. My name on your back. My cock in your ass. My hand on your throat. In front of your own net, Lyubimyy. Who owns you?”
Shane’s pulse hammered against his palm. He had no words left to answer with; he answered anyway, shamelessly, with a long, raspy purr that Ilya felt through his whole hand, and three more taps on his forearm, and then his name, the only word he had.
“Ilya… please…”
Ilya’s mouth was at his ear, his voice dropped so deep and rough it was barely words.
“I am going to breed you against your own boards. I am going to fill you so full you will be carrying me around all night.”
He gave him harder, growling with every stroke. The boards shook. The net rattled on its pegs. Shane’s cock, trapped between them under the rucked-up mesh, was leaking so much that the jersey was soaked dark in a patch over his belly, and every time Ilya’s cock dragged over his prostate it jerked and spat, and Shane whimpered, high and helpless, every time. Ilya ducked his head and bit him through the jersey, on the chest, over his nipple, right through the mesh. He set his teeth in and sucked, hard and long, dragging the sore nipple into his mouth through the wet black fabric and worrying at it until he could feel the skin around it swell and bruise against his tongue, and Shane arched up off the boards in one long, helpless jolt, a sob tearing out of him. Shane yowled and came.
He came untouched, slammed against the boards, with a hand on his throat and his husband’s name across his shoulders: long and hard and helpless into the black mesh between them, clamping down around Ilya’s cock in spasms that did not stop, each one a hot, wet, rippling squeeze from the rim to the very tip of him, so hard that Ilya felt it in his teeth, a thin, husky keen pouring out of him with every one.
Ilya held him up through every one. He fucked him through it, short and hard and relentless, until Shane was sobbing and twitching with oversensitivity, whining in little helpless bursts; then he drove in to the hilt, held there and came with a long, ragged groan torn up from the bottom of his chest, his balls drawing tight, his cock jerking deep inside that clenching heat as it pumped him full, pulse after pulse, flooding him, his forehead pressed to Shane’s and his breath tearing out of him like the last lap of a bag skate.
When he could see again, Shane was hanging off him, limp and shuddering, held up by Ilya’s arm and Ilya’s cock and the boards. His thigh twitched on Ilya’s forearm. A thin, warm seep of come was already slipping out around Ilya’s shaft where it was buried in him, and Ilya did not like that at all. The mesh was soaked through over Shane’s belly and clinging to it. Ilya took his hand off his throat and put his mouth there instead, over the pulse, and felt it racing against his lips; Shane let out a tiny, husky purr and turned his face into Ilya’s hair, his fingers slipping off the boards to tangle in the damp blond curls at the back of his head.
Ilya did not let himself rest there. He hitched Shane higher against the boards on his forearm, tipped his hips back towards the wall so that everything would run inwards and not out, and reached for the plug where it lay on the top rail. Then he drew out of him, slowly, so slowly, his softening cock sliding free of that clinging heat with a soft, wet sound; Shane whined at the loss and tensed all over, his fingers clutching at Ilya’s curls. Ilya hushed him. He ran the silicone down the length of his own cock, through the come that coated it, and slicked it shining. Then he caught the little trickle that had escaped, pearly and warm on the inside of Shane’s thigh, gathered it up on two fingers, slipped them back into that puffy, red, open hole to push it all back where it belonged, and pressed the plug in after them.
It went in easily. Shane’s body took it on one long, slick glide and closed round the neck of it, and as it settled, all the tension went out of him at once; he melted against the boards and into Ilya’s arms with a contented little mew, as if something had been put right. Ilya brushed his fingertip around the edge of the base, round and round the stretched, swollen rim, until he felt it give one lazy flutter and Shane shivered all over and relaxed.
Then Ilya slid his free hand up under the soaked mesh, over Shane’s heaving stomach, and laid his palm low on his belly.
There. The sweet little curve he had found in their bed that afternoon was still there, and it was more. Only a fraction, a breath of difference, a little rounder and a little firmer, warmer under his hand, but Ilya knew this body better than he knew his own, and he felt it at once. Three loads now. His. A low, helpless sound came up out of him; he rubbed his thumb along the base of the curve, back and forth, and Shane’s hand came down off his curls and lay over his through the wet black jersey and held it there.
“Four.”
Shane’s eyes opened, glassy, an inch from his own. His throat moved under Ilya’s mouth, a husky little purr that Ilya felt more than heard. He smiled.
“That was ten, Ilyusha. I still have nine to collect.”
Ilya laughed into his mouth until he nearly dropped him. Nine more. Blyat.
He carried him back across the lawn in the sun, plugged and full, his palm spread under the curve of Shane’s ass with two fingers resting on the base of the plug to keep it snug, come slick and drying on the insides of those thighs, with Shane wrapped round him like tape round a stick blade; he did not put him down until they were back on the sectional with the plaid over them both.
At the steps up to the deck the jolt nudged the plug a fraction deeper, and Shane felt it; Ilya felt him feel it, the tired little flutter round the base under his fingertips, the hitch of breath against his throat, the husky mewl. Shane’s ankles had crossed in the small of Ilya’s back out of pure habit, and even wrung out and trembling, the grip of those thighs round his waist was iron. Between them, pressed against Ilya’s stomach through the damp mesh, he could feel the warm little curve of him at every step.
Shane kissed his neck the whole way. Lazy, grateful little kisses, one for every step across the grass; Ilya counted them and lost count somewhere near the deck.
 🏒💛🏒
At a quarter to six, he fed him. He did it without moving more than he had to; he had laid out a plate under a cloth on the side table at noon, because he had planned for three weeks. He fed his husband cold chicken, soft cheese and fat green grapes with his fingers, one bite at a time, and made him drink the whole of a second bottle of water, sip by sip. Shane let him do it. He sat there in Ilya’s lap with the plaid around his shoulders, dazed and pink, his bare, plugged ass settled heavy and warm right over Ilya’s cock, and Ilya’s free hand lay under the plaid, spread over the sweet little curve in his lower belly, his thumb moving back and forth along the swell of it without him ever quite deciding to. Shane opened his mouth for every grape and licked the salt off Ilya’s fingers after the chicken, until Ilya’s cock gave a hard, interested twitch where it lay trapped under him. Shane let out a startled little mewl, and his eyes flew open.
“Are you serious? Already?”
Ilya’s laugh came out pained, half a groan, already gone rougher than before.
“You are licking my fingers, Lyubimyy. I am not made of stone.”
Shane smiled, warm and wicked, and did it again, deliberately, sucking Ilya’s middle finger into his mouth up to the knuckle and swirling his tongue around it while he rolled his hips in one long, filthy circle, humming around Ilya’s finger, a low purr that Ilya felt right through the knuckle.
He was grinding the plug on him. Ilya felt it: the hard flared base dragging along the length of his cock through the cleft of that plush ass, the warm, slick cheeks closing round him on either side, and Shane’s whole body tightening on the plug in time with his tongue, a slow, deliberate squeeze, then let go, then squeezed again. Ilya felt himself thicken under him in helpless jerks, until he was hard again and Shane was sitting on all of it, smug and flushed, his lashes low.
Ilya’s head thumped back against the leather on a groan.
“Fuck….”
He took hold of Shane’s hips and stopped him. It was harder than anything he had done all day. Shane whined, high and outraged, and tried to roll against him anyway, and Ilya held him still, his fingers sinking into the soft give above the bone.
Then he reached under him and found the base of the plug with two fingers, and pressed. Slow, steady, deep, pushing it right up into him and holding it there, so that Shane would feel exactly what he was being given and exactly what he was not. Shane moaned, husky and low, his hole fluttering helplessly round the neck of it, and sagged forward onto his chest with a long, soft whimper.
“Why?”
The question came out as a whimper, half outrage and half need. Ilya held the base in place with two fingers and kissed his hair.
“Because the gym is number three, and I am going to keep you waiting for it. And because you are going to be good for me, and wait.”
Shane lifted his head. His eyes had gone very dark and very narrow, with a little glint of temper in them that went straight down Ilya’s spine.
“You’re a bastard, Ilyusha.”
Ilya pushed a grape between his scowling lips, and his voice came out a low, pleased rumble.
“Yes. Your bastard. Eat a grape.”
 🏒💛🏒
He made him wait for nearly 4 hours.
That was the game.
Shane understood it as soon as it started. He hated it. He also loved it. Ilya made it very clear without saying a word: they were going to have a normal evening. They were going to be good. They were going to put on clothes, eat dinner and phone their son; Shane was going to do all of it with the plug in, and Ilya was not going to touch him. Not properly. Not once.
He did not touch him. He did almost everything else, and for about an hour he was sure he was winning.
He sent Shane upstairs to shower while he lit the grill. He stood out on the deck in the late gold light with a beer, turning steaks, extremely pleased with himself, thinking about Shane up there under the water with the plug in, trying to wash himself without touching anything he was not allowed to touch. He thought about it in some detail. He was so busy thinking about it that he did not hear Shane come back down until the screen door banged.
Shane had put on one of Ilya’s shirts. It was the white linen one, the expensive one, far too big for him; it hung off his shoulders and came halfway down his thighs, and he had rolled the sleeves to the elbow and done up exactly three buttons in the middle. Under it he was wearing a pair of loose, soft, faded cotton shorts that Ilya had never seen before and that sat very low on his hips.
His hair was damp and curling at his neck. His feet were bare. He looked fresh and clean and sun-warmed and entirely innocent; he smiled at Ilya across the deck, polite and pleasant, a captain’s smile, and went to sit on the high wooden stool by the barbecue without a word.
He winced when he sat down, the hard wood driving the plug a fraction deeper. He shifted, winced again and settled, very carefully, and one hand drifted down, without his seeming to know it, to rest low on his stomach over the white linen, over the little curve that no one else on earth would ever have known was there. Ilya turned back to his steaks, smug as a cat, and thought, good.
He watched him anyway, sidelong, through the smoke. He could not help it. Every time Shane shifted on the stool, the long muscles of his thighs tensed under the soft hem of the shorts, and his fingers tightened on the stem of his glass; his lips parted, and a faint pink came up over his cheekbones, the freckles darkening in it, and faded again. Once he let out a tiny, husky breath, almost nothing, a sound that would have meant nothing at all to anyone else alive. Ilya felt it at the base of his spine.
He made Shane keep him company the whole time the meat was cooking. He poured them each a glass of wine. He talked about the summer schedule and the new boat and whether Levi was too young for skates with real blades. He kept his hands to himself and watched Shane shift on the hard seat every few minutes; he felt like a king.
His phone buzzed on the deck rail at seven.
It was Luca, who had promised to text when they arrived and had, being Luca, texted 5 times since. A photograph of the hot tub, steaming among the pines. A photograph of Adrien asleep in a white bathrobe on a lounger with a slice of cucumber over one eye and his mouth open. A photograph of a swan that Luca believed, on no evidence at all, was following them. A photograph of two plates of something very small and very expensive, with the caption that it was beautiful but he was still hungry. And then, last of all, the one that made Ilya put down the tongs.
Luca ➡️ Thank you, Otousan. For this. For everything. I mean it.
Luca ➡️ Kaasan, I am wearing sunscreen. Adrien too. Before you ask.
Ilya read it three times. He held the phone out to Shane without a word, and Shane came and read it over his arm, so close that Ilya could feel the warmth coming off his skin through the linen. Not putting an arm around him was the cruellest thing in the world. He had made the rule. He stood there with his own stupid rule sitting on his chest and let Shane lean in beside him and smile at their son’s message with the evening sun on his lashes.
Two years ago, Luca would not have known how to type the word everything. He would not have believed he was allowed to.
Ilya ➡️ Proud of you. Both. Eat a proper dinner. Not only swan food.
Luca ➡️ ❤️❤️
Luca ➡️ Adrien says spasibo. He says it is pronounced correctly this time. It is not.
Shane laughed out loud and stepped away to his stool again; Ilya watched him go with the phone warm in his hand and his heart much too big for his chest.
Then, because they could not help themselves, they talked about the weddings.
Shane had a spreadsheet. Of course, Shane had a fucking spreadsheet. He had two: one for Luca and Adrien, colour-coded, with tabs, and one for Cliff and Victor, which was mostly a list of things Cliff must not be allowed to do, starting with the speech. Luca wanted something small, by the lake, with only family; Adrien wanted whatever Luca wanted and also, if possible, a cake the size of a car.
Shane read him the guest list off his phone in a low, pleased voice, the evening light on his face. Ilya listened to his husband plan their son’s wedding and could not have told anyone afterwards a single name on it. He had been too busy watching his mouth.
He thought about walking Luca down to the water. He thought about it so hard that he had to turn the steaks again, though they did not need turning.
Then Shane slid off the stool and reached up to the high shelf over the grill for the platter. The white linen drew tight across his front as he stretched, and for one breath it showed Ilya the shape underneath it: that tiny, hidden curve low in his belly, a soft, round push against the fine cloth, there and then gone, so small that only the man who had put it there would have seen it at all. Then the linen rode up.
Ilya saw lace.
Black. A thin black band of it sat right across the very top of the full curve of Shane’s hips, over the waistband of the soft shorts: sheer black lace scalloped along the edge and pulled tight over golden skin, so that the freckles showed through it. It was there for one second. Then Shane brought the platter down, the shirt fell, and it was gone.
Ilya burned a fucking steak.
He did not notice he was burning it. He stood there with the tongs in his hand and smoke rising off the grill in front of him, staring at the back of his husband’s shirt, all of the blood in his body going south at once, and a growl he could not stop rumbling low in his throat. Shane set the platter down on the side table.
He did it very neatly, lining it up with the edge. Then he looked back over his shoulder with his eyebrows up, all polite enquiry. The little shit.
“Is something burning, love?”
Ilya took the steak off the grill. His hands were not entirely steady. Fuck.
He did not touch him. He had made the rule; he would keep the rule. He stood next to his husband at the deck rail for the whole of the sunset, while the lake went orange and red and gold and the loons started up across the water, so close that he could feel the heat of Shane all down his side. Hands in his pockets. Eyes on the horizon. Mind on the loons, the colour of the sky, the score of every game he could remember from the Final, anything at all except what he had just seen under that shirt.
It was the hardest damn thing he had done since the Final.
Shane leaned his forearms on the rail, and the linen gaped at the neck.
There was a strap. A thin black strap, lace again, lying over the top of his shoulder against the golden tan skin, right beside the dark mark of Ilya’s bite. Ilya followed it with his eyes, helplessly, down to where it disappeared under the white linen, and saw the shape of what it held.
A soft black lace cup, no wire in it, nothing but lace, cradling the full curve of Shane’s chest under the shirt, and the small hard point of a nipple pushing up against it, dark through the sheer black.
Ilya made a sound. He did not mean to. It was low and pained, dragged up from somewhere under his ribs, and his fingers dug into his own thighs through his pockets so hard it hurt.
His cock had gone so hard so fast that it ached, trapped against his thigh in his shorts. He could not stop looking. The lace moved when Shane breathed. The nipple under it was the one he had sucked bruised in the kitchen, still puffy, and the lace pressed on it and rasped on it with every breath Shane took; Ilya knew exactly how sore it was, and he knew Shane had felt every thread of that lace on it all evening, and had chosen to.
Shane did not look at him. He sipped his wine and watched the sunset, and smiled.
“I ordered it in May. After the semi-final. From a woman in Montreal who makes them by hand; she had to measure me twice. It took 4 weeks. I was going to save it for your birthday.”
He set his glass on the rail and turned his head, finally, and looked Ilya full in the face. His eyes were dark and warm and absolutely merciless.
“Then you put a plug in me and made me sit on a stool for dinner, and I thought, no. I think he can have it tonight.”
Ilya’s hands were clenched into fists in his pockets. His voice, when it came, had dropped to gravel. Blyat.
“You are a cruel man, Shane Hollander-Rozanov.”
Shane only smiled into his wine.
“Am I? You made the rule, Ilyusha. I’m being so good. I haven’t touched you once.”
He picked up his wine again. Ilya stared at the side of his face, at the strap on his shoulder and the bite beside it, and understood that he had lost the game about 40 minutes ago and just not been told.
At ten to eight, he phoned Shane’s mother. He told himself it was to say goodnight to Levi. It was to say goodnight to Levi. Levi was in the bath, and then he was not; then he came on the line breathless and dripping.
“Otousan. We went in the canoe, and we made s’mores, and Ojiichan fell in the lake up to his knees, and Anya ate a marshmallow and was sick in the hall.”
It all came out in one long breath, in Russian, with Japanese words dropped into it wherever Russian was too slow. Then he signed off very kindly and very firmly, a little man with places to be.
“Goodbye now, Otousan. I am very busy. Obaachan is making the bed with the dinosaur sheets.”
The line clicked. Ilya stood out on the deck in the blue dusk with the phone pressed to his chest like a medal, for longer than he strictly needed. Very busy. His little son was very busy.
When he opened his eyes, Shane was watching him from the rail, so soft it nearly undid both of them.
Ilya went to him then, rule or no rule. He did not touch him; he only stood close enough that their shoulders nearly met at the rail, and that was almost worse.
He phoned again at half past eight to ask if Levi had remembered Sharky. Levi had.
“Sharky is on the pillow, Ilya. Where the rules require.”
Yuna was very crisp about it.
At 9 o’clock, the phone rang by itself.
Ilya had it off the kitchen island before the first ring finished. Shane was beside him in a second. Ilya put it on speaker and set it down on the marble between them, and when Shane’s hand came down on the counter next to it, Ilya wrapped his own hand around it without thinking, the whole of it. He broke his own rule for it. It did not count; not to him, and not to Shane.
“Lyovushka.”
He spoke English for Yuna, who would be listening, and the rest of it came out in a rush, much too fast.
“Is everything okay? Are you okay? Is Obaachan okay? Are you in bed?”
There was a small, patient sigh down the line, and the answer came back in Russian.
“I’m in bed, Otousan.”
Then there was a little pause, and a breath, and Ilya held his own.
“I just wanted to say goodnight.”
Ilya gave it back to him at once.
“Goodnight. Goodnight, my little one. Sleep well. Sharky too.”
It was more than Levi had asked for, too much, and his voice did a thing on the last word that he would deny until the day he died.
“Is Kaasan there?”
It came out a shade anxious. Shane leaned down to the phone, his hand turned over under Ilya’s, gripping.
“I’m here, Lyovushka. Goodnight. I love you. You’re brave, you’re safe, you can phone me any time. Even at three in the morning.”
There was a pause while Levi thought about it.
“Even if it’s three?”
He was being very thorough about it.
“Even if it’s three.”
Shane did not hesitate for a second.
“Even if it’s only because I want to say hello?”
That one came out smaller.
“Especially if it’s only hello.”
Ilya listened to his son testing them, the way he tested everything, carefully, a step at a time; and listened to his husband answer every single test without a pause. Then there was a little rustle down the line, and Ilya knew without being told that it was Sharky, squashed up against the phone under a small determined chin.
“I love you. Both of you. Goodnight.”
Shane answered first.
“Goodnight, little one.”
It came out rough and warm and very nearly not there at all. Ilya could not answer for a second. He stood at his own kitchen island with his husband’s hand crushed in his, and found the words somewhere underneath the rest.
“Goodnight, Lyovushka.”
The line went quiet. Neither of them moved. Shane turned his face into Ilya’s shoulder, and Ilya let go of his hand and put the arm round him that he had been wanting to put round him all evening, rule be damned, and held on.
Their son had told them he loved them. Out loud. Into a telephone, in front of his grandmother, without checking first that it was allowed. He had just told them, plain and certain, the same way he had told Ilya rule number one on the path that morning: Sharky sleeps on the pillow.
It was. It was the plainest fact Ilya knew.
At twenty past nine, he phoned again, to check on Anya. Yuna answered before it had finished ringing the first time, in her crisp, polite, perfectly pleasant voice.
“Ilya. If you ring my house again before breakfast, I will block your number, honey.”
Then she put the phone down on him.
Ilya turned round with the dead phone in his hand.
Shane had gone back out to the deck. He was bent double over the rail with his face in his arms, shaking with helpless laughter. At Ilya. The absolute brat, his shoulders heaving with it. The white shirt had ridden right up his back. The soft shorts had slid halfway down his ass. Under them, stretched tight over the full, round, gorgeous curve of it, there was black lace: a tiny pair of sheer black lace panties, high-cut on the hips and cut away low at the back, so little of them that there was hardly anything there at all, and through the lace, nestled between his cheeks, the dark blue base of the plug.
His thighs were spread for balance and shaking with his laughter, and the muscle in them shook too, smooth and gold in the last of the light. The lace was so sheer that Ilya could see his own fingerprints through it. The base of the plug shifted every time Shane laughed. Something low and animal rumbled up out of Ilya’s chest, a growl he did not even hear himself make.
Ilya went out after him and put the phone down on the barbecue, very gently, so as not to break anything.
Then he went and picked his husband up off the rail, wine glass and all, threw him over his shoulder, and carried him into the cottage.
Shane yelped and kept laughing, upside down and breathless; but Ilya had one arm locked across the backs of his thighs and his other hand spread wide over the bare curve of that ass, his fingertips resting either side of the plug, and every step jostled it inside him. By the end of the hall the laughter was breaking in places into something else, a hitch, a whimper, a husky gasp against Ilya’s back, and Shane’s cock was pressing hot and hard against Ilya’s chest through the lace.
🏒💛🏒
The gym was at the lake end of the cottage, cool and dim, with rubber matting on the floor and the night air coming in through the one window left open, cool enough on his bare skin that Shane shivered against his shoulder and burrowed closer. Its whole far wall was glass, floor to ceiling, looking straight out over the water. In the daytime it was all sky and lake.
Now the last of the light had gone out of the west, and the lake had turned to ink. When Ilya switched on the small low-level wall lights, the smallest ones over the bench press, and left the rest dark, the black wall of windows turned into a mirror. It threw the room back at them dim and gold, and doubled: the bench, the rack, and the two of them in the doorway.
He set Shane on his feet. Shane was still laughing, breathless, his hair in his eyes and the empty wine glass, somehow, still in his hand. Ilya took the glass off him and set it on the rack. He looked at the bench. He looked at Shane.
“Number three.”
Ilya kept his face perfectly grave.
Shane’s mouth fell open. He pointed an accusing finger at Ilya.
“You’re doing it in order. Even now.”
Ilya shrugged, hugely innocent.
“You wrote it in order.”
Shane opened his mouth to argue; Ilya looked at him, and he closed it again.
“Shirt.”
One word, low, rough as gravel.
Shane stopped laughing. A small, husky sound caught in his throat instead.
He unbuttoned the white linen, three buttons, one at a time, watching Ilya’s face, and let it slide off his shoulders and fall to the mat behind him. Then he stood there in the gold light from the single bulb and let Ilya look.
The bra was made of nothing. That was the first thing Ilya thought. The second was that it was not black, quite; a fine thread of real gold was worked all through the black lace like the gold in their rings, so that it glittered every time Shane breathed.
It was two soft cups of sheer black-and-gold lace, no wire, no padding, cut to the exact shape of him and held up on two thin straps; it lifted and cradled the full curve of his chest, and the lace pressed close over every freckle, and his nipples, swollen and red and sore from the kitchen, pushed hard against it, dark through the black. Against his tanned skin and the new bruises and the bite on his shoulder, it looked obscene. It looked beautiful. It made his chest look softer and fuller than ever, and the hard ridges of muscle under it look harder. Ilya groaned, low, before he could stop it. Fuck.
He stepped in and put one fingertip on the edge of a cup, where the lace met skin, and traced it. The lace was finer than anything he had ever touched; it caught on the ridges of his fingerprint. The skin under it was hot. He drew the fingertip in over the curve, over the lace, until it reached the hard point of the nipple, and circled it once through the black, and Shane’s breath left him in a shaky, husky whine as his ribs lifted and his chest arched up into the touch. Ilya took his hand away.
“Shorts.”
Another word.
Shane pushed them down. They dropped around his ankles; he stepped out of them.
The panties were worse. There was a garter belt over them, a narrow band of the same black-and-gold lace around his waist, with four thin black straps running down the fronts and backs of his thighs to the tops of a pair of sheer black stockings, and Ilya had not seen the stockings under the shorts and nearly sat down on the floor. Stockings. He had no idea where Shane had even found stockings. The panties sat high on his hips in a narrow scalloped band, and dipped low at the front, the narrow lace band sitting snug right under a small, sweet swell low in his belly that had not been there at breakfast. Three loads of Ilya’s come were in there, held in all evening by the plug, and the lace had been cut for a flat stomach; it pressed a soft line into the sweet little curve above it, so that the curve showed more, not less. They were not built to hold anything like what Shane had in them; his cock was hard, straining against the sheer black, the flushed head pushed up and out over the top of the lace band and a dark wet patch soaking through the front.
The sides were cut so high they showed the whole strong curve of his hips and the silver stripes that ran over them. At the front, right at the top of the lace, where Ilya’s eyes kept going, there was a tiny gold charm no bigger than a fingernail. A letter. The first letter of his name, in Cyrillic.
И. Ilya’s mouth had gone completely dry. His letter, in gold, sat at the top of the lace, and the flushed, wet head of Shane’s cock was pushing up out of the band an inch above it. He heard himself make a sound that was not a word in any language.
“Turn round for me.”
His voice had gone rough, dropped right down into his chest.
Shane turned round, and Ilya understood why it had taken 4 weeks. There was no back to them. The lace came around his hips and stopped, framing an open oval edged in gold that left the whole round, high, gorgeous curve of his ass bare, the cleft between his cheeks, and the blue base of the plug sitting snug in the middle of it all.
They were made to be fucked in. Shane had had them made so that Ilya would never have to take them off him. His whole ass was bare and gold and bruised with Ilya’s fingerprints on either side. In the black glass beyond him, Ilya could see the front of him too, both at once: the lace, the cock, the bra, the little round of his belly side-on above the gold band, small and real and his, and Shane’s face, flushed a deep, burning pink across the cheekbones, and Ilya heard himself growl.
Ilya stepped in behind him and set his mouth to the side of Shane’s throat, kissing slow and open-mouthed up to the hinge of his jaw. He traced the gold edge of that open oval with one finger, all the way around, then pressed the base of the plug, gently, so that it pushed deeper; Shane gasped, the gasp melting into a little mewl, and rose up onto his toes. He did it again. He slid his other hand round the front, cupped Shane’s hard cock through the sheer wet lace and squeezed, rubbing his thumb over the swollen head where it pushed out over the waistband, smearing the slick down over the black. In the dark glass, Shane’s mouth fell open on a long, husky whine, and his knees started to go.
He had to put one hand on the weight rack.
“4 weeks? Really?”
It came out hoarse against his ear. Shane’s answer was small and proud and shaking all at once.
“4 weeks. I was going to give it to you on your birthday.”
Ilya swallowed. His voice had gone somewhere very deep, a low rasp of gravel.
“You are wearing it for my birthday also. And for every day after. I am burying you in it.”
Shane laughed, shaky, and it came out half a whimper. Ilya let go of him.
“On the bench. Knees. Face down. Arms down past the end. You keep it all on.”
Shane went, with a little whine at the loss of Ilya’s hands. He climbed onto the padded bench on his knees and lowered himself onto his forearms, then lower, until his chest was flat against the cool black vinyl and his arms hung down past the end of it with his hands on the mat.
It put his ass up in the air, high and round and spread, the open back of the lace framing the base of the plug in gold, the stocking tops dark against his thighs; his thighs were braced wide on either side of the narrow bench, shaking already. He laid his cheek on the vinyl and looked back at Ilya with eyes as black and wet as the lake outside.
Ilya took a breath. He looked at the backs of those thighs: the stocking tops cutting a dark band into the soft golden skin, the flesh just above them swelling a fraction over the lace, the garter straps pulled taut up over the curve of his ass to the band at his waist. Under all that softness, the muscle stood out in long, hard ridges, braced and quivering, holding him up. He put his palms flat on them and felt them jump. He ran his thumbs up the insides, through the wet, up into the creases where thigh met body, and Shane whimpered into the vinyl and spread wider without being asked.
Ilya got down on his knees on the mat behind him.
“The rule, Lyubimyy. You move, I stop. You stay exactly as you are, and I give you what I want, when I want. You do not push back. Understand?”
Shane’s breath shuddered out of him in a whimper, and he nodded against the vinyl, his eyes already going soft and far away.
Ilya snapped one of the garter straps against the back of his thigh, very lightly; Shane yelped, and the yelp melted into a shaky purr, and Ilya waited.
“Words.”
Shane pressed his cheek harder into the vinyl. His voice was a husky whisper.
“Yes.”
He moved within a minute. Ilya had known he would.
Ilya had taken hold of the plug in its frame of gold lace and drawn it out, so slowly, and watched that swollen pink rim stretch around the widest part, cling and give it up. A thick, warm trickle of his own come had followed it out, pearly against the flushed skin. Then, while Shane was still gasping, he had leaned in and kissed each bruised cheek, slow and wet, and sucked a mark into the soft inner curve of one, pulling the skin up between his lips and scraping it with his teeth until Shane whimpered, and it bloomed dark under his mouth. Then he had licked a long, flat stripe right over the open, fluttering hole and tasted himself there, salt and musk, his own come leaking out of his husband onto his tongue. Shane had jerked back onto his mouth with a choked, husky cry before he could stop himself.
Ilya sat back on his heels and took his mouth away.
The sound Shane made was furious, a real hiss through his teeth.
“Ilya.”
It was a complaint. Ilya let him hear the smile in his answer.
“You moved.”
He waited, with a low, amused growl rumbling in his chest. He waited until Shane’s hips had gone still and stayed still, and he had laid his cheek on the vinyl again, sulky and obedient, grumbling little whines into the bench. Then he leaned in and did it again.
He ate him out like that for ages, groaning into him, so that Shane felt every rough sound buzz right against his hole.
He took his time over it. He licked broad and slow over the whole swollen rim, then narrowed his tongue and traced round it, feeling the puffy, tender skin quiver against the tip; he sucked kisses into the crease beside it; he pressed the flat of his tongue on it and held there, and felt it flutter and try to open for him. It tasted of salt and musk and the faint sweetness of the lube, and of himself. The heat of it against his mouth was unbelievable. Shane’s thighs shook on either side of his face, the stocking tops rasping at his cheeks, and his husband was mewling, high and constant, into the bench.
“I can taste me in you. My come in your hole, Lyubimyy. You have been carrying it around all night like a good boy, and now I am going to eat it out of you, and then I am going to fuck it back in.”
Shane sobbed something into the vinyl that might have been his name. Ilya pushed his tongue in deep, as far as it would go, and fucked him with it, then pulled out and sucked hard on that loose, puffy rim until Shane bucked and mewled; he slid two fingers in beside his tongue, knuckle by knuckle, into heat so slick and soft that they sank to the last joint without a catch. Inside, Shane was scalding and swollen and wet with come, his walls fluttering round Ilya’s fingers and clutching at them, and Ilya could feel his heartbeat in there, quick and hard against his fingertips. He curled them, found the swollen bump of his prostate and stroked it once, only once, and felt the jolt of it run right through Shane and clench him tight round his knuckles. Then he spread them in a slow V, stretching that puffy rim open between them, and licked between them.
From there he could feel everything. The rim stretched thin and hot round the base of his fingers, quivering; the slick walls fluttering against his knuckles; the soft, swollen give of Shane’s prostate when he brushed it on the way out, and the way Shane seized up at it, every muscle at once, and sobbed. His own come was there under his fingertips, thick and warm, squeezed out around them every time Shane clenched, and he curled his tongue into the gap between his fingers and took it.
Come and spit ran down over Shane’s balls and soaked into the lace. Ilya lapped it up, spat on his hole and pushed it back in with his thumb; Shane howled, and the howl melted into a string of whimpers.
He did it dirty and thorough, his thumbs on the gold edge of the lace to hold him open, his tongue working round and round that sloppy rim and then pushing inside, licking his own come out of him and pushing it back in. Every time Shane moved, he stopped. Every time Shane quieted and lay trembling, he started again. Shane’s breath went to pieces, every exhale a husky whine or a moan or a soft, breathless sob. His thighs shook so hard the bench rattled. The stockings had slipped an inch at the tops; above them the smooth skin of his inner thighs was wet and shining, and when Ilya pressed his mouth there it was hot and trembling and tasted of salt.
He bit the inside of one thigh, just above the lace, and sucked a mark there that came up dark at once against the black band of the stocking. Then the other. Shane jerked and keened and did not move his hips, and Ilya rewarded him by sliding his tongue straight back into him alongside his thumb.
Shane began to beg. Not with words; he was too far down for words now. He begged with high, pleading whines that climbed and climbed and never found an end, with soft wet sobs into the vinyl, with a desperate little mewl every time Ilya’s tongue left him, and with the one thing he still had, his husband’s name, pulled out of him in a husky thread of sound.
“Ilya… please…”
The sounds of it went straight to Ilya’s cock. Shane knew exactly what it did to Ilya to hear him like that, wrecked and wordless and wanting, and even this far under, some sly, sweet part of him was still doing it on purpose.
It made him feral anyway. He snarled against Shane’s skin, low and rough, a sound he felt in his own teeth.
He surged up off his knees. Before anything else, he slid one hand down Shane’s arm to where his fingers lay spread on the mat, and waited, and Shane’s fingers tapped the back of his hand. Three times. Yes.
Then he put one hand on the back of Shane’s neck and pressed his face down into the vinyl, not hard, only enough that Shane could feel the strength held back in it; Shane went limp under it all at once with a long, shaking moan.
Ilya slicked himself with one rough stroke. He did not have to move the lace at all. That was the point of it. He lined up, the head of his cock nudging into the open oval of lace, and pushed. The puffy rim kissed round the crown and gave, loose and wet from his mouth, then closed behind the ridge in a hot, snug ring. He went in all the way, one unbroken inch after another, watching that stretched pink rim swallow him, feeling the slick walls part ahead of him and squeeze tight behind, his come and his spit easing every inch, until his hips pressed flush to the bare curve of Shane’s ass and the gold edge of the lace scratched at his belly, seated so deep that Shane’s breath stopped, and Ilya’s came out of him in a long, rough groan.
He stayed there, buried, and felt it. The hot, soft, clinging grip around every inch of him, so wet now that it was almost liquid and still tight, still closing on him in slow, heavy pulses. Shane’s heartbeat, fast and light, ticking against the head of his cock. The bare, plush curve of his ass pressed into Ilya’s hips, giving under the pressure and pushing back with the hard muscle under it. The gold edge of the lace scratched at his skin. His husband’s whole body trembled around him and under him, from the nape under his hand down to the knees braced on the bench. Ilya breathed through his teeth and let himself have it, growling under his breath in Russian, over and over, against Shane’s shoulder.
He did not thrust.
Instead, he just held there, his cock buried, his hips grinding tight against Shane’s ass, and rocked in a small, deep circle that never drew back at all; it kept all of his length pressed deep inside and every drop of his come sealed in behind it. He angled it so that the thick head of his cock lay right against the swollen spot inside, and leaned into it, constant, heavy, merciless pressure that never let up. Then he shifted his hips, just a fraction, so that it was not. Just off to the side. Just on the edge of not enough.
It cost him. It cost him more than Shane would ever know. Every circle of his hips dragged the swollen, oversensitive head of his cock through that slick heat, and Shane’s body milked at it the whole time, clutching and fluttering and pulling, begging him without any words; he had to lock his thighs and breathe and think about nothing at all to keep from coming in him right then. Sweat ran down his spine. His hand stayed steady on the back of Shane’s neck. It was the only part of him that did.
Shane sobbed, a wet, husky, pleading sound, and then keened, high and desperate, when Ilya did not move back; his fingers clawed at the mat as if he could point to the place he had lost.
Ilya laughed, low and cruel and loving, against his spine, the sound gone to gravel.
“I know where it is.”
He moved back onto it. One grind; Shane mewled. Then off again. Shane howled, the sound muffled in the vinyl.
He wound his free hand into Shane’s hair, then lifted his head off the vinyl by it, careful, until Shane’s face was turned to the black glass.
“Look.”
Shane looked. Ilya watched him see it: himself, spread and folded over a weight bench in the gold light in black lace, the straps of the bra slipping off his shoulders and the cups crushed against the vinyl, his ass in the air and his husband buried in it, his own face wet and slack and wrecked, and Ilya behind him, huge, sweat-slick, with one hand fisted in his hair. Shane’s eyes went wide and black. He clenched so hard that Ilya saw stars and snarled through his teeth. Fuck.
“That is what you look like when I fuck you, Lyubimyy. Every time. That is what I see. You keep your eyes open, now, and you watch.”
He kept him there for what felt like an hour; it might have been 20 minutes, or thirty. He lost track; there was only the dim light, the cool night air from the window drying the sweat on his back, the hot, wet, clenching grip of his husband’s ass around his cock, and Shane’s voice going to pieces under his hand: whimpers, whines, a long, wordless keen that went on until his breath ran out, a mewl every time Ilya pressed back in. Every time Shane began to tip over the edge, Ilya felt it coming, felt him begin to tighten and flutter, and eased off; every time Shane began to come down, he pressed back in.
He learned the signs. The way the muscle in Shane’s thighs began to jump, small and fast, a second before. The way his breath stopped. The way his hole began to flutter round Ilya’s cock, quicker and quicker, a frantic, rippling pull, and his fingers spread on the mat. Ilya felt it every time, and every time he eased off by a hair, and felt Shane sag and shudder at the loss, long and slow, like a sail when the wind drops out of it, and heard the sob; and every time his own cock throbbed so hard inside him that a groan broke out of him with it.
He talked to him the whole time, his voice dropped to a low, rough rumble, steady against his sweaty shoulder blades.
“So good. So good for me. Look at you, taking it. All mine. Every bit of you, mine. You are going to come only when I say. You are going to come with me inside you, full of me, and you are going to thank me.”
Between the words, he kissed him, open-mouthed, down the dips and muscles of his spine and across the sweat-slick hollow between his shoulder blades, dragging his teeth over the freckles there until Shane shivered all over, let out a shaky, husky purr, and clenched around him again.
Shane was crying by the end of it, whimpering on every breath. His face was wet against the vinyl. His cock was trapped hard and dark and dripping in the soaked black lace between his spread thighs, untouched, a long clear string of pre-come stretching from the tip to the rubber mat.
Ilya leaned down over him until his chest was flush against Shane’s back, wrapped one arm under him, around his chest, and set his mouth against his ear.
“Still with me, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded frantically against the vinyl. He could not find his voice; Ilya had not really expected him to. Instead, his fingers came up off the mat, found Ilya’s wrist where it was locked across his chest and tapped. Three times. Yes. Then a fourth, clumsy and pleading, that was not in any of their rules at all and meant please.
Ilya pressed his mouth to the back of his neck and growled the next words into it.
“You want it? You want me to put a baby in you, Lyubimyy? I am going to. I am going to fill this greedy hole until it takes. I plug you, and I fill you again, and again, until you are round with it, and heavy, and everyone who looks at you knows what I have done to you. My beautiful husband. Carrying for me.”
Shane sobbed into the vinyl, a long, helpless, shameless sound, and nodded, and nodded, his whole body straining back towards Ilya without moving his hips one inch, because he had been told not to. Under Ilya’s arm, his belly pressed into the bench, and he whined at the pressure of it as if he could already feel it growing.
Ilya set his teeth in the back of his neck, right at the top of his spine, and bit down hard, sucking until he felt the skin bruise under his tongue and Shane bucked and wailed beneath him. Then he lifted his mouth just far enough to give him the word.
“Now.”
He ground in hard, right on it, held it there and did not let up, snarling into the bite.
Shane came with a scream muffled in the bench that melted into sobbing, husky little cries. He did not touch himself; he could not have, with his arms hanging off the end and Ilya’s weight on his back. He came apart under him instead, locking at once and then shaking in long rolling waves, his cock pulsing what little was left into the black lace until it dripped onto the mat. Inside, he clamped down on Ilya so hard and so rhythmically, pulse after pulse after pulse, that Ilya’s vision whited out at the edges and his hips stuttered against that plush ass all on their own.
Ilya did not try to hold out. Fuck holding out. He groaned from the very bottom of his chest, shoved in as far as he could go and came deep inside his hole in long pulses, each one a hot throb that tore through the whole length of him and spilt wet and scalding round the head of his cock, Shane’s body milking every drop out of him, until his thighs were shaking against the backs of Shane’s and he had nothing left. He kept his arm locked around Shane’s chest and pressed his mouth to the freckles between his shoulder blades, one after another after another.
His cock would not stop twitching. Every aftershock that rolled through Shane squeezed another sharp, too-much pulse of feeling out of it, and Ilya groaned low each time, his forehead dropping to Shane’s back. His thighs had gone to water. His knees ached on the hard mat. Under him, Shane’s back was heaving, slick and hot, a bra strap twisted and the lace crushed into his skin, and the bites on the back of his neck stood out dark and wet in the low light, every tooth printed in it.
His arm was still locked round Shane’s chest. He let it slide down, slow, over the slick, heaving ribs and the soft give of the stomach under them, until his palm came to rest under Shane, low, between his belly and the black vinyl, and he felt it fill his hand.
It was there. It had been a sweet little curve in their bed that afternoon, and a tiny, hidden curve all evening under the white linen; it was more than that now. The swollen belly pressed down into his palm, warm and firm and rounded, a definite little mound where that silky patch of skin had been soft and flat at lunchtime, and Ilya could feel it move with every one of Shane’s ragged breaths, heavier than it had been, holding him. He let out a broken, desperate noise into the freckles between Shane’s shoulder blades and rubbed his thumb back and forth along the base of the curve, right where the lace band pressed in under it. Shane whimpered and pushed down into his hand as much as he could, and his fingers crept back along the mat to find Ilya’s wrist and hold it there.
“Five.”
Shane did not answer. He made a wet, shattered little sound into the vinyl that might have been agreement.
Ilya did not pull out until he had stopped shaking, both of them. When he did, he went an inch at a time, and the moment the head of his cock slipped free, a thick, warm trickle of come followed it out of that wrecked, gaping, sore hole and started to run down the inside of Shane’s thigh.
Shane whimpered. His hips twitched, and one hand came back blindly off the mat and groped behind him, clumsy, fingers spreading over his own hole as if he could hold it in by himself; a thin, anxious whine came out of him as the come ran warm between them.
Ilya caught his wrist and kissed the back of his hand and moved it gently aside.
“I have it. I have it, Lyubimyy. Not a drop.”
He had the plug in his hand already. He gathered what had spilt on his own cock and on the inside of Shane’s thigh and slicked the plug in it until the blue silicone shone, warm and wet with it. Then he caught the little trickle that was still escaping, slipped his finger back into that open, swollen ring to push it back where it belonged, spread the puffy rim on his fingertip and pressed the plug inside, very gently, a little at a time while Shane whined and arched and lifted his hips to take it. When it seated, he held his hand there and felt it settle.
As the plug settled, Shane’s whole body went slack. All the strain went out of him at once; he melted down onto the bench as if someone had cut his strings, his thighs going loose on either side of it and his cheek sinking into the vinyl, and a long, shuddering sigh left him that Ilya felt under his palm. Ilya brushed his fingertip slowly round the edge of the plug, where the stretched rim hugged the base, and got a shiver and a needy little mewl for it. He gathered the last of the wet from the crease of Shane’s thigh with two fingers and brought them up to Shane’s mouth. Shane sucked them clean without opening his eyes, humming around them.
“Good boy. So good. You did so well for me. You did so, so well.”
He gathered his husband up off the bench, lace and all, sat down on the cool rubber floor with him in his lap and held him there in the dark gym with the lake black beyond the glass, rocking him, his lips in Shane’s hair. Shane’s skin was cooling under his hands, damp and tacky, the lace rough and wet against Ilya’s belly, and his heart thudded fast against Ilya’s chest and slowly eased.
“Breathe with me, Lyubimyy. In. Out. I am here.”
He held him until Shane stopped crying and started, very faintly, to purr.
Ilya’s free hand had already gone where it wanted to be. Sitting up in his lap like that, with his back curled against Ilya’s chest, the little belly showed even more; it rose above the twisted lace band in a delicate mound, soft at the very top and taut and round low down, and in the light the shine of those fresher stretch marks glowed faintly on the gleaming tan skin, silver threads pulled a little straighter than they had been that afternoon. Ilya cupped it. He did not press. He only held it, warm and full under his palm, and felt Shane’s hand come down over the back of his own and cradle it there with him.
Only then did Ilya check him. He did it the way he always did, slow and careful, with Shane limp in his lap: his palms down the backs of both thighs, feeling for a cramp and finding only the deep, exhausted tremble; his fingertips over the bruises on his hips, light, watching his face for a wince; one fingertip around the stretched, swollen rim at the base of the plug, checking that it sat snug and comfortable, so gently that Shane only sighed. It was hot and puffy and sore to look at, but it was whole. Ilya kissed the bite on the back of his neck and the marks on his thighs above the stockings. He reached up to the rack for the water he kept there and made him drink half of it, and wiped the tears and sweat off his face with his own palm.
“How are you? Words, Lyubimyy.”
Shane’s voice came out hoarse and faint and very happy against his chest.
“Wrecked. Perfect. Don’t let go yet.”
Ilya did not let go.
🏒💛🏒
Ilya should have known better than to think he had won anything.
He carried Shane back through the cottage at a quarter to 11, wrapped in the plaid, purring against his neck and boneless as a sleeping cat. He laid him down on the nearer of the two huge L-shaped leather sectionals in front of the fireplace, among the plaid cushions, and went to light the fire; the night had come in cool off the water. He was kneeling on the hearth with a match in his hand and his back to the room, entirely naked and entirely pleased with himself, when he heard the plaid slide off the leather onto the floor.
“Ilyusha.”
It was Shane’s captain voice. Polite. Pleasant. Absolutely flat. Ilya had heard it used on referees, on reporters, and once, memorably, on a linesman in Pittsburgh who had needed stitches afterwards. Every hair on the back of his neck stood up. Oh, blyat.
He turned round on the hearth with the match still burning between his fingers.
Shane was sitting up on the sectional. His hair was a wreck, sticking up on one side and plastered flat on the other. His face was still blotched pink from crying, his mouth bitten red, and bruises were coming up dark on his hips in the exact shape of Ilya’s fingers and a bite on his shoulder that was going to need a turtleneck in July if he wasn't going to show them off. He was still wearing the lace. One strap of the bra had slid down his arm, and the panties were soaked through and twisted on his hips; somehow it was worse like that, wrecked and crooked and his, than it had been in the gym.
He was sitting with his thighs spread and his back very straight. His eyes had gone from glassy to clear and hard and bright, and he was smiling. It was not a nice smile.
The match burned down to Ilya’s fingers. He swore, dropped it in the grate, and the kindling caught behind him with a rush.
“Shane?”
The name came out of him carefully, tipped up at the end into a question.
Shane did not blink. His voice stayed perfectly pleasant.
“4 hours, Ilya.”
Shane rose from the sectional, wincing, not trying to hide it, the plug still seated deep inside him. He walked over to the fireplace in the new orange light with that same rolling, deliberate sway and stood over Ilya on the hearth.
“You made me wait 4 hours. You made me sit on a wooden stool with this in me for the whole of dinner. You wouldn’t touch me. You stood next to me for the whole sunset with your hands in your pockets. And then you phoned my mother three times, and you made her hang up on you, and I had to stand there and watch.”
Ilya opened his mouth. Shane put one finger on it.
“My turn now. On the couch. Sit down, put your hands behind your head, and keep them there.”
Ilya looked up at him. At the black lace sliding off him, the bruises he had put on those hips, the bite on that shoulder, the come drying on the inside of those thighs, the plug, the wild hair, the hard bright eyes. He thought, with perfect clarity, that he was going to fucking die, and that it was going to be the best death any man had ever had.
He went and sat on the couch. He laced his fingers behind his head. He went. He would always go.
“You touch me with your hands, Ilyusha, even once, and I stop.”
Shane climbed into his lap.
He did not do it fast. Every move he made was slow and deliberate, watched and weighed, his eyes never leaving Ilya’s face. He knelt up astride Ilya’s thighs on the leather, so close that his cock brushed Ilya’s belly and Ilya’s cock, already rising again, God help him, brushed the soft inside of his thigh. He reached behind himself with one hand, took hold of the plug and drew it out. Slowly. He let out a little gasp that turned into a husky whine as it slipped free; Ilya heard the wet sound, felt a warm trickle hit his thigh, and his fingers clenched in his own hair hard enough to hurt, a growl rumbling up out of his chest.
Shane dropped the plug on the cushion.
From there he could see the damage. Shane’s hole, as the plug left it, was swollen and red and loose, gaping a fraction before it drew closed again, and come was sliding out of it in a slow, thick trickle down the inside of his thigh, over the dark band of the stocking top. Shane did not even try to stop it. He knelt there and let it run onto Ilya’s leg, and watched Ilya watch it, and his mouth curved. He leaned in, close, until his mouth was a breath from Ilya’s ear.
“You’re so hard. Look at you. 5 times? Six? Is that how many?”
Ilya bit back a groan and made himself answer, his voice gone to gravel.
“Five.”
Shane clicked his tongue against his teeth.
“Five and a half. I’m counting the barbecue.”
He wrapped one hand around Ilya’s cock, slick from his own body and sore and so sensitive that Ilya bucked up into his fist with a groan, and Shane took his hand away at once with a pleased little purr.
“Ah, no. Don’t move.”
Ilya bared his teeth at the ceiling, snarled, and swore, long and vicious. Blyat. Blyat, blyat, blyat. Shane laughed, low and delighted, kissed the side of his throat, took him in hand again, lined him up and sank down on him with a long, husky moan.
He did it so slowly that Ilya thought he might actually lose his mind. One inch. Stop. Breathe. Sit there, and let Ilya feel the hot, wet, loose, swollen clasp of him, sloppy with four loads of come, give way around the head of his cock and close around it; then nothing. Shane sat perfectly still with his hands braced on Ilya’s shoulders, his eyes fixed on Ilya’s face and his own lip in his teeth, until Ilya’s thighs were shaking with the effort of not thrusting his cock up into him and a low, constant growl was dragging out of his chest. Then another inch. Then stop.
It took minutes. Shane made it take minutes. By the time he was seated all the way down in Ilya’s lap with 9 inches of cock buried inside him, they were both panting, Shane in little husky whimpers and Ilya in rough, ragged groans; Ilya’s fingers were cramping behind his head, and sweat was running down his ribs.
It was the worst thing anyone had ever done to him, and the best. He could feel every fraction of it: the slick rim parting round his crown and sliding down over the ridge, the hot squeeze of it travelling down him an inch at a time, the swollen walls opening ahead of him and closing tight behind, the wet, heavy warmth of his own come bathing him as he went. Every time Shane stopped, his body went on working round Ilya by itself, fluttering, clenching, adjusting, as if it were tasting him. Ilya could see the long muscles in Shane’s thighs shaking under the strain of holding himself up there, the stocking tops biting into them, the soft skin above trembling with it, and he could see that Shane did not care. Shane could hold that squat all night. Ilya had watched him hold it in the gym with a loaded bar across his shoulders.
Then Shane started to ride him.
Slow. Filthy. Torture. Shane rolled his hips in long, lazy, grinding circles on his cock, those deadly thighs flexing under him like a skater’s on a crossover, lifting himself up the full length of Ilya’s cock until only the head was still inside him and holding there, clenched tight around it, fluttering; then sinking all the way back down again, so slowly that Ilya could feel every ridge and swell of that tight hot hole drag down over his cock.
Ilya’s head went back against the leather. He could not help the sounds. He growled through clenched teeth when Shane rose; he groaned, deep and helpless, when Shane sank; and when Shane hung there at the top, clenched round just the head of him and fluttering, Ilya snarled at the ceiling and swore in Russian until he ran out of words. His hands were locked so hard behind his head that his knuckles ached. The muscles in his arms shook. Everything in him wanted to grab those hips and slam up into him, and he did not, and the not doing it was its own kind of pleasure, huge and terrible, burning low in his belly.
Every time he came down, a little more come squeezed out around Ilya’s cock and ran down over his balls. The light from the fire slid over the black lace cupping Shane’s chest, over the rounded swell of his belly, gilding the silver stripes along its sides, and over the twisted lace on his hips and the bruises above it. He had thrown his head back. His eyes were half shut. He was making sweet, satisfied little sounds, hums and sighs and long, lazy purrs, a soft whimper whenever he sank all the way down, taking his sweet time, and Ilya understood that he had all night to pay for those 4 hours and Shane intended to collect every minute.
Every drag up showed Ilya his own cock in the firelight, red and slick and shining with lube and come, sliding out of that stretched pink hole inch by inch, the rim clinging to him and pulling out with him, puffy and swollen and wet. Every sink down swallowed it again. Shane’s cock bobbed hard against his curved belly with every roll of his hips, dripping a steady clear string of pre-come onto Ilya’s stomach. Ilya could not look away from it. He could not look away from any of it.
On purpose, of course. Every stroke, he angled himself so that the head of Ilya’s cock dragged right over his own prostate; every stroke, he clenched down on it; every stroke, he moaned, or mewled, or purred, husky and thick, and he watched Ilya hear it. Ilya’s answering groans came deeper and rougher every time.
“Shane. Shane. Lyubimyy, please.”
Shane hummed, lifted himself an inch higher and stopped.
“Please what, Ilyusha?”
Ilya’s head fell back against the leather. His voice was in pieces, dropped so low and rough it scraped.
“Faster. Please. Let me touch you. Let me…”
Shane rose up again and hung there, clenching around the head, then leaned in and kissed him, wet and sweet, and smiled against his mouth.
“No. You need to beg me properly. I won’t help until you beg.”
So Ilya begged.
He begged in Russian first, broken, the way his words always went when Shane had him like this, down to single words with no sentences left in them.
“Please, Shane, please. Need. Need you, sweetheart. So good. Cannot. Please…”
Then, when whole sentences came back to him, his voice dropping to a growl, fluent and filthy and desperate, every promise and every dirty word and every beautiful, ridiculous, adoring thing he had ever thought about his husband and never spoken in daylight.
“You are beautiful. The most beautiful man in the world. You are a menace. I am going to fuck you until you cannot walk to the car in the morning, and your mother will know, and your father will know, and the whole fucking lake will know.”
Shane only hummed, a long, husky purr, and rolled his hips again, and waited.
“I love you. I love you, Shane. I love you.”
The last of the words came apart in his mouth, rough and raw, until there was nothing left of his voice but need. His fingers were locked so tight behind his head he could not feel them anymore.
Shane stopped.
He sat all the way down on Ilya’s cock, cupped Ilya’s face in both his hands and looked at him. His own face had gone soft and wet and wide open again, all the hard bright temper gone out of it.
“Okay. Hands, Ilyusha. You can have your hands.”
Ilya’s hands came down off his head so fast he nearly hit Shane in the face.
He grabbed his husband’s hips, right over his own bruises and the ruined lace, and dug his fingers in, deep into the soft give above the bone, pressing the old marks darker and laying fresh ones over them; Shane cried out, high and sharp and glad, and Ilya planted his feet on the floor with a snarl and fucked his cock up into that sloppy, swollen hole so hard the sectional slid an inch across the floorboards. Shane rode it. He threw both arms round Ilya’s neck, held on and rode it, bouncing in his lap, his ass slapping down on Ilya’s thighs with every thrust, loud and wet and obscene in the firelit room.
He kissed him while he did it, wet and clumsy and open-mouthed, their teeth knocking, Shane moaning into his mouth and Ilya growling back, Shane’s tongue in his mouth and then his teeth in Ilya’s lower lip, and Ilya kissed him back as if he were starving. No one in the whole world was listening. Shane was not trying to be quiet at all. He was shouting Ilya’s name to the rafters, and then not even that, only crying out, high and husky and wordless, long moans and yowls and whines that had no shape to them at all.
It was the best sound in the world.
Ilya’s hands were everywhere he could reach. He had both of them full of Shane’s hips, then one dragging up the sweat-slick length of his back to fist in the black hair at his nape, then both down again under the curve of his ass, lifting him and dropping him onto his cock. Under his palms the plush flesh gave and gave, and under that was the muscle, hard and working, driving Shane down onto him as hard as Ilya drove up. The bra cups slid on Shane’s chest with every bounce. Ilya caught one in his teeth, dragged the lace down off the swollen nipple and sucked it into his mouth, and Shane screamed his name and clenched so tight round him that Ilya’s hips stuttered, and did not stop riding.
“Touch yourself. Show me. I want to see you come on my cock, sweetheart.”
It came out of Ilya in a low growl. He let go of his hip, put his palm over Shane’s lower belly, just under the little gold charm, and pressed, gently, and felt it: the firm, hot, rounded swell of it, packed with his come, and his own cock moving inside it. Shane’s hand dropped from his shoulder at once and spread over the back of Ilya’s, holding it there.
“Look. Look how round I have made you. Four loads, and I am giving you another. You are going to look pregnant with it, Lyubimyy.”
Shane looked down at their hands on his belly and keened, high and helpless, a whimper on the end of it, shoved the front of the lace down under his balls and got one hand around himself. He only needed three strokes. He came shuddering in Ilya’s lap with his head thrown back and his mouth open on a long, husky moan, spilling thin and clear over his own fist and Ilya’s stomach, and clenched down so hard around Ilya’s cock that Ilya’s vision went white at the edges.
He shoved up into him one last time and came with a groan torn up from the bottom of his chest, filling his ass with Shane’s name on his tongue, in long, deep, endless pulses, his cock throbbing deep in that clenching, overfull heat, his balls pulling tight and emptying until it ached, the slick warmth squeezing back out around his shaft and down over his thighs, his face crushed into the hot, wet hollow of Shane’s throat.
He felt Shane’s orgasm go on round him after his own had finished: slow, heavy, rolling clenches, one after another, squeezing the last of it out of him until it was nearly pain, and he groaned into Shane’s throat with each one, low and raw and helpless. Shane’s thighs had clamped round his hips with all their strength, and Ilya could feel the ache of it settling into his bones. Shane’s fingers were in his blond curls, tangled deep and pulling, and Ilya never wanted him to let go.
It took him a long time to come back. When he did, Shane was slumped on his chest, panting, sweat-slick and boneless, his heart thundering against Ilya’s ribs through the wet lace, his thighs still twitching where they straddled Ilya’s and his hole fluttering in weak little aftershocks round Ilya’s softening cock, and he was laughing and purring at once, dishevelled and delighted, right into Ilya’s neck.
Ilya held him. He wrapped both arms round his back and held on, and felt all of it: the heat of Shane’s skin going slick and cool under his hands, the wet lace crushed between their chests, the come sliding warm and slow down over his balls and pooling under him on the leather. His own thighs were trembling. His lip throbbed where Shane had bitten it, and when he licked it, he tasted copper. On Shane’s hips, under the twisted lace, his fresh fingermarks had sunk in over the old ones, already going dark.
“Six.”
Ilya kissed his hair, breathless.
“That one was yours, Lyubimyy.”
Shane’s fingers tightened on his shoulders. Then he lifted his head, looked down into Ilya’s face, flushed and sweaty and ruined as Ilya knew he must look, and smiled, slow and wide and bright.
“I know it was.”
🏒💛🏒
It was past midnight when they got to the glass.
There had been more water first, a whole bottle of it, sip by sip, and the end of the grapes, and a long, nearly sleeping hour on the sectional in front of the fire with the plaid over them both and Ilya still inside him. Shane would not let him pull out. He had locked his thighs around Ilya’s hips when he tried, and shaken his head against his chest. Ilya had felt the strength in that hold before he understood it was a hold at all: the plush, heavy inner thighs tightening against his flanks, soft as cream on the outside and iron underneath, the thick quads hardening one after the other until his hips were caught and could not shift an inch.
He had laughed into Shane’s hair, startled, and tried once more, just to see. The thighs had squeezed harder. Shane had lifted his head off Ilya’s chest just long enough to glare at him, sleepy and flushed and utterly mutinous, his lashes clumped with sweat and his bottom lip bitten swollen, and that glare had gone straight to the cock still buried in him. A growl had come up out of Ilya before he could stop it. Shane had hissed back at him, an actual hiss, ears-flat and furious, and then sagged down onto his chest again, satisfied, the moment Ilya stopped trying to move.
“Stay… please.”
So Ilya had stayed: half hard, then soft, then, lazily, as the fire moved shadows over Shane’s bare back and the bruises on his hips, hard again, buried to the hilt in that hot, sloppy, swollen clasp and not moving at all. Shane’s body held him the whole time, soft and slick and fever-warm, with a slow, sleepy flutter around him now and then that Ilya felt all the way up his spine; his own come was in there with him, a wet, heavy warmth bathing the length of his cock every time Shane breathed. Getting hard again like that had been its own slow torture.
He had felt it happen by degrees inside him, his cock thickening against those swollen silken walls until they had to stretch for him all over again, and Shane had felt it too: a drowsy hitch in his breathing, a small, surprised sound against Ilya’s collarbone, and then a long, deliberate clench of welcome that had dragged a groan out of the bottom of Ilya’s chest. He had not let himself move. He had lain with his heels braced on the leather and his jaw locked, sweat prickling at his temples, and let the throb of himself beat against the inside of his husband in time with his heart, and called it rest.
Shane had fallen asleep on his cock with his mouth open. Ilya had lain there with his hand on the small of his back for an hour, throbbing, Shane’s sweat cooling under his palm and his breath hot and damp on Ilya’s chest, the smooth, heavy weight of him sprawled over Ilya from chest to knee, and loved every fucking second of it. The firelight had picked out every freckle across Shane’s shoulders, a whole scattered spill of them, gold on gold, and Ilya had traced them with one fingertip, shoulder to shoulder and back, while the smooth skin twitched and settled under his touch. Every so often Shane had made a sound in his sleep, a snuffling little purr or a whimper with no dream in it, and every time his body had tightened around Ilya’s cock with it, a slow, unconscious squeeze that held for a few heartbeats and then let go. Each one had pulled a breath in through Ilya’s teeth. He had counted them, the way other men counted sheep. He had stopped at thirty.
Ilya had peeled the ruined lace off him at last, on the sectional, piece by piece, the garters and the stockings and the gold-edged scraps, and kissed every red line it had left on his skin: the welts round his thighs where the stocking tops had bitten in, the pressed grooves the garter straps had left across his hips, warm and ridged under Ilya’s lips and tasting of salt. He had rolled each stocking down by hand, over the thick curve of each thigh and the round of the knee and the long, strong calf, baring skin as smooth as the silk had been, with only a faint down of light, silky hair along the shin to catch the firelight. Shane had shivered at every inch. When Ilya set his mouth to the deepest welt, high on the inside of his left thigh where the stocking top had bitten hardest, and sucked on it, just a little, Shane’s whole leg had jerked against his shoulder; a reedy keen had broken out of him, half sore and half wanting, and his fingers had come down to knot in Ilya’s curls and keep him there.
Then he had pulled out of him, slowly, feeling that swollen rim cling to the head of his cock and let it go with a soft, wet sound, caught the flood that followed in his palm, hot and slippery, and pushed it back where it belonged with three fingers. They had gone in with no resistance at all, sunk to the last knuckle in that loose, sloppy heat, and Shane had clenched weakly around them and moaned into the plaid while Ilya turned them and felt his own come, slick and warm, squeezing up between them.
Then he had reached into the bar drawer for the other plug. The big one. The black one, thick and heavy and flared, that they had bought as a joke two years ago and used exactly twice. Shane had watched him take it out with his eyes gone huge and dark. He did not argue. Ilya had slicked the fat black silicone in the come still pooled in his palm, smearing it thick and pearly over the whole tapered head until it dripped, and had not used a drop of lube. He had rolled onto his front on the leather and lifted his hips for it. Ilya had knelt over him for a few breaths just to look: the long, smooth valley of his back, the two dimples at the base of his spine, the round, full swell of his ass lifted up and offered, bruised in four places with the shape of Ilya’s fingers, and between those cheeks, his hole, red and puffy and slick, already letting a fat pearl of come slide down towards his balls. He had spread one cheek with his thumb and watched it clench at the cool air. Shane had made an impatient noise into the leather and pushed his hips up higher, and Ilya had heard himself rumble, low and approving.
“Good. Stay like that for me. Do not move.”
It had taken a long time to get it in. Ilya had done it so slowly, working the fat tapered head against that swollen, sore, puffy rim, pushing and easing off and pushing again, while Shane panted into the plaid and his thighs shook and his hole stretched wider, and wider, pink and wet and straining around it. Ilya kept his other hand spread on the small of his back, feeling the shudders run up his spine, and his thumb at the very edge of that stretched rim, where the hot muscle quivered and strained against the cold black silicone. Then the widest part slid through all at once, the muscle snapped shut around the neck of it, and Shane let out a short, punched-out sob.
It sealed him. Every drop of five loads, locked inside him. Shane lay there shaking, his hole clenching and clenching on the narrow neck of it, as if his body were still trying to work out what had been done to it. Ilya had pressed his mouth to the small of his back, right into the sweat pooled in that dip, and felt the next shudder go through his lips. With two fingers he had tapped the flared base, once, lightly. The jolt of it had gone right through Shane; his hips had bucked down into the leather, a yowl had torn out of him and melted into a sob, and his hand had flown back blindly to grab Ilya’s wrist, not to stop him, only to hold on. Ilya had not done it again. He had kept his palm cupped over the base, warm and unmoving, until the clenching slowed, and murmured to him the whole time, low, rambling, useless endearments that only ever came out of him at times like this.
When Ilya rolled him onto his back on the sectional and laid his hand on Shane’s lower belly, it was round. Truly round now, a smooth, firm swell rising below his navel, hot and full under his palm, that had not been there that morning; Ilya had put it there. It filled his whole hand and spilt past it. Shane could not have hidden it under any shirt he owned, and Ilya looked at it in the firelight and thought, with a slow, dark, greedy satisfaction, that he would not let him try. When he pressed on it, gently, Shane arched off the leather and a thin, high whine came out of him; the plug shifted inside him, and his cock jerked against his thigh, and Ilya heard himself groan, low and rough.
“Look at you. Look how full. 5 times I have bred you, and you are holding all of it. My perfect, pretty thing. Does it ache?”
Shane nodded. His eyes were wet.
“A good ache, Lyubimyy?”
Shane nodded again, frantic, and pressed Ilya’s hand down harder on his belly with both of his own, whimpering. Ilya had bent and kissed the wet lashes, one eye and then the other, tasting salt, and then his mouth, open and unhurried, until the whimpers smoothed out into a sleepy, contented rumble in Shane’s chest and his grip on Ilya’s hand went slack.
That had been a while ago. Shane had dozed again after and woken at twenty past 12, all at once, the way he did. He lifted his head off Ilya’s chest, looked across the dark room at the black wall of glass with the moon on the lake beyond it, and made his announcement in a hoarse, slightly disgruntled voice.
“We missed number four. We skipped ahead to the gym.”
Ilya stared at him.
“You are a pedant. A fucking pedant, Lyubimyy.”
Shane did not even look round.
“You’re the one who read my list, Ilyusha.”
He sounded extremely pleased with himself.
So now Shane stood in the moonlight in the living room, naked, with his hands against the glass and his forehead resting on the cool pane, his breath fogging a little oval on the window in front of his mouth. The moonlight lay along his back, smooth and nearly hairless, still slick with drying sweat over the long muscles, and the bruises sat dark on his hips where Ilya’s hands belonged. His thighs were trembling. They had not really stopped since the gym. Those heavy, strong, glorious muscles that could carry him through a whole season were shaking now, barely holding him up. Below his ribs, side-on to Ilya in the moonlight, his belly curved out round and full over the bones of his hips, so that he had to stand a little back from the glass to keep it off the cold. The black base of the plug sat between his cheeks, and a thin wet line had escaped around it anyway and was running down the inside of one thigh, silver in the moonlight.
Ilya stepped in close enough that his cock, hard again and heavy, laid itself along the crease of Shane’s ass and nudged the cool, flared base of the plug, and Shane’s breath stuttered on the glass. The cold off the window had raised goosebumps all over him: along his forearms, where the light, silky hair stood up, across the backs of his shoulders, over his chest, where his nipples had drawn up tight and dark in the chill. Ilya bent his head and set his mouth to the knob at the top of his spine. Shane tasted of salt and woodsmoke. He smelled of sex, thick and musky, and under it, faint, of the coconut in his shampoo, and Ilya breathed him in until his head swam.
Out beyond the glass the lake lay flat and dark, without a ripple and without a light anywhere. Ilya stood behind him with both hands on his hips, looked down the long naked line of his spine, and knew that his face was doing something he would never let a camera see. Underneath it all, he was only a man in love. Helplessly. Hopelessly. Still, after 9 years.
“Are the blinds open?”
Shane’s voice was hoarse. He turned his head against the glass, and over his shoulder his eyes caught the moonlight.
“Open.”
Ilya’s mouth was right against his ear, his voice dropped low and rough.
Shane’s breath fogged the glass, wicked and small.
“Is there anyone out there?”
Ilya kissed the side of his neck, very grave.
“Only the loons.”
Shane laughed, thin and shaky and tired to the bone. Then he pushed his hips back against Ilya, just an inch.
“Good.”
The word was hardly more than air, warm against the glass. It was the last he spoke for a long time.
Ilya let his hands wander first. He had all night, and he wanted his fill of him: he ran his palms up the long flanks to Shane’s ribs and felt them heave, then down again over the jut of his hips to the bruises, and fitted his fingertips into them one by one. He pressed. He kept pressing until Shane hissed and twisted in his hold and slapped one palm flat against the window in protest, the smack of it loud in the dark room. Ilya caught that hand and pinned it back to the glass under his own, spread his fingers over it, and growled into his ear.
“Hands stay on the glass, Lyubimyy.”
Shane bared his teeth at the window. He held out for three breaths, shoulders rigid, his whole body bowed back against Ilya’s in a sulky, beautiful refusal; then Ilya rolled his hips against him, once, lazily, dragging the length of his cock up over the base of the plug, and the fight went out of him on a long, shaking exhale. His forehead sank back to the pane. His fingers spread under Ilya’s and stayed.
Ilya took hold of the flared black base. He did not draw it yet. He gave it a slow, dirty little twist, and then another, and pressed it suddenly in deeper, the thick neck of it rolling against everything swollen and tender inside; Shane went up onto his toes on the floor with a high keen, and his rounded belly bumped the glass, and his hole clenched and fluttered round the silicone so hard that Ilya could feel it through the base. Ilya rolled it once more, slow, just to hear the yowl he got for it. Then he drew the big plug out of him. It came hard, the thickest part of it dragging at him from inside, Shane straining back against it with a high whine climbing out of him as he stretched, the rim stretching white around it and clinging; when it finally popped free, a thick warm gush of come came with it and splashed onto the floorboards between Shane’s feet.
Shane sagged forward onto the glass with a long, low, shaking moan, his hole gaping and leaking down his thighs in long pale streams. Ilya could see it flutter in the moonlight, red and soft and open, trying to close on nothing and not managing. Ilya set the plug down on the windowsill without looking at it. He touched that rim with two fingertips, only touched, and felt it twitch and kiss at them, puffy and hot and so soft it hardly felt like skin at all, and Shane keened against the glass and shoved back onto nothing, chasing a fullness that was gone.
Ilya looked at it, and looked, and something in him went dark and simple, and a growl rolled up out of his chest. Mine. He fisted his cock, slick with what was running out of Shane, set the head against that open, fluttering rim and watched it give for him without a fight, the swollen ring sliding hot and wet over the crown and closing behind it. Then he slid the rest of himself back into that sloppy, wrecked, overflowing heat in one long push, slow enough to feel every inch: the soft walls parting around him and then gripping, weak and greedy, the come squelching out around him and running down over his balls. He kept going, all the way, until he was seated in him and Shane’s belly pressed round and hot against the cold glass. Shane whimpered against the window, and Ilya groaned into his hair. Inside, Shane was hotter than he had been all day, swollen and silken and wet through, and he fluttered around the whole length of Ilya’s cock in small, helpless pulses that Ilya could feel right down to the base.
It knocked the breath out of him. He had to stop there, buried, one hand braced flat on the glass beside Shane’s head and the other clamped on his hip, and breathe through his nose while the whole of him throbbed; sweat stood out cold along his spine. Shane’s thighs were quivering against the fronts of his own, the muscle under that soft skin jumping and jumping, too tired to hold him and too stubborn to give up. Ilya hooked one foot round the inside of Shane’s ankle and nudged it wider, then the other, spreading him on the floor until he could sink that last half inch deeper, and the sound Shane made then was low and torn and did not seem to end.
There was no rush left in either of them; everything had burned down to something deep and heavy and slow. He wrapped both arms round Shane’s chest and fucked him in long, grinding rolls, drawing back until only the head was still caught in that sore, clinging rim and then sinking home again to the hilt, every inch of the drag slow and wet and heavy, rolls that rocked them both forward against the window and back, forward and back, Shane’s cheek squashed to the cool glass and his breath fogging it again and again on little husky whimpers; every stroke squeezed more of his come out of him with a wet, obscene sound and sent it trickling down his husband’s legs. Ilya fucked it back in. Every time.
Under his forearms, Shane’s chest was slick with sweat, smooth and nearly bare, and his heart was going hard and fast against Ilya’s palm; the cold of the glass came through him into Ilya’s arms, and the heat of him came through everywhere else. He kissed him through all of it, slow and deep whenever Shane turned his face back over his shoulder, and along his jaw and down the side of his throat when he could not, sucking at the soft skin under his ear. He whispered into Shane’s ear the whole time, in a voice gone low and rough as gravel, a stream of broken, filthy, foolish things he had never whispered to any other living soul.
“My heart. My sun. Look how much you hold for me. Look how much you take. I am going to fill you until you cannot hold any more, and then I am going to fill you again.”
Shane did not answer him with words, only with sounds: a husky moan, a purr, a whine against the glass. Somewhere in the slow, rocking dark, he had stopped being able to.
Ilya did not need words from him. He had everything else: the wet slap of skin each time their hips met and the squelch of come under it; the creak of the floorboards under four bare feet; the thin, needy keen Shane let out every time the crown caught on his rim on the way out, and the deeper, throatier sound, nearly a sob, every time it pushed home. He had the heat of Shane’s back sticking to his chest and peeling away. He had the clench and flutter around him, which told him more than any sentence could. Under all of it, he had the smell of the two of them, sweat and come and smoke, so thick in the cooling air that he could taste it at the back of his tongue.
Ilya felt him go. He knew the signs better than he knew his own name: the way Shane’s breathing changed, went deep and wet, the way his head grew too heavy for his neck and rolled back onto Ilya’s shoulder, the way the last careful, captain-shaped thing in him let go and he sank, all of him, into Ilya’s arms and his hands and his cock.
His eyes were open, glazed and black and swimming. His mouth was slack. When Ilya spoke his name, he did not answer with words. He made a high little mewl, right in the back of his throat, and pushed back onto Ilya’s cock, and Ilya felt his own answering growl rumble through his chest into Shane’s back.
Something in Ilya steadied at the sight. One of them had to be the one still watching, still counting, and it was always going to be him; he loved that clear, careful place at the back of his own head where he kept track of Shane’s breathing and his heartbeat and the tremor in his legs while the rest of him went on burning. He shifted his grip so more of Shane’s weight sat across his own forearm and less on those shaking legs, and kept rocking. Then he slid his other hand up Shane’s slick chest and closed it round his throat, not enough to restrict, only enough for Shane to feel the span of it and the strength held back in it, and felt him swallow against his palm and sink heavier still into his arms.
Ilya laced their fingers together against the glass.
“Lyubimyy. Listen to me. Our taps. Three is yes. Two, I ease off. You tap out, I stop. Do you understand me?”
Shane’s fingers tapped against his. Three times, hard, with a husky little whine on each one.
So Ilya kept going. He took Shane’s cock in his other hand, soft and spent and slick, and stroked it, light, in time with his hips, and felt it start to fill bit by bit again, thickening and warming in his palm, the light silky hair at the root damp against his knuckles, while Shane whined, thin and continuous. He found that place inside him, the small swollen firmness the head of his cock knew by now without looking, and rolled over it. He held there, pressing, grinding slow circles into it. Shane caught on one breath and went rigid against Ilya’s chest, then shivered, then went liquid all at once with a long, husky moan, and he came: dry, almost nothing, a few clear drops over Ilya’s knuckles.
He came anyway. He came for what felt like a full minute, whimpering, clenching around Ilya’s cock in long, rippling waves that did not stop, and did not stop, and dragged Ilya over the edge after him, groaning into his hair, a deep, rough sound that rumbled right through Shane’s back, his balls drawing up tight and the heat breaking open at the base of his spine, emptying into him in long deep pulses he felt in his thighs and his teeth, until there was nowhere left for it to go and it pumped back out around his cock and down both their thighs and spattered on the floor.
For a while after, neither of them could do anything but breathe. Ilya hung over him with his forehead between Shane’s shoulder blades and his mouth open on the wet skin there, his chest heaving against that slick back, his knees threatening to fold. Aftershocks kept catching Shane, small ripples that ran up through him and squeezed Ilya’s oversensitive cock until he hissed, and each one wrung a punched little mewl out of Shane, fainter every time. The glass in front of them was a ruin: two big handprints smeared through the fog, a blurred oval where Shane’s cheek had been, the faint streak of his open mouth dragged down the pane. Ilya looked at it over Shane’s shoulder and felt a hot, dizzy rush of something very close to pride.
Six loads. Shane’s belly was round and taut and hot under Ilya’s palm, the silky skin drawn smooth and tight over it, so that the newly formed stretch marks along its sides shone in the moonlight like wet silver. It had weight now. Ilya could feel it, real and heavy, resting in the cradle of his forearm where he held him off the glass; his arms were taking it for him. He had never been this full. They had never pushed this far.
Ilya leaned against him on the glass, panting, and thought, enough. He meant it. He began to ease out.
Shane’s hand clamped around his wrist.
It was weak and shaking and absolutely certain. It dragged Ilya’s hand back down to his belly and held it there, pressed tight to the taut swell of it, and at the same time Shane rocked his hips back, clumsily, onto the cock still half inside him, took it back in, all the way, and clenched down around it. Ilya felt it from the other end: that hot, soft, ruined clasp sliding back down over him to the hilt, wet and squelching, and then squeezing, weak and shaking and fierce, as if Shane could hold him there by will alone. There were no words left in him. He made a long, low, pleading whine instead, turned his face against the glass and looked back at Ilya over his shoulder, desperate, and rocked back again, and again, and mewled.
More. Every line of his body spoke it. Please. More. Don’t stop. I’m not done. Please.
It went straight through Ilya, and the sound he made in answer was a low, helpless groan.
“You want more? Lyubimyy, you are so full. Look at you. You are so tired.”
Shane whined again, high and thin, and tapped his wrist. Three times.
“Again. Tap again, if you want it.”
Three more, hard, and a mewl with them, as if the gravel in Ilya’s voice had pulled it out of him.
Ilya shut his eyes. His body answered before his head did: his cock jerked inside Shane, still half hard and aching and somehow, impossibly, thickening again in that soaked heat, and a snarl came up out of his chest that he barely recognised as his own. Then his head caught up, and agreed. Once a year they had this: no game, no practice, no flight in the morning, no small boy climbing into the bed at six. One night when it did not matter at all if Shane could not move tomorrow, because tomorrow Ilya would carry him wherever he needed to go. He pressed his open mouth to the side of Shane’s neck and bit down, not hard, only enough to hold him, and felt the frantic flutter of his pulse under his teeth. When he let go, the skin was already darkening.
“Then you have it. All of it. Lyubimyy. I have you.”
Ilya eased out of him, slowly, to a long, wounded whine and a hot, wet slide of come down both their legs. He did not let any more of it go. He cupped his palm under that open, leaking hole at once and slid two fingers back inside it, to the knuckle, holding it in, and Shane let out a soft, grateful mew against the glass and went heavy against his chest. Then he lifted him off the glass. Shane’s legs gave out entirely; he folded up in Ilya’s arms, his head on Ilya’s shoulder and his round belly cradled against Ilya’s stomach, and Ilya caught up the plaid off the back of the sectional with the fingers of the hand at his back as he passed. He did not take him to the floor in front of the fire. Shane was too full for the floor now, too heavy, too precious; Ilya wanted him somewhere soft and safe and theirs, where he could hold him and look at him properly. He carried him down the dark corridor to their bed.
The bedroom was full of moonlight. The curtains were still open, and the light came in silver off the lake and lay in a long pale square across the bed, across the spare sheet he had laid over it, rumpled from the afternoon. He dropped the plaid at the foot of it. He laid Shane down on his back in the middle of that square of light, slid a pillow under his hips so that nothing more could run out of him, and only then drew his fingers free, slowly, to a little whimper. He knelt up between his thighs and looked at him. The mattress was soft and deep under his knees, and Shane sank into it, the white pillows rising round his shoulders. Ilya was shaking a little himself.
 
 
 
 






      

  












      Chapter 90: Chapter 85 Part 2. The Cottage
  








  He was wrecked. He was beautiful. A low groan dragged out of Ilya’s chest. Fuck, he was beautiful. His hair was damp and tangled. His face was wet, flushed pink across the cheekbones so that his freckles stood out dark even in the moonlight, his eyes half-shut and fixed on Ilya’s face with total, helpless, bottomless want. His chest was pink too, the flush running down from his throat, bitten and bruised and gleaming with sweat, and his nipples were red and swollen. His belly rose in a full, round, gleaming curve under the moon, rounded with six loads of Ilya’s come; lying on his back like that, it sat high and heavy between his hips, and the light ran over it like water. His thighs were streaked with it to the knee. His hole was red and puffy and gaping, a slow pearl of come leaking from it onto the pale sheet. He was shaking all over in long, fine, continuous shudders. His thighs lay open either side of Ilya’s knees, heavy and slack, and even now, spent and trembling, there was power in the shape of them: the thick swell of muscle above each knee, the long groove down the outside where the quad met the hamstring, the plush give of the inner thigh, printed dark with the marks of Ilya’s own fingers. Ilya laid his palms on them, both at once, and felt them twitch.
He could not go back into him yet. He had to touch first. He bent down over him, his weight on his own arms, and put his mouth to Shane’s chest: to the bitten, swollen nipples, one and then the other, the softest kisses he had, barely there, because they were so sore that even that made Shane gasp and arch; to the soft, full curve of each pec, where he nuzzled in and breathed him, salt and sweat and sex, the most perfect tits in the world, warm and heaving under his cheek. He dragged his lips down the line of Shane’s breastbone and over the flutter of his ribs, and then he reached the top of the curve and stopped, and just looked, from so close that he could see the fine down on it catching the moon.
He kissed it. He kissed all of it, slowly, everywhere he could reach: the rise below the navel, the smooth, taut sides, every new silver stripe one by one, the tender crease at the base of it where it met his hips. He laid his cheek on it and felt it, round and hot and full against his face, and spread both his hands under the sides of it as if he could take its weight for him even lying down, and murmured to it in Russian, low and rough and foolish, things he would never have said to any other living soul.
“So beautiful. So round for me already. My heart.”
Shane’s hands came into his curls and held on. He made a small, aching sound, all breath and no voice, and his belly rose and fell under Ilya’s cheek with it.
Then he lifted his legs, clumsy and trembling, spread them, reached up for Ilya with both arms and whined, a husky plea with no words in it.
Ilya hooked those heavy, exhausted thighs over his forearms. He folded his husband up under him, carefully, so carefully, with his weight on his own elbows and not one ounce of it on that round, full belly, and pushed back into him. The head met that puffy, gaping rim and it opened for him at once, soft as a mouth, hot and slick and sore; he felt Shane flinch around the crown, and then melt. Then the rest of him: one long, unbroken slide into the sloppiest, softest, hottest place he had ever been, so wet now that there was no friction left at all, only heat and a slow, swollen grip that closed around every inch as it went in, and the warm spill of his own come squeezing out around the base. Shane’s mouth fell open, and only a long, shaking breath came out of it, and then a husky moan. Ilya caught it with his own mouth and kissed him, slow and deep and wet, and did not stop, groaning low into his mouth.
This one was the gentlest of the whole day. He barely moved: an inch out, an inch back in, a slow grind with his whole length buried, the head of his cock nudging deep where Shane was swollen and tender. Every inch of Shane was so oversensitive by now that the smallest roll of his hips made his husband jolt and whimper. Shane could not speak. He talked to Ilya anyway, with everything else he had.
Somewhere in the slow rocking, Ilya let those thighs slide down off his forearms, and Shane wound his legs round him at once, clumsy and fierce, crossing his ankles at the small of Ilya’s back; even wrung out and shaking, there was enough strength in that squeeze to drive the air out of Ilya in a low, startled groan. His heels dug into Ilya’s back and pulled him deeper. His calves were slick and silky against Ilya’s sides, the fine soft hair on them damp with sweat. His hands clutched at Ilya’s shoulders, at his hair, at the back of his neck, and dragged him down until their foreheads touched.
His hole fluttered and clenched and sucked at Ilya’s cock on every stroke, greedy and desperate, pulling him back in every time he drew out. Every time Ilya sank into the hilt, the round, hot curve of Shane’s belly brushed his own stomach, tight as a drum, and he felt the fullness inside him shift and give around the head of his cock. He whimpered, mewled and whined, helpless little animal sounds, one after another, that went up in pitch every time Ilya rolled over that swollen spot inside him. Every time Ilya slowed, Shane lifted off the sheet to follow him, pleading, and Ilya answered every plea with a low, rough groan against his mouth.
He was so much bigger than Shane like this, folded down over him, his shoulders blotting out the moon, and he could feel how completely he covered him, chest to chest and hip to hip; Shane’s whole smooth body caught underneath his and held. His blond curls had fallen into his eyes, dripping; Shane’s clumsy hands kept pushing them back and losing them again. The little gold cross swung on its chain from Ilya’s throat with every rock and settled in the sweat on Shane’s breastbone, then lifted, then settled, warm from both of them. Sweat ran down Ilya’s spine and dripped off the end of his nose onto the freckles on Shane’s chest, and Shane’s skin flinched at every drop.
“Still yes, Lyubimyy?”
Every time the question came, low against his ear, Shane’s fingers tapped against his, three times, without fail.
“So good. So good for me. You are taking it all. Every drop. You are going to be so full of me, sweetheart, so round with it, and I am going to keep you like this all night.”
Shane was sobbing, no breath left to make it loud. Little mewls broke out of him between the sobs. Tears were running out of the corners of his eyes into his hair. He pulled Ilya’s hand down onto his belly again, held it there, pushed up into it, and looked up at Ilya with his whole heart naked on his face.
Ilya stopped moving altogether. He sealed himself in him to the hilt, hips flush to that sore, slick ass, and only ground: tiny circles, no drawing back at all, the head of his cock pressed up into that swollen spot and held there, a steady, merciless weight. Shane’s eyes flew wide. A high, thin keen rose out of him, his heels dug once against Ilya’s back and then locked, and his hole started to flutter in quick, frantic pulses all along Ilya’s length. Ilya kept the pressure exactly where it was. He kissed the corner of Shane’s mouth, his wet cheek, the freckle under his eye, and rumbled at him in a voice so low it was hardly words, broken Russian, moy, moy, vot tak, khorosho, until the keen melted into hiccuping sobs and Shane stopped fighting it and let it take him under.
It took a long time. It did not matter one fucking bit. When it came for Shane, it came massive and silent, rolling up through him from somewhere deep; his back bowed up off the sheet, his mouth opened on a scream that had no voice left in it at all, and his body clamped around Ilya’s cock in a long, endless, shuddering wave that went on and on and on. Ilya felt every pulse of it from the inside: the hot walls rippling up the length of him from base to head, squeezing, letting go, squeezing again, so hard on the deepest ones that he could not have pulled out if he had tried. His cock gave one weak pulse against his belly, and nothing came. He shook, and shook, and clung to Ilya with his arms and his legs and his hole, every part of him holding on as tight as it could, and Ilya held him back just as hard.
Ilya came with a long, deep groan, his face buried in his husband’s neck and his hand on that full, round belly, and felt it: felt it gather, heavy and aching at the base of his spine, his balls drawn tight against Shane’s ass, and then felt himself spill into him, deep and endless, his cock jerking in that soft, clutching heat with every pulse, felt the swell under his palm tighten and rise even further, felt it overflow around him and gush out hot over both of them onto the sheet. Seven. He had filled him 7 times. Shane had taken every one.
For a few breaths Ilya could not see. He hung there on trembling elbows with his eyes screwed shut and his mouth against Shane’s throat, every muscle in his back locked, while his cock gave its last weak kicks inside him and Shane’s body milked them out of him one by one. Then the strength went out of him all at once. He let himself down onto his forearms, so carefully, and felt Shane’s legs unwind from his back and slide down his flanks to the bed, limp, heels dragging through the wet sheet. Under them both, the spare sheet was soaked through, warm where they lay and already cooling at the edges.
“Eight.”
Ilya counted it for him, into his hair, because Shane could not. 8 times Shane had come since lunchtime. 7 times Ilya had bred him. Shane did not answer. He made one soft, contented little sound, like a kitten settling, and his arms went slack around Ilya’s neck.
Ilya could not pull out. He did not move. He stayed where he was, buried and quiet, with his weight on his elbows and his husband boneless underneath him, stroked his hair back off his wet face over and over and talked to him, low and steady, nonsense, the way he had learned to talk him back up out of the deep.
“I have you. I have you. You were so good. You were perfect. I am right here. There is no hurry. I am right here.”
He talked until Shane’s breathing evened out. He talked until Shane’s eyes found his face and stayed there, still glazed and black and swimming, still a long way down, but there, with him. While he talked, Ilya watched the marks come up on him. The bite on the side of his neck from the glass had gone from red to a raised, angry plum with the neat crescent of Ilya’s teeth set in it; fresh, finger-wide shadows were blooming on the pale backs of his knees where Ilya’s forearms had held them; across his cheekbones and down his chest the flush had faded to a blotchy, tender pink. A long scratch on Ilya’s own shoulder throbbed where Shane’s nails had gone in. He touched each mark on Shane with his fingertips, lightly, as if he could feel the heat in it, and he could.
He still did not speak. He lifted one shaking hand, laid it on Ilya’s cheek and brushed his thumb once over the stubble, the way he did when words ran out.
Ilya slid out of him at last, so carefully, feeling that swollen rim drag over every inch and cling to the head before it let him go, and heard the sad little whine Shane made at the loss of him. It went straight through him. He caught the first warm trickle that slid out after him on two fingers and pushed it straight back inside, and Shane clenched weakly round them. He gathered what had spilt on his own cock and down Shane’s thighs and slicked the big plug with it, the fat black head shining pearly in the moonlight, and pushed it back into him, gently, gently; the soft, open rim took the swell of it with only a shiver this time and closed around the neck with a tired little clench.
A contented little mew came out of Shane as it settled, and his whole body sank deeper into the bed. He did it to keep it all in, and because Shane’s hand had found his wrist again and was pulling, weakly, towards it. Ilya brushed his fingertip round the edge of the flared base, where that puffy, reddened rim hugged it, making sure it sat snug and comfortable, and got a shiver for it. Ilya kissed the inside of each knee before he let go of them, and then the soft, bruised crease where thigh met hip, and felt Shane’s fingers drift into his curls and hold on.
Then, at last, he let himself look.
He lay down along Shane’s side in the moonlight with one arm under his neck, gathered him in close, and propped himself up on his elbow, and looked at what he had done. Shane had never been like this. Not once, in all the years and all the careful mornings, had he ever been anything like this. His belly was full, round and heavy, risen high and smooth between the sharp bones of his hips, so taut that the silky skin over it shone in the moonlight like the inside of a shell. When Ilya laid his hand over the top of it, it was tight and heavy under his palm, firm and hot and solid all the way through, and it had weight; it tipped a little towards him where Shane lay, resting heavy against Ilya’s own stomach.
The little hollow of his navel had gone shallow. Along its sides, the shine of those new, fresh stretch marks glowed silver on the gleaming tan skin, pulled straight and bright; and between them, new tonight, there were two faint pink lines that had not been there that morning, where his body had given to make room. He would not have been able to hide it under anything. Not under the biggest shirt Ilya owned, not under a blanket, not under Ilya's largest hoodie three sizes too large. Anyone who looked at him would know.
Ilya let out a broken, desperate noise into Shane’s shoulder and could not stop touching it.
He lavished it. He stroked it with his whole palm, slow circles, from the swollen top down to the base of the curve and back, and rubbed his thumb along the base of it over and over, where it rose out of the soft crease of his hips. He bent and kissed it again, everywhere, the new pink lines last and longest, so lightly, as if they might still be sore, and laid his open mouth over the top of it and felt it lift under his lips with every breath. He went back up to Shane’s chest and lavished that too, the soft, heavy swell of each pec, the swollen nipples, nuzzling between them with his face, his mouth trailing slow, adoring kisses from that lovely chest down over the round of the belly and back up again, and his hand never once left the curve. Shane lay under it all and let him, boneless and glowing, his lashes wet, with one hand lying protectively across his own belly over the back of Ilya’s, cradling it with him, and the other in Ilya’s hair.
“Look at you. Look what you hold for me. So round. So heavy. If it could take, Lyubimyy, it would take tonight. I think so. You would carry for me, and I would carry you. Everywhere.”
Shane made a sound so soft and so full that Ilya felt it more than heard it, a long, contented, aching little purr, and turned his face into Ilya’s throat. A tear slid out of the corner of his eye and into Ilya’s skin. His fingers pressed Ilya’s hand down into the curve, firm, holding it there, as if he could keep it like this forever if only Ilya’s hand stayed exactly where it was.
Ilya could have stayed there all night. But Shane was shivering in long, fine waves now under the sweat cooling on him, and the ache in those muscles would only get worse lying still, and the bath was waiting. He reached down for the plaid at the foot of the bed and wrapped it round him, gently, over the swell and the bruises and the wet. Then he got an arm under Shane’s knees and the other around his back and lifted him, all of him, heavy and warm and full and his. Shane’s head rolled against his shoulder, and Ilya carried him down the corridor towards the bath.
🏒💛🏒
The main bathroom at the end of the corridor was the biggest room in the cottage after the living room.
Shane had drawn the plans for the cottage at 21, in pencil, on squared paper, years before either of them believed they would ever be allowed to live in it. Ilya had always found it faintly absurd that a man who asked for so little in his life had demanded a bath deep enough to swim in.
It was also, he privately thought, so very Shane: a careful plan, a neat ruler line, and one luxury tucked into the corner of the page where no one would think to look. Tonight he would have thanked every god he had ever heard of for it.
He sat Shane on the warm stone bench, wrapped in the plaid he had carried him in, ran the bath himself, as hot as Shane could stand it, tested it on the inside of his wrist and tipped in a double handful of the magnesium salts Shane swore by.
Shane sat where he had been put and watched him, swaying a little where he sat. He still had not spoken. Ilya kept talking to him the whole time, low and easy, about nothing: the water, the salts, the loon, Levi’s rules for Sharky. He crouched in front of him with a glass of water and held it to his lips until it was gone. He waited.
Shane did not come back up. Not yet. He was still a long way down, somewhere warm and deep and quiet where Ilya had spent the whole day and half the night putting him, and he looked out at Ilya from the bottom of it with huge, soft, blown-black eyes, only the barest ring of that lovely chocolate brown left at the edges. When Ilya set the empty glass aside, Shane’s hand crept out from under the plaid, slow and clumsy, found Ilya’s wrist and drew his hand in under the wool, down onto his belly. He held it there and mewed, a tiny, contented sound, and pressed it closer.
Ilya let him. Under his palm Shane was hot and heavy and so full: the whole lower curve of him risen round and high between his hips, that taut, silky patch of skin drawn so tight over it that it felt polished, the fresher stretch marks standing out like threads of silver under his fingertips, his navel gone shallow, nearly smoothed away by the strain of what he held. Seven loads, locked inside his husband by the big plug, the weight of them sitting low and warm in Ilya’s cupped hand like something precious. Ilya had dreamed of this for months. If he was honest, he had dreamed of it for years. He spread his fingers wide over the swell, and Shane sighed and leaned his whole weight into the touch, and that was the worst of it: how happy he was. How completely, trustingly happy, in the middle of a dream so real to him now that it had a weight Ilya could hold in his hand.
And Ilya had to take it away from him.
It could not stay in him all night, not seven loads and the big plug both; he would not risk his husband for any fantasy, however badly they both wanted it. He knew, too, what it would cost. Every time they had ever done this, the plug coming out was the part that hurt.
“Lyubimyy. Shane. Look at me, sweetheart.”
Shane’s eyes drifted up to his face, slowly, and tried to hold there.
“I have to take it out now. I know. I know you do not want me to. I will be so slow, and I will hold you the whole time. Yes?”
Shane’s fingers clenched on his wrist. A thin whine came up out of him, and he shook his head, once, small and pleading, and pressed Ilya’s hand harder against the swell, as if he could keep it all in himself if he only held on tight enough. Ilya felt it like a hand closing round his throat.
“I know. I know, love. Shh. I have you.”
He got down on the heated tiles between Shane’s knees. He lifted Shane’s arms one at a time and wound them round his own neck, eased him forward to the edge of the bench over the drain and let the plaid slide down off his shoulders, and Shane folded down onto him at once, his forehead dropping heavy into the crook of Ilya’s neck, his breath coming hot and quick against the skin. Ilya kept one palm flat and wide over the swell of his belly. He reached down and behind with the other, found the broad, flared base of the big plug, slick and warm from his body, and brushed his fingertips round the edge of it, round the puffy, reddened rim where it was stretched so tight around the neck, once and then again, the way he always did, so that Shane would know it was him.
Then he drew it out of him as slowly as he had ever done anything.
Shane whined, high and thin, and clung. His arms locked round Ilya’s neck. Ilya felt the rim stretch over the widest part of it, felt Shane tremble and hold his breath, felt it give at last and the plug slip free into his hand; and the flood came after it, warm and endless, seven loads of Ilya’s come running out of him and down the drain, hot over Ilya’s wrist and over the tiles, while under Ilya’s other palm, bit by bit, that beautiful, taut, heavy swell began to soften.
Shane felt it go. Ilya felt the moment he felt it.
He went very still. Then a sound came out of him, a small, stifled sob, caught in his chest as if he were trying to keep even that inside, and his hand flew down to cover Ilya’s on his belly and pressed, hard and desperate, over the softening curve, holding Ilya’s palm there as if together they could stop it, as if he could keep it from leaving him. It did not stop. It kept on running out of him, slow and warm, and the curve kept easing under their joined hands, and the second sob broke open out of him, and then he was crying.
Not a few tears. Not the crystalline little slide of them from the ends of his lashes that Ilya had kissed away on so many rushed mornings before practice. He cried the way Levi cried after a nightmare, with his whole body, his shoulders heaving, his face pressed so hard into Ilya’s neck that Ilya felt the hot wet of it run down over his collarbone; great, ragged, wordless sobs that came up from somewhere so deep in him that they shook them both. He had no words. Only once, into Ilya’s skin, so wet and wrecked and small that Ilya barely heard it, did one come.
“Please…”
Ilya knew exactly what he was asking for. He had known it for years. Shane hated this part; his husband hated the feeling of being empty, and tonight he had gone deeper than he had ever gone before, so far down into the dream that it was not a dream to him any more. It was real. Every drop of it had been real, held inside him for hours, carried so carefully, and now it was running out of him onto the tiles, and to Shane, down there in the warm dark, it felt like losing it. It felt like giving up his chance. The baby they had wanted all day long, in their bed and on the ice and against the glass, slipping away between his thighs while he could do nothing but hold Ilya’s hand and feel it go.
It almost broke Ilya. It did not, because Shane needed him not to.
He slid his arm round Shane’s back and gathered him down off the bench into his lap on the warm tiles, all of him, heavy and shaking and wet, and folded him into his chest so tightly that there was no room left between them for anything at all. He did not let go of his belly. He kept his palm right there under Shane’s hand, wide and warm, and began to rub slow, soothing circles into the softening skin, round and round, the way he had a hundred times before and never once with enough time to do it properly. There was time tonight. There was all the time in the world: no practice, no flight, no small boy at the door at six. He could hold him for as long as it took, and he would.
“Shh. Shh, moy khoroshiy. I have you. I have you. You held it all for me. All day, all of it, so beautifully. I felt every bit.”
Shane sobbed into his neck. Ilya kissed his hair, his temple, the wet curve of his ear.
“It was real, Lyubimyy. Every drop. I gave it to you, and you took it, and you were so round with it, so heavy with me. Nobody can take that from you. Not ever. It is still yours.”
A hiccuping whine answered him. The fingers over his tightened.
“I am here. I am not going anywhere. And next year we do it all again, da? Next year, and the year after, as many times as you want me. I will fill you up again. I promise you. I promise.”
He tipped Shane’s face up with gentle fingers under his jaw and kissed the tears off his cheeks, one side and then the other, and then off the ends of those sooty lashes where they clung in wet little spikes, slow and careful, salt on his lips. He kissed the trembling corner of his mouth. He rocked him. He hummed, low and tuneless, the same nothing of a song he walked the corridor with when Levi woke from a bad dream, and felt the hum go into Shane’s chest where it was pressed to his own.
He kept rubbing those circles, round and round over the soft, emptying curve, until the flood slowed to a trickle and then stopped, and Shane’s belly lay soft and warm and tender under both their hands, only a little stretched now; until the great heaving sobs wore down, slowly, into hitching breaths, and then into small, damp sniffles against his throat, and then, at last, into breathing.
Ilya did not stop talking. He did not stop touching. Low and steady, Russian, nonsense and love and his name, over and over, the way he had learned, over 9 years, to bring him home.
“Come back to me now. Slowly. There is no hurry. I am right here, sweetheart. Come up to me.”
It came back slowly. Ilya watched it come. A blink, then another; then Shane’s eyes found his and held, clearer. The little crease came back between his brows. He licked his lips and frowned, still trying to find where he had left himself.
“Ilya.”
It was a croak. It was the best word in the world.
“Here. I am here. Hello, Lyubimyy.”
Shane looked down at himself, at his belly under both their hands, soft again now, at his thighs, and back up at Ilya, dazed and wondering, his lashes still wet.
“I can’t feel my legs.”
Ilya laughed, wetly.
“Good. That is good, Lyubimyy.”
Shane blinked at him. Then, slowly, as the rest of the day caught up with him, the colour came up into his face.
“I’m a mess, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s voice was small. He had dragged the plaid back up around his ears, and the blush was climbing out from under it, pink on gold. After everything, after all of it, he could still blush like that. Ilya had loved it for 9 years.
“I know. Now I check you. Lean on me.”
He eased him back up onto the edge of the bench and knelt between his knees again, and Shane set his hands on Ilya’s shoulders and leaned, trusting. Then Ilya looked, carefully and thoroughly; he had learned a long time ago to check what he loved. The rim was red and swollen and puffy and soft, and still leaking a little. It was not torn. There was no blood, no sharpness. He touched it with one fingertip, as lightly as he could, and Shane’s skin twitched under it.
“Only tender. Exactly as it should be. You did so well for me.”
He kissed the inside of Shane’s knee. When he looked up, Shane’s eyes had filled again, softer this time, and his fingers had curled tight in Ilya’s curls.
“You check every time.”
Ilya’s hands tightened on his knees.
“Every time. All my life.”
He lifted him into the water.
It closed around Shane, hot and silky, clear and pale green and steaming, right up to his chest, and Shane let out a long, low, groaning sigh that seemed to come up from the soles of his feet. Ilya settled him against the sloping end of the tub, kissed his hair and went away for three minutes to strip the soaked spare sheet he had laid over the bed that morning. He kept calling through the open door the whole time.
“Still here. Still here, Lyubimyy.”
Then he came back, climbed into the water behind him and drew his husband back against his chest.
The heat took the shaking out of Shane’s legs in minutes. Ilya felt it go. He took a soft cloth and the plain unscented soap and washed him from the throat to the knees. The sweat from his collarbone. The dried streaks off his belly and his chest. The insides of his thighs, very gently, and between them, so carefully that Shane only sighed. Under the water, the silver stripes on his hips showed pale, and Ilya followed one with his thumb, and then the next. He knew them all by heart.
Then he took Shane’s hands, one at a time, washed each finger and kissed each one. His thumb found the fine white scar at the base of Shane’s left thumb.
There was a glass of cold water with an electrolyte tablet fizzing in it, waiting on the edge of the tub; he folded Shane’s fingers around it and kept his own hand under it while he drank. There was a mango, too, peeled and sliced on a plate. He fed it to him a piece at a time; Shane ate it with his eyes closed and his head on Ilya’s shoulder, juice running down his chin.
Ilya cupped warm water in his palm and poured it, again and again, over the sore, swollen, bitten skin of his chest and over his hips, and murmured into his hair all the ridiculous, loving things he could not have spoken in the daylight.
“You are so good. My beautiful husband. You took so much. I am so proud of you. Do you hear me?”
Shane turned his face into Ilya’s throat. His damp lashes tickled the skin there.
“I hear you. Stay. Please.”
Ilya tightened his arms.
“I am not going anywhere. Not ever.”
He held him. The water lapped around them; his palm lay on Shane’s belly under the surface, soft again now, warm, and Shane’s hand came down over it and held it there, and he found he was talking before he knew he was going to.
“I think about it very much. You, heavy and full like tonight. Your body making something sweet, for me only. I would be so careful with you. I would take so long, and you would feel every pull. After, I would keep you warm, and stay inside you, the way you like.”
He felt Shane’s breath hitch against his chest. Shane would be a wonder like that, Ilya thought: soft and strong, his whole big stubborn heart turned inward round something little.
“I’d like that. So much. Even though it can’t happen.”
Shane’s voice had gone thick and drowsy. He turned his face into Ilya’s throat.
“Even though. The wanting is real. That is enough.”
Under the water Shane’s fingers laced through his, on that soft, emptied curve, and held on; and Ilya felt the last of the grief go out of him in one long, slow breath against his throat, and leave only the wanting behind, warm and real and theirs.
They stayed until the water started to cool. Then Ilya pulled the plug and lifted him out into a bath sheet the size of a bedspread, warm off the rail, and dried him from his hair to his feet. He sat him on the bench with a robe around his shoulders, crouched in front of him with the expensive moisturisers that Shane loved and the soft pain relief cream, and worked it in.
The long muscles of his inner thighs, one at a time, his thumbs digging into every knot until Shane groaned. The backs of his knees. The bruises on his hips, with the lightest touch, and the bite on his shoulder. The soft lower curve of his belly, with the heel of his hand, over every stripe. His chest, with only two fingertips, so lightly that Shane still gasped and caught his wrist. A little more of the cool gel around that sore, swollen rim.
“Easy. Nearly done, Lyubimyy.”
He made no sound that was not gentle. His hands went nowhere they should not have. They had never said it out loud; it had been there since the very first night, in a hotel room a long time ago, when he had seen Shane wrecked and trembling on a strange bed and understood that the other half of wanting someone was deserving what they gave you.
Shane, brilliant Shane, who read people the way other men read a scoreboard, had understood that from the start, and trusted him anyway.
He tipped Shane’s chin up with one finger and searched his face.
“Better?”
Chocolate-brown eyes looked back at him, heavy-lidded and warm.
“Much. Thank you, Ilyusha.”
Shane’s hand had come up to his cheek. Ilya caught it and held it there.
“Do not thank me. It is my work.”
Shane’s eyes drifted closed. He was smiling.
“It isn’t work.”
Ilya turned his face into Shane’s palm and kissed the heel of it, where the pulse beat slow and steady.
“No. It is my life.”
He dressed them both in soft clothes, patiently, the way he dressed Levi when he was falling asleep on his feet: grey sweatpants, a faded Bears sweatshirt warm off the heated rail and worn soft with years of washing, and thick socks, because Shane’s feet were always cold afterwards.
He rubbed each foot between his palms first. He loved this so much it ached: the plain, ordinary, boring routine of looking after a man who spent every other hour of his life looking after everyone else.
He fed him half a slice of toast and honey, a bite at a time, and watched every swallow. Then he checked one more time, his thumb along Shane’s jaw.
“Anything hurt that should not?”
It was the same toast he made Levi after a bad dream, cut into four small squares with the crusts left on because crusts made you brave. Shane had taught him that. Shane’s mother had taught Shane. Ilya had not known, as a young man, that there were whole families who handed down things like toast. He had collected every one of them since.
“Nothing. I promise.”
There was honey on Shane’s lip. Ilya kissed it off.
🏒💛🏒
He took him down to the dock.
He had not meant to. It came to him standing in the warm bathroom with his husband pink and soft and dressed against his chest, all at once. Number five. Weather permitting. And the weather was permitting. He took both heavy plaid blankets off the sectional, a pillow off the bed and a flask of hot sweet tea, and he carried Shane out through the glass doors and down the dark slope of the lawn, one of Shane’s hands curled loose in the front of his sweatshirt.
The grass was cool and wet under his bare feet. The whole sky was open overhead. At the end of the dock, he laid him down on the boards, on the first blanket, with the pillow under his head, lay down beside him, pulled the second blanket over them both and gathered his husband back against his chest. Shane fitted there the way he always had, like a hand into a well-worn glove.
Halfway down the lawn they had passed the canoe rack and the little red paddle Levi was not yet allowed to use on his own, propped against it where he had left it after his lesson; the line of three pairs of water shoes on the bottom step of the deck, large, larger and very small, in order of size because Levi had arranged them; the old lifejacket with the shark on it, hung up to dry on the rail. Ilya had stepped round all of it in the dark without looking. It was his home too now. Every bit of it was his.
It was so quiet. The water lapped at the posts under them; cold air came up between the boards and nipped at Ilya’s bare ankles, and he tucked Shane’s feet in between his own calves to keep them warm. A long way off across the water, one light was still burning in one window, and Ilya knew whose window it was.
He thought of a dark little head on a pillow, a stuffed shark tucked under a chin, two plaits coming loose on a dinosaur pillowcase, and Anya stretched out across the foot of the bed with a stomach full of marshmallow. It filled his chest like a held breath.
His son. Asleep in his grandparents’ house, with his Obaachan in the next room and the jellyfish lamp glowing on the dresser, warm and fed and tucked in on the left side with Sharky, safer than Ilya had ever been at that age, safer than anyone had ever let Levi be before them. Ilya lay and looked at that one light and let himself feel it all the way down. Then, because it was that kind of night, he let himself look further, around the curve of the shore to where the spa’s lamps made a faint gold smudge among the trees, and thought of his other son.
Luca, in a hot tub, with a ring on his finger and Adrien’s arms round him, sending photographs of swans. Luca, who had once flinched when Ilya raised a hand to scratch his own head, and who now walked straight into his arms by the Jeep and stayed there.
Both of his boys, out there in the dark, in two different lights across the water. Both of them sure, tonight, that they were loved and that they were coming home. Ilya did not know how a man was supposed to be this grateful and not break.
Luca had taught Levi the stars from this dock, at the start of the summer, lying on their backs on a blanket with a torch and a book from the library. Levi had learned them in three languages and then made up his own names for the ones he did not like.
There was one over the trees he called the Hockey Stick. There was one he called Sharky. Ilya looked up and found them both without trying. It was the only astronomy that mattered.
The first time Luca had called him Otousan without thinking, it had been an accident. He had been barely 18 and white with fright about something, and it had just come out of him, in a kitchen, in front of everyone; then he had gone dark pink to the ears and tried to take it back. Ilya had never let him. He had picked him up, all of him, and carried him round the kitchen until he laughed. He still did it sometimes, when Luca forgot to be 19. Luca still laughed.
“He’s asleep.”
Shane had followed his eyes. His voice was a sleepy murmur, hoarse from a whole day of shouting Ilya’s name. He was lying on his side, his head on Ilya’s arm, looking at the distant light.
“I know, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s answer was barely a breath, lost in Shane’s hair. He knew that tone, too. Shane would have stood guard at that window all night if he could, counting breaths.
“Mom will call if he wakes up.”
Shane reminded him of it as if Ilya could possibly have forgotten.
“I know that too.”
Ilya tucked the plaid higher over Shane’s shoulder.
Shane tugged the blanket up under his chin, relentless.
“She told you 15 minutes. 15. You get one call, Ilya, and then you leave my grandson alone for one night.”
Ilya drew himself up on the hard boards, very offended.
“I had one call. I am obedient.”
Shane twisted round just far enough to give him a look over his shoulder in the starlight. Ilya felt the laugh start in his husband’s chest before he heard it.
“You are so not obedient. You called at ten to eight. You called at half past eight. He called us at nine, which was lovely, and then you called back at twenty past to ask about Anya, and she picked up before it rang, and she…”
Ilya made a low, offended noise into his hair.
“Your mother was very rude. Very rude!”
Ilya buried his smile in the blanket. Shane’s shoulders were shaking.
“Her words, Ilya, and I quote. Ilya Rozanov, if you ring this house again before breakfast, I will block your number.”
Ilya sniffed against the back of Shane’s neck, deeply wounded.
“That is not a quote. It is a paraphrase.”
Shane squeezed his hand, perfectly deadpan.
“It was very, very close.”
Ilya pressed his face into the back of Shane’s neck, into the clean, warm smell of him, sea salt and coconut, still damp from the bath, and laughed, and felt Shane laugh too; the two of them lay there shaking under the heavy plaid at the end of the dock until the laughter wore down into one long, contented sigh.
He loved that woman. He loved her fiercely, all the way down, in the deep stubborn place under his ribs where he kept the very few people he would have died for. He would never tell her so in a voice she could hear; she would only tell him not to be ridiculous and then go and cry in the pantry. Yuna Hollander had looked at him across her own kitchen table, the first winter, a big frightened Russian with nowhere to go at Christmas, and called him sweetie, and put a second helping on his plate without asking.
David had taught him a jigsaw puzzle. Neither of them had ever made him feel like a guest. Not once. And tonight they had his son in their spare room with a jellyfish lamp and the dinosaur sheets, and were very probably sitting up in their kitchen being glad about it.
His hand had found Shane’s belly under the blanket. He laid it there, wide and warm, over the soft, emptied curve of his lower stomach, still a little stretched and tender from everything it had held, and felt the heat under the skin and the rise and fall of Shane’s breathing, steady as the water.
Shane’s fingers came down and covered his. Under the wool, Ilya’s thumb found the first faint ridge of a stripe and stroked it.
“Still sore, sweetheart?”
Shane let out a long, sleepy hum before he answered.
“Mm. A bit. It’s nice. It’s the loveliest kind of sore. I want to lie here and feel it, and not move for a week.”
Shane wriggled back against him like a cat into a patch of sun.
“Then we do not move. I have decided.”
Shane sighed into the blanket.
“We have to move. He’s home at ten.”
Ilya kissed the curve of his shoulder.
“At ten. Not now.”
Shane gave the words back to him, half asleep, and Ilya could hear the smile in his voice.
“Not now. Not for hours and hours.”
He held him. The boards shifted once under them, and settled. Overhead, so close he could have put up a hand and touched it, the whole river of stars wheeled over the lake; from across the water, the loon called once, long and low and lonely. Shane’s breathing slowed. It deepened. His hand on top of Ilya’s went heavy, and Ilya turned his palm up under it and laced their fingers together, the way he had done night after night.
He thought, drifting, about the breakfast last week when Levi had put down his spoon and looked at them both, very seriously.
“Please can we get a baby sister? And if not a sister, then a goat.”
A goat. Shane had choked on his tea. Luca had laughed until he had to put his head on the table.
And Ilya had looked across the pancakes at his husband, and Shane had looked back. Neither of them had said it out loud yet. Neither of them needed to.
One day. Not yet; not this summer. But one day, a baby in a sling on Shane’s chest at the farmers’ market in town, and Levi walking ahead of them telling everyone it was his. Ilya wanted that so badly some nights that he lay awake with it.
He wanted to be the kind of father who did the night feeds and sang, badly, and walked the corridor at three in the morning without minding at all. He wanted Levi to have someone to boss. He wanted Luca to come home at Christmas with Adrien and find the house even louder than he had left it.
Under the blanket, he spread his fingers a little wider over Shane’s belly; Shane, half asleep, laced his own through them and pressed back, holding Ilya’s hand right there, and Ilya had to close his eyes.
“Ilyusha.”
It was barely a whisper. Shane was nearly gone.
“Yes, Lyubimyy.”
Shane’s voice was beginning to slur.
“Number seven.”
Ilya blinked into the dark. He tried to remember. The list was still in the back pocket of the shorts that were lying on the kitchen floor. Number seven: the bottom of the page, the smaller writing, the smudge.
Whatever you want. I trust you.
“What about it, sweetheart?”
The question went into Shane’s hair on a slow, warm breath.
Shane’s fingers curled tighter around his.
“This.”
Shane’s eyes were closed. His mouth had curved.
“This is what I wanted. This one, here. It’s the one I couldn’t write down.”
It went through Ilya like the horn at the end of a final.
He had been a boy who believed no one would ever want to stay. He had grown into a man who had learned, with great difficulty and massive gratitude, that it was possible to be wrong about that. Now he lay on a plank dock in the dark with a blanket around his shoulders, and everything he had ever wanted in the whole world breathing warm against his chest, and the thought came to him clean and clear. I am not going to lose this. Not ever. I will not let it go. And then, plainer still: I will never let anything hurt him. Not in the dark, and not in the light. His pretty, boring, brilliant husband. His whole heart, in a borrowed Bears sweatshirt.
“Forever now.”
He whispered into Shane’s hair. Shane made a soft sound, right on the edge of sleep.
“Forever now.”
He held him until the sky over the trees began to go grey and the light in the window across the water had gone out at last. Then he gathered him up, blanket and all, carried him back up the wet lawn to the cottage and down the corridor to their bed, and laid him down in the fresh sheets he had put on while Shane soaked.
He slid a pillow under his hips, drew the covers up to his chin and set a glass of water and nutrient bar on the nightstand, with the little tin of Shane's pain relief gel beside it. Shane’s reading glasses were lying folded on top of the book he was rationing out a chapter at a time. Even now, they went to Ilya’s head like the first hit of real vodka after a win.
He had gone the long way, past Levi’s room. He had done it without thinking; his feet did it, the way they had every night for as long as there had been a Levi. The door had stood open a crack. The whale nightlight was off, and the bed was empty. Yuki had lifted her head off the pillow and looked at him with massive contempt; Ilya had stood in the doorway with his husband asleep in his arms and felt his son’s absence low in his stomach, like a missed step on the stairs in the dark. 6 hours. Then breakfast. Then the porch.
“Ilyusha?”
It came out of the pillow, half asleep, shaped like a question. Shane’s hand moved on the sheet, searching.
“I am here.”
Ilya slid in behind him and wound himself round him, chest to back, his palm warm over Shane’s belly.
“I have you, sweetheart. Sleep.”
Shane did not sleep. He reached back, half blind, and found Ilya’s hip, and pulled, with a small, needy whine in the back of his throat.
“Inside. Please. Stay in me all night.”
They had never done that. In 9 years, in all the hotel rooms, with all the clocks and the alarms and the flights, there had never been a night when they could fall asleep like that and stay. The thought of it went through Ilya thick and dark, a pulse of heat that started in his chest and ended in his cock, already stirring against the back of Shane’s thigh. He pressed his face into Shane’s hair and had to breathe for a second before he could move.
Ilya slicked himself with the last of the lube on the nightstand, the gel cool and slippery on his hot skin, lifted Shane’s top leg and set the head of his cock against that puffy rim. It gave for him slowly, sore and tender, the swollen muscle opening over the crown in one long, hot, reluctant kiss, and he slid into him from behind, inch by sleepy inch, into that sore, soft, swollen heat, feeling it close around him, until he was seated all the way and a long, deep, broken sigh of pure contentment left Shane and turned at the end into a low, husky purr. Ilya groaned into his hair, the sound dropping out of him deep and rough, and felt Shane shiver at it. Ilya kissed the back of his neck, slow and open-mouthed, and the top of his spine, and the soft place behind his ear.
He did not push any further than that. He lay with his hips fitted to the curve of Shane’s ass and his top leg slung over Shane’s, pinning him gently, and felt the sore muscle around the base of his cock throb and settle, throb and settle, as it got used to him again. Shane’s fingers found his thigh behind him and dug in, five small points of pressure, and held on through the worst of the sting; then they loosened, one at a time, and his palm went flat and slack on Ilya’s skin. In the half light Ilya could see the side of his face on the pillow, the pink rising on his cheekbone until every freckle there stood out, and the faint, helpless curve at the corner of his mouth.
“There. I am inside you, sweetheart. All night. I am not going anywhere.”
His voice had already dropped to gravel. Then he did not move. He wrapped himself round his husband and held him; Shane clenched around him once, sleepily, a slow, warm squeeze that ran the whole length of Ilya’s cock, with a small mewl into the pillow, turned his head on the pillow for one last lazy, clumsy kiss, and went heavy in his arms, humming, the last of the sound trailing off into his breath.
For a while Ilya simply lay there and let himself feel it. He had never had this, not once: the soft, wet clasp of him with nothing asked of it and nothing hurried; the steady beat of Shane’s heart that he could feel through his back and, fainter, around his cock; the way every time Shane drifted deeper his body loosened round Ilya another fraction, and every time a dream flickered through him it tightened again. Ilya’s hips wanted to move. He told them no. He breathed through his nose and counted Shane’s breaths instead, and his cock throbbed in him with every one, thick and aching and perfectly content.
Ilya did not mean to come. He did not move at all; he was nearly asleep himself. It crept up on him anyway, in the grey light, in the hot wet clasp of Shane’s body around him, in the sleepy flutter of him every time he breathed and the tiny, drowsy whimper that came with each flutter, in the slow rise and fall of Shane’s back against his chest and the sleep-warm smell of his hair, in the soft give and grip around him as every breath went in and out.
It gathered at the base of his spine like heat under a lid, and he came without a single thrust, a low groan breaking up out of his chest, his cock jerking deep in that soft heat in long, shuddering pulses deep inside his sleeping husband, with his face pressed into the back of Shane’s neck and his mouth open on the skin there, kissing it, helpless, the curse growling out of him rough and low against Shane’s skin. Blyat. Shane hummed in his sleep, a husky little purr Ilya felt through his own chest, and pushed back onto him. Ilya stayed exactly where he was. Afterwards he could feel every small consequence of it: the new warmth spreading around him in the dark, slick and spreading; the first lazy trickle escaping round the base of his cock and down the crease of Shane’s thigh onto the sheet; the faint, sleepy clench Shane gave around him, as if even asleep his body knew what it had been given and meant to keep it. Ilya pressed one last kiss under his ear and felt the skin there rise in gooseflesh under his lips.
Somewhere out in the trees, the first bird started up, thin and clear in the grey. Ilya lay and listened to it for a while, one hand over his husband’s heart. Then he closed his eyes.
🏒💛🏒
He woke because Shane was kissing him.
It took him a while to work that out. There was sun on his face, hot and gold through the gap in the curtains, a warm, wet, lazy pressure moving down the side of his neck, and a hand on his chest. For a long, warm, stupid minute he lay there with his eyes shut and thought it was a dream, a very good dream, one he would like to stay in. Then the mouth stopped at his shoulder and sucked, slow and hard, and teeth closed on the muscle there, not gently; the sting of it went straight down his spine, a groan rolled up out of him still thick with sleep, and he opened his eyes.
Shane was propped up on one elbow over him, rumpled and sleep-creased, with his hair sticking straight up at the back and the sheet down round his hips. He was still wearing the Bears sweatshirt. It had slid down off one shoulder in the night, and the bite on his neck had gone a deep, dark, spectacular purple, and there were marks all down his throat that Ilya did not entirely remember making. In the sun he was all gold and pink and dark: the freckles across his nose and cheekbones scattered thick from a summer on the lake, the smooth bare line of his chest where the sweatshirt gaped, a pink stripe across one cheek where the pillow had creased it. His lips were swollen, kissed raw, and wet from Ilya’s shoulder.
His eyes were heavy and soft. He looked, Ilya thought, like he had been very thoroughly fucked, and knew it, and was proud of it.
“Good morning.”
Shane’s greeting was a husky murmur against his skin, thick with sleep, all innocence, with his tooth marks still fresh and stinging on Ilya’s shoulder.
Ilya blinked up at him, sun-blind.
“What time is it?”
Shane had not looked at the clock. He never needed to.
“Seven.”
He smiled, and leaned down and kissed his mouth, slow and deep, then his jaw, then the hollow under his ear. Ilya groaned into it, low and rough, and Shane hummed back, pleased with himself.
“Number six. Bed. Final, if applicable.”
All of Ilya woke up at once. Shane felt it; Ilya’s cock was trapped hard between them, under the sheet, against Shane’s hip; Shane smiled into his throat, wicked, and rolled his hip against it with a low little purr.
Then he shifted half on top of him, slung one thick thigh across Ilya’s hips and settled his weight there, solid and warm, pinning Ilya’s cock flat under the smooth inside of it. Ilya felt the muscle in that thigh flex on purpose, one long, deliberate squeeze that dragged right up the length of him through the sheet. The breath went out of him in a hiss. Shane watched him do it, lazy and gleaming, a cat with a bird it had not yet bothered to catch.
“Lyubimyy. You cannot. You will not be able to walk to the car.”
Ilya’s voice had dropped to a growl on the last word. Shane grinned down at him, unbothered.
“I don’t need to walk to the car. I need to walk to the porch at ten. That’s three hours.”
Then his face went completely serious.
“And the list says if applicable. I think it’s applicable. I’d like to check.”
Ilya looked up at him for a moment, at the sweatshirt and the marks and the bright, kiss-bitten, happy face, and gave up without a fight. He reached up, slid one hand round the back of Shane’s neck and pulled him down into a kiss, growling into his mouth, and Shane made a small, pleased sound against his lips and melted.
Lazy. Sweet. Endless.
Shane did not go easily, all the same. When Ilya’s hands slid down to his hips to turn him, he planted a palm in the middle of Ilya’s chest and pushed, with real weight behind it, and narrowed his eyes; it was his list, his number, his rules, and the look made sure Ilya knew it. Ilya let himself be pushed flat. He let Shane bite his lip, and then his jaw, hard enough to sting, and groaned up into the sun at it. Then he closed both hands round those hips again, thumbs fitting into the bruises he had left there, and held on until the hand on his chest stopped pushing and spread out flat over his heart instead, and Shane let out a put-upon sigh and let him.
He rolled them onto their sides, Shane’s back to his chest, the way they had fallen asleep. He pushed the sweatshirt up and kissed down the length of Shane’s spine, every dip of it, the skin smooth and sleep-warm and faintly salty under his mouth, all the way down to the dip at the base, and then lower, and Shane shivered and arched and pressed his face into the pillow, mewling into the cotton, a breathless little whine that melted into a moan.
He spread him with his thumbs and kissed the swollen skin around the base of the plug, open-mouthed and patient, then licked a hot, flat circle round the stretched rim where it hugged the silicone. Shane went rigid. A sound came out of him that was nearly a yelp, then a long, wavering moan, and his hand shot back to grip Ilya’s curls, though he could not seem to decide whether to push or pull. Ilya stayed exactly where he was and did it again, lazily, tasting salt and the bitter tang of himself, until the hand stopped deciding and only held on. He could feel the muscle there fluttering against his tongue.
He had slipped out of him some time after six, and Shane had reached for the plug on the nightstand and pushed it in himself, half asleep, without a word. Ilya took hold of the base and drew it out now, slow, feeling the soft rim stretch and cling around the swell of it and then let it go, and Shane groaned into the pillow, low and long and rough, and then whined, high and thin, as it left him; Ilya felt the warm slick spill of everything he had put back into him, even after the whole day and the whole night of it, run down over his fingers, and his cock gave a hard, aching throb, and a growl rumbled up out of his chest against Shane’s back.
“Look at you. Still full of me. All night.”
His voice had gone to gravel. He pushed two fingers into that soft, swollen, sloppy hole. They sank to the second knuckle with barely any push at all, and then to the last, into heat so wet and silky that it closed around them like warm oil, and he crooked them, gathered what was spilling out, and pushed his come back in.
Shane sobbed, a tired, glad little sound, then another, smaller, and a husky whimper of Ilya’s name. Ilya barely moved his fingers at all, just feeling him: the heat of him, the softness, the way he still fluttered and clung. He could feel Shane’s heartbeat around his knuckles, a slow, steady thud, and the puffy, tender rim hugging the base of his fingers, and the smooth walls inside, swollen and slick from a whole night of him. When his fingertips brushed that small swollen spot, the lightest touch, a tremor ran through Shane from nape to knees, and he gasped into the pillow, and Ilya eased off it at once and only stroked. He was sore. Ilya could feel how sore he was, the swollen give of him, and he was so careful.
Shane did not want careful. He pushed back onto Ilya’s hand with a cross little growl of his own, sleep-rough and impatient, trying to take the fingers deeper, and Ilya spread his free palm on his hip and held him where he was.
“Nyet. Slowly. You will let me.”
Shane huffed into the pillow. For a few seconds his hips stayed tense under Ilya’s palm, testing the hold; then Ilya curled his fingertips, just barely, and the tension ran out of him all at once, and he went loose and pliant and let Ilya have his way.
He slicked himself with the lube from the nightstand, a lot of it, more than they needed, lifted Shane’s top leg with one hand under the knee and hooked it back over his own thigh, opened him up and slid his cock into him from behind. It took almost a full minute. An inch. A breath. An inch. Ilya felt every one of them: the puffy rim stretching sore and slow over the crown, the hot, slick give inside, the soft, swollen walls parting around him and closing again behind, so tender that Shane flinched and then melted, flinched and melted, the whole way down.
He kissed Shane’s shoulder through every inch of it, and the nape of his neck, and the purple bite, soft, open-mouthed kisses he could feel Shane shiver under, with a low, steady groan of his own that he let Shane feel against his skin. Shane answered every inch with a sound: a whimper, a hitched breath, a long, husky mewl when Ilya was finally seated.
“Is this alright? Not too sore? Words, Lyubimyy.”
Shane purred, a sound before it was an answer. His hand found Ilya’s hip and pulled him in, an inch.
“Perfect. Don’t stop.”
Ilya groaned at that, deep in his chest. He did not stop. He did not really start, either. There was barely any fucking in it at all; there was only lying in the warm sun with the sheets kicked to the bottom of the bed and his husband’s body wrapped around him, rocking. Long, lazy, shallow rolls of his hips, never more than an inch or two. Each one dragged the ridge of his crown over that swollen place inside and drew a fresh, wet heat down the length of him; Shane’s back was hot and damp against his chest, the sweatshirt rucked up under his arms, his skin sticking to Ilya’s and peeling away again with every roll.
From where he lay, Ilya could see all of him that the sweatshirt did not cover: the smooth, freckled shoulder, the purple bite, the long curve of his flank, the round of his hip with Ilya’s thumb pressed into the bruise there, and lower, the heavy thigh hooked back over his own, muscle shifting under silky skin every time Shane rocked to meet him. When he slid his palm along the underside of it, he found it trembling, a fine, constant quiver in a muscle that had been asked for far too much and was still giving.
The birds were going mad outside. The lake was flashing through the gap in the curtain. Shane’s breathing went long and ragged, catching on little moans at the bottom of every roll; his hand came back, found Ilya’s hip and held on. Ilya kissed his way up the side of his throat to the hinge of his jaw and fastened his mouth there, sucking a slow, wet mark into the skin just under it, dragging his teeth over the spot until Shane gasped and clenched around him, let out a soft, breathless keen that trailed away into a whine, and tipped his head to give him more.
“So wet still. So loose and soft for me. You slept on my cock, Lyubimyy. You slept full of me. 8 times I have bred you, and now I am going to give you one more, so you are still full of me when our son comes home.”
Every word went into Shane’s ear in a growl so low and rough it barely sounded like Ilya’s own voice. Shane whimpered into the pillow and pushed back onto his cock. Ilya felt the head of it bump that swollen spot inside him on every lazy roll and felt Shane’s hole flutter and clench and suck at him. He slid his hand down from Shane’s chest to the soft lower curve of his belly and pressed there, gently, and felt his own cock moving inside him through the skin; Shane moaned, long and husky, a sound Ilya felt under his palm as much as heard.
It built so gradually that Ilya did not notice it building. It was just there, all at once, a deep warm swell in the bottom of his spine; in Shane, too, he could feel it, rolling through him in slow waves like the lake against the dock posts. Every wave pulled a sound out of him: a purr, a whimper, a breath that was almost Ilya’s name.
Ilya felt himself coming too soon and stopped, pressed deep, until the swell in his spine ebbed back. Shane made a wounded sound and clenched around him in punishing squeezes, three of them, hard enough to make Ilya’s eyes cross. Fuck. He bit the back of Shane’s shoulder in revenge, and Shane laughed, a breathless little laugh that melted into a moan when Ilya started rocking again.
Ilya slid his hand lower, wrapped it around his cock and found him hard and wet, hot and smooth in his palm, the soft fine hair at the root damp with sweat, and so sensitive that he jerked at the first touch and whimpered, high and thin, and then sobbed once under his breath.
“Too much, sweetheart?”
Ilya kept his hand still, waiting.
Shane shook his head against the pillow, breathless.
“Slow. Please.”
Ilya closed his fist around him and growled into his hair.
“Your pretty cock is so wet for me. Still. After everything. Feel it, Lyubimyy. Feel how hard I make you, even now.”
Shane whined, long and thin, and the whine melted into a string of husky, wordless mewls. He was leaking all over Ilya’s fist; his ass was clenching around Ilya’s cock on every stroke, holding him in, and his hand on Ilya’s hip would not let go either.
Ilya stroked him in time, groaning low with every roll of his hips, a steady rumble against Shane’s back. He pressed his lips to the purple bite on Shane’s shoulder, then turned Shane’s face round over his shoulder with a hand on his jaw and kissed his mouth, deep and wet and lazy, and kept kissing him, tongue sliding against tongue, while he rocked into him, and rocked, and rocked, and Shane came first, hardly a sound this time, only a husky, broken purr swallowed into Ilya’s mouth, on his cock: a long shuddering exhale, then a thin warm spill over Ilya’s fingers.
Ilya felt it inside before anything else: the soft walls around him going tight, then tighter, then breaking into long, slow pulses that pulled at the whole length of him, Shane’s cock twitching in his fist in time with them. That deep, rippling grip inside drew Ilya over the edge after him, and he came in Shane’s ass, the heat cracking open at the base of his spine and pouring out of him, deep and endless, his cock jerking against those sore, clinging walls, his face buried in Shane’s hair and Shane’s name in his mouth, groaned out of him deep and rough and long, with a growl at the end of it that shook against Shane’s spine.
When it let go of him, it let go of both of them at once. Shane slumped back against his chest with a long, shuddering sigh, and Ilya’s arm tightened round him without being told. His fist was sticky; he lifted it, and Shane, without opening his eyes, caught his wrist, drew it to his mouth and licked his own come off Ilya’s knuckles, lap after lap, with a smug little hum. Ilya groaned into the back of his neck and felt his spent cock twitch, uselessly, inside him.
They lay there in the sun for a long time afterwards, sweaty and sticky and stuck together, Ilya softening slowly inside him and the warm wet slip of it running out around him onto the sheet. Neither of them counted.
Shane’s fingers found his on the sheet and tapped them, three times, sleepy. Ilya tapped back. Yes. Still yes. Always.
🏒💛🏒
He got as far as the shower before Shane came to collect one of his nine.
He was standing under the water with his head bowed and his eyes shut, letting it pound the ache out of his shoulders, when the glass door opened behind him, and a hand slid round his hip. He turned with a low, rough hum of welcome. Shane was there in the steam, naked and marked all over and smiling; in the bright bathroom light every mark was on show, the bitten throat, the purple shoulder, the fingerprints on both hips gone to yellow-edged blue, the pink scrape of stubble burn across his chest, and the water ran over all of them and made them shine; as Ilya watched, he got down on his knees on the wet tiles in front of him, careful and deliberate, and looked up through the water running into his eyes, and his voice, when it came, was all husky scrape.
“Number one. Of nine. Stand still, Ilyusha. Hands on the wall.”
Ilya put his hands on the wall with a groan. His cock, which he would have sworn had nothing left in it, rose to meet Shane’s mouth. Traitor.
The tiles were cool and slick under his palms. He spread his fingers on them and pressed, and the cold ran up his arms, and it helped not at all. Below him, Shane knelt with his knees planted wide on the wet floor for balance, the heavy muscle of his thighs folded under him and gleaming, his soft cock lying against one of them, his face tipped up into the spray, and the sight hit Ilya low and hot, right under the ribs.
Shane took his sweet time. He kissed the jut of Ilya’s hip first, open-mouthed, and the crease of his thigh, and nipped the inside of it until Ilya hissed and the hiss broke into a growl. He held his cock in one long-fingered hand and looked at it, heavy and flushed and stiffening, deeply satisfied, the way he looked at game tape, and purred. He licked a flat stripe up the underside from his balls to the tip, and Ilya’s breath left him in a low, shaking groan.
He felt every bit of it: the hot, flat drag of that tongue over the vein, the water sluicing over the wet trail it left, the little catch where it flicked under the crown. He wrapped his lips around the head and suckled it, humming, his tongue working under the foreskin, while the water ran down over both of them; his eyes never left Ilya’s face. Then he sank down, an inch and then another, and Ilya felt the head of his cock nudge the back of Shane’s throat, and press, and slide on down into the tight wet heat beyond it, and he groaned out loud, deep and raw, the sound bouncing back at him off the glass, and his fingers scraped on the tiles.
His right hand came off the wall on its own. He did not decide it; it was halfway to Shane’s jaw before he knew it had moved. At once the heat around him was gone. Shane sat back with a displeased hiss, water streaming down his face, and gave the wandering hand a long, pointed look.
“Wall, Ilyusha. Both hands.”
The sound that came out of Ilya was pathetic, and he knew it. He put the hand back. He flattened it on the tiles beside the other and locked his thighs to keep his hips still, shaking with it, and only then did Shane lean in again, lick the bead of wet at the tip of him and sink back down, inch by inch, all the way, until his nose pressed into the damp blond hair at the base and Ilya could feel his throat working around the head.
“Bozhe. Shane. Lyubimyy. Your mouth…”
It came out of him in a deep, husky groan. Shane hummed around him, a long purr that Ilya felt all the way down his cock. He pulled off with a wet, filthy sound, licked his swollen lips with a small, greedy moan and smiled.
“You can hold my hair. You can fuck my mouth, if you’re gentle. I want you to.”
Shane’s voice had gone husky as smoke. Ilya slid one hand off the tiles and wound it into the wet black hair, careful. He rocked his hips forward, shallow, and watched his cock slide in and out between those red, stretched, beautiful lips; watched Shane’s eyes water and his throat swallow around him; felt that tight wet heat flutter and squeeze around the head every time he swallowed, his tongue pressing soft and slick along the underside; heard the wet, muffled moans Shane made on every stroke and the little whimpers when he went deep; felt Shane’s hands grip the backs of his thighs and pull him in deeper, nails biting in. Ilya was growling now, low and steady, without meaning to. It did not take long. He would have sworn there was nothing left in him to give. There was.
His voice had dropped so low it barely held words. What came out of him was half sentences, broken and filthy and adoring, things he would never be able to repeat afterwards, moy, moy, vot tak, over and over, while his thumb stroked the wet hair at Shane’s temple. Shane’s eyes went heavy-lidded at the sound. He hummed, a deep, rumbling purr, and Ilya felt it in his balls.
“Sweetheart. I am close. I am… Bozhe, Shane…”
He came with a shout that rang off the glass, a snarl tearing out of the end of it, pulsing hot down his husband’s throat, his thighs shaking and his balls drawn up tight, every pulse pulled out of him by the working of that throat; Shane swallowed every drop with a muffled, greedy moan, pulled off and licked him clean, thorough and smug, purring, while Ilya leaned on the wall and shook.
Shane sat back on his heels in the spray, wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist and looked up at him, his voice gone to a ruined, husky rasp.
“Eight more.”
Ilya slid down the wall onto the tiles beside him, pulled his husband into his lap under the water and kissed the taste of himself out of his mouth, salt and bitter and warm on Shane’s tongue, and Shane mewled into it, boneless and happy. They were going to be late. He could not have cared less; he had his husband in his lap and the hot water drumming on his shoulders, and the whole world could wait.
Still, he checked. He always checked. He tipped Shane’s face up with two fingers under his jaw and rubbed his thumb along the hinge of it, where the muscle had worked hardest, and felt it ease under the pressure; he stroked the front of his throat, from chin to collarbone, and then reached down for his knees, which had gone red and dented from the tiles.
“Your throat. Your knees. Words, Shane.”
Shane rolled his eyes at him, fond and frayed, and turned his head to kiss the inside of Ilya’s wrist.
“Sore throat. Happy knees. I’m good, Ilyusha. I promise.”
Ilya bent anyway and kissed each knee, the red one and the redder one, and then the bruise on the inside of his thigh, while the water drummed down on his back and Shane purred in his lap.
🏒💛🏒
It was twenty past nine when Ilya came out of the shower. Shane was standing in the middle of the bedroom in a towel, staring at himself in the long mirror on the wardrobe door in real horror.
Ilya stopped in the doorway, dripping, and looked too.
It was impressive. He had to admit it was fucking impressive. There was the bite on the joint of Shane’s neck and shoulder, a dark, livid purple with a perfect ring of teeth marks at the centre. There was a second one, smaller, lower down on his collarbone, that Ilya had no memory of at all. There were three hickeys up the side of his throat in a neat line, like stepping stones, and a fourth right under the hinge of his jaw. There were long red scratches in pairs down his ribs where Ilya had held on to him in their bed; on his hips, on both sides, there was a full set of fingerprints, each one dark and blue and precise. His inner thighs were a map. His mouth was swollen. He was standing with his feet slightly apart, and he had not moved them once since Ilya came in.
Shane’s voice was faint. He was talking to the mirror.
“It is July, Ilya. It is going to be 30 degrees today. My father is going to be here in 40 minutes. My mother is going to be here in 40 minutes. What am I meant to wear?”
Ilya thought about it seriously.
“A scarf? A big damn scarf?”
Shane threw the towel at him. Ilya deserved it; he knew that. He did not give a shit.
He found a turtleneck, in the end, a soft, thin black cotton one at the very back of the wardrobe that had belonged to Ilya and been stolen years ago, and it covered the throat and most of the bite, if Shane did not turn his head too fast. He found the loosest, softest track pants he owned. He put them on slowly, standing in the middle of the floor and lifting each foot about two inches. Ilya, who had made the bed, opened all the windows, put the kettle on and hidden every bottle of lube in every room of the house in the space of 11 minutes, stood by the dresser and watched him do it, and tried very hard not to look as unbearably smug as he felt.
In the same 11 minutes, he had also made the batter for hockey-stick pancakes and left it in the fridge under a plate, in case Ojiichan’s had not been up to standard. They would not have been. No one’s were, according to Levi, except Kaasan’s; and Otousan’s, on a Sunday, if he did the blueberries in a smiley face and did not burn the stick.
He failed. Shane looked up, caught his face in the mirror, and pointed one finger at him.
“Not one fucking word.”
Ilya held up both hands, dripping on the rug.
“I have not said one word.”
Shane pointed harder.
“Your face is saying it. Your face is saying it very loudly.”
Ilya did not even try to hide the grin.
“My face is only proud of you, Lyubimyy.”
At 10 o’clock exactly, Yuna’s car came down the drive.
Ilya had been on the porch since twenty to. He had been pretending to fix the swing. Shane had watched him pretend through the kitchen window and kept his opinions to himself, which was how Ilya knew he had been standing at the window since twenty to as well.
Levi was out of it before it had properly stopped. He came across the gravel at a dead run with Anya bounding along beside him, Sharky in one fist and his overnight bag dragging behind him by one strap, shouting all of it at once, at the top of his voice.
“Otousan! We went in the canoe! And we did s’mores, and my marshmallow went on fire, and Ojiichan fell in the lake!”
He hit Ilya at the bottom of the porch steps at full speed; Ilya swung him up in the air, held on tight and buried his face in his son’s neck.
There was toasted marshmallow stuck somewhere in his hair, and his cheek was cool and damp from the lake air, and under all of it, faint and sweet, was the pear of his own shampoo from the clownfish bottle he had insisted on packing. Ilya breathed him in, long and deep, until his lungs were full of his son, and felt the knot he had carried in his chest all night let go at last, like a skate lace pulled loose after a game, and the whole house come back to life around them.
He did not put him down. Levi did not ask to be put down. He settled on Ilya’s hip, right where he had always fitted, wrapped his legs round his Otousan’s middle and took Ilya’s face between both of his sticky little hands so that he would pay proper attention. Then he told him about the heron.
There had been a heron. Ojiichan had woken him before breakfast, in the grey, and they had crept down to the water in their pyjamas with a blanket. The heron had been standing in the reeds on one leg, very tall and very grumpy, and had not wobbled once; it had looked at Levi, and Levi had looked at it, and then it had flown away with its legs hanging down behind it.
He told it in Russian, with the Japanese word for heron dropped in the middle, his eyes so wide and so blue and so like Ilya’s own that Ilya had to look over his head at David for a second. David was standing by the trunk of the car, pretending very hard to look for something, and he had gone pink.
“It was the best heron, Otousan. Ojiichan says it waited for me specially.”
Ilya kissed his sticky cheek.
“Of course it did. Any heron with sense would wait for you.”
Levi nodded, deeply satisfied.
Levi’s plait had come half undone in the night; one was still neat, Kaasan’s neat, and the other had been redone by someone else and was already giving up. Levi tugged at it, very patient about it, and leaned in with a whisper that carried to the end of the drive.
“Obaachan tried. It was very kind of her. But it is not the right braid. Only Kaasan’s is the right braid.”
Then Levi saw Shane.
Shane had come out onto the porch behind Ilya. Slowly. He had come down the first step like a man walking out onto new ice, one hand on the rail, and had stopped there, smiling a very bright, very normal smile, in a black turtleneck, in July. Ilya put his free hand back without looking and found the small of Shane’s back; partly because it was where his hand lived, and partly to hold him up.
Levi looked at him with deep suspicion over Ilya’s shoulder, one fist still knotted in Ilya’s T-shirt. Ojiichan had spent the whole of yesterday teaching him new English words, and he was very proud of them; he tried them out now, loud enough for the whole drive.
“Kaasan. Why you walk so funny?”
There was a short silence on the porch.
David, who was getting the overnight bags out of the trunk, made a strangled little sound, put his head into the car and kept it there. Yuna came round the hood of the car with the cool bag over her arm, took one long, comprehensive look at her son, standing on the steps in a turtleneck holding on to the rail, and then turned her head and looked at Ilya. Her face did not change at all. Ilya felt himself go hot for the first time in about 10 years. Russians did not blush. Russians did not fucking blush.
“I hurt my back.”
That was in English, for the benefit of everyone on the drive, very bright. Levi looked at him a moment longer, unconvinced, and then delivered his diagnosis in the same careful English.
“Otousan must kiss it. Then is better.”
Shane did not stop smiling. He did not move his lips either; he only switched, smoothly, into Russian.
“Otousan has done quite enough.”
Ilya laughed until he had to put Levi down, went inside and swore into a tea towel for a full minute. Blyat. Blyat, blyat, blyat.
When he came back, Levi had moved on entirely. He was sitting on the bottom step with his overnight bag open between his feet, unpacking it for Shane item by item, holding each one up and announcing it in his most serious voice: one toothbrush, used. One Sharky, slightly toasted at the fin. One drawing of a heron, in green crayon, done with Ojiichan at the kitchen table after breakfast, with the legs very long and the eye very stern, which Levi explained in Japanese to his Obaachan and then again in Russian to his Kaasan in case either of them had missed anything.
A little later, Shane was sitting on the porch swing, very carefully, on a cushion he had certainly not been sitting on before, with Levi standing between his knees and Sharky supervising from the rail. He had pulled the bad plait loose and was combing out the long silky hair with his fingers, and Levi stood with his eyes half shut and his head tipped back into his Kaasan’s hands.
Yuna sat on the top step with a coffee, watching them. She clearly knew exactly what had happened in this house overnight and had decided, as a matter of policy, to think about herons.
Ilya went and sat down on the swing beside his husband, close, so that their thighs pressed together. He put his arm along the back of it, then around Shane’s shoulders; his hand found the back of Shane’s neck above the turtleneck, his thumb rubbing under the hairline.
Shane leaned into it without looking up from the braid. He never needed to. Levi leaned back against Shane’s knees and then, claiming what was his, put one hand on Ilya’s knee as well, so that he was touching both of them at once, and sighed, and was content.
Ilya sat in the sun on his own porch, with his husband under one hand and his son under the other, Obaachan pretending not to cry into her coffee at the top of the steps and the lake flashing beyond the pines. He could not think of a better hour in the whole of his life.
Luca and Adrien came home just before lunch. Luca was out of the Jeep before Adrien had turned off the engine, and he did not hover in the doorway, and he did not wait to be asked; he crossed the gravel and walked straight into Shane’s arms, careful of him, as if he were made of glass, with one flick of his eyes to the turtleneck; then straight into Ilya’s, with his forehead on Ilya’s shoulder for a good while, warm from the drive and smelling like vanilla and almond, the way he always did. Ilya held on. He rocked him. He kissed his curls.
“Lukasha. Lukasha. Lukasha.”
Once for each day it felt like he had been gone.
Then Luca stepped back and looked at Kaasan in his turtleneck, at Kaasan’s careful way of standing, and at Otousan, who went a darker pink than Shane, all the way to his ears. He opened his mouth. He closed it. He pointed one finger at Ilya, accusing, turned round and went into the house without a word. Adrien, coming up the steps behind him with the hamper, looked at all three of them, and at the turtleneck, and grinned so wide that Ilya was forced to put him in a headlock until he stopped.
Yuna and David stayed for one more coffee and went home to their own dock, and left the cool bag behind on the counter: a pot of miso, a row of rice balls wrapped in cling film, and a tub of cut peaches with a sticky note on the lid in Yuna’s square capitals that read FOR SHANE, underlined twice. Ilya looked at it for a long moment and did not look at the porch, and felt his ears go hot all over again.
Then he went back out, bent over the swing and lifted his husband off it, cushion and all.
“Ilya. I can walk. I walked to the porch.”
Shane was scandalised. He also had both arms round Ilya’s neck before he had finished being scandalised, and his cheek on Ilya’s shoulder.
“You walked to the porch. Very brave. Now you are finished walking for today.”
Ilya meant every word. This was the other half of last night, the half that made the first half possible, and he had been looking forward to it almost as much.
He had built the nest in the 9 minutes between the pancake batter and the porch: every cushion off every chair in the house, the pillows from their bed, both plaids, the heating pad from the hall cupboard, and the good fleece blanket off Luca’s bed, which Luca would pretend not to notice was missing. It took up most of the sectional. Ilya laid Shane down in the middle of it on his side, the way that would hurt him least, tucked the heating pad in against the small of his back and drew the plaid up to his chin; Shane sank into it with a long, helpless groan of pleasure and shut his eyes.
Levi had followed them in with Sharky. He inspected the nest from every side with his hands behind his back, like Kaasan inspecting a line change, and then came and leaned on Ilya’s leg to deliver his verdict.
“Kaasan stays in the nest. That is the rule now. Sharky is guarding.”
He put Sharky on the arm of the sectional, facing the door, and Anya climbed up without being asked and lay down across Shane’s feet like a sandbag. When Adrien came in with the hamper and moved to sit on the end of the sectional, Levi grabbed a fistful of Ilya’s T-shirt, went pink, and was brave anyway.
“Adri, no! Is Kaasan nest. You sit on… um… pol. Floor. Is rule.”
Adrien sat on the floor at once, very meekly, and leaned back against the sectional by Shane’s knees. Shane laughed into the plaid until he had to stop because it hurt, and Ilya put his hand on top of Levi’s head and left it there, because his son had just told off a grown man in English and Ilya was so proud he could not have spoken.
Then he fed him. He heated the miso and brought it in a bowl with a spoon and a folded tea towel, sat on the edge of the nest and gave it to him a spoonful at a time, blowing on each one first, while Shane rolled his eyes and opened his mouth like a baby bird and did not once try to take the spoon. Rice balls, broken into halves. Peaches, one slice at a time, the juice running down Shane’s wrist so that Ilya had to lick it off. Between spoonfuls he kissed him: the corner of his mouth, the tip of his nose, the freckle under his eye, his forehead, the little dent on the bridge of his nose where the reading glasses sat. Levi counted the kisses out loud in Japanese from the floor beside Adrien, eating a hockey-stick pancake with his fingers that Ilya had made him anyway, because the batter was there, and gave up at twenty.
Luca came out of his room in the end, still pink, with two mugs of tea.
“I am bringing tea. I am not looking at anything. I am only bringing tea.”
He set Shane’s mug down on the side table within reach and kissed the top of his head on the way past, still not looking at anything, which was Luca all over, then folded himself onto the floor beside Adrien with his own.
Shane was asleep before his tea was cold. Ilya slid in behind him on the nest, very carefully, and gathered him back against his chest the way he had on the dock, his palm warm and wide on Shane’s belly under the plaid. He did not get up for an hour. He did not want to. Every so often Shane stirred, and Ilya kissed the back of his neck above the turtleneck until he settled; once, half awake, Shane felt for his hand and tapped it three times, and Ilya tapped back.
By the time the first of the team’s cars came down the drive in the afternoon, Shane could walk almost normally. He did not get the chance to prove it. Ilya carried him down the lawn to the dock before the first car door had slammed, plaid and cushion and all, with Levi marching ahead holding Sharky and the sun cream up like a flag, and set him in the big wooden chair at the end with his feet up on the cooler and a cold drink in his hand. He carried him back up again when the coals were ready. After that he kept a hand on him. On his hip, at the barbecue, where he fetched every plate and every drink and cut Shane’s burger in half without being asked. On the back of his neck, when Cliff was being loud. Round his waist, on the dock, with every Bear on the lake watching and his whole family in the water below them. No one said a word about it. No one ever would again.
 🏒💛🏒
That night, after the barbecue, after the last of the Bears had been herded back to their cabins along the lake road, there had been the bath, and three stories on the sectional, one in Russian from Otousan and one in Japanese from Kaasan and one from Luca with all the voices, and then one film, because it was the holidays. Levi fell asleep on Ilya’s chest before the second song, his fist knotted in Ilya’s T-shirt and his new plaits, Kaasan’s plaits, the right ones, lying over Ilya’s heart.
Luca lay with his head in Shane’s lap and his feet in Ilya’s. Adrien sat on the floor with his back against the sofa, mouthing the Russian subtitles, and tipped his head back against Shane’s knee.
“How do you say heron?”
The question was only a whisper, tipped up towards Shane, but Luca told him before Shane could, with a hand in his hair; Adrien got it wrong, and Levi corrected him in his sleep.
Ilya carried him to bed. Shane came too, slowly, holding the rail. They tucked him in between them: the whales, the dinosaur sheets that had come home in the rucksack, the jellyfish lamp back on its shelf, Sharky on the pillow where the rules required. Shane kissed his forehead. Ilya kissed his hair. Levi, 90 per cent asleep, put out one hand and patted each of their faces in turn, one, two, like a goalie checking his posts, found the right number and went back to sleep. Yuki watched it all from the windowsill. She had not forgiven anyone for anything. Not yet.
Luca came to find them before he went to bed. He did that now as well. He came and stood in the doorway of the living room in his pyjamas with his hair on end, and did not wait, and did not ask; he walked straight into Shane’s arms by the fire for his goodnight, and then into Ilya’s. Ilya held on longer than he needed to.
He kissed his son’s hair.
“I am glad you are home, Lukasha.”
Luca had once had to be coaxed out of his room for a week before he would let anyone hug him at all. Now he hugged back, hard, with his face in Ilya’s shirt.
“Me too, Otousan. And the swan was definitely following us.”
Then he went off down the corridor yawning, to where Adrien was waiting with the door open.
Ilya watched him go. Then he looked across the room at his husband, and Shane was already looking at him, with the same face: the one that told him they had made this, all of it, out of nothing, out of 8 years of hotel rooms, and it was real, and no one could have it back.
Then Ilya lifted him off the sectional, which Shane had stopped objecting to somewhere around the second burger, carried him down the corridor and ran the bath again: hot, a double handful of the salts, the row of Shane's creams waiting on the bench. He did not climb in this time. He knelt on the heated tiles beside the tub with his sleeves pushed up and washed him, slowly, and when he had dried every inch of him, from his silky, growing hair, he kissed every mark he had made, one at a time, in order, the way Levi named the stars.
The bite at the joint of his neck. The second one on his collarbone, which he still did not remember. The four stepping stones up his throat. The scratches down his ribs; the fingerprints on both hips, every single one; the map on the insides of his thighs; the red dents the shower tiles had left in his knees. Shane lay back on the bench with his eyes shut and counted them for him under his breath, lost count somewhere past thirty, laughed, and let him go on.
“You missed one.”
Shane held up his wrist without opening his eyes. There was nothing on it but a freckle, the same one that had been there for 9 years.
“That is not a mark, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya kissed it anyway, and then the palm, and then each finger in turn; Shane had known he would. Afterwards Shane put one of Ilya's tanks back on, out of what he called principle, and Ilya tucked him into bed with the lamp and the book and a fresh cup of tea, and went back to the kitchen.
Then there were the dishes, and a long negotiation about whether Anya could sleep on Levi’s bed, which Anya won, and a separate, frostier one with Yuki, which no one won; and at last Ilya went into the kitchen to turn off the lights, and found the list.
He had forgotten the damn thing. Shane must have found it in the pocket of his shorts on the kitchen floor that morning, while Ilya was in the shower. It was back on the fridge, under the hockey-puck magnet, smoothed flat. Someone had gone down it in the same black ink, very neatly, and put a small, precise tick at the end of every line, one through six. At the bottom, next to number seven, there were two ticks.
Underneath it, in the same small, square, careful hand, there was a new line.
8. Again. Soon. (Mandatory.)
Ilya stood in the dark kitchen and looked at it for ages, smiling so hard it hurt.
Of course, Shane had found it. Of course, he had fucking ticked it.
Then he took the pen off the counter and wrote one word underneath, in his own elegant, sloping handwriting. He turned off the light and went down the long corridor to their room at the end, past the boys’ doors, both of them left open a crack, both of them breathing, to bed. His husband was waiting for him with the lamp on, his reading glasses on his nose and the book open, and lifted the covers for him without looking up.
Ilya climbed in. He fitted himself around Shane’s back, the way they always fell asleep, laid his hand warm and wide over his husband’s belly and pressed his mouth to the back of his neck, just above the edge of the turtleneck that he had not taken off.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Shane put down the book. He took off his glasses, folded them, set them on the nightstand and laid his hand over Ilya’s.
“I love you too, Ilyusha. Forever.”
On the fridge, under the magnet, in the dark, the one word in Ilya’s big sloping scrawl was Da.
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  Shane POV 
By the second week, Shane had stopped being surprised by the way the cottage behaved at dawn.
It filled from the bottom up. First came Anya, whose claws on the tiles were the opening bell of every single morning, skittering from her basket by the sectional to the foot of the stairs and back again, her tail going, because waking the house was her job and she took it very seriously indeed.
Then the soft pad of bare feet on the stairs. Then the thump of a small body launching itself onto the bed like a sack of flour.
Levi didn’t knock any more.
Once, in the first week, he had stood in the doorway in his shark pyjamas with one hand on the frame.
“Should I knock, Kaasan?”
The question had come out so carefully, every word set down with the care of a small boy carrying an egg on a spoon. Shane had got down on his knees on the rug so that their eyes were level.
“No, Lyovushka. This door is never going to be a door you have to knock on.”
Shane had kept his voice gentle, his hands on the small shoulders.
“Not ever. Not for any reason.”
Levi had looked at him for a measuring second, the way he looked at anything he suspected might be taken back and then nodded once and gone back to bed.
The next morning there had been a weight on the mattress at 6 o’clock sharp. A little nose against Shane’s neck, a waft of sweet pear from the shampoo out of the clownfish bottle, a cold little hand on his cheek, and a whisper that was meant to be quiet and wasn’t quite.
“Kaasan. It’s light.”
Shane had not minded, not for a single moment, being the person that small voice went to first. He suspected he never would. He had spent most of his twenties being the person everyone went to first for things he didn’t want to be asked; this was the exact opposite of that, and he would have got up at four for it, every day, for the rest of his life.
It was light every morning at the cottage. It came in across the lake, pale and gold, through the wall of glass, and fell across the bed in long warm stripes. Every morning Shane would lift one arm without opening his eyes, and a small, warm body would burrow into the space beneath it and fit itself against his ribs; two cold feet found their way between his calves. Every single time. Christ, they were cold.
Shane ran cold himself. Levi ran colder. Neither of them had ever worked out why the furnace behind them didn’t mind. It never did; the furnace just hooked a heavy calf over all four of their feet at once and grumbled, and went on sleeping.
“Good morning, Lyovushka. Did you sleep?”
Shane curled his arm tighter around the small back and kissed the sleep-ruffled black curls, his thumb on the little knob at the top of Levi’s spine. Levi smelled like sweet pear, warm and sleepy, and Shane breathed him in. God, he loved this.
Levi nuzzled into his collarbone. One little hand crept up and took a fistful of Shane’s T-shirt like a lifeline, making very sure Shane wasn’t going anywhere; his voice was still blurred around the edges, half in whatever dream he had climbed out of.
“Yes. Sharky did too. Yuki kept the bed warm.”
Behind Shane, the arm that had been wrapped round his waist all night tightened. It drew them both back against a chest as hot as a furnace, and a low rumble of satisfaction went through the mattress. Shane felt it in his spine and in his teeth: the sound of his massive, beautiful menace of a husband being content and refusing, on principle, to admit that he was awake. A hand settled over Shane’s stomach under the T-shirt, warm and possessive; a mouth found the back of his neck. The bastard was awake and had clearly been lying there waiting.
“It is not light yet. It is a lie.”
Ilya informed the pillow of this, deep and sleepy, without opening his eyes.
Levi was having none of it. He wriggled round with enormous care, elbows somewhere in Shane’s stomach and one knee in a place Shane preferred not to think about, thank you very much, until he could reach over Shane’s shoulder and pat Ilya’s cheek, firm and businesslike, twice.
“It’s light, Otousan. Look. There’s a bird.”
He nodded at the window and waited to be proved right. The curtains glowed gold all around their edges, and outside, on the deck rail, there was in fact a bird; a fat little chickadee with its head on one side, looking in at them. It clearly wanted to know what all the fuss was about.
Ilya opened one eye. He looked at the bird. He looked at the bird for long enough that Shane could practically hear him calculating whether there was any way at all to win this, and then he conceded.
“Blyat. There is a bird.”
It came out deep and wounded, and Levi patted his cheek again, kindly, in victory.
His blond curls were flattened on one side, a pillow crease ran down his cheek, and Shane wanted to kiss every inch of the damage. Instead, he lay there and let Ilya roll the pair of them over and scoop them in against his chest; Ilya tucked his chin on top of Levi’s head and wedged Shane’s face into the crook of his neck with one hand on the back of his skull.
“Five more minutes.”
They had five more minutes. They almost always did.
Ilya’s thumb had found the curve of Shane’s hip and settled in the soft hollow there, as it did every morning. Checking he was still there, probably. His other hand covered Levi’s back, the whole of it, from the back of his neck to the waistband of his pyjamas.
Shane lay in the warm, sleepy, tangled pile of his family with Levi’s cold feet wedged against his shin and Ilya’s heartbeat thudding against his cheek and watched the gold light climb the ceiling over the beams.
Sandalwood and alpine spice on one side of him. Sweet pear on the other. Down on the lawn, a sprinkler ticked.
It was the not-thinking he treasured most.
It was a skill he had found, and one that had come back to him slowly. As a kid, he could shut his mind off at will with a hockey stick in his hands. Then he grew up and forgot how, for the better part of 12 years. 12 years. Christ.
Somewhere in the long, hard, bright blur of the season they had just won, he had stopped bracing for the next blow. It hadn’t happened all at once, of course; nothing good ever did.
It had been lots of small things. A locker room where no one looked at him wrong. A coach who asked what he needed instead of what he could cover. A morning in February when he had walked into practice and realised, halfway through the warm-up, that no one on the ice was watching to see what he would do.
He had nearly fallen over. Ilya had been at his side in two strides, a glove on the back of his neck.
“Sweetheart? What is wrong?”
Shane couldn’t explain it without crying in a rink.
“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.”
He had meant it, for possibly the first time in his career. Pathetic, maybe. He didn’t care.
For years he had done the work of three fucking people. He had been the captain, the translator, the shield. He had been the one who spoke so that Ilya wouldn’t have to, who smiled so that the press wouldn’t look closer, who gave the bland, polite, perfectly Canadian answer in front of every camera and went home and threw up. Every fucking time.
He had carried the whole load of being the only one in every room who looked the way he did, with a secret on top of it that could have ended both their careers in one photograph.
He hadn’t known how heavy it had been, not until someone took some of it off him.
Now there was a little boy asleep again against his chest, thumb tucked into his own fist, Sharky’s worn fin pressed to his cheek. There was a huge man wrapped around both of them, warm and heavy and breathing deep, who would burn the world to the ground before it laid a finger on either of them. The gold cross lay against Shane’s cheekbone, small and warm from Ilya’s skin. Nothing to carry but them.
Just the warm weight of the two of them pressing into him, and his own hands free at last to hold on.
It was, Shane thought, the lightest he had ever felt. Ilya had done that. Ilya, who had never asked him to be anything, who took the flaws and the lists and the colour-coded binders and the five a.m. alarms and called them his favourite, most boring things, and kissed him on the forehead every time Shane said sorry for them, until Shane had mostly stopped apologising.
Mostly. He was working on it, okay.
When the five minutes were up (they were 20, they were always 20), Ilya got up first, groaning like a bear leaving a cave; he stood by the bed in his boxers and stretched until his spine cracked, then bent down and scooped Levi up out of the duvet and onto his shoulders in one movement, still half asleep, with Sharky dangling from one fist.
Levi woke up the moment he was up there. He always did. He wound both hands into Ilya’s curls like reins and leaned forward over Ilya’s head to issue the day’s first orders, which were, as always, pancakes; even if he didn’t always get them, he still tried.
Shane lay in the warm hollow they had left and watched them go: his massive husband ducking automatically under the doorframe, Levi ducking too, flat on top of Ilya’s head with a giggle, and the pair of them heading off down the corridor in a low, rumbling, squeaking conversation about whether bears ate pancakes, and whether bears had to brush their teeth first.
He heard Ilya bang on Luca’s door on the way past, twice, a fist that knew exactly how hard to knock. He heard the door open, and Adrien’s sleepy voice, and Luca’s, and then four sets of feet on the stairs instead of two.
He got up. There was a list on the fridge for the day, in his own neat capitals with a magnet in the shape of a hockey puck, and it had PANCAKES at the top of it, underlined twice by someone else in blue crayon.
By the time he came down, Ilya was at the stove with Levi on his hip and Luca at his elbow, Luca in one of Ilya’s stolen hoodies with the sleeves over his hands, yawning, leaning against Ilya’s side the way he had leant against no one, a year ago, unless he was falling.
Ilya flipped a pancake one-handed and put his free arm round Luca’s shoulders without looking; he pressed a kiss into the top of that blond head and ruffled it until it stood up in a rooster’s comb.
“Morning, Lukasha.”
Ilya rumbled into the mess he had just made of the boy’s hair, and Luca went dark pink and pleased, and didn’t move away. He turned his face into his Otousan’s shoulder for a second, like a much smaller boy, then he looked up, saw Shane in the doorway and held out an arm. Shane went and got into the hug too, because there was nowhere else in the world he would rather have been.
After breakfast, Luca and Adrien took the canoe out on their own for the first time. Ilya did not cope with this.
Shane had packed them a lunch. Of course he had; he had packed it the night before, in a cool bag, with a list taped to the lid in his own neat capitals: sandwiches, fruit, water (TWO BOTTLES EACH), sunscreen, hats, the first-aid kit, a whistle, and be back by two.
Luca read the list on the dock with his cheeks and ears going slowly pink, and then he folded it very carefully and put it in the pocket of his shorts, and Shane knew without having to be told that it was going in a sketchbook somewhere, pressed flat, to be kept.
Then Shane did the sunscreen. Luca stood there and let him, with his eyes shut and his face screwed up, tipping very slightly into Shane’s hands as he always did, and when Shane was done, he kissed Shane’s cheek, quick and shy, and then, after a second, flung both arms round his neck and hugged him properly, the way he wouldn’t have dared to do last summer. Shane held on and closed his eyes and breathed in vanilla and almond, warm off his son’s neck, and didn’t let go first.
Ilya, meanwhile, was checking Adrien’s life jacket. Then he checked it again. Then he tightened every single strap on it until Adrien yelped, put both hands on Adrien’s shoulders, looked him in the eye from a distance of about 4 inches, and growled at him.
“Bring him back in one piece. Or I drown you in this lake myself, son.”
Adrien, who knew that growl in any language, swallowed and nodded very fast.
They paddled off across the flat blue water, Luca in the bow and Adrien in the stern, barely rocking at all. Ilya stood at the end of the dock and watched them go with his arms folded and his jaw set. Third period of a tied game, rookie line on the ice; that was the face.
He didn’t move for 20 minutes. At some point Levi came down and stood next to him in exactly the same posture, arms folded, frowning, and the two of them watched the canoe together, a very small Coast Guard and a very large one.
At half past 12 Ilya went and found the binoculars. He had been itching to for an hour.
Shane took them off him at one, gently, pulled him down into the deckchair, climbed into his lap and kissed him until he stopped looking at the lake. It took a while. Shane didn’t mind.
The canoe came back at ten to two, both boys sunburnt on exactly the places Shane had warned them about, and Luca came up the dock grinning so wide it looked as if it hurt and walked straight into Ilya’s chest. Ilya caught him, held on, rocked him from side to side and growled into his hair, as if Luca had been gone a month.
🏒💛🏒
Luca found him on the dock at half past five the next morning, which was how Shane knew something was wrong. Shit.
Luca did mornings. Summer Mornings now, in Luca’s considered view, were for a pot of tea, and a sketchbook and Adrien’s arm slung heavy over his waist until at least seven, and Shane had never seen him give that up voluntarily. Not once. As a rule, he didn’t appear in the grey half-light on a damp plank with bare feet, a blanket around his shoulders and no tea.
Yet he had come down the lawn without making any noise at all, and now he stood at the end of the dock, looking thin and pale in the dawn, even if he was no longer, watching the mist lift off the water in silver curls.
The planks were dark with dew. The chill had crept in through his hoodie and settled along his arms, and he had his knees pulled up to keep the warmth in. The bench Shane was sitting on was cold and beaded under his thighs, and he had been out here for 20 minutes with his own thoughts and a cup of tea that had gone cold, because sometimes he still woke before the house did and needed to sit somewhere and look at it.
He moved over and lifted one arm.
Luca stood there a few heartbeats longer, as if he had to make sure it was meant for him. It was. Then he came and sat. His head dropped to Shane’s shoulder. He folded in against Shane’s side, boneless with relief, and Shane would have bet his life that he had been waiting to do exactly that since the moment he got up.
Shane’s arm closed around him. He pulled the blanket over both of them and rested his cheek on the top of that fair head. This boy. This boy, whom he had once held through one of the worst nights of his young life. Stubborn. Shy. Gifted. This boy who drew the whole world with so much love in every pencil line and still couldn’t quite believe anyone loved him back. Under the long, lean frame ran a fine, small tremor.
Shane had learned to read that shiver as easily as a defensive pairing. It meant something had come up in the night that Luca couldn’t put a name to.
“Bad dream?”
Shane rubbed Luca’s back under the blanket, as he had the very first time, on a bedroom floor in Boston, when he hadn’t yet had the right to.
Luca’s bare toes curled against the damp boards. When his voice came, it was small and muffled against Shane’s shirt.
“Not exactly. It wasn’t a bad one. A nice one, actually. That was the problem.”
The confession went muffled into the cotton as he pressed his face there, almost sorry, hunched like a kid in the penalty box, ashamed of something as small and good as a nice dream. A loon cried somewhere out over the lake. Shane waited. He had learned that too: if you waited, kept your hand moving and didn’t let one drop of the worry into your face, Luca would get there in the end.
He got there.
“We were all in the kitchen. Adrien was making the pancakes, Levi was on the counter with Sharky, and you and Otousan were fighting about how long the tea should steep. Anya was begging sneakily under the table, and Yuki was in my lap. Just like the other morning. Then I woke up, and I thought it was too good. It’s not going to stay. Someone’s going to come and say it was a mistake.”
Luca drew a thin, unsteady breath, and his fingers found the hem of Shane’s shirt and twisted in it.
Shane felt it like a check into the boards. Oh, fuck.
He turned his face into Luca’s hair and breathed him in, that sleep-warm smell of vanilla and almond, and drew his son in tighter. On the hand twisted in his shirt, the brushed-gold ring caught the first of the light; Adrien’s ring, given under the maple tree in the garden with no one watching, worn every day since.
There was a group chat on Shane’s phone called The Wedding Committee, with 14 people in it and Cliff Marlow as its self-appointed chair. There was a venue spreadsheet Shane had started and not told anyone about. And here was the boy in the middle of all of it, shaking on a dock at dawn because he thought someone might take it away.
How could he not? Shane had done exactly the same.
“Lukasha.”
It was all Shane could manage for a second. Luca cuddled in closer, smaller somehow, and tucked himself into the space against Shane’s ribs where he had always fitted best.
“I know it’s stupid.”
Luca muttered into the blanket and dragged a corner of it up to his chin.
“It isn’t stupid, love. It isn’t stupid at all. I did it every morning for years. I’d wake up and lie there, waiting for someone to take it back.”
Shane tightened his arm and let the words settle between them. Somewhere up the lawn a screen door slid shut; out on the water a fish rose and left a widening ring.
Luca lifted his head a fraction, searching Shane’s face. Those dark blue eyes were so like Ilya’s that it still caught Shane off guard at times, first thing in the morning, before his brain had properly started.
“Did it stop?”
Shane thought about lying. He thought about it for roughly half a second, which was about as long as he had ever managed to consider lying to either of his boys. Not a fucking chance. He told the truth. He tipped Luca’s chin up with two gentle fingers so that those wet eyes met his own and held them there.
“It’s easing. Slowly. But I’ll tell you what I do. When I wake up, and I’m waiting, I put my hand on something. Otousan, usually. Or you, or Lyovushka, when you’re nearby. I wait until I can feel you breathing. Then I know it’s real.”
Luca looked at him for one long, wet breath. His mouth trembled. He nodded, once, very small, and then he turned and wrapped both arms round Shane’s neck and buried his face in his throat.
Shane held him tight. Luca’s heartbeat knocked fast against his own chest. One of Shane’s hands cradled the back of his skull; the other lay between his shoulder blades, pressing, because Luca had always needed the pressure, the full weight of being held. He rocked him a little, as he had once rocked a frightened 18-year-old on his bedroom floor, what felt like a very long time ago and also like last week.
He felt the moment the shaking stopped: a shuddering give in the bones. Luca’s breath hitched, then steadied; the grip around his neck went from desperate to just warm.
“I’ve got you. It’s real, Lukasha. It isn’t going anywhere. You’re ours.”
Shane pressed a kiss to the crown of that blond head and held on. Then, because Russian on its own was sometimes not quite enough, he dipped his mouth to Luca’s ear and gave him the other language too, the one Luca had been born into, and Shane had learned in secret just for him.
“Ich hab dich.”
Luca made a damp, shaky sound that was nearly a laugh, and nodded against him.
“I know. Kaasan, I promise I know. I just think I might have to be told sometimes.”
Shane found himself smiling into his hair. Ilya had told him hundreds of times, in hotel room after hotel room, before either of them had believed it. And he had needed hundreds more since.
“Then I’ll tell you. As often as you need.”
Footsteps sounded on the boards behind them, heavy and careful. Shane knew whose they were without looking round; it was the unmistakable tread of a very large man trying his best not to make any noise, and failing, because he was a 6-foot-2 hockey player on old planks. A cup was set down on the bench beside Shane. Steam curled up from strong black tea with milk and honey stirred through it, and Shane wrapped his cold fingers around the mug and nearly groaned at the heat.
Then the warm bulk of a body lowered itself onto the bench on Luca’s other side. A pair of arms came round them both and scooped Luca bodily out of Shane’s hold and into a lap that had plainly been built for no one else.
Luca went without a fuss. He was still pale, his blush gone patchy and pink across his cheeks, and Adrien’s storm-cloud grey eyes were soft with sleep and worry as they searched him all over. Checking. Ilya did exactly the same after a hard hit.
“Morning. Angel. You left the bed cold. I woke up and couldn’t find you.”
Adrien’s voice rumbled down through Luca’s curls as he set his chin on top of his head, tucking him in underneath, with the faint, sheepish smile in his voice that he always wore when he had been worrying and was trying not to show it. Angel was lower than the rest, in the voice he used for no one else on the planet. His thumb rubbed over the ball of Luca’s shoulder.
Luca’s arms had gone round Adrien’s neck without the smallest hesitation. He pressed his smile into the warm skin there, sorry and not sorry at once, and curled up against that broad chest as if it had been built to his measurements.
“Sorry, Liebling. Kaasan was here.”
He burrowed in a little further, not one bit sorry, because to Luca that explained everything. Adrien wasn’t surprised in the least. He was, if anything, relieved. His hand rubbed Luca’s back, right where Shane’s had been a minute ago; a line change, Shane thought, smooth as you like, and he smiled at Shane over Luca’s head, a little shy. Cardamom and bergamot came off him, warm from the bed.
“I know. I saw you from the window. I didn’t want to butt in. But I figured two people hugging was better than one.”
Shane leaned in. He lifted his free arm, and after a second, Adrien tucked himself and his armful of Luca under it, which meant Shane ended up mostly holding a 6-foot-2 winger with a blond in his lap, and couldn’t have cared less.
“Three. Three people are best.”
For a good while the three of them sat at the end of the dock in a tangled heap of blanket and limbs; the mist burned off the water. A heron stood in the reeds with one yellow eye turned their way, thoroughly unimpressed. Luca was laughing a little into Adrien’s collar, damp and shaky, and Adrien’s thumb worked slow, firm circles into the back of his neck until the last of the dream had to let go of him.
Shane watched them, and thought about a lakeside and a white arch and Adrien in a suit trying not to cry and failing, and Luca walking down an aisle towards him with Shane on one arm and Ilya on the other; and decided, without consulting anyone, that the spreadsheet was getting a new tab.
On the shore behind them, Anya barked once, joyfully. Then a small, sleepy voice called down from an upstairs window.
“Are you all cuddling without us?”
Shane twisted round. At the open window stood Levi in his pyjamas, Sharky dangling from one fist, and behind him, filling most of the frame, a rumpled blond head with a pillow crease. Luca lifted his head off Adrien’s shoulder and called back up to them both, steadier and sweeter than before.
“Yes, Otousan. Come down!”
They came down. All of them, in a thunder of bare feet on the lawn and a ragged procession. Levi rode at the front on Ilya’s shoulders in his new dinosaur pyjamas, arms wrapped round his Otousan’s forehead, Sharky clutched in one fist and swinging dangerously close to Ilya’s eye. Anya galloped rings around them both. Underneath him, a very large, very rumpled Russian in grey sweatpants did all the walking, because the very large Russian was the transport.
Ilya slid Levi off his shoulders and into Shane’s lap, folded himself down on Shane’s other side and pressed his mouth to the top of Shane’s head, once, hard. One arm went round Shane’s waist and hauled him in until he was half on Ilya’s thigh; the other went round Luca and Adrien both, and he drew the entire heap into the circle of his arms.
The dock groaned, then held the lot of them. Thank fuck. Levi, in the middle of it all, sighed with deep satisfaction and put his cold feet straight into Luca’s lap, and Luca, without opening his eyes, took them in both hands and warmed them.
“Next year, we will build a daybed out here for this.”
Ilya rumbled at the pink horizon. Shane laughed into his shoulder and leaned into the bulk of him, breathing in sandalwood and alpine spice and the warm skin underneath. Ilya had already stolen Adrien’s tea; Shane could taste the sweetness of it when Ilya turned and kissed him, lazy and smug.
🏒💛🏒
Levi, it turned out, still wanted to be carried.
So now, in the long gold evenings, Shane and Ilya took turns. They had never discussed it. It happened the way everything between them happened, in the language of two people who had spent half their lives learning each other’s moves on the ice and off it.
One of them would stand up and stretch, and the other would already have a small boy hoisted onto his shoulder like the Cup on parade day.
Levi weighed so little. Shane could feel every one of those small ribs under his palm when he lifted him, and that still bothered the shit out of Shane at times, at night, when he couldn’t sleep. Dr Ramos had promised the numbers were going the right way, and Shane had the numbers in a spreadsheet, and they were, but he was still so light.
His breath was warm and damp against Shane’s neck. He was a handful of warm, solid, slightly sticky child, and when Shane bent his head, the sweet pear smell of him filled him right down to the bottom of his lungs. He fitted into the curve of Shane’s body perfectly, right where Shane had always wanted him.
Ilya would watch the pair of them from across the room with a look Shane had never found a name for, only a place in his chest where it landed. Then he would come over and put his arms round both of them from behind, because Ilya couldn’t watch anything he loved from across a room for long. He had never been able to. Shane had stopped expecting him to try.
In the evenings, Levi snuggled.
It was the best hour of the day. They ate on the deck in the long slant of sun, the lake going copper and then violet and the first fireflies winking along the shore. Then came the dishes, Anya’s last run and the long, sleepy gathering in the great room, where two big leather sectionals sprawled across most of the floor, facing each other, though every last one of them always ended up crowded onto the same one, and the plaid cushions had long ago been demoted from decoration to ammunition.
Someone always lit the fire, though it was July, because Levi liked to watch it. Someone always brought blankets. Someone always put a film on, low, for Levi, usually in Russian, usually with a panda in it. By half past eight, without anyone needing to ask, the whole household had arranged itself into the same complicated, many-limbed pile.
Ilya took the corner, as he always did, long legs stretched out along the cushions. Shane didn’t get a corner. Shane got Ilya. He lay back across his husband with his shoulders against that broad chest and an arm slung over his thigh, and two arms locked round his middle, as if someone might try to take him. Ilya clearly thought someone might.
At the other end, Luca had folded himself into the crook of Adrien’s elbow, his bare feet tucked under Shane’s calf and his hair tumbled across Adrien’s chest. Adrien’s chin rested on top of it, a hand playing absently with the ends.
Anya lay across everyone’s feet like a warm sandbag, tail thumping now and then at nothing in particular. Yuki, who had no respect for anyone’s personal space and never had, took up her position on the highest point of the cushions, which was inevitably someone’s head, and on four evenings out of five that someone was Ilya. He let her. He grumbled about it at length, with plenty of blyat in it, and let her.
Ilya’s hand lay under the hem of Shane’s T-shirt, warm against his ribs, his thumb going back and forth over the same small patch of skin. Now and then his lips brushed the back of Shane’s head; once, when he thought no one was looking, they brushed the back of Shane’s neck instead, with a low, contented sound that Shane felt more than heard.
The fire lit the gold cross at Ilya’s throat and the blond curls over his ear. Shane reached back and tangled his fingers in them without looking; the rumble beneath him deepened. He turned his head and caught Ilya’s mouth in a lazy, upside-down kiss, and Ilya’s fingers tightened on his ribs.
It lasted exactly as long as it wanted to. Neither of them hurried it. Neither of them cared who saw, not anymore. That was new too, and Shane wasn’t sure he would ever get used to it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to.
Adrien had given up pretending to watch the film. He watched Luca instead. He kissed the top of his head, then his hair, then his ear, and Luca’s hand slid under the hem of Adrien’s shirt and settled on his stomach.
Adrien made a low, happy groan, deep in his chest, and he went loose from his shoulders to his toes under Luca’s hand. His eyes drifted shut, and the creases at their corners eased the way they only ever did for Luca, and Luca smiled into his chest and tucked himself in tighter.
Levi wriggled from Shane’s chest across the pile until his head lay on Adrien’s knee and his bare feet were planted on Shane’s stomach, which was apparently the correct configuration, and tipped his head right back to look up at Adrien upside down. Adrien’s hand was in his curls before he had even settled. The firelight slid over the small, serious face as Levi made his request, in careful, crooked little English, because Addie’s Russian was still mostly geese.
“Addie. You do voice? Bear one? Lukasha say you is… um… luchshiy bear. Best one.”
Adrien looked down at him with a perfectly straight face.
“I do the best bear.”
He cleared his throat and did.
It was an appalling bear. Honestly, it was the worst bear Shane had ever heard. It rumbled and wheezed and coughed, and then it dropped into a low, rasping growl.
“Who’s been sleeping in my bed?”
Levi squealed with laughter and burrowed against his knee. Luca laughed too, helplessly, into Adrien’s shirt, and under the blanket Ilya’s chest shook against Shane’s back.
Adrien kept one hand in Levi’s hair the whole time and the other around Luca’s shoulders, and didn’t seem to have noticed that he had enough hands for everyone.
Shane had noticed. He noticed most evenings. He thought, privately, that Adrien LaPointe was going to be the kind of father who carried a child on each hip and a third on his shoulders and still had a hand free for Luca; and he thought that Luca, who had grown up with no one’s hands at all, already knew it, and was drawing up his own plans in the back of a sketchbook he thought no one had seen. Shane had seen. There was a page with a nursery on it. He wasn’t going to mention it, not until Luca was ready.
In the middle of it, always, was Levi.
He chose where to sleep now. That was the thing. It had taken him two weeks to work out that he was allowed to. Shane had watched him circle the sofa on the first night, uncertain and wide-eyed, before he had climbed carefully up and wedged himself into the narrow gap between Ilya and the back cushion like a rookie trying not to take up room on the bench.
Not any more. Tonight he started on Shane’s chest, with Sharky tucked under his chin, then moved to Adrien’s knee for the bear. By nine he had migrated back across the pile and onto Ilya, stretching out along that warm body like a cat on a sunny windowsill. By half past, his breathing had gone deep and even. He slept with his mouth open and one fist clutching the neck of Ilya’s shirt.
Ilya looked down at him. The small chest rose and fell; Ilya held his own breath so he wouldn’t jostle him. Very carefully, he lifted his free hand and laid it on the little back. It covered nearly the whole of it. He left it there. His other arm was still locked around Shane.
“You are staring.”
The murmur was low and rough and deeply fond, and he didn’t take his eyes off the boy for a second.
“So are you.”
Shane’s answer came back in a whisper, warm with the laughter he was holding in, and he didn’t bother to stop.
“I am allowed. I am the father.”
Ilya’s eyes stayed on his son. He didn’t seem to be able to take them off.
Shane tipped his head back against Ilya’s shoulder and dropped the reminder into his ear, as reasonable as you like.
“So am I.”
Ilya hummed. Shane felt it go through his back, low and pleased. Losing an argument and loving every second of it, the bastard.
“Then we are both allowed.”
Ilya’s mouth quirked into a grin. He tipped his head back on the cushion; the fire caught the gold in his hair and the deep ocean blue of his eyes. Unguarded. Tired. Content. Shane felt it like the first breath after a long shift.
He reached up and put his hand against Ilya’s cheek. A broad palm closed over it and held it there. Ilya turned his face and kissed the inside of Shane’s wrist, once, over the thin place where the pulse was.
Across the sofa, Luca had stopped talking, listening, his head on Adrien’s chest. He stretched out one long arm instead of speaking, and his fingers found Shane’s ankle in the dark and held on.
Shane turned his foot and tucked his toes against Luca’s palm. The skin there was warm and a little rough with pencil callus.
They stayed like that until the fire burned low. A log settled in the grate with a crack of sparks.
Then Ilya stood up, with Levi still asleep against his chest, so smoothly that the boy didn’t even stir. He carried him up the stairs with one hand under the small back and the other cupping the curly head, and Shane went up behind them with Sharky, because Sharky wasn’t allowed to be left on the sofa.
That was a rule. Levi had lots of rules; Shane, who had plenty of his own, respected every one of them.
Levi’s room was blue and full of fish, and when Shane switched on the jellyfish lamp it turned the ceiling into shifting water, pink and violet and back again. Ilya laid him down with enormous care, easing the curly head onto the pillow last of all. Shane slid Sharky in under his arm.
Levi’s hand closed around the shark without his eyes opening, and he murmured something in Japanese, the old lullaby words, half a line of it, the ones Yuna sang and his first mama had sung, and Shane sang the next half line back to him under his breath until his face went smooth again.
They tucked him in together, one on each side. Ilya kissed his forehead. Shane kissed both his eyelids, one and then the other, which was a rule too. Then they stood there for a while in the pink-and-violet light, Ilya’s arm around Shane’s waist and Shane’s head on his shoulder, just looking, because they could, because no one was ever going to take this away from them again.
On the way back down the corridor, Luca was waiting in his own doorway in his sleep shirt. He had his hand on the frame. He opened his mouth, shut it again and went pink down his neck; Shane saw the question in his face that Luca was 19 years old and much too old to ask.
He didn’t make him ask it.
Shane took his hand and towed him back into his room, and Ilya came in behind them, and between them they put a 19-year-old Stanley Cup champion to bed. Ilya tucked the duvet in so tight around him that Luca laughed.
“Otousan, I can’t move.”
Ilya only tucked it tighter. Shane kissed his forehead. Ilya ruffled his hair until it stood up, and then smoothed it flat again with the same hand, and kissed it too.
Adrien, already in bed on the other side, watched all of this with a massive, soppy, delighted smile, and when Ilya leaned over and tucked his side in just as tight, Adrien went bright red and kept his mouth firmly shut.
“Sleep, malen’kiye. Both of you.”
Ilya rumbled from the doorway, in English so that it reached both of them, and switched off the light.
That was how the first two weeks went. Nothing happened in them, and Shane loved every single minute.
The days gathered small rituals.
There was fishing, at dawn, on the mornings when the lake lay flat as glass. Ilya had decided at the start of the summer that his son was going to learn to fish, the way he had taught himself as a boy, alone, on a grey river outside Moscow, and so on the calm mornings the three of them went out in the canoe before anyone else was up: Shane at the back with the paddle, Ilya in the middle with the rods, and Levi in the bow in his orange life jacket, with Sharky wedged in beside him in a life jacket of his own that Luca had made out of a bit of a swimming float and an awful lot of tape.
They never caught anything. That wasn’t the point. The point was Ilya with his huge hands wrapped around Levi’s small ones on the rod, showing him how to flick the line out, over and over, with endless, rumbling, Russian patience; and Levi leaning back against his Otousan’s chest in the bow with the rod across both their laps and the mist coming off the water around them, whispering, because you had to whisper or the fish would hear.
The point was Ilya turning round in the middle of it to look at Shane over his shoulder, with a face so full that Shane had to look at the trees for a bit. Christ, this man.
On the ninth morning, Levi caught a weed. Ilya made him hold it up so that Shane could take a picture, and then made Shane send the picture to Yuna, to David, to Luca, to Cliff, and to the Bears group chat, with a caption in capital letters, and it was framed and on the fridge by lunchtime. A weed. Framed.
There was the reading hour, too, which Luca ran like a stern little headmaster, with a timetable that he had, Shane suspected, lifted wholesale from one of Shane’s own binders. It was English, the reading hour; Levi’s English was the one that needed the work.
His Russian was quick, and his Japanese had come back to him in floods, in the old words his first mama had used, the ones Yuna had been coaxing out of him all summer, but English was still a thing he had to fetch, word by word, from somewhere a long way off.
Luca never let him feel it. Not once. Luca had been the boy with the wrong language in his mouth once too, not so very long ago.
Now the hour began with Levi dragging the lighthouse book off the shelf all by himself, both arms wrapped round it. By the end of the first week, he could take a whole page without stopping. By the end of the second, he took it with his chin up, a finger under each word and a ferocious, personal grudge against ‘thought’ whenever it came around.
He did it curled in Luca’s lap on the window seat, with Luca’s chin on top of his head and Luca’s finger under his, moving along the line in step.
On the last evening of the second week, he read the whole story aloud, in a rush. Shane didn’t breathe once.
“The keeper … put out the lamp. And the cat … came home.”
Levi finished with his hand on the page, pinning the last line down so it couldn’t get away. He lowered the book. He looked round the circle of faces as if he had just scored the overtime winner, hardly able to believe what he had just done.
“I read it! All of it. By my… by myself.”
He spread his fingers wide on the cover while the news rang out across the room, to make quite sure everyone understood exactly how big this was.
“You did, Lyovushka. You read every word.”
Shane’s voice wasn’t steady, and he didn’t try to make it so. He cupped the back of that small head in his palm and kept it there, smoothing a black curl back behind Levi’s ear.
Luca had his arms around Levi before Shane had even finished, his cheek pressed to the top of those dark curls, rocking him a little from side to side.
“I’m so proud of you, Lyovushka.”
Levi patted Luca’s cheek, quick and busy, pleased as anything but with somewhere important to be, and his eyes had already gone over Luca’s shoulder to the floor, where the most important audience in the house was lying. He switched straight back into Russian, as he always did when it mattered.
“Can I read it to Otousan?”
Ilya was flat on his back on the rug, and he held out one hand without even sitting up. His voice had gone thick. He cleared his throat, roughly, twice, and tried again.
“Yes. It is very much yes. Come. I am ready.”
He folded his arms behind his head and fixed his eyes on the ceiling, ready for the best 10 minutes of his life. Levi climbed onto his chest with the book and began again from the beginning. Ilya made two small noises on the first page. At the third, he put one forearm over his eyes.
Shane went and stood at the window with his back to the room until his own face was dry, and pretended, to absolutely no one, that he was looking at a bloody heron.
When Levi stumbled on the second reading, it was Ilya who got it wrong first.
“Is ‘the.’”
He pronounced it very grandly, with a z the size of a truck, one broad hand on Levi’s back, entirely confident that the book was the one in the wrong.
Levi lifted his head off Ilya’s chest. He looked deeply, personally disappointed. He poked Ilya’s chin with one finger to make his point, and the stubble rasped under his fingertip.
“Is the. Not zee. Tongue go in the teeth, Otousan.”
Ilya’s eyes narrowed. He clearly felt that he had been extremely careful about his tongue, and that he was being slandered in his own house.
“I put.”
Ilya dug his heels in about it, his thumb running up and down Levi’s spine. Shane, watching over the rim of his reading glasses, had to bite the inside of his cheek. No one on earth would have believed how gentle this man was being with an 8-year-old’s opinions. This was the same man who had once told a linesman, in front of a sold-out Garden, that his mother had been a goat.
Levi put his palm flat on Ilya’s chest, firm and final.
“You not put. Again, Otousan.”
Ilya did it again; the result was a spray of consonants that made Adrien laugh into a cushion. Levi took Ilya’s face between both his small hands, very patient and very kind.
“Th. Like snake. Thhh.”
Ilya, with a child’s hands on his cheeks and his eyes shut tight, practised snakes at the ceiling for the rest of the evening.
🏒💛🏒
It went both ways. That was what Shane would keep, out of all of it. Levi learned English from Luca. Luca learned patience from Levi. And Adrien, who had English, a thin layer of school French he had never used voluntarily and no defences at all against a new language, learned Russian from all four of them.
It was presented to the household as a joke. Luca told Shane, a few days in, that it had really begun on the dock on the first Monday, with a wet face and a shy request, and no one at the dinner table knew that part. What the dinner table knew was that Adrien had wanted to know, one night over the cleared plates, what the word was for thank you, and Ilya had told him, and Adrien had tried it, and the sound he made had been so unlike the real thing that Levi fell off his chair laughing.
After that it was a campaign, and the campaign happened on the sofa.
It happened in the long, sleepy evenings, with the fire going and a cartoon on for Levi in Russian, low, so that Adrien could hear the words: the panda one, mostly, which Levi had seen so many times that he mouthed along with every line and narrated the good bits in advance in case anyone missed them.
The whole family would be piled on the sectional by then, in the usual heap, and the lessons came in the gaps between the panda’s fights, a word at a time, from whoever was nearest.
Levi taught Adrien the animals. He did it by pointing at the screen and making him repeat each one, with great severity, and then giving him a sticker off a sheet he kept in his pyjama pocket, when he got it right. Adrien had 11 stickers on his forearm by the end of the first week and was prouder of them than of his Cup ring.
Luca taught him the soft words, the ones you whispered in the dark, so low that Shane couldn’t hear, and Adrien went redder and redder on the sofa until Ilya threw a cushion at both of them.
Shane taught him the polite ones: please, thank you, excuse me, may I, pass the salt. The useful ones. The ones you would need at a wedding with a lot of Russian-speaking people at it, which was a thing Shane was planning and not telling anyone about.
And Ilya taught him the rest, sitting bolt upright in his corner with Shane in his lap and Yuki on his head, ramrod straight and deadly serious in spite of the cat, while Adrien perched on the edge of the cushions with his hands folded between his knees and his tongue caught between his teeth.
“Again. You say like an angry goose.”
Ilya flicked Adrien’s knee with two fingers, not gently, and let his attempt hang in the air for a merciless second before he delivered the verdict.
Adrien went a little pink, which on a man his size was a lot of pink.
“I’m trying. It’s got too many sounds in it.”
He tried again. Ilya’s eyebrows rose a quarter of an inch, which, from Ilya, was a standing ovation.
“Better. Still goose, but polite goose.”
Ilya tapped his own chest and gave him the sentence one more time, and Adrien copied it, syllable by painful syllable, in a voice that rose and fell in all the wrong places. Shane, curled in Ilya’s lap with his book, didn’t look up.
Ilya’s gaze had slid down to Shane’s reading glasses and stayed there, with an interest that had nothing to do with geese, and his hand had slid under the hem of Shane’s T-shirt and lay warm and broad across his stomach; Shane felt that look on his cheekbone and pretended not to.
His husband had a thing about the glasses. His husband had a thing about most of Shane, if he was honest, and Shane had long since stopped being embarrassed by it and started, privately, enjoying it very much.
He understood every syllable of the sentence. What it amounted to, in the end, was
“Good evening. I would like some tea.”
Adrien turned to him with a hopeful, sweating, wide-open face.
“Did I get it?”
He looked so earnest that Shane had to bite the inside of his cheek.
“You got it out.”
Shane nudged Adrien’s knee with his toes, straight-faced, over the top of his glasses. He let that sink in, and then, because he was a very polite Canadian and also a terrible person, he added the rest.
“In a sense.”
Luca sat on the floor between Adrien’s feet with a drawing pad on his knees and his bare toes tucked under Adrien’s ankle. His pencil had stopped. Shane could see the page upside down from where he sat: it was Adrien, in quick lines, tongue between his teeth and brow furrowed in concentration, and Luca had caught it so exactly and so lovingly that Shane felt it in his own chest.
Adrien must have felt Luca go still against his legs, because without looking down he reached and wound his fingers into that fair hair, and went right on practising his goose.
On the fifth evening, Adrien had a new sentence.
He had asked Ilya for it the day before, in the boathouse, where he obviously thought no one would hear, and Shane had heard. Since then, he had spent 24 hours muttering it to himself in the shower, in the garden and, according to Luca, in his sleep.
He stood up from the sofa for this part. He pulled himself up to his full height and faced Ilya with his hands at his sides and his jaw set. Penalty shot. Overtime. No pressure.
“I will take care of him.”
His fists were clenched so tight his knuckles had gone white.
It was dreadful Russian; every vowel was in the wrong place. It didn’t matter one bit. It was perfect.
The whole room had stopped. Luca’s pencil had stopped. On the screen, the panda went on fighting a peacock, and no one watched it. Ilya set Shane gently off his lap onto the cushions and sat up in his corner of the sofa. He didn’t answer straight away. He stood and crossed the floor in two strides, put one hand on the back of Adrien’s neck, and drew him down until their foreheads touched.
“I know. I know you will. I have watched. I have seen.”
His voice was rough, and he gave it to Adrien in English, so that there could be no mistake. His eyes were suspiciously bright, and Shane watched his husband’s throat work, twice, before the second half would come.
Adrien leaned into the hand at his neck. His eyes were wet, and he didn’t try to hide it; he never had, not from any of them, and Shane loved him for it. He took a breath that shook and nodded against Ilya’s forehead, and his hand came up and gripped Ilya’s forearm.
“Okay. Okay. Good. I wanted to say it right.”
Ilya’s hand tightened on his neck, and Adrien’s laugh was wet.
“Is right. You say it right.”
Ilya’s thumb pressed once, hard, against the side of Adrien’s neck, just as he did to Luca, to Levi, to Shane; then, after a second, he pulled him all the way in and hugged him properly, with both arms, and thumped him twice on the back, hard enough to rock Adrien on his feet, with all the finesse of a goon in a line brawl. Shane hadn’t seen him hug Adrien like that before. From the look on Adrien’s face, neither had Adrien.
Then Ilya let go, cleared his throat with tremendous violence and turned to Levi, who had been watching the whole thing with his mouth open and his shark clutched to his chest. He clapped his hands together once, sharp and loud, Captain voice and all, and pointed at the coffee table.
“Now. Puzzle.”
Shane looked over at Luca. Luca was looking at Adrien, still standing in the middle of the rug with his ears bright red, and the look on Luca’s face was one Shane recognised; it was the one he had seen in his own mirror the day he married Ilya. He thought of the group chat. He thought of the venue tab. He thought that Cliff Marlow could chair whatever he liked, but this wedding was his and his sons to plan.
🏒💛🏒
On the wet days it was cards. Rain drummed on the roof all afternoon, and Ilya played Snap with Levi with every ounce of his competitive soul, slapping the table with a palm the size of a dinner plate and losing every single hand, looking more and more betrayed.
Adrien was dealt in, then Luca, then eventually Shane, who won by counting. Four people begged him at once, very kindly, never to do it again. Rude.
They built a fort on the second wet afternoon, out of every cushion and blanket in the house, around the coffee table, with the dining chairs for walls and a sheet over the top. Levi was the architect. Ilya was the labour. Luca was in charge of the lighting, which was the jellyfish lamp brought down from Levi’s room and a string of fairy lights off the deck.
They watched the panda film again, inside it, all five of them and Anya, with Yuki sitting on the top of the sheet so that it sagged in the middle like a hammock and had to be propped up with a hockey stick.
Shane lay in there with Levi asleep on his chest and Luca asleep against his shoulder and Ilya’s arm under his head, and Adrien’s feet sticking out of the other end of the fort because he didn’t fit. If anyone had shown him this at 22, in a hotel room in Raleigh with the curtains drawn, he wouldn’t have believed a word of it. Not a fucking chance.
The puzzle was a thousand pieces of a lake at sunrise. It had been sitting on the coffee table for 5 days, a pale blue desert inside a finished frame. Ilya didn’t do puzzles. Ilya did a puzzle the way other men did war.
He sat on the floor with a stack of sky in front of him and glared at each piece before he put it down, and on three separate occasions he had been caught forcing one into a space where it didn’t belong, muttering fuck at it under his breath.
Levi didn’t even look up from the other side of the table. He reached out and prodded Ilya’s knuckles, final as anything.
“That doesn’t go there.”
Ilya nudged Levi’s sock under the table with his toe.
“It fits. It fits perfectly.”
He didn’t budge an inch. Levi held up a leafy piece from his own pile and waved it under Ilya’s nose as evidence.
“It’s a bit of the tree, Otousan. It’s green.”
Ilya squinted. His brows drew together hard, and he tilted his piece towards the lamp and glared at it, waiting for it to turn blue.
“It is a green sky.”
Levi leaned all the way across the table and tapped the branch on the offending piece with one finger, with massive patience.
“Skies don’t have branches on them, Otousan. Obviously.”
Ilya considered the piece.
He turned it over and looked at the back of it, just in case, frowning at the blank cardboard. Then he set it down on his knee and looked at the other end of the table, suffering deeply.
“Cub. Help.”
He held the piece out towards Adrien on his open palm like a white flag.
Adrien had been sorting edge pieces by shade, cheerful and patient; he had once spent a whole month on a thousand-piece map of the Alps. He reached across, took the piece out of Ilya’s fingers and put it in the bottom left corner, where it clicked.
Levi kicked his heels against the chair leg, very pleased with himself.
“I told you so, Otousan.”
Ilya looked at the piece in its corner. He looked at the child. A smile broke across his face, so wide and so entirely without defence that Shane stopped breathing for a second.
“I lose. I lose to my tiny eight-year-old.”
He sounded astonished, and absolutely delighted about it.
Levi reached over and patted Ilya’s cheek with great severity.
“I’m eight.”
Ilya came around the table, scooped Levi across it and into his lap, pieces and all, and pressed his face into the boy’s hair.
“Eight. I lose to my eight-year-old.”
He blew a raspberry on the top of Levi’s head that made Levi squeal. Shane looked at those gentle hands holding that small body, and thought he might have to leave the room. No one could be expected to survive this. Across the rug, Luca, who had abandoned his pad, had laughed himself sideways into Adrien’s lap and couldn’t get up again, and Ilya reached out a long arm without letting go of Levi, caught Luca by the ankle and dragged him bodily across the rug, laughing, into the pile too.
Luca drew it, in the end, because there was nothing else to do with all of that.
Shane found the page the next morning, left open on the arm of the sofa with a pencil still lying in the fold and the grey window light falling across it. It was the whole room. It was Ilya on the floor with a boy on his chest and another by the ankle. It was Adrien with his head tipped back, mouth open in a laugh.
It was a lamp, a cat, Anya’s tail in the corner. And in the armchair at the edge of the page sat a man in glasses with a book, who wasn’t reading. He was looking at all of them, and Luca had drawn the look on his face with so much love that Shane didn’t at first recognise it as his own. Apparently, that was what he looked like.
Underneath, in Luca’s small, neat pencil, there was one line.
Home.
Shane put the pad back on the arm of the sofa exactly where he had found it, to the millimetre, because he was who he was. The paper was soft at the corners from small hands. He stood there for a while with his own hand on the cover.
Then he went to find the teapot. As he turned in the kitchen doorway, he walked into a broad chest and a pair of arms that were already open. Shane went. He always went.
“You are crying, Kotik.”
Ilya murmured into his hair, his thumb rubbing the back of Shane’s neck. His accent was thick and low; it went all the way down Shane’s spine.
Shane curled his fingers into the cotton at Ilya’s ribs and talked straight into his shirt.
“It’s the onions.”
Ilya hummed into his hair, deeply unconvinced.
“There are no onions, Lyubimyy.”
Ilya’s palm slid up to cradle the back of his skull, and he spoke the words into Shane’s hair.
“My pretty lioness. You hold the whole house together with your lists, and then you come and cry in the kitchen over a pencil drawing.”
Shane knew, without having to be told, that this was exactly the part of him Ilya loved best.
“I’ve got a very good imagination.”
Shane muttered and pressed his smile against Ilya’s collarbone.
Ilya laughed. It shook through the pair of them, a deep, warm tremor Shane felt in his own ribs. Shane let himself be held, solid and soft and entirely himself, against the one chest in the world where he had never needed to be anything else. Ilya kissed his forehead, then his eyelid, then the damp corner of his eye, and held him there in the doorway for as long as it took.
🏒💛🏒
That night, Ilya locked the bedroom door.
Shane heard the click from the bed. He was sitting up against the headboard with his glasses on and his book open on his knees, and he hadn’t read one word of the last page in about 10 minutes, because his husband had come out of the bathroom in nothing but a pair of grey sweatpants slung so low on his hips that it had to be deliberate, and had then spent those 10 minutes moving around the room putting things away that didn’t need putting away. Slowly. With his back to Shane. With that broad, pale, mole-dotted back flexing every time he reached for a shelf, the long muscles either side of his spine shifting under the skin and the waistband sliding another half inch down his hips every time he bent. The bastard.
Shane knew exactly what he was doing. Ilya knew Shane knew; neither of them had breathed a word about it, and that was the game.
Shane turned a page he hadn’t read. He wasn’t going to look up. Damn it. He was a grown man with an Olympic medal and a Stanley Cup ring, and he wasn’t going to look up. Fuck.
Ilya leaned on the dresser, both palms down, and looked at him in the mirror over it.
“You are not reading.”
Shane turned another page, very calmly. His face was hot. He could feel the freckles standing out on his cheeks; he always could. The pink was going down his throat as well, under the neck of his T-shirt and across his chest, and under the duvet his cock had started to fill against his thigh, which was frankly unfair, because Ilya hadn’t laid a finger on him yet.
“I’m reading. It’s very good. There’s a lighthouse.”
Ilya turned round. He crossed the room in three lazy strides, put one knee on the end of the mattress and then the other, and prowled up the bed on all fours over Shane’s legs like the lion he claimed Shane to be, until he was close enough that Shane could breathe in sandalwood and alpine spice and feel the heat coming off his skin. Shane was so fucked.
He took the book out of Shane’s hands, closed it on a finger and set it on the nightstand. Then he reached up, slowly, and didn’t take the glasses off.
He pushed them back up Shane’s nose instead, with one fingertip.
“Leave them.”
It was low and flat and not up for discussion, Ilya’s voice had already sunk a notch deeper and rougher than it had been a minute ago. Something in Shane’s belly rolled over and went warm and liquid all the way down, and a small, betraying whine slipped out of his throat before he could catch it.
Shane tried, on principle, to glare at him over the frames. It was, he suspected, more of a pout.
“You have a problem, Ilyusha. A serious one. You should see someone about it.”
Ilya didn’t look even slightly ashamed of himself. He leant in until his nose brushed Shane’s.
“I do see someone about it. Every night.”
Ilya grinned, wide and wolfish, and kissed him, and Shane made a small, startled mewl straight into his mouth.
It started slow. It didn’t stay slow. Ilya’s mouth was hot and sure and patient, and tasted of toothpaste and, underneath that, the honey from his last cup of tea, and Shane opened for it as his body had learned to at 17 and had never forgotten. A hand slid up under the hem of his T-shirt and covered his belly, the whole width of it, and pressed; not hard, just enough that Shane felt the heat of it right through to his spine. His glasses bumped Ilya’s cheekbone. Ilya laughed into his mouth and didn’t stop, and the laugh turned into a low, pleased hum that Shane felt vibrate along his own lips. He kissed him deep and wet and unhurried, licking into his mouth, sucking on his lower lip until it stung, and Shane whimpered, pulling back only to come in again from another angle, until Shane was breathless and clutching at his shoulders, little husky moans spilling out of him every time their mouths parted.
Shane got his hands into those blond curls and pulled, hard, because he could, and Ilya growled, deep and rough, a rumble Shane felt in the chest pressed against his own. The sound went straight down Shane’s body and settled in his cock, and he answered it with a moan he didn’t bother to swallow. Ilya’s stubble rasped over his chin and the corner of his mouth. The heat of that big body hung over him, not quite touching anywhere but their mouths and that one broad hand, and Shane arched up after it before he could stop himself.
The T-shirt went, dragged up over his head so carefully that the glasses only tipped askew, and Ilya set them straight again with one fingertip. The sweatpants went; there was nothing under them, and Ilya’s cock sprang free, thick and flushed and already wet at the tip, and swung heavy against Shane’s thigh, hot as a brand. Shane’s own boxers went somewhere over Ilya’s shoulder, and then Ilya had him flat on his back in the middle of the bed with his thighs spread wide over Ilya’s hips and was looking down at all of him, hungry and unhurried, and Shane knew exactly what he was seeing: the smooth, nearly hairless skin from throat to hips, flushed pink down the middle of his chest, the light, silky hair on his forearms standing on end, his cock lying hard and red against his belly. His eyes were nearly black. A low, hungry groan rolled out of him at the sight, and Shane squirmed under the sound of it. The gold cross swung forward on its chain and brushed Shane’s chest, warm from Ilya’s skin.
His hands went down Shane’s sides, thumbs dragging over his ribs and the soft give of his waist, over his hips and the silvery tiger stripes there, until they closed around the thick muscle of his thighs and squeezed, the way he always did, as if he still couldn’t believe how much of them there was: smooth and soft on top, under his palms, and all coiled strength underneath, the muscle that had won a Cup jumping under his fingers.
He pushed them wider. He took his time. He looked at every inch he touched, slow and greedy, his thumbs pausing on each freckle and every silvery stripe, and Shane’s skin came up in goosebumps under them, a shaky whimper catching in his throat at every pause. He bent and kissed where his thumbs had been, one freckle at a time, open-mouthed and slow. He had all night. When he spoke, his voice had dropped low and rough, the accent thickening around every word.
“Look at you. My pretty husband, in his glasses, pink all across his freckles. So beautiful. So soft for me. All mine.”
Shane hissed at him, his own voice coming out husky and unsteady, because, Christ, being looked at like that still made him want to hide under the duvet and climb Ilya at the same time, and he had never managed to choose between the two.
“Stop talking and do something about it.”
Ilya’s eyebrows rose. Then he smiled, wide and wicked, a low growl of amusement rumbling in his chest, and Shane knew he had made a tactical error. Oh, shit.
“Ah. Bossy. I know what to do with bossy.”
He did it with his mouth.
He went down Shane’s body, taking all night about it, bite by bite. He started at the hinge of his jaw, sucking until the skin went hot and tight under his mouth, then dragged his teeth down the side of Shane’s throat and bit, once, twice, three times, holding each one and worrying it with his tongue until Shane gasped, then mewled, and tipped his head back to give him more, the sounds coming out of him husky and frayed. Shane could feel every one of them blooming, hot and throbbing, a row of small heartbeats up the side of his neck. Ilya groaned against the last, low and pleased, the vibration of it humming right down into the bruise, as if the taste of it was the whole point.
“There. Now everyone will see whose you are.”
He kissed each mark once, soothing, and went on: one at his collarbone, sucked dark and slow, and then one beside each nipple, his mouth closing hot and wet over each in turn, all tongue and teeth and suction, until they stood up pebbled and puffy and red, so sensitive that the cool air on the wet skin made him shudder, and Shane was arching off the mattress, swearing at the ceiling in a husky, broken string that kept falling apart into whines halfway through the words.
He sucked a deep, dark bruise into the soft skin just below Shane’s belly button, right on the patch where the stripes were, and held it there with his teeth, growling low against the skin, until Shane mewled. He kissed both hip bones, open-mouthed, and the crease of each thigh, and nosed down through the soft, sparse dark hair at the base of Shane’s cock and breathed him in, deep and greedy, with a rumbling groan, then breathed out over him, hot and damp, and kept his mouth a cruel breath away while Shane’s cock twitched and leaked against his belly and Shane whimpered, hips lifting after a mouth that wouldn’t come, a pearly bead of pre-come sliding down the head and pooling on his skin.
“Look at you, crying for me already, sweetheart, and I have not even touched you.”
Shane whined at that, high and frustrated, and tried to buck up into the heat of his breath; Ilya flattened one big forearm across his hips and pinned him to the mattress without any effort at all. Then he hooked both of Shane’s knees over his shoulders and turned his head, and sucked a bruise into the soft inside of Shane’s thigh, high up, slow and hard, his teeth scraping the tender skin until Shane’s heel dug into his back, and he whined and felt it throb. Ilya kissed it better, humming a deep, smug note against the mark. Then he spread him open with his thumbs, the pads digging into the soft curve of Shane’s ass and the cool air touching him where nothing should, and licked him: one broad, hot, wet stroke from behind his balls all the way up.
Shane jerked. The noise he made was high and broken and a lot louder than it should have been in a house with other people in it; he slapped a hand over his own mouth, and Ilya reached up without lifting his head and pulled it away again.
“Nyet. I want to hear.”
Every syllable landed straight against Shane’s rim, a growl of breath and lip against wet skin, and then went back to it with his whole mouth, groaning into him as if Shane were something rich and rare that he meant to savour down to the very last drop.
He ate him out slowly, filthily, as he did everything in bed that he loved: flat, broad strokes of his tongue and then the pointed tip working in against the rim until it softened and gave. Shane felt it happen from the inside: the tight ring going hot and slack and fluttering under that tongue, the wet heat of it pushing in a little further each time, the rasp of stubble over the tender skin around it. Ilya’s hands were clamped round Shane’s thighs to keep them open, fingers sinking into the smooth softness on top and finding the hard muscle underneath, while Shane writhed and mewled and whimpered, the sounds tumbling out of him one after another, none of them words anymore.
His thighs clamped tight round Ilya’s head, all that coiled strength closing in at once, and his hips heaved up off the bed hard enough to lift them both; Ilya growled into him, dug his fingers in warningly and pried those thighs wide again, and pressed Shane’s hips back down into the mattress with the whole of his weight.
“Easy. Stay still, Lyubimyy. So sweet. So soft for me, Kotik. Open up. Let me in.”
Shane whined and fell still at the command, trembling all over with the effort of it. Ilya sucked at the puffy, wet rim until Shane was sobbing, tears gathering hot in his lashes behind the lenses, swearing in a husky, broken run that never got past the first consonant before it dissolved into a whine. He pushed his tongue inside and fucked him with it, deep and wet and greedy; his groans vibrated into Shane until Shane could feel them in his belly, a low string of Russian falling out of him between strokes, too low and broken to be sentences, and Shane didn’t need them to be: mine and so pretty and Shane’s own name in the middle of it, rough as gravel.
When he finally slid a slick finger in alongside it, the lube cool against his skin for a heartbeat and then not, Shane was so open and so desperate that it went all the way to the knuckle in one slide. He felt every part of it: the blunt tip pressing past his wet rim, the long, smooth length of it, thicker than his own, gliding in where the tongue had been, and then the hard bump of the knuckle stretching him a fraction wider before it sank home. His hole clenched round it, fluttering, and Ilya groaned against him; Shane felt the sound right where the finger was buried.
Ilya worked it in and out, slow, his tongue still circling the stretched rim around it and tasting where his finger went in, until the drag was easy and slick and Shane was rocking after it, and it still wasn’t enough. One finger was a torment, nowhere near the thickness he wanted, and Ilya knew it and kept it slow anyway, sliding all the way in and all the way out again, until Shane was trembling from his thighs to his fingertips with the want of more.
“Ilya… please… Ilyusha, please, I need…”
Ilya stopped with the finger buried to the knuckle and lifted his mouth just far enough to speak against his skin.
“Please what? Tell me, sweetheart.”
Shane let out a cracked, humiliated whine, pink burning across his cheekbones until the freckles stood out, and gave him the words, because he knew Ilya would wait all night for them.
“More. Please… more.”
Ilya’s answering growl was deep and pleased, and he gave him more. He drew back and pressed a second finger in beside the first. That one was more. His rim pulled tight round the pair of them, a bright, hot sting that caught his breath and jerked his thighs in Ilya’s grip; Ilya held still, two knuckles deep, and kissed the crease of his thigh and waited. The sting softened and spread. It turned into a deep, sweet heat that bloomed outward from where he was stretched, and Shane pushed down onto it with a long, shaking moan that Ilya answered with a growl against his skin.
Beautiful. The words were barely words any more, the voice that carried them gone so low and rough it was mostly vibration. Ilya scissored them, patient, opening him wider, and Shane felt every bit of it: the slow, careful spread of those two thick fingers inside him, his body giving way between them, then the slide together again; his own heartbeat thudding round them, and the heat of Ilya’s palm cupped against him. Ilya kept on, kissing the inside of his thigh, the fresh bruise, the crease of his hip, every time Shane clenched and whimpered. Then he crooked both fingers, unerringly, and found his prostate, and pressed. It hit Shane in a hot, bright jolt that ran down the backs of his thighs and up into his cock and his throat at once, and the sound that came out of him was half purr and half sob. Ilya did it again, a slow, firm, rubbing stroke across that swollen spot, and again, and Shane keened, high and thin and helpless, his toes curling against Ilya’s back.
Shane came apart. Oh, fuck, he came apart.
He came almost without warning, untouched. It rose out of the place under Ilya’s fingers, a hot, gathering pressure low in his belly that tightened and tightened and then broke all at once. His hole clamped down round those fingers in hard, rhythmic pulses, his thighs locked round Ilya’s head, his back bowed off the mattress, and his cock jerked against his belly and striped it with come up to his chest, hot spatters landing on his freckles and his sternum, his heels drumming on Ilya’s back, a long, cracked cry tearing out of him that dissolved into helpless, panting whimpers. His glasses had gone crooked, and the tears had spilt over at last, hot and wet on his freckles under the lenses.
He couldn’t see anything, and he didn’t care. Ilya worked him through it with those two fingers and his mouth, merciless, until the aftershocks turned sharp, every stroke over that swollen gland a bright, needling ache that jerked his hips and shook a whine out of him, and Shane was twitching and whining and his hand went to Ilya’s shoulder, and slapped; once, twice.
Two taps.
Ilya eased off at once. He drew his fingers out slowly, and Shane felt all of it: the drag of both knuckles tugging at his rim on the way out, then the cool air on him after, his hole clenching on nothing, wet and loose and fluttering. Ilya turned his head to kiss the inside of Shane’s thigh, the bruised skin there; he rested his cheek on it and looked up Shane’s body at him, his mouth wet and red and glistening.
“Too much?”
Shane was still trying to find his breath. He shook his head on the pillow, then remembered who he was married to, and found his words.
“No. Just… give me a second. Fuck. Just a second.”
Ilya gave him a second. He gave him a minute, and a bottle of water off the nightstand, holding it to Shane’s lips while he drank, and a cool hand stroking his belly through the mess, smearing it lazily into his skin. Shane’s heart was still slamming. Sweat had gone cool in the backs of his knees and the dips of his collarbones; the bites along his throat throbbed in time with his pulse, and he could feel the new one on his thigh rising hot and tight under the skin. Everything below his waist was a warm, wet, buzzing ache, and his hole kept giving small, helpless flutters around nothing, as if his body hadn’t yet heard that the fingers were gone.
Shane lay there boneless and watched him do it. His cock was still half hard against his hip. Ilya’s was hard as stone, dark and flushed against his belly, thick veins standing out along the length of it and the heavy head swollen and shining, dripping a string of pre-come onto the sheet, and he hadn’t even touched it. His thighs were trembling with holding still. His breath came in hard, controlled pulls through his nose, and every few seconds the muscles of his stomach jumped.
He wasn’t going to touch it. Shane could see it in his face: the rule he had set himself, the patient, self-inflicted torture, the man who would wait all night if Shane needed all night.
Shane had other ideas.
He pushed himself up on one elbow, took his glasses off, folded them and set them very neatly on the nightstand. Then he put one hand in the middle of that broad chest, on the damp, hot skin over Ilya’s thudding heart, and pushed, with the whole of his weight and his thighs behind it. Ilya went over onto his back with a thump that rattled the headboard and a startled grunt, more out of surprise than anything, and Shane swung a leg over his hips and sat down on him, his slick, open hole sliding wet along every hot inch of Ilya’s cock, and smiled down at him while Ilya groaned, the sound scraped raw and low from somewhere deep in his chest.
“My turn, Ilyusha. Lie still.”
Ilya went rigid under him. His hands flew to Shane’s hips and gripped, and Shane caught his wrists and pinned them to the mattress beside his head, which only worked because Ilya let it, and they both knew that, and that was the whole point. Shane squeezed his thighs round Ilya’s hips while he held him there, just to remind him what they could do, and felt the whole great body under him shudder.
Ilya groaned his name, hoarse and begging, his voice gone deep and wrecked, the Russian one, the one he only used like that when he was coming apart.
Shane reached behind himself, took that thick, heavy cock in his hand and held it there, the fat head notched against his rim, slick and hot and so thick that the press of it alone made him ache, and didn’t sink down. He rocked. Just a little. Just enough to let the head kiss him open, his rim stretching hot round the very tip for one sweet, burning second, and slip away again, over and over, until Ilya was swearing at the ceiling in two languages, the curses roughening into a snarl, and his hips were twitching up off the bed, and Shane pressed him back down with a hand on his belly, a husky whine escaping him every time the head slipped away.
“I told you. Still.”
Ilya’s head fell back into the pillow. His throat worked, and the whole huge body under Shane shook with the effort of obeying, his thighs gone rigid and trembling under Shane’s ass.
“You are trying to kill me, da?”
It came out low and wrecked, barely a voice at all, and Shane only smiled. Then he sank down, all the way, in one long slide that punched the air out of both of them. The head went in first, a blunt, fat pressure that his rim held against for one breath and then gave around all at once, spreading wide and hot and stinging round the flare of it. Two fingers had not been nearly enough for this; they never were, and Shane felt it in the burn, a bright, scalding stretch that wrung a cry out of him and shook fresh tears loose from his lashes. The rest of him followed, inch after thick inch, a slow, relentless drag that opened Shane from the inside and pushed up and up into him, past the spot that made his thighs jerk, deeper than the fingers had been, deeper than seemed possible, until his ass met the hot, coarse curls at the base and there was nowhere left to go. It tore a deep, ragged groan out of Ilya and a high, thin whine out of Shane that broke off into a whispered, shattered curse.
“Shane. Words.”
Ilya’s voice had gone to a heavy, deep rasp under him, the accent thick enough to chew, and his hands flexed against the mattress where Shane had left them.
“Good. So good. Fuck, Ilyusha. I’m good.”
Shane’s voice shook between the words. Ilya’s eyes dropped shut, and a low, rough run of Russian praise came out of him, almost too deep to hear.
9 inches. It never stopped being too much, and it never stopped being exactly right. Shane sat there on it, whimpering, with his thighs shaking and his hands braced on Ilya’s chest, so full he could feel it in his throat. He could feel the throb of it too, every beat of Ilya’s heart pulsing thick and hot inside him, and the stretch of his rim around the base, tight and stinging and slowly turning to heat. His own cock had gone hard again against his belly, untouched, twitching every time Ilya throbbed. He took Ilya’s hand off the mattress and laid it on his own lower belly, low and wide, so that Ilya could feel the shape of himself inside.
Ilya looked at his hand there. He looked up at Shane’s face. The sound he made wasn’t a word in any language. It came up out of his chest low and raw, half groan and half growl, and Shane felt it under his hands.
Shane rolled his hips and felt Ilya’s palm press back against the swell of him and watched those dark ocean eyes go almost entirely black. It was the oldest game they had, older than the rings, older than the house; a want neither of them had ever been able to speak until they were safe, until they knew they had the other forever, permanently, and had never stopped wanting anyway.
“There. You feel that? If it were possible. If only. You’d have put a baby in me years ago.”
Ilya’s fingers flexed on him. Shane felt the cock inside him jerk at the words, and watched his husband’s jaw go tight, and a growl rolled up out of Ilya, deep enough that Shane felt it where they were joined. Shane mewled at it, helpless.
Ilya’s hand pressed harder, cradling, possessive, his voice low and wrecked.
“Every night. Every night, I would fill you. Until it took. Until you were round with it, and everyone knew. God, Shane.”
Shane rode him. He did it lazily at first and then not lazily at all, his thighs flexing as he lifted himself almost all the way off, feeling every thick inch drag out of him until only the head was left stretching his rim, and dropped back down, the whole length of it driving up into him again in one hot, filling rush, the wet slap of skin loud in the room, his own cock bouncing hard and leaking again against his belly, every drop back down shaking a moan or a whimper or a breathless curse out of him, his voice gone husky and wrecked.
Ilya held on to his hips and let him, his palms sliding over sweat-slick skin, his eyes on Shane’s thighs as they bunched and released, the muscle standing out hard under all that smooth softness every time he lifted. He let him for a long, glorious, filthy while, groaning his name, deep and rough, and every time Shane bent down to kiss him, open-mouthed and messy, Ilya caught his lower lip between his teeth and held it, and the praise came pouring out of him in a broken run against Shane’s mouth.
“So good. So perfect. Look at you take me. My pretty. My clever. My lioness.”
His fingers dug into Shane’s hips as the words came, hard enough to leave their shape behind, and Shane felt every one of them and rode him harder for it, until his legs started to burn, a deep, sweet ache in his quads and the backs of his thighs, sweat running down his spine and stinging in the bites on his throat, and his rhythm stuttered and he was whining on every breath; and then Ilya surged up off the mattress, wrapped both arms round him and rolled them, and Shane landed on his back with a hiss and Ilya’s whole weight pinning him down and Ilya’s cock still buried deep inside him, the turn driving it in at a new angle that whited out his vision for a second and punched a yelp out of him.
“My turn now.”
Ilya grinned down at him, sweaty and smug, the words scraped so low and rough they were nearly a growl, and hooked Shane’s knee up over his elbow. Shane shoved at his chest on pure reflex, with all the strength in his arms and his thighs behind it, and Ilya didn’t so much as rock; he only let more of his weight settle down onto him and growled, low and warning, and Shane went pliant under it with a needy whine.
Shane tapped him three times on the shoulder anyway, fast, grinning up at him through the haze.
Three taps. Keep going.
Ilya kept going. He fucked him deep and hard and relentless, folded nearly in half with his knee pressed up by his ear, every stroke dragging the thick length of him almost all the way out, Shane’s rim clinging and pulling at it, then slamming home again and grinding right across that swollen spot inside him, the heavy slap of Ilya’s balls against his ass and the headboard knocking out a rhythm against the wall, and he wrapped a hand around Shane’s throat, not to squeeze, just to hold, his thumb on the pulse under Shane’s jaw, so that every whine Shane made thrummed against his palm.
He kissed him through all of it, deep and wet and sloppy, swallowing every moan and mewl and keening whimper Shane made, growling into his mouth on the hardest strokes, his sentences gone entirely now, nothing left in him but rough, broken scraps of Russian and Shane’s name, breaking off only to pant against his mouth and then coming back for more. Sweat dripped off the ends of his curls onto Shane’s cheek. His chest slid hot and slick over Shane’s with every stroke, the gold cross dragging across Shane’s sternum, and the hand at Shane’s throat stayed exactly as gentle as before, which somehow made all of it filthier.
“That’s it. Look at me now. Eyes on me, sweetheart. You can come for me again.”
Shane dragged his eyes open and found Ilya’s above him, dark and blown and fixed on his face, and couldn’t look away. It built under that relentless grind until Shane couldn’t breathe around it, a hot, heavy, swelling pressure right where Ilya kept hitting him, his balls drawn up tight and his thighs shaking against Ilya’s sides, his cock trapped between their bellies and dragged and squeezed by every stroke. Shane came the second time with a husky, broken cry, his eyes locked on Ilya’s and his nails dragging long red lines down Ilya’s back, deep enough that Ilya hissed into his mouth and drove in harder, clenching so hard around him that Ilya choked, and swore, and buried his face in Shane’s neck and came deep inside him with a long, ragged snarl that Shane felt vibrate into his throat and down through his chest, his hips jerking against Shane’s ass, pumping him full.
Shane felt every pulse of it. The cock inside him swelled and throbbed against his walls, and then the heat came, thick and wet and scalding, flooding deep into him in long, heavy throbs, one after another after another, until he could feel the warmth spreading and the slick of it squeezing out round the base where they were joined. His own come lay hot and smeared between their stomachs. His hole kept clenching round Ilya in weak, greedy aftershocks, and every one of them dragged a broken groan out of the man on top of him.
For a while neither of them could move. Ilya stayed right there, still inside him, his weight pressing Shane down into the mattress, heavy and hot and sticky, a human blanket and the best one in the world. His heart slammed against Shane’s chest, and his breath gusted hot and ragged over the bites on Shane’s neck. Shane’s thighs had slid down off his hips and lay splayed and twitching on the sheet, the muscles in them jumping and burning. The scratches he had left down Ilya’s back were raised and hot under his fingertips. Inside, he could feel Ilya softening by slow degrees, still thick enough to keep him stretched, and every small shift of it sent a lazy, aching pulse up through him; a thin, warm trickle had already escaped round the base and was creeping down the crease of his ass to the sheet.
“Still with me, sweetheart?”
Ilya’s lips moved against the bite on his neck, the words more breath than voice, and his big hand came up to stroke the damp hair back off Shane’s forehead. Shane hummed, a lazy, wrung-out purr that was all the answer he could manage.
“Don’t pull out yet.”
Shane whispered into his curls and felt the smile against his neck.
“I was not going to. I want it in you.”
Ilya’s voice was still a husky rasp, rumbling out of him against Shane’s skin. He reached for the nightstand drawer without looking, and Shane heard it open and knew what was coming; his hole clenched around the softening cock inside him in anticipation, and a small, needy whimper slipped out of him.
“Do you want it, Lyubimyy?”
Shane didn’t even have to think about it. He nodded against the pillow, and then, because Ilya would wait for the words, he gave them to him.
“Yes. Please.”
Ilya pulled out bit by bit, and Shane felt every inch of it go: the long, wet, softening drag, his loose rim clinging to it, the swollen head tugging at him on the way out and finally slipping free with a small, obscene sound that made him whine. He felt himself gape, hot and open, and the come start to slide. Ilya’s fingers were there to catch the first trickle and push it back in where it belonged, two of them sinking straight into the knuckle with no resistance at all, and then he slid the plug home in their place before more than a drop could escape. The silicone was cool and slick against him. It pressed at his puffy rim and stretched it wide round the thickest part in one long, sweet burn, and then the narrow neck slipped into place, and his body closed round it, and he was sealed, everything Ilya had given him held hot and heavy inside. Shane moaned at the stretch of it, the sound trailing off into a shaky little mewl, and went limp. Ilya pressed the base, gently, twice, and Shane whimpered both times, and then laid his palm back on Shane’s belly and left it there, warm and heavy.
Then he took care of him. He always did.
🏒💛🏒
A warm cloth from the bathroom, wrung out properly, for Shane’s belly and chest and the insides of his thighs. Ilya worked it over him slowly, cleaning the come off his freckles and out of the creases of his hips, then lower, around the base of the plug, so gently over the puffy, tender skin that Shane purred at it instead of flinching. He checked, too. He always checked: a careful fingertip around the stretched rim, his eyes on Shane’s face the whole time, until he was satisfied that nothing was torn. Water, which Shane was made to drink half of before he was allowed to lie down again.
Shane’s favoured pain relief gel, cool and stinging, on the bitten spots along his throat, and the cream from the drawer on the stretch marks over his hips and the new bruise below his navel, Ilya’s fingers working it in while Shane purred. Then more of it, warmed between his palms, into the burning muscle of both thighs, where Shane had ridden him until his legs gave out: big thumbs digging slow, firm circles up the fronts of his quads and into the backs of them, kneading the knots out one by one, until the ache loosened and Shane went heavy and pliant under his hands, a low moan of relief slipping out of him.
The marks were coming up properly now. Shane caught sight of them in the mirror over the dresser when Ilya sat him up: a dark string of bites down the side of his throat and one at his collarbone, red, sucked bruises beside both nipples, the deep one below his navel and the one high on his thigh already going purple, and on his hips, faint and rising, the prints of Ilya’s fingers where he had held on. His thighs ached. His ass ached. Every time he shifted, the plug pressed deep and sweet inside him, and he felt it in the backs of his knees.
He stripped the spare sheet off the top of the bed with the mess still on it, his trick, and there was a clean one waiting underneath. He pulled one of his own soft old T-shirts down over Shane’s head, so big that it slid off one shoulder, and kissed the bare shoulder. He climbed in behind him, fitted himself around Shane’s back, the whole hot, solid length of him from shoulders to shins, one thigh sliding between Shane’s aching ones, and let Shane wedge his freezing feet between his calves without one complaint.
His hand settled on Shane’s belly, over the T-shirt, warm and wide, right where it always went. Shane felt the weight of it rest, very lightly, over the full, heavy ache inside him; his body gave one last lazy clench around the plug, and a low, contented sound rumbled out of him.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Shane laid his own hand over the top of it, laced their fingers, and closed his eyes.
“I love you too, Ilyusha. Even when you’re a menace.”
Ilya’s laugh was a puff of warm air against the back of his neck.
“Especially then.”
Ilya was already half asleep. Shane was smiling when he followed him.
🏒💛🏒
The ribbons came out on a Wednesday, and no one could ever agree afterwards whose idea it had been.
Levi claimed it was his. He had been looking at Shane’s hair for most of the week, narrow-eyed and faintly anxious, the way he looked at things he intended to hold someone to, and at some point, between the second pot of tea and the washing-up, he had finally asked, in a very small voice.
“Kaasan. Is it long enough yet?”
Shane had put down the tea towel. Across the kitchen, Ilya, drying a mug, had looked up with a small, private smile. Oh, he remembered. Of course he did.
It had been a promise made on the sectional in Boston, on a night when everything was too loud and too new. Shane had been tucked warm and sleepy against Ilya’s side with the TV turned down low. A small boy had been folded up between his Kaasan and Otousan with a shark clamped under his chin, and Ilya had made the promise in the low, rumbling voice he kept for stories, one broad hand on Shane’s hip: when it grows back, ribbons, like my mama’s.
Levi had whispered da and ribbons and fallen asleep with his mouth open. Shane had lain awake for an hour afterwards. No one had ever made him a promise about his hair before that wasn’t a threat.
It wasn’t long enough. How could it be? The rookie cubs and their bottle of glue had seen to that, and Shane had sat in a barber’s chair in the spring with his jaw clenched and watched years of growth go on the floor. Little shits. It was growing back the way his hair always did, black and thick and silky and stubborn; it brushed his collar now and fell in his eyes, shaggy at the sides, impossible to keep tidy, and he wasn’t going to manage a proper braid for another six months at least. Ilya, who thought Shane’s hair was the prettiest thing on the continent and had told a journalist so once, had never suggested a trim. Not once.
But there was one lock behind his left ear that had decided to behave.
They did it on the deck after supper, in the long amber light. The lake had gone to hammered copper, and the loons were beginning their evening conversation somewhere beyond the point. Ilya sat on the top step with his back against the post, and his long legs stretched out on either side, and Shane sat on the step below, between his knees, his back warm against the solid wall of his husband’s chest.
Ilya’s thighs bracketed him. Ilya’s chin rested on top of his head for a while first, just because it could, and his arms went round Shane’s chest and squeezed, once, before he got down to business.
Then those great warm hands settled on either side of Shane’s head, careful as anything. Shane loved those hands. He loved that the biggest, strongest pair he had ever known had taught themselves to be this gentle.
Luca crouched at his shoulder with his sleeves pushed up and his now long enough hair tied back, frowning in fierce concentration. Levi was on his knees on the boards in front of them all with a shoebox in his lap.
The box held ribbons. 11 of them, bought from the little haberdashers in the village by three people who had gone in for plasters and come out an hour later with a bagful and no plasters. They lay coiled and tangled in the cardboard, the satin catching the evening light.
Teal, for the whale room. Sunflower yellow. A deep inky blue, and a green the exact colour of pond weed. And a soft, faded rose that Luca had chosen without comment and then pretended not to have chosen at all.
Ilya combed the lock out between two fingers, taking it easy, and lifted it so that Levi could see it properly against the light, and divided it into three with the tip of his little finger. He used the voice he used on the ice with the rookies, patient and sure.
“I will show you. It is only the three. Left over middle, right over middle, again. It is not hard. It is the hands that must be patient.”
Levi was looking at the wide, scarred knuckles above Shane’s ear, very doubtful. He tugged on Ilya’s trouser leg to get his attention, and Ilya hummed a little sound at him without looking up, and Levi weighed his next words very carefully, the way he weighed everything, before he delivered them with the kind of honesty only an 8-year-old could manage.
“Your hands are too big to be patient.”
Shane felt Ilya’s chest shake against his back, a long, silent, helpless rumble. A nose pressed briefly into the crown of his head. Then a kiss that only Shane was meant to feel. Ilya drew the single dark lock out from behind Shane’s ear and touched the small of Shane’s back with one finger, just above the curve there, to show them where.
“That is why I practise. My mama’s hair was very long. Down to here.”
Shane shivered. Ilya felt it; his thumb brushed once in reply, and his voice went somewhere far away and very young.
“Like a golden river. She let me help. Always I dropped the ribbon. Always she laughed. Hand me the blue one.”
Levi chose the blue. It trailed from his fists, fluttering a little in the breeze off the lake. Ilya took it from him as carefully as if it were a robin’s egg. This was the man the whole league called a wall: this one, right here, holding a scrap of satin on his fingertips and barely breathing. He laid it over his own broad forefinger and began.
It took a long time. The lock was too short and kept slipping. Ilya’s hands were far too large for it; by the second crossing he had muttered something low and blistering, fuck and worse, that Shane hoped very much Levi hadn’t caught, and had to start again. Luca leant in to watch, his chin almost on Shane’s shoulder, his breath warm against Shane’s ear. Shane reached up and squeezed his wrist, once, without looking.
Luca kept his mouth shut for about 4 minutes, watching Ilya’s fingers fumble. Then he leaned in further, his voice very low.
“May I?”
Ilya’s hands stopped. The ribbon hung loose from his fingers. He looked over Shane’s head at their son, at that fair, pretty, very serious face, and his thumb pressed into the back of Shane’s neck, firm and full, and Shane knew exactly what it meant. Look at him. Those dark blue eyes had spent years of Luca’s life watching other people’s hands do things they had never trusted him with.
“Da. Of course, Lukasha. Come.”
Ilya’s voice had gone very low. He leant back to make room, and reached out as Luca moved, and cupped the back of his head for a second on the way past, and let go.
Luca slid round and took his place behind Shane’s ear. Ilya sat back, his hands settling on Shane’s shoulders instead, and Shane felt the pride in them, heavy and warm. Luca’s fingers were lighter than Ilya’s and much more sure. They moved over the lock with neat, absent precision; he had spent half his life with a pencil in his hand and the other half learning edges on the ice. In about a minute and a half, a small, slender, perfectly even braid lay against the side of Shane’s neck. It was the length of a finger, with a neat little end. Ilya’s breath caught against his hair.
Luca held out his free hand without turning round, and Levi put the ribbon into his palm, the satin cool and slippery. It was the blue one. He gave it up so seriously that all three of the men on the steps held their breath.
“Now. A bow. You have to pull the ends evenly, or it goes lopsided.”
Luca wound the ribbon around the end of the braid as he talked, going nice and steady so that Levi could see every step.
Levi eyed the ribbon with deep suspicion and made his prediction at once.
“Mine will go lopsided.”
Luca smiled down at the box, and at the boy behind it, with the whole of his face.
“Then it will be a very good lopsided one.”
Levi’s face turned up to him, hope written all over it.
“Can I do the end?”
Luca held the two ends of the ribbon out to him, one in each hand; that was all the answer he needed.
Levi did the end. He bit his tongue between his teeth, pulled the two loops, twisted, pulled again. The result was a bow of such extraordinary size and ambition that it hung half off the braid and stood out stiff behind Shane’s ear, a huge, wobbly loop of blue on either side.
“It is perfect.”
Shane’s voice wouldn’t hold steady. A warm hand slid round to cover his heart, pressing flat over the fast, hard thump of it.
Levi stared at the bow with his head on one side, one hand hovering near it, not quite daring to touch.
“It is very big.”
He sounded anxious about it. Shane caught the small hovering hand and kissed the knuckles, one by one.
“It is the best bow in Canada.”
Levi’s face changed. Shane watched the idea arrive in it, sudden and delighted.
“You can’t see it. Not unless you look from behind.”
Shane kept his face perfectly straight. He had played entire press conferences with that face.
“Then I’ll have to ask someone to look at it all day.”
Levi gave a high, cracked, startled laugh. He flung himself bodily into Shane’s chest, and Shane took him in both arms and held on, gentle and tight in the same breath. Over the top of that dark head, he found Luca’s eyes, and then Ilya’s. His eldest was blinking very fast. His husband had given up hiding it entirely.
Shane could have drawn that face from memory, and still it undid him. Tears were running freely into the corners of Ilya’s mouth, and he was smiling in a way Shane had seen only a handful of times in 9 years. Wide. Wet. A little bit stunned. Fuck, Shane loved him.
“When it is longer, we will do the proper ones. Many. With flowers, if you like.”
Ilya’s voice was hoarse. He pressed a kiss to the side of Shane’s head as he made the threat.
Shane didn’t even turn round.
“Don’t push it.”
Ilya ignored him completely; Shane felt the smile against his skin.
“Next summer. Five braids.”
Shane held the line, politely and without the slightest give. He wasn’t going to fold.
“Two.”
Luca leaned round Shane’s shoulder and settled it, calm as you like; he was the family’s master braider, after all.
“Four.”
Then, without consulting anyone, he began to put the shoebox in order. Levi climbed into Ilya’s lap over the top of Shane to get the best view of the bow from behind, and Ilya wrapped his arms round both of them at once and rocked the whole lot of them gently from side to side on the step while the sun went down.
Shane wore it to bed. Ilya lay beside him in the dark and traced the little braid with one finger, over and over, from his scalp to the silky bow. Neither of them needed words for it.
He wore it to breakfast, and down to the jetty. He wore it on the long, lazy, wandering walk along the shore to his parents’ cottage, 10 minutes around the point, with Levi riding on Ilya’s shoulders the whole way and Luca and Adrien behind them, hand in hand, swinging their arms like children.
Yuna was on her porch with a pot of jasmine tea. She took one look at the back of her son’s head and stopped talking altogether, which never happened; then she went inside and found her reading glasses so that she could look at it properly. She looked at it for ages.
Then she took off the glasses, folded them and hugged him, hard, the way she hadn’t hugged him since he was about nine; and his father, who never cried, went and stood at the window for a while to look at a boat.
Levi slid down off Ilya’s shoulders and went straight to his grandmother’s knee to explain the bow. He explained it in Japanese, because that was the language his feelings came out in fastest, that she could understand, the old words from before, and Yuna crouched down to his height and listened to every word of it, nodding, asking serious questions back in the same quick Japanese. And who chose the blue? And did your Otousan cry? Levi answered the last one with massive satisfaction.
“Otousan cried a lot, Obaachan. A lot.”
Ilya didn’t deny it when it was repeated in English. He sat down on Yuna’s porch swing with his arm along the back of it, and pulled Shane down into the space beside him, and kept his hand on the back of Shane’s neck, thumb playing with the braid, for the whole of lunch.
David had a jigsaw going on the porch table, naturally. Luca sat down beside him uninvited and started on the edge pieces, and David, without looking up, slid him a cup of tea and a plate of Yuna’s rice crackers and patted his hand.
“There you go, son.”
He called Ilya son in exactly the same voice, and Luca went so pink, cheeks to ears, that Adrien had to go and sit next to him and hold his other hand.
Yuna gave Adrien a long, assessing look over her teacup that he would be telling people about for years, and then gave him the biggest slice of cake.
The braid went greyish in the lake and softened. One end came loose by Friday. Levi retied it, standing on a kitchen stool to reach, tongue between his teeth, while Ilya stood behind the stool with both hands hovering, just in case.
It was still there when they went home, a little frayed, one lopsided blue bow bright against the black of his hair.
 
Adrien POV
Adrien had been awake since four, and he was fairly sure the loons knew why.
He lay on his back in the big bed with one arm shoved under his head and the other slung across Luca’s waist, listening to the lake. A single bird out on the dark water called, long and low and hollow; another answered it from across the lake.
Honestly, they were trying to say something massive, Adrien was sure of it, and settling, in the end, for just yelling each other’s names across the water. Adrien knew the feeling. He had been practising one speech in his head for 11 days. Every single fucking time he got to the end of it, his mouth went dry, and his heart did something he would have been embarrassed to describe to a physio.
11 days. 11 whole days of nodding along at breakfast like a normal, functioning adult with nothing in his head but pancakes.
Luca slept the way he always did, which was thoroughly, and with opinions. He was curled on his side with his back tucked into Adrien’s chest and one cold foot hooked over Adrien’s shin for warmth, because apparently cold feet ran in this family whether you were born into it or not; Adrien had seen Shane do the exact same thing to Ilya on the sofa loads of times, and Ilya had yet to raise a single complaint. Luca’s hair had gone longer, lighter and wavier since the start of the summer, and it lay in a soft gold tangle across the pillow that Adrien badly wanted to bury his whole face in.
The brushed-gold ring sat on the hand Luca had flung out across the sheet, and the first grey light from the window had found it.
He had worn it for 31 days. Adrien had counted, obviously, because he was a giant sap and had never pretended to be anything else. He had counted the days; he had counted the number of times Luca had turned it round on his finger when he thought no one was watching, and the number of times he had caught Adrien watching and gone that pretty dark pink across his cheeks and up to his ears. That last number was his favourite.
It was very high.
He was very proud of it.
You are not fucking nervous, he told himself, rather sternly. He was, though. Massively. You got hit into the boards by Kent at full speed in a Game 7, and you got back up. This is a cake and a question. You can do a cake and a question.
His stomach disagreed. Loudly. Shit.
“You’re thinking so loud I can hear it.”
Luca didn’t open his eyes. His voice was thick with sleep, the soft lilting mixture of German edges and Russian accent creeping back into his vowels as they always did before he was properly awake, like his brain wasn’t sure which one was his baseline anymore, and he wriggled back an inch closer, which Adrien wouldn’t have thought was physically possible.
“Sorry, Angel. Go back to sleep.”
Adrien pressed a kiss into his hair to make up for it, and felt the grumble roll right through the smaller body pressed against him. Apparently he was vibrating.
Apparently it was like sleeping on a fridge.
He made his knee stop jiggling under the duvet, which only meant his heel started instead, and Luca found Adrien’s hand on his waist without looking and dragged it up to tuck under his chin like a favourite stuffed toy.
“Whatever it is, tell me at breakfast. Or not. Whichever.”
Adrien pressed his mouth to the back of that warm neck, right where the soft hair curled, and breathed in. Vanilla and almond and sleep, the sweet, warm smell that lived in Luca’s pillows and Luca’s hoodies and, by now, most of Adrien’s own T-shirts, tangled up with the cardamom and bergamot of his own body wash until he honestly couldn’t tell any more where one of them stopped and the other started.
“It’s nothing.”
He was such a fucking bad liar. He could feel his ears going hot in the dark.
“I love you.”
That one got out on its own, as things always got out of Adrien’s mouth before his brain had been consulted. He never tried to stop it. There had been a time, back in his parents’ house, when he had learned to swallow the big things before they got out; it had taken this family about three weeks to undo all of that, and he was never, ever fucking going back.
“It’s four in the bloody morning.”
Luca made a sleepy, put-upon noise into the pillow, then yawned so hugely that Adrien felt it all the way down his spine.
“Love you too, Liebling. Stop vibrating.”
He stopped vibrating. Mostly. He lay there with his heart thumping hard and fast against Luca’s back and watched the window go from black to grey to the first pale pearl of dawn, and he thought, with massive, terrifying clarity: I am going to marry this man, and I am going to do it properly this time, if it kills me.
The thing about the ice was that he didn’t regret it, and he never would. It had been the most honest moment of his entire life, a stupid, blazing, glorious thing that had come out of his mouth in front of 18,000 people and every camera in North America before his brain had even been invited to the meeting.
He had been on his knees on the ice, and Luca had been laughing and crying in his arms with the Cup somewhere behind them and Shane and Ilya somewhere behind that, and the words had just been there. Marry me. No ring, no plan, no speech. Just the biggest feeling he had ever had, and nowhere else for it to go.
So it went out of his mouth. Live. On national television. Of course it fucking did.
The garden had been better. The garden had been only theirs; the ring had been his own choice, and he had told Luca what he actually meant instead of blurting it at the top of his lungs. But that was the thing, wasn’t it.
He had bought that ring two days after the Cup in a blind panic, in a shop in Boston he had never been in before, from a guy who had taken one look at his face and sold him the first plain thing that fitted the size he guessed. It was a good ring. Luca loved it. Luca had cried over it and then stared at it for a full week, turning it on his finger, checking again and again that it had stayed on his hand.
But it wasn’t a ring from the family.
And Adrien, who had grown up in a big, loud, polite house where love looked like love right up until the day it turned out to come with conditions, wanted so badly to give Luca the one thing neither of them had ever had.
A ring with a whole family standing behind it.
Somewhere downstairs a floorboard groaned; then a kettle started to murmur.
Shane was up.
Of course Shane was bloody up. Adrien was still half convinced the man just powered down for a few hours to recharge and then came back online at dawn, polite and terrifying and already three tasks in. Even if he knew differently now. He eased his arm out from under Luca’s head and replaced it with a pillow, which Luca hugged at once with a grumpy little sigh, and tucked the duvet back around those pale, bare, sun-freckled shoulders.
Then he crept out onto the landing in his socks.
Levi’s door was open a crack. It was always open a crack; that was one of the rules, along with the hall light on low and Sharky on the left side of the pillow, never the right. Adrien couldn’t help it. He put his eye to the gap like a burglar. It was probably creepy.
Levi was asleep in the exact middle of his bed in a nest of fish-printed duvet, flat on his back with his arms flung up over his head, a pose only very small children and very drunk hockey players could manage. His long black hair was still in the braid Shane had put in it last night, a bit fuzzy now, with a little fluffy tail on the end. Sharky was jammed under one arm, left side. Yuki lay curled across his feet in a black furry heap; she opened one cold blue eye at Adrien, judged him, and closed it again. Rude.
Adrien pulled the door back to its crack and went downstairs grinning like an idiot, because that wonderful little kid could do that to him without even being awake.
The kitchen at the cottage was one of the biggest rooms in the place, and at that hour the most peaceful. It had a long pale island with six stools, a window the full width of the east wall, and the early light coming in off the water.
The fridge was a whole gallery: Levi’s drawings of sharks and the dog and a very square family with seven heads, two of them clearly Adrien and Luca because one was tall with black hair and one had yellow curls and a pencil; a shopping list in Ilya’s beautiful cursive; and one of Shane’s laminated weekly schedules, colour-coded, with a column for each of the boys. Adrien’s name had turned up on it at the start of the summer in green. He had never mentioned it. He had also taken a photo of it and set it as his inner lock screen.
Shane stood at the stove in a soft grey T-shirt that was clearly not his and loose sweats, barefoot, his hair tousled from the pillow and his reading glasses pushed up on top of his head, where he would lose them later and blame Ilya. He was stirring a pan with tiny, careful strokes, frowning down into it. A mug of tea sat at his elbow, pale with milk and two honeys, and beside it, already poured, sat a second mug, black, with a spoon still in it.
He had made Adrien’s tea before Adrien had even come down the stairs. He did that. He did that for all of them, and he never said a word about it.
Adrien wrapped both hands around the mug and held on tight, letting the heat soak into his palms. 8 months ago he would have sworn tea was what your grandmother drank. Now here he was, standing in his socks in a huge cottage kitchen at five in the morning, drinking strong black tea with one honey because it was how Ilya took it. Somewhere along the line, without anyone making a speech about it, the two homes had become his too.
“Nervous?”
The question came lightly, tossed over Shane’s shoulder without his looking up from the pan, and Adrien very nearly dropped the mug on his own foot.
He didn’t even bother denying it. He had never been able to hide a thing with his face; his mother used to say he had a face like an open window, and she hadn’t meant it nicely.
“You came down those stairs looking ready to throw up.”
Shane’s mouth tipped up, the faintest smile.
“I would have been worse. I made a spreadsheet the week before the wedding. It had tabs.”
Of course it had tabs. Colour-coded as well, Adrien would have bet actual money on it.
“Ilya knows something’s going on. He has absolutely no idea it’s this.”
Adrien loved that so much he had to bite the inside of his cheek.
Then Shane set down the spoon, turned and leaned a hip against the counter; Adrien got that calm velvet brown stare head-on. A kind look, through and through, and Adrien was still fairly sure that if it had wanted a confession, he would have handed one over, along with his PIN number, his blood type and the location of every snack he had ever hidden from Troy.
So he just told him.
“I know I’ve already done it twice. On the ice, and then in the garden. I know how that sounds.”
The words came tumbling out the way they always did, too many and too fast, and then they started to run out.
“The first one was a mistake, in the best way. The second one was mine. I want this one to be …”
Shane waited. He didn’t fill the gap for him; somehow that made it easier to get close to the end of the sentence.
“Ours.”
The single word came plainly, with a small shrug, and it landed right in the middle of Adrien’s chest.
Adrien nodded too many times, and then made himself stop nodding, and then nodded again anyway.
“Then we’ll make it ours.”
Shane unfolded himself from the counter and crossed the tiles to him. He didn’t hug, quite. Shane wasn’t a big hugger with anyone who wasn’t Ilya or the boys; Adrien had learned that a while ago and never taken it personally, because the thing he did instead was better. He reached up and straightened the collar of Adrien’s T-shirt, which had gone inside out at the neck, and then he put one hand on Adrien’s shoulder and the back of his neck and gave it a short, firm squeeze, just as he did to Luca before every game.
“Adrien. Ilya and I decided on the Wednesday after the Cup. You don’t need to ask for anything. We would like to be asked anyway, because we’re apparently old-fashioned, but you have it. You’ve had it since you stepped in front of Luca on the driveway.”
It hit Adrien harder than Kent ever had. Shit.
The driveway. His parents’ car, and his mother’s voice going high and ugly on words he had never heard her say before, and Luca’s hand white-knuckled in the back of his hoodie. He hadn’t thought anyone had really noticed him standing there. He had just done it, like throwing himself in front of a puck.
“I just want to do it properly. I want to find the right words.”
It came out shaky, and Shane’s hand stayed exactly where it was, steady and warm.
“You can ask me now, if you like. I’ll say yes. Then we’ll never mention it again, and Ilya will pretend he wasn’t listening at the door.”
Something creaked in the dark corridor behind them, and Shane’s mouth twitched.
“I heard that, Lyubimyy.”
The voice came from the shadows of the corridor, a low, sleepy rumble in Russian, and then Ilya wandered into the kitchen in black sweatpants and absolutely nothing else, his hair a golden catastrophe and the gold cross glinting on his chest, squinting at the light like a bear turfed out of hibernation a month early.
“Is five in the morning. I was not listening. I was passing.”
He switched back to English for Adrien’s benefit, very dignified about it.
Shane didn’t even turn round. He just picked his tea back up, wrapped both hands around the mug and blew across the top of it, perfectly serene.
“You were listening.”
He took a sip, completely unbothered.
“I was passing slowly.”
Ilya crossed the kitchen in three strides and wrapped himself round Shane from behind like a winter coat, and for a second Adrien had the strangest sense of being allowed to see something very private. Shane leaned back into the chest behind him without even looking. Ilya’s thumb found the wedding ring on Shane’s right hand and turned it once round his finger. He pressed a kiss under Shane’s ear, then another into his hair, and Shane’s eyes fluttered shut.
They were always like this. Adrien had stopped being surprised about it somewhere around October. Ilya couldn’t be in a room with Shane for more than about 90 seconds without his hands finding him: the small of his back in the corridor at the arena, the back of his neck on the bench, Shane hauled sideways into his lap at team dinners while Cliff made gagging noises and Victor took photos. Since the Cup, since the whole world knew, they had stopped bothering to even pretend to be subtle about it.
And honestly, Adrien could have watched them at it for hours, and gone on finding it beautiful every single time.
“We have an audience.”
Shane’s murmur disappeared halfway into his mug, dry and amused. Ilya opened one dark blue eye and looked at Adrien across the island, and that eye was sharp and wide awake.
“It is only the Cub.”
Adrien caught that one. Only the Cub. He was absurdly proud of himself for catching it, and then absurdly moved, because Ilya had said it exactly as he said Lukasha and Lyovushka, plain and certain, a fact and not up for discussion.
“Cub. Ask.”
Adrien put the mug down on the counter, because his hands had started to shake and he refused to spill tea on Shane’s floor at a time like this. He stood up straighter, which was ridiculous, because he was 6 foot 2 and had never needed any help with standing.
The rest of him suddenly felt about 12 years old.
His voice was stiff and formal, all the contractions gone, as it always was when he was terrified of getting something wrong.
“Shane. Ilya. I would like to marry Luca. I would like to do it properly, with a ring from the family, if you will help me. I love him more than I know how to say. I will take care of him. I will never …”
He faltered, swallowed, and started over, lower, because this was the bit that mattered.
“I’ll never make him feel small. I swear.”
The whole kitchen held its breath. Out on the lake, a loon let out one long, falling note; Adrien was pretty sure his heart stopped somewhere in the middle of it.
“Yes.”
Shane’s eyes were open now, bright and steady behind his glasses.
“Of course yes.”
Ilya’s voice came in right on top of it, and then he grinned, and the grin was so open and unguarded that for a second he looked about 20.
That was all the warning Adrien got before an arm hooked round his neck, and he was hauled around the island and lifted a good inch clean off the floor. He had been lifted by Ilya before, in the weight room, on the ice, once memorably by the back of his shorts out of a hot tub. It had never once been a hug like this. This one was. It went on and on, all sandalwood and alpine spice and warm, solid chest, and somewhere above his head Ilya rumbled something in Russian, rough and fond and much too fast to follow.
“Good son. Our good son. Mama would have liked you.”
He only got about every third word. Good. Ours. Mama. It was enough. It was more than enough.
Then Shane’s hand came down on his back, one steady circle between his shoulder blades, the exact same circle he drew on Levi after a nightmare. Adrien was shaking. He had no idea when that had started.
“Breathe, Adrien.”
Shane’s voice was low and close by his ear, and Adrien did, a big gulping breath of sandalwood, and then he laughed, wet and embarrassed, into Ilya’s bare shoulder.
“Sorry. I’ve got snot all over you.”
Ilya let out a disapproving rumble that went right through Adrien’s cheek.
“Do not say sorry.”
Then he switched back to English, for him.
“Is a good day.”
Ilya set him back down on his feet and kept a huge hand wrapped around the back of his neck for a count of three, just as he did with Luca when Luca was spiralling, and then ruffled his hair like he was Levi’s age.
The plan, when Shane laid it out, was medovik.
Adrien had never heard of it.
“Honey cake.”
Shane’s whole face went soft as he glanced across at the huge man now leaning against the fridge like a bouncer on a slow night.
“Eight layers, sour cream filling. I pieced it together over three of Ilya’s birthdays, from what he remembered of his mama’s. How it tasted. How her kitchen smelled.”
He lowered his voice, though not by much.
“Ilya’s very sentimental about it.”
Over by the fridge, Ilya’s jaw went tight, and his ears went very pink.
“Is not sentimental. Is cake.”
Shane didn’t even look at him. He just patted Ilya’s massive forearm on his way past to the stove and turned back to Adrien with a perfectly straight face and a tiny, wicked glint behind his glasses.
“It’s the best cake in the world. And he cried the first time I got it right. So...”
Adrien looked from one of them to the other. He thought about a house with a polished dining table, and a mother who had never let him lick a spoon because of the mess. Then he thought about this huge, scarred man with 200 pounds of muscle and his dead mother’s recipe and the guts to stand in his own kitchen and nearly cry about it. Something in his chest turned over and settled.
He was grinning. He could feel it, too big for his face, and he couldn’t have wiped it off if he tried.
“Teach me, then.”
Shane nodded once, satisfied, and Adrien’s chest went warm and fizzy, and he stood up a little taller.
The rest of the plan was Ilya’s, and Ilya had very clearly been working on it for a week. He had found an art shop in the village, very fancy, with pencils that cost like jewellery, and Levi had informed him three separate times, very seriously, that he wanted Lukasha to teach him to draw. So. They would go. Luca would say no, and then say yes, and then they would buy too many things, and Adrien would stay home because of his knee.
Adrien didn’t have a knee. Well. He had two. They were both fine. He had run 6 kilometres round the lake yesterday and then done a backflip off the dock to make Levi scream.
Ilya nodded gravely.
“You have a knee. Is very sore. Awful knee. You will limp at breakfast. Luca will worry; he is cute. Then he will kiss you and tell you to rest. Then you will be sorry for lying and bake anyway.”
Adrien rubbed both hands down his face.
“That’s a shit plan.”
Ilya didn’t care, not even slightly.
“It's a perfect plan.”
Ilya picked up Shane’s tea, drank half of it, handed it back, and kissed the edge of Shane’s mouth. They had obviously done exactly this several thousand times and still really, really liked it. Shane rolled his eyes and drank the rest anyway; Ilya’s hand slid down to rest on the small of his back while he pointed at Adrien with his free one.
“Go put on an apron, Cub. Shane takes cake very seriously.”
🏒💛🏒
Breakfast was a masterpiece of really, truly awful acting.
It was also, as breakfasts went in this house, a three-ring circus, and Adrien loved every second of it.
Ilya was on pancakes. Ilya was always on pancakes when they were at the cottage; it was one of the rules, written down on the fridge in Levi’s careful capitals under RULES FOR THE LAKE, somewhere between NO SWIMMING WITHOUT A GROWN UP and YUKI IS NOT ALLOWED IN THE CANOE.
He stood at the stove in an old Bears T-shirt with a spatula in one hand and Levi on his other hip, because Levi had come down the stairs, taken one look at the kitchen, and lifted both arms straight up in the air, and Ilya had scooped him up without missing a single flip.
Levi rode up there in his shark pyjamas, sleepy and very important, his cheek squashed against Ilya’s shoulder and his braid all fuzzy, supervising the pancakes with massive seriousness and telling Ilya in Russian, every 30 seconds or so, when it was time to turn one.
Ilya obeyed him every single time. Every single time. And then praised him for his excellent timing.
The pancakes were shaped, more or less, like hockey sticks. The less was most of them. No one breathed a word about it.
Shane sat at the island with his glasses on his nose and a hairbrush in his hand, waiting, and when Ilya finally set Levi down on the stool in front of him, Levi wriggled around and presented the back of his head, all ready. Only Kaasan was allowed to braid Levi’s hair. That was in the rules too, the unwritten ones, the ones that mattered most.
Adrien had watched Shane do it all summer, and he still couldn’t take his eyes off it: the careful brushing, the long curly black hair separated into three across those quick, sure fingers, Levi melting back against Shane’s chest, boneless and content. Shane talked to him the whole time, low and easy, about the day, about the art shop, about whether sharks had to sleep, and Levi answered him in a mix of Russian and the odd word of Japanese and very occasionally a careful English one, testing it out.
Luca sat on Levi’s other side and tidied. He always tidied; Luca was allowed to tidy. He tucked in the little wisps that escaped around Levi’s ears and smoothed the fringe and handed Shane the hair tie at the exact second Shane held his hand out for it, without either of them looking, and it hit Adrien somewhere under the ribs every time, the easy way they moved around that little boy, hands passing and catching, never getting in each other’s way, smooth as a well-drilled line change.
Then Shane finished the braid, kissed the top of Levi’s head, and without even pausing, reached over and kissed the top of Luca’s too.
Luca went pink across the cheeks and leaned right into it. Back in the winter, Adrien remembered, Luca would have frozen. He would have gone stiff and shy and pleased and not known where to put himself. Now he just tipped his head into Shane’s shoulder for a second, eyes closed, and then went back to cutting up his pear like it was nothing.
Except it was everything. Adrien had to look at the pancakes for a moment.
He had, of course, limped all the way down the stairs, across the kitchen and up onto his stool, suffering very visibly. He thought the wince when he sat down was a really nice touch. He had practised it in the bathroom mirror.
Levi pronounced his name with deep suspicion and laid his spoon down beside his bowl, parallel to the edge, just as Shane did.
“Addie. Why you walk funny?”
Adrien put on his bravest face, the one he used for the dentist.
“My knee hurts.”
Levi narrowed his eyes.
“Which one?”
Adrien had genuinely not thought this far ahead. He was a fucking idiot.
“The left one.”
He stared hard at the ceiling for help. None arrived.
The ceiling stayed a bloody ceiling.
“Yesterday you do right one.”
Levi’s verdict came with total certainty, in the voice of a boy who had clearly been keeping notes, and he went back to his pancake. Across the island, Ilya turned round very fast to face the stove, and his shoulders shook.
Beside him, Luca set down his knife.
“Is it bad?”
He sounded small and worried, and the worry in those dark blue eyes was so instant and so sincere that Adrien felt as if he had just kicked a puppy. A very small, very blond puppy. On purpose.
“It’s just a bit stiff. Shane told me to rest it.”
It came out as a mumble, and he caught the quick flash of Shane’s eyes over the teapot, perfectly composed, perfectly kind, and absolutely no help at all.
“Then I’ll stay home too.”
Luca’s hand landed on Adrien’s wrist, warm and stubborn, and stayed there.
“No, Angel. Go. Levi wants to learn to draw, and no one can teach him but you. I’ll lie on the sofa and ice it and feel really sorry for myself. Honestly. I’d like it.”
It was a little too fast and a little too loud. He turned his hand over under Luca’s to lace their fingers together and softened it with a smile.
Luca looked at him for what felt like a year. It was the look he gave a blank page right before he put the first line on it, searching and patient and far too perceptive for 19, and Adrien tried very hard to keep his face completely blank. Oh shit. He knows, he thought, in rising panic. He knows something. He’s going to say it right here at the breakfast table in front of Levi and the cat.
Luca picked up his pear.
He agreed, in the end, with conditions.
“Fine. One, you ring me if it gets worse. Two, you don’t lift anything. Three, you don’t, under any circumstances, do anything stupid.”
He pointed a slice of pear at Adrien’s face for each one, Shane in the locker room all over again.
“Define stupid.”
Adrien grinned at him, all teeth, and a pear slice bounced off his forehead before he could duck. Levi giggled so much he nearly fell off his stool, and Ilya caught him one-handed by the back of his pyjamas without even looking, set him straight again and kissed his ear on the way past.
“Lukasha.”
Ilya’s voice came from the doorway now, all false innocence, as he dangled the car keys from one finger. “We are going. Levi has a list. A very long list.”
“Is very important list.”
Levi switched to English for that one, especially for Adrien, and slid off his stool, very grand. He tucked Sharky under his arm and marched for the door like a captain leading the team out of the tunnel, counting it off on his fingers as he went.
“Number one, pencils. Number two, paper. Number three, snack. Number four… is secret.”
Luca came round the island, went up on his toes, and kissed Adrien on the mouth. It was light and quick and tasted of pear, and Adrien wrapped a hand around the back of his head and held him there a second too long. He had never managed not to, and he had stopped pretending otherwise months ago.
“Be good.”
The words were whispered against his lips, so close that Adrien felt them more than heard them, a warm brush of breath and a smile.
“Always.”
Luca pulled back just far enough to narrow those blue eyes at him.
“Liar.”
But he was smiling when he drew back, that small, private, lopsided smile that was only ever for Adrien. On his way out, he stopped by Shane, and Shane caught him by the wrist, fixed the hood of his hoodie where it had folded in on itself, and pressed a five-dollar note into his hand for ice cream for him and Levi, like Luca was nine and not 19 with an NHL contract. And Luca took it.
He took it and went pink to the ears and grinned, so delighted with himself that Adrien nearly had to sit back down. Then Ilya swung Levi up onto his shoulders on the porch, Levi squealing with joy and grabbing two fistfuls of golden curls for reins, and the three of them went out into the early sun. The screen door banged.
A car started.
Gravel crunched.
And then the house went quiet.
Adrien sat where he was for exactly three seconds. Then he stopped limping, rolled both shoulders, stood up and turned round to find Shane already holding out an apron.
It was white linen, long and plain, with a small embroidered shark on the pocket.
“Luca stitched the shark. Levi supervised. Levi told Ilya it was a very serious job, and Ilya hasn’t let anyone else wear it since. So you should consider this an honour.”
Shane’s delivery was utterly deadpan, not so much as a flicker at the corner of his mouth to give him away.
“Is it going to be a problem if I get honey on it?”
Adrien held it up by the strings, doubtful.
“Ilya will cry. Privately. Then he’ll forgive you.”
Shane tied on his own apron, a navy one fraying at the edges, and tugged the strings tight around his waist.
“Wash your hands. We’re going to be exact.”
🏒💛🏒
The first thing Adrien learned about baking was that it was nothing like hockey. The second thing was that Shane Hollander-Rozanov in an apron was a whole different animal from Shane Hollander-Rozanov on the ice. More frightening, honestly. A lot.
“Weigh it. Don’t scoop it. Scoops lie.”
Shane slid the bag of flour away from Adrien’s hand before the measuring cup could get anywhere near it.
He had a digital scale with a brushed steel top, a whole wall of labelled glass jars, and a small black notebook with a pencil tied to it on a string. The notebook was open to a page headed MEDOVIK (ILYA’S MAMA, REV. 7), and every line on it was in tidy, upright handwriting. Ilya’s cursive was the pretty one in this house, all loops and swirls, the kind you saw on old wedding invitations and on Levi’s bedroom door; Shane’s was the kind that could have filed a lawsuit; according to Troy, it had.
Honey went in the pan, 150 grams of it, wildflower, from the farm stall on the way in. 100 of sugar. 100 of butter. Low heat. Stir. Adrien hovered with the wooden spoon, ready, waiting for a number, a timer, anything, and Shane tapped the page with one flour-dusted knuckle.
“Until it stops being three things and becomes one thing.”
So Adrien stirred. The honey went from a sullen amber slab to a bubbling gold lake, and a smell rose up out of the pan that actually made his stomach hurt, warm and floral, with a dark edge of caramel underneath it. Under the counter, Anya let out a long, tragic sigh and laid her chin on his foot.
Yuki had come down from Levi’s room, worked out within about 4 minutes that the person she actually liked had left the building, and taken up position on top of the fridge, where she could see everything. She was regarding Adrien with cold blue eyes. She had notes. Loads. She would be submitting them in writing.
Then came soda. Not the kind in cans; Adrien learned that the hard way.
“Baking soda. Two level teaspoons. Don’t tip the spoon; that’s a sin. It will foam when it goes in. Don’t panic.”
Adrien eyed the teaspoon, and the pan, and the fire extinguisher by the door, which suddenly seemed very far away.
“And what the hell happens if I do panic?”
Shane levelled off a teaspoon of soda with the back of a knife, perfectly calm.
“You’ll lose a layer. It’s fine. I lost 11 the first week. I only cried at the sixth.”
The honey roared up the sides of the pan in a gold, hissing, foaming tide the second the soda hit it, and Adrien leapt back with a really embarrassing noise that he would deny to his dying day. Holy shit. Shane didn’t so much as blink. He took the pan off the heat with one hand, put the spoon back into Adrien’s fist with the other, and wrapped his fingers around Adrien’s wrist to show him the motion.
“Stir. Don’t whip. Gently… There.”
It settled. It went the colour of dark toffee, glossy and thick. Adrien stood there with his heart going and the spoon in his hand and felt, completely ridiculously, like a hero. An actual hero. With a spoon. Shane let go of his wrist and reached for the eggs; the tiny, approving nod that came with it went straight to Adrien’s head.
They worked for three hours.
Adrien broke an egg into the flour instead of the bowl. Shane didn’t comment. He just handed him a clean bowl and a second egg. Adrien over-kneaded the first batch of dough, and Shane poked it with one finger and sighed.
“It’s gone stiff. Start again.”
His voice was perfectly even, just facts, with no telling-off anywhere in it.
He rolled the first layer out too thick. He rolled the second too thin, and it tore right down the middle.
“Fuck!”
It was a word he would never, ever have used in front of Levi. Shane laughed, a small, surprised sound that seemed to startle even Shane.
“You’re allowed. In this kitchen. With the door shut.”
It was the strangest, loveliest morning of Adrien’s entire life. The sun climbed. The windows steamed up. The whole kitchen filled with the smell of baking honey until Adrien could taste it in the back of his teeth.
Shane worked right beside him with that intense, focused attention he gave to absolutely everything, from a power play to a sock seam, glasses finally down on his nose, measuring everything to the gram. Now and then he reached over and corrected the angle of Adrien’s wrist on the rolling pin, his touch brief and light and entirely unselfconscious.
In between, because Shane was Shane, he talked about the boys. Adrien didn’t think he even noticed he was doing it. He talked about how Levi had finally, last week, let go of the dock ladder and swum four whole strokes on his own; then he had burst into tears because he was so proud of himself.
He talked about how Luca had started calling him from the car on the way home from the rink just to tell him nothing in particular, if they hadn’t gone in the same car for whatever reason, and how the first time it happened Shane had sat in the driveway for 20 minutes after they hung up because he couldn’t stop smiling.
He talked about Ilya teaching Levi to bait a hook off the end of the dock, and Levi refusing point-blank to put a worm on it because the worm had a family, and Ilya, the terrifying Russian Captain of the Boston Bears, very seriously putting the worm back in the grass and fishing with sweetcorn instead for the rest of the summer.
Shane had a list on his phone, it turned out, of things the boys came out with. Just things. Funny things, sweet things. He showed Adrien a few, scrolling with a floury thumb, and Adrien was on there. Three times. One of them was from February, when Adrien had told Levi that if anyone ever tried to take him away, he would sit on them, and Levi had asked him very seriously how long for, and Adrien had promised forever.
By the fourth layer, Adrien had stopped being scared of him. Mostly. Like, 80 per cent.
“Do you do this when you’re nervous?”
The question came out of Adrien a little lopsided, with his tongue poking out between his teeth and a disc of dough rolled so thin he could nearly see through it.
“Always.”
Ilya had told the whole team about the cookies the night before the final; Adrien had heard the story from at least four different Bears, and the number had gone up every single time.
“48.”
Shane put the number straight, very prim, slid a tray into the oven and shut the door with his hip.
“They were for the team. It was a very stressful night.”
Then he stopped for a second, one hand on the oven door, as he sometimes did on the bench when he was working something out.
“I used to think it was a weakness. I used to do it in secret. At two in the morning, with the door locked, in case someone saw. When I was your age, I was very good at looking like I didn’t need anything. It’s exhausting. Ilya was the first person who walked into my kitchen at two in the morning and didn’t make one comment. He just sat down on a stool and ate a raisin cookie and told me it needed more cinnamon.”
Adrien could picture it so clearly: Ilya in his boxers, perched on a stool far too small for him, being rude about baked goods in the middle of the night.
“Was he right?”
Shane’s mouth went flat with deep reluctance.
“He was right.”
Then Shane turned back from the window and leaned on the island across from him, close enough that Adrien could see the flour on his glasses.
“That’s the thing about the right person, Adrien. They don’t stop you doing what you do. They just sit in the room. Luca is going to bake at two in the morning, and so are you, probably, and what matters is that no one goes to bed alone.”
Adrien went back to rolling the dough. He couldn’t have answered that if someone had paid him; there was a stupid prickle behind his eyes that he was blaming squarely on the flour.
Shane picked up a cloth and wiped down a counter that was already clean.
“He bakes for you, you know. When you’re asleep. When he thinks no one’s watching. I found him last Tuesday with a tray of oat biscuits, looking very guilty. They were for the dock. He wanted you to find them with your tea.”
Adrien remembered that morning. He remembered thinking it was the best biscuit he had ever eaten, and eating four, and then feeling bad and leaving the last two for Levi, because he had been so sure Levi had made them. Shane snorted, a tiny, very un-Shane noise, and flicked a bit of flour at him.
It was never Levi.
Levi couldn’t reach the oven.
Then Shane glanced sideways at him, and for the first time Adrien saw how much it cost him, all that careful, watchful love of his, and how freely he gave it away anyway.
“He’s so careful with you. He’ll never say it. So I’m saying it for him. You’re loved, Adrien. You’re not a project. Not a rescue. You’re the person he picked.”
Adrien put the rolling pin down because he was genuinely afraid he might snap it in half.
“Thank you. For all of it. For the house, and the family. For not …”
He stopped. He couldn’t say for not being my parents, not out loud. It still felt like a betrayal, even now, even after the gate and the car park and every single word his mother had screamed. Stupid. It was so fucking stupid.
But there it was.
Shane put the cloth down and gave him that small nod again, the one that meant I heard the rest of that, and I am not going to make you say it.
“We all picked each other. It’s the best thing anyone can do. Now. Layer six is catching.”
Layer six caught, naturally, a dark bitter rim creeping in round the edge before anyone could save it.
Layer seven came out perfect. Shane held it up against the light, turned it with two fingers and pronounced it, without so much as a twitch of his lips, “adequate”. By noon there were eight golden discs, as thin as pancakes, cooling on wire racks across every surface in the kitchen. Adrien’s arms ached from the rolling pin in the best possible way. He leaned against the island with a streak of flour across one cheekbone and his hands sticky to the wrist, and he looked at the thing he had made.
It was ugly. One of the layers had a corner missing. The edges were lumpy and uneven, wobbling in and out all the way around. He had never been prouder of anything he had made with his own two hands.
He was prouder of it than he had been of his first NHL goal.
The cream was easy, by comparison. Soured cream, sugar, a little vanilla, whisked until it held. Then they stacked and spread, and put the offcuts in the oven to toast for the crumbs, which went on the outside, Shane explained, pressed on by hand, a handful at a time, until they covered every inch. Ilya swore it was the only way to know it was real; if it was smooth, someone had cheated.
They built it together. Layer, cream, layer, cream, patient and exact, until the tower stood 9 inches high on the cake stand, a little crooked, glossy with sour cream and gold. Shane pressed the crumbs on with his palm, one gentle handful at a time, and Adrien copied him round the other side. Afterwards they stood back and looked at it, shoulder to shoulder, flour up to the elbows.
It leaned. Adrien tilted his own head to match it. It didn’t help.
“It has character.”
Shane’s verdict was kindness itself. The cake went on leaning to the left; it sat there on its plate and leaned, not one bit sorry about it, and the corner of Shane’s mouth twitched.
“Like Ilya. It’s very true to life.”
Shane draped a tea towel over it and slid it into the fridge very carefully.
“It sits for 24 hours. By tomorrow evening the layers will have drunk up the cream and gone soft, and it will be exactly right. Don’t touch it.”
Adrien opened his mouth.
“Don’t look at it.”
Adrien shut it again.
“And do not, under any circumstances, let Luca anywhere near the fridge.”
Adrien’s stomach dropped right into his socks. He had no idea how he was supposed to stop Luca from doing anything. No one had ever managed to stop Luca doing anything; Shane himself had tried for most of a season.
There was a glint in Shane’s eye that Adrien had seen exactly once before, on the ice, right before a very polite man ran an opposing defenceman through the boards and then said sorry to the ref for the noise.
“Distract him. You’re a creative person. You’ll think of something.”
Oh. Oh, fuck. Adrien felt the heat climb straight up his neck to his ears, and Shane just went back to the sink like he hadn’t just dropped a bomb in the middle of the kitchen.
Adrien hesitated. Then the words simply tumbled out of him in a rush; he had never been any good at holding things in.
“Shane. Does it get easier? Being this scared?”
Shane really thought about it. He dried his hands on the navy apron, one finger at a time, and didn’t rush, and Adrien loved him a little bit for that, for not just handing him the easy answer.
“No. But it gets better. The fear doesn’t go. It just stops being the loudest thing in the room.”
🏒💛🏒
They came back at five.
Adrien had cleaned the kitchen to a standard that would have impressed a surgeon. He had showered, scrubbed his hair twice, lain down on the sofa with an ice pack on the wrong knee, and been extremely, tragically unwell by the time the car crunched back up the drive.
He heard Levi first. A high, carrying, outraged little voice telling the entire lake about a horse.
Then the screen door slapped back; a small, solid, damp-haired missile shot across the living room and hit the sofa.
“Addie! Addie! We draw horse!”
Adrien let out a wheeze as all the air left him at once, and wrapped both arms around the small body before it could roll off onto the floor. Levi wriggled up to sit on his chest, and held up a sheet of thick cream paper with a flourish. There was a horse on it, a beautiful one, drawn with a few clean, quick lines that somehow caught the whole shy turn of its head. Underneath it, in black felt-tip, were four legs belonging to a creature that had never existed, one of them very clearly a hot dog.
“Lukasha draw horse. I draw legs. Lukasha say they are… um… characterful.”
Adrien looked at the hot dog leg. The hot dog leg looked back.
“They’re very characterful.”
The compliment came out with a face so straight it actually hurt, and Levi nodded, very satisfied.
“They are mine.”
Then Levi pressed a finger into Adrien’s sternum, testing.
“Knee is better?”
Before Adrien could answer, Levi leaned down until their noses were almost touching and confided the rest, in the loudest whisper in Ontario and possibly the world.
“Otousan say kiss it, if is not better. I say no, kiss is gross. Otousan say yes, very, very gross. Then Otousan buy me croissant.”
He paused, with huge eyes.
“Chocolate one!”
He breathed that part, barely a whisper, and then flicked a guilty glance towards the hall.
“No tell Kaasan.”
Behind him, Ilya came in with a mountain of paper bags in each fist, looking perfectly innocent, right up until Shane appeared in the kitchen doorway, took one look at the chocolate smear on Levi’s chin, and raised a single eyebrow at his husband.
Ilya dropped every single bag on the floor, crossed the room and kissed him, thoroughly, right there in the doorway, until Shane went pink across the cheekbones and forgot about the eyebrow entirely. Adrien had seen him do that move on Shane at least 40 times.
It worked every time.
Adrien was taking notes.
Luca came in last, with a flat black case under one arm that probably cost more than Adrien’s first car, a smudge of charcoal on his chin, happy and windblown and faintly stunned after a whole day with a small person’s hand in his. Ilya caught him on the way past without letting go of Shane, hooked an arm round his neck and pulled him into the two of them, then planted a loud, smacking kiss in the middle of his curls.
“Our artist. You see what he did today, Lyubimyy? He is teaching. He is a teacher now. My son is a professor of horses.”
Luca’s cheeks went dark pink, the flush spreading down his neck to the tips of his ears, and he buried his face in Shane’s shoulder; Shane wrapped an arm around him and kissed his cheek.
“We always knew you were clever.”
Luca stood there squashed between the two of them and let them, didn’t squirm away, didn’t make himself small.
He just stayed and soaked it up with his eyes shut.
And then his eyes opened, found Adrien across the room and went soft all the way through.
Luca mouthed hi at him, and Adrien’s grin broke out all on its own. It always did. Every single time.
Luca extracted himself from his parents, dropped the case on the nearest chair, came over, dropped to his knees beside the sofa and put both hands on either side of Adrien’s face. His palms were warm and a little gritty with graphite, and he kissed Adrien slowly, so gently that Adrien felt it all the way down to the bone, while Levi on Adrien’s chest announced “Ew” in ringing disgust.
“I missed you. It’s so stupid. It was 6 hours.”
The confession came as warm breath against his mouth, Luca half laughing at himself, and Adrien didn’t even think. The answer was out of his mouth before he had decided anything, like always.
“It was seven. I counted.”
Smooth, Adrien. Real smooth. Luca rolled his eyes so hard it looked painful.
“Weirdo.”
But his thumb brushed along Adrien’s cheekbone, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. He smelled of vanilla and almond, as he always did, warm from the sun and the long drive home. Then his nose twitched. He leaned in closer and sniffed, very deliberately, right at Adrien’s neck.
“You smell like honey.”
Adrien’s heart stopped dead in his chest. Shit.
“It’s the tea.”
Luca tilted his head to one side, his eyes very dark and very calm.
“Your hair has flour in it.”
Adrien grabbed for the next excuse in line.
“I fell asleep on the sofa.”
Luca’s eyebrows went up, and up, and kept going.
“With flour?”
Adrien ran a hand through his hair and felt the grit. Fuck. Fuck. He had washed it twice.
Luca looked at him for about three seconds, the way he looked at a page in a language he almost knew. Then he made up his mind about something; Adrien could see it happen. He leaned in and kissed Adrien once more, very gently, right at the edge of his mouth, and whispered so low that even Levi, still sitting on Adrien’s chest, didn’t catch a word.
“You’re the worst liar. I love you. I’m not asking.”
Adrien shut his eyes.
He knows, he thought. He knows, and he’s letting me have it anyway. God. How the hell did I get this lucky?
Then Luca got up to go and scrub the charcoal off his chin, and Levi was peeled off Adrien’s chest by Ilya and slung over one massive shoulder, squealing, for a bath, and halfway to the stairs Luca stopped in the doorway with one shoulder against the frame, the evening light behind him, and looked back.
“Whatever it is. I’ll say yes. Just so you know. You don’t have to be scared.”
Then he was gone. Adrien lay on the sofa with an ice pack on the wrong knee and his heart slamming against his ribs. Luca knew. Of course he fucking knew. He started to laugh, helplessly, into a cushion, until Anya came over and sat on him to make him stop, and he hid his face in her lovely, thick fur.
🏒💛🏒
The evenings at the lake had a shape to them by now, the way the evenings at the Boston house did, and Adrien had fallen into the shape so completely that he couldn’t quite remember what his evenings had been like before.
Dinner was late and loud and outside, on the long table on the deck, with citronella candles and Anya under the table hoovering up anything that fell and Yuki on the railing pretending not to want any of it. Shane made the boys eat three vegetables each; he counted. Adrien got counted too, now. The first time it happened, he had stared down at his plate and then up at Shane, and Shane had just looked back at him and held up three fingers, and Adrien had eaten his three vegetables and felt about 10 feet tall.
After dinner came the sofas.
The cottage had two massive ones, sagging and soft, facing each other in front of the stone fireplace, and Ilya had a theory that a family should all fit on one of them at once; he tested the theory every night. Tonight it was Kung Fu Panda, in Russian, for the eleventh time this summer, because that was Levi’s film, and because Adrien was learning Russian and Ilya had declared that a talking panda was the best teacher in the world.
So Adrien lay wedged into one corner with Luca half on top of him, Luca’s head on his chest and his cold feet shoved under Adrien’s thigh. Ilya took the middle, because Ilya always took the middle, sprawled out across the middle with Shane tucked into his side and his hand resting on Shane’s hip, thumb under the hem of his T-shirt. Levi lay along the top of everyone like a cat on a warm radiator, with his head on Ilya’s chest and his feet in Luca’s lap and Sharky jammed under his chin.
Now and then Levi would sit bolt upright to quiz Adrien.
He pointed at the screen, imperious.
“Panda.”
Adrien repeated it, carefully, and Levi made him say it again. Then he pointed at Ilya and switched to English, slowly and very kindly, making allowances.
“And this one? What is?”
Adrien had a go.
“Bear?”
Levi shook his head, tragically disappointed.
“Is Otousan. Obviously.”
The whole sofa fell apart laughing.
Shane did the real teaching, low and patient. He had learned Russian himself in a few months flat after Ilya’s father’s phone call, and Adrien still thought it was insane.
He would murmur a word into the dark, and Adrien would repeat it, and Shane would correct the stress with a little tap of his finger on Adrien’s knee, and then Luca would say it into his chest without opening his eyes, all sleepy, so Adrien could feel the shape of it through his ribs. Home. Family. Brother. Little one. Luca saved beloved for last, very deliberately, right over his heart, and Adrien got it on the first try, because he had heard it in this house about a thousand times a day.
Halfway through the second film, Levi fell asleep on Ilya’s chest with his mouth open and one hand fisted in the neck of Ilya’s T-shirt, and the whole sofa went careful around him, the way a rink did when someone went down.
Ilya didn’t move him for ages. He just lay there with one huge hand covering that small back, rising and falling, watching the film with half his attention and his little boy with the rest, and once, when Levi made a small distressed noise in his sleep, Ilya came up alert as a sentry, and he rumbled something, low and steady, until Levi settled again.
Then he looked over at Shane, and the look on his face was so naked and so grateful that Adrien had to look away.
When the credits rolled, Ilya stood up with Levi still asleep on his chest, without waking him, without even jostling him, as only someone who had done it every single night for a year could, and carried him upstairs. Shane went too, to do the blanket and the nightlight and Sharky on the left side of the pillow. Adrien heard them on the landing, murmuring; heard Shane humming the lullaby, the Japanese one that Levi’s mama used to sing; heard the door pulled to its crack.
When Shane came back down, he didn’t sit back down with Ilya.
He came over to the other sofa first. He leaned down and kissed the top of Luca’s head, and Luca hummed and leaned up into it without even opening his eyes. Then Shane straightened up, hesitated for maybe half a second and pressed a kiss to the top of Adrien’s head too, quick and light, no fuss.
“Goodnight, you two.”
Then he went to find his husband.
Adrien lay there by the fire with Luca asleep on his chest and his face burning. He didn’t move for a very, very long time.
🏒💛🏒
At ten to five the next morning, Ilya put a finger to his lips and held the screen door open.
It was only just light. The lake lay flat and grey under a bruise-coloured sky, with mist standing in the reeds; the whole world had that held-breath feeling of the hour before a big game. Adrien came down the porch steps in jeans and a sweatshirt, his hair still wet from the shower.
Ilya was already sitting in the old green canoe at the end of the dock, in a black hoodie with the sleeves shoved up to his elbows and a paddle across his knees. There was a small, soft, battered leather case wedged between his boots, and beside it, a little red fishing rod with a cartoon shark on the handle, propped up like a passenger.
Levi’s rod. Of course it was. Ilya never went out on the lake without it, even when Levi wasn’t with him, in case he saw a good spot to bring him back to.
“Get in, Cub. Sit in front. Do not stand. Do not make the boat tip. Shane will kill both of us.”
Adrien climbed in, very carefully; the canoe rocked under him and then forgave him.
“What’s in the case?”
Ilya grinned, wide and boyish and very pleased with himself.
“It's a surprise. Sit.”
Adrien sat. He always did what Ilya told him in that voice. Everyone on the team did, honestly, except Shane.
Ilya pushed off from the dock with one long, easy stroke, and they slid out across the water with barely a ripple. The mist parted for them and closed again behind, and the cottage shrank to a pale shape among the pines. Up in the window of the big bedroom, a light came on, and a figure in a T-shirt three sizes too big for him stood there watching them go with a mug in his hands, and Ilya lifted the paddle in salute without even turning round to check.
He just knew Shane would be there.
He always knew.
Somewhere out on the water, a loon let out its long call, and Adrien felt it right in the middle of his chest.
Ilya paddled steadily, easily, with a sort of lazy, rolling power that made it look easy, his shoulders shifting under the hoodie with every stroke. He had told Adrien once, on a bus somewhere outside Columbus at two in the morning, that the only thing his father had ever taught him that he still used was how to move without making a noise. Adrien had thought about that a lot since, usually while watching Ilya carry a sleeping Levi up a flight of stairs without one board making a noise.
“When Shane takes me to this lake for the first time, I think, what is this place? So big, so silent. Nothing wants anything from me. I cry in the boat, a little. Don’t tell Shane.”
Adrien would never tell Shane. He would take it to his grave, and probably cry about it there, too.
The paddle dipped, and the water closed over the stroke. Then Ilya laid the paddle across his knees and let them drift, and bent to unclasp the leather case on his lap.
The case was lined with dark blue velvet. Inside, set into neat slotted grooves, lay six rings.
Adrien made a small sound he wasn’t proud of. Something like a puppy getting its tail stood on. Oh, fuck.
They were beautiful. That was the first thing, the thing that hit him square in the chest and knocked the air out of him. They weren’t flashy, and they weren’t big. They sat in the velvet, plain and severe and old-fashioned, made by someone who clearly expected them to outlast everyone in this canoe. Two were gold, a deep, warm, buttery colour, and two were some darker metal, nearly black. The last pair was a pale, soft silvery white. Every single one of them had a thin ribbon of stone inlaid across its face.
Ilya’s voice dropped into the low register he only ever used at the cottage; the one he used with Shane at night, the one he used with the boys when they were sick.
“I ordered Shane’s and mine from these men. My mama wore their work. Two men, small family firm, in Russia. They told everyone they were brothers. Mama always told me it is very sad that they must say this. Now they are old. They are my friends. I call them the week after the Cup. I tell them, I need something for a very good son.”
Adrien’s head came up.
“The week after the Cup?”
He stared at Ilya, then at the case, then at the water, then back again, and nearly stood up, which would have been very bad.
“Of course. I know you, Cub. You will ask Lukasha again. I only wait for you to catch up.”
Ilya’s mouth quirked, smug and very pleased with himself.
“They sent three sets. Different sizes, different stones. Express, overnight, for very stupid money.”
He waved the money away with one big hand; Shane, apparently, had called it a scandal.
“I told them, my boy will say yes, but he will not be ready.”
Then he lifted one ring out of its groove and turned it so the early light fell across the stone.
It was a band of that warm, buttery gold, thick enough to really feel, with a ribbon of deep, dark blue set flush into the metal. The blue was nearly black, shot through with tiny flecks of gold that caught the light and winked out again, a scatter of little stars in the dark of the stone.
Ilya held it up beside Adrien’s face, squinting from the ring to him and back again, checking.
“Lapis lazuli. From Baikal. Biggest lake in the world, very deep, very old. This stone is from the mountains above it. In Russia we say it holds the night. Luca’s eyes. When he is happy. Dark, dark, and then gold at the edges.”
Adrien stared at it. His chest hurt. It actually, physically hurt.
“It’s perfect. It’s exactly him.”
It was shaky and wet, and Adrien let the tears come and didn’t even try to wipe them.
“Da.”
Ilya’s smile went smug and soft at the same time, which shouldn’t have been possible on one face.
“I know.”
He set it back and showed him the others, one by one, just as he talked Levi through the fish they caught off the dock: charoite, purple like a bruise, like the end of the day, only found in one place in all of Siberia, that made him think of Shane and wasn’t, he made very clear, for Adrien; and then the pale silver pair, set with a ribbon of something softer and greyer, a glimmering, misty colour that shifted from silver to blue-grey and back again every time the canoe moved.
“Labradorite. From Karelia. In Russia, people believe it catches the sky.”
Ilya’s voice went gentle, the voice he used on Levi after a nightmare.
“For your hand. It is the same colour as your eyes, Cub. When you look at Luca. I thought this is how he looks, like a storm that has found harbour.”
Adrien couldn’t speak. He sat in the front of a canoe with a box of rings in front of him and the whole lake gone silver around them, crying like a rookie on draft day, and not one bit ashamed of it.
Ilya reached across the small space between them and put one massive hand on his shoulder, and then, when that clearly wasn’t enough, slid it round to the back of his neck and held on, warm and heavy, just as he held Luca.
“Hey. Breathe. Is good. Is okay to cry. I cry on this lake.”
Adrien dragged in a breath, and then another.
“I don’t know how to say thank you.”
It came out in pieces, and Ilya’s hand tightened.
“Do not say thank you. Is family. Is what we do.”
Then he shrugged, so hugely that it rocked the canoe alarmingly (shit, shit, shit; Adrien grabbed both sides).
“Also, I am very, very rich. I have no idea what to do with money. Shane makes me give it to charity, and I threaten to buy Shane a Tesla that he never drives. This is better.”
A wet laugh burst out of Adrien before he could stop it, loud enough that something splashed off in the reeds.
“Let me pay half.”
Ilya refused. Adrien tried again, with his best Shane voice, the polite one with steel underneath.
“I would really like to pay half, Ilya.”
It didn’t work, because it never worked for anyone but Shane. Ilya just refused again, mild and completely final, in the same tone he used on referees.
“You are a rookie. You have a good contract; you will have a better one. Next year, when you are very successful, and Lukasha is very successful, and you have a house and dog and small, lovely child, then you buy us something. Very expensive. Something we do not need. I will wear it every day.”
House and dog and small, lovely child. Adrien wiped his face on his sleeve, which was gross, and didn’t care about that either, because he wanted every single one of those things so badly it made his teeth ache, and Ilya had just listed them off like a shopping list. Obvious. Certain. Coming.
“Okay.”
He sniffed hard and nodded, then kept nodding, because apparently that was a thing he did now. Ilya patted his cheek, a big, pleased bear with his cub.
“So. Choose. The lapis for Lukasha, obviously. And for you? Silver? Or gold also?”
Adrien didn’t even have to think about it. The answer was just there; the important ones always were, with him.
“Both gold. With the lapis. I want them to match. I want people to look at them and know.”
Ilya looked at him for a while over the case, very blue and very soft, and his face did something complicated and fond and a little bit wrecked.
“Like Shane and me. Da. Is good.”
He lifted a pair of rings out of the velvet, one wide, one slimmer, and held them up in the grey light.
“Sizes are right. I take Lukasha’s from the garden ring, and I check with string. One night, while he sleeps.”
Adrien’s jaw dropped.
“You measured him? In his sleep?”
What the actual fuck.
Somewhere beyond the mist, a loon called, and it sounded like it was laughing at him.
“I was very gentle. Also, I have done much worse things to Shane.”
The rings sat in Ilya’s huge, scarred palm, gold and midnight, catching the light. Adrien took the smaller one with a hand that shook. It was warm from Ilya’s skin. It weighed almost nothing, and everything. When he turned it, the flecks of gold in the stone flared and went out and flared again.
“It’s right.”
It came out no louder than a whisper; he couldn’t have managed more if he had tried. It was so right.
Ilya’s hand closed around his, rings and all, and squeezed once.
“Done.”
Ilya closed the case with a click, passed it across and picked up the paddle.
“Hiding place is the boathouse. Behind loose board, on the left. Not suitcase; Lukasha will find. Not drawer; Levi will find, and tell everyone in the house. Possibly the neighbours.”
As for the rest of the plan: at 5 o’clock today they would take Levi to Yuna and David’s for a very important sleepover with pie. Yuna was in on it. David was in on it. David had written a speech and tried to hide it from Yuna, and it was a very bad speech. Then Adrien would have the house. And the dock.
And the cake.
And all night.
Adrien tucked the case inside his sweatshirt, flat against his ribs, where he could feel it over his heartbeat. A loon surfaced 30 yards away, sleek and black, looked straight at them with one red eye, and dived.
Today. Holy shit. Today.
Ilya laughed at him, a big, warm boom that sent something flapping out of the reeds, and dug the paddle in for the dock, the gold cross swinging at his throat.
“Today, you will be very nervous. And Luca will be very happy. And I will cry. Shane says the good Fathers are meant to, so it's guaranteed.”
On the way back, because the sun was up and the water had gone glassy and Ilya was physically incapable of passing a good spot, they stopped off the point and fished for 20 minutes with Levi’s little shark rod and a bag of sweetcorn, for Levi, because the worms had families. They caught one perch, about the size of Adrien’s palm. Ilya made him hold it up so he could take a photo for Levi, and then sent it to Shane, and then to Luca, and then to the Bears group chat, captioned 🏒 Cub feeds the family, and then let the perch go.
Cliff replied with 11 fish emojis inside a minute. Victor replied with Mon Dieu, it’s tiny. Shane replied with a heart. Luca, who should have been asleep, replied with a photo of the ceiling and the words come back to bed, and Adrien went bright red all the way to the dock and Ilya laughed at him the entire way.
🏒💛🏒
The sleepover was sold to Luca at half past four, over tea, as a long-standing family tradition that had somehow just never come up before.
Shane did the talking, pleasant and reasonable; he had rehearsed it in the bathroom mirror, possibly with notes. His mom had asked for Levi for the night. She had been very lonely. David had made a pie.
Luca’s eyebrows went up.
“Ojiichan doesn’t bake.”
This observation he made mildly, blowing across the top of his tea so that the steam curled away from his nose.
“He’s been learning.”
Shane didn’t blink. Not once. Adrien was genuinely in awe, and studied his plate with enormous interest. It was a nice plate. White. Round. Very plate-like.
Luca looked at him over the rim of his cup. Then at Ilya, leaning in the doorway with an overnight bag over one shoulder, angelically blank. Then at Levi, who had been told not to say one single word and was visibly vibrating with the effort of it, standing in the hall in his shark backpack and his good shoes, hugging Sharky like a life jacket and holding his breath until his cheeks puffed out.
Shane had packed Levi’s bag himself, of course. Adrien had watched him do it after lunch, at the kitchen table, with a list. Pyjamas, the fish ones. Toothbrush. The nightlight from the bathroom, just in case. Two pairs of socks because Levi’s feet got cold. The liquid calcium and the dropper. A laminated card for Yuna with bedtime written on it in three languages, which Yuna didn’t need, because Yuna had raised Shane, and which she would keep anyway, because she kept everything Shane gave her. Then Levi had sat between Shane’s knees on the floor for a fresh braid for the occasion, and Shane had tied it off with a tiny blue ribbon, and Ilya had come in, looked at it and had to go out onto the deck for a minute.
Luca took a sip of tea, and the small, private smile he had been holding back finally broke through. He didn’t ask a single question. He just looked at Adrien with those dark, bright, impossible eyes for one second too long, and then got up and went to crouch in front of his little brother.
“Be good for Obaachan. Eat your vegetables. Don’t give her any trouble.”
Levi nodded so hard his braid bounced, and then leaned in very close to Luca’s ear, and whispered at a volume that reached the whole kitchen and probably the dock.
“It is not about Addie. Because I am not allowed to say.”
Adrien pressed his lips together hard and looked at the ceiling. The ceiling was getting a lot of use this weekend.
Luca nodded back just as seriously and kissed the top of Levi’s head, right where the braid started.
“I won’t ask. I promise.”
Then Levi wriggled free, trotted across the hall, and wrapped himself round Adrien’s leg like a koala. Adrien crouched down, and Levi cupped both small hands around his ear.
“No forget words, Addie. Say them nice.”
Adrien had to swallow before he could answer.
“I promise. I wrote them down. I’ll say them nice.”
He made a cross over his heart with one finger, and Levi watched him do it, all the way; then, with a huge, brave, wobbly breath, he pressed Sharky into Adrien’s hands.
“For tonight. Only tonight. Then I want him back, is rule. No cry on him.”
Adrien was already a goner; he had been from the very first glance. He held the small, battered, well-loved plush shark against his chest with enormous care, head up, fin out, exactly as instructed.
They drove Levi over together in the end, all of them, because Luca wanted to see him in and no one could say no to Luca now that he had stopped being afraid to ask for things. Yuna was waiting on her porch 10 minutes down the lake road, and Levi was out of the car and up her steps before the engine was off.
She swept him up and rattled off something in Japanese, quick and warm and scolding, about his good shoes and his ribbon, and Levi answered her straight back in Japanese, much faster and surer than his English, and then looked over her shoulder and waved at the car with both hands, grinning fit to burst. David stood behind them in the doorway with a pie dish in his oven gloves and a folded piece of paper sticking out of his shirt pocket, and he winked at Adrien.
Then Yuna, over Levi’s head, looked straight at Adrien through the car window, tapped her own ring finger twice, and gave him a thumbs up.
Luca, beside him in the back seat, kept his eyes very carefully on the trees and squeezed his hand so hard it hurt.
Back at the house, Shane and Ilya made themselves scarce so fast it would have been suspicious if it hadn’t been so bloody obvious.
“We go out for dinner.”
The decree came from the porch, where Ilya stood with the car keys already jingling in his hand.
“We’re going to see a man about a boat.”
Shane announced that at exactly the same moment. Both of them agreed, at least, that they wouldn’t be back until breakfast. Possibly lunch. They contradicted each other twice on the way to the car, and Ilya’s hand was on Shane’s hip the whole way down the porch steps. Then they were gone too, and the house settled around Adrien and Luca.
Luca stood on the porch with his arms folded and his feet bare, watching the car go.
“So. I’ve got the house. And a very suspicious plush shark. And you’ve got flour behind your left ear again.”
Adrien slapped a hand to it. Luca turned round at last, and he was grinning, that bright, helpless, shaky grin, and there was a shine in his eyes that couldn’t entirely be blamed on the sunset.
“Go and get ready. Whatever it is. I’ll wait.”
Adrien stared at him.
“You’re not even going to ask?”
Luca just shrugged one shoulder.
“I like the surprise. It makes me feel looked after. Dock, half past seven? That’s what Otousan was trying to say with his face. He’s a shit liar. He’s worse than you.”
Adrien dropped his head and laughed into his hand. Then he stepped forward, took Luca’s face between both his palms, and kissed him. It was long and slow and tender, and tasted of tea and honey, and when he finally pulled back, Luca’s eyes were closed, and his lashes were wet.
“Can I bring my sketchbook?”
Adrien shook his head without letting go of him.
“Just bring yourself, Angel.”
Luca’s mouth curved.
“You’re so soft.”
Luca whispered against his mouth, delighted as Levi with a chocolate croissant, and kissed him again.
🏒💛🏒
He did everything wrong, twice, and then right.
He lit the lanterns in the wrong order and had to relight the bloody things. He laid out the blanket and found it was fucking damp, and ran back up to the house for another one. He carried the cake down from the fridge with both hands, shuffling in tiny careful steps and barely breathing, and set it on the little table at the end of the dock. He was not going to drop it. Not today. It had settled overnight, just like Shane had promised, into something dense and glossy and fragrant, the snowfall of crumbs gone soft.
It still leaned to the left. Of course it did.
He lit the last lantern as the sun went down.
It went slowly, as it always did on the lake in July. The water turned from blue to rose to a deep, shivering gold; the pines went black, and the first star came out above the trees on the other side. A loon called. Someone’s wood smoke drifted over the water. The little paper lanterns, strung from post to post, made a warm, wavering string of lights along the boards.
He had a flask of tea. He had two of Shane’s grandmother’s cups, thin as eggshell, with a faded gold rim, and he had already decided that if he broke one, he would just walk into the lake and keep going. He had a plush shark propped against the cake stand, watching with glass eyes. And in the left pocket of his best jeans, there was a velvet box. It sat against his thigh, small and square, and it was all he could feel, pressing against him with every beat of his heart.
He had thought about this so much. Not just tonight; all of it. It was probably weird.
He had thought about the wedding, the real one, with Levi as ring-bearer taking the job so seriously he would probably make a list, and Ilya crying in the front row before anyone had even walked anywhere, and Shane pretending he wasn’t crying while very obviously crying.
He had thought about Cliff and Victor, who were going to be next down an aisle whatever either of them pretended, because Adrien had seen Victor slip into Shane’s study three times before the summer with his hand jammed in his pocket and come out pale and twitchy and refusing to meet anyone’s eye. He had thought about Luca’s name on the back of his own jersey one day, HOLLANDER-ROZANOV, all the letters crammed in across his shoulders, and the announcer at the Garden having to say it twice on the same shift.
He had thought about a house of their own, 10 minutes from Shane and Ilya and not a single minute more, with a dog, and a studio for Luca with good north light, and maybe, someday, if Luca wanted, a kid or two running about the place, squealing and getting their tiny hands into Luca’s paints and calling Shane and Ilya something ridiculous.
He had thought about how Shane and Ilya were with Luca and Levi: the hands always reaching, the kisses on the tops of heads, the pancakes and the braids and the lists and the sweetcorn instead of worms, the way they had made two boys who had grown up with nothing feel so sure of their place that one of them now climbed onto laps without asking and the other one let himself be kissed in doorways.
He wanted to be that.
He wanted to be that for someone, one day, with Luca.
He wanted it all so badly it scared the shit out of him. He wanted to stand up in front of everyone, out and loud and stupidly in love, and never have to hide anything ever again.
He heard the screen door bang up at the house. He heard bare feet on the path.
His heart tried to climb straight out of his throat. Oh, fuck.
Luca came down the lawn in the dusk, slowly, in one of Adrien’s grey hoodies with the sleeves pushed up past his elbows and his hair still damp from the shower. He had his hands tucked into the front pocket, and Anya trotted at his heels, wagging as if this were the best walk of her life.
When he reached the foot of the dock, he stopped.
He looked at the lanterns. He looked at the cake, and the cups, and the shark. And then he looked at Adrien, who was standing in the middle of the boards like a rookie waiting for his name to be called on draft day.
“Oh.”
It was hardly more than a breath. Luca’s hands came out of the hoodie pocket and hung there, empty.
Adrien had practised this for 11 days. Every careful line of it was gone, just gone, and what came out instead was a babbling mess.
“It’s a cake. I made a cake. Shane taught me, it’s Ilya’s mama’s recipe, there are eight layers, and it leans, but that’s on purpose, well, not on purpose, but it has character, and there’s tea, and…”
He broke off, because Luca had come up the dock and was standing right in front of him, close enough to touch.
He was crying. Openly, silently, chin up, as he did when something was too big to be made any smaller. Tears ran down his face and caught the lantern light, and he didn’t even try to wipe them away.
His eyes were very dark and very wide.
“You made me a cake.”
Adrien’s mouth, as usual, got there first.
“I made eight cakes. They’re stacked.”
A wet, unsteady laugh broke out of Luca, and he clapped both hands over his mouth.
Adrien took a breath, let it out and tried again; this time his voice was low and even and formal, as it always was when he was most afraid and most sincere.
“Let me say all of it, Angel. Please. Don’t interrupt, even if you want to.”
Luca nodded behind his hands, fast and jerky, and Adrien reached into his pocket, and his hand was shaking so badly that he very nearly dropped the box straight between the boards into the lake, and wouldn’t that have been a story for the grandkids.
“I asked you to marry me on the ice, in front of everyone, because I couldn’t help it. It was the most honest thing I’ve ever done, and I’d do it again. I asked you in the garden, because I wanted it to be only ours, and I meant every word. But I bought that ring in a panic, in a shop I’d never been in, from a man I’d never met. It’s a good ring. I love that you wear it. But it wasn’t …”
He stopped, swallowed hard, and went down on one knee on the warm boards of the dock, and looked up at Luca through the blur.
“It wasn’t from your family. It wasn’t from ours.”
Luca’s hands fell away from his mouth.
Adrien’s voice shook, and for once he let it, didn’t fight it, didn’t try to make it sound like anything other than what it was.
“I grew up in a house where nothing was given freely. Everything had a price, even love. You were polite, you were quiet, you were good, and then you were allowed to stay. I thought that was just how it worked. And then I met you, and I met them, and I found out it’s not. It’s a kitchen at five in the morning, and someone puts the kettle on before you’ve said a word. It’s a man in an apron telling me I’m not a project. It’s a very small boy who gives me his shark.”
He had to stop. He laughed, a raw, broken little sound, and pressed the back of his wrist to his mouth for a second. Luca took one step closer.
“Adrien…”
It came out hoarse and desperate. Adrien shook his head.
He wasn’t finished.
“I didn’t know people could be like this. I didn’t know I could be. You taught me. You and your dads and your brother. You gave me a family, and I didn’t even have to ask.”
The velvet box clicked open. Inside, on dark blue silk, lay the ring, a thick, warm band of gold, and across its face the ribbon of lapis, almost black, with its scatter of tiny stars.
“Ilya had these made. By the same men who made his and Shane’s. The stone is from Baikal. He says in Russia they say it holds the night. He told me it was the colour of your eyes when you’re happy. I’d like it on your right hand, if you’ll have it. Like theirs. Like family. The one from the garden can stay on your left, because I want you to wear both. One for me, and one for all of us.”
Luca made a sound that wasn’t quite a word in any of his languages.
Then it all poured out of Adrien, as everything always did. Straight out. No brakes. Before his nerve could catch up with him.
“I love you. I’m so in love with you I can’t think straight. I’ll love you when you’re 40 and cranky and covered in paint. I’ll love you when we’re 90, and I’ve forgotten where I put the cake. I want to be your husband. I want to learn Russian, and German, and how to bake a proper honey cake, and I want to take your name. Luca Hollander-Rozanov. Will you marry me? Properly. Third time. For good.”
The lanterns swayed. Out on the water, a loon let out one long, falling call, and was answered, very far away, by another.
Luca stood frozen, tears streaming down his face, for what felt like a whole period.
Then he dropped to his knees on the boards so fast the entire dock shuddered under them, threw both arms round Adrien’s neck and buried his face in his shoulder; the answer was muffled and wet against Adrien’s skin, over and over, louder every time, in every language he had but notably, mostly Russian.
“Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Ja. Da. Yes. Oh my God. Adrien, yes.”
Adrien pulled back just far enough to see his face, because he had to; he just had to see it.
“Are you sure, Angel? You’re really sure?”
Luca grabbed his face in both hands and glared at him through the tears.
“Don’t you dare ask me that. I said yes on the ice. I said yes in the garden. I’ll say it every day for the rest of my life. Now put it on me, you idiot. I’ve been waiting.”
Adrien took the ring out. His hands were shaking so badly it took three tries, and Luca laughed at him, helplessly and with massive love, and steadied his wrist with one hand. The gold slid over the knuckle of Luca’s right ring finger with a tiny, soft click.
It fitted perfectly. Of course it fitted; Ilya had measured it with fucking silent string.
Luca held his hand up into the lantern light, and the lapis flared dark blue and gold. For a moment neither of them could get a word out.
“It’s like the lake at night.”
Luca’s whisper was full of wonder, and Adrien laughed, wet and shaky.
“That’s exactly what Ilya said. Word for word.”
Luca’s mouth trembled and then pressed into a deeply suspicious line.
“He measured my finger, didn’t he? While I slept. I knew I’d had a weird dream about a very large man and a ball of wool.”
He was crying and laughing at the same time. Then he stopped dead, and his eyes went narrow and sharp, exactly like Shane’s when Shane had spotted a typo in a contract; he grabbed Adrien’s left hand and turned it over, then the right, searching for a ring that wasn’t there.
Ilya had shown him two rings, hadn’t he.
Ilya would never send just one.
“Please. I want to put it on you. I’ve wanted to since the second you got down on your knee.”
It took Adrien two goes to fish the second box out of his back pocket. Same dark blue velvet. Inside lay the wider band, the same warm gold, with a ribbon of Baikal lapis across its face and a scatter of tiny gold stars that caught the lantern light and went out again. Inside the band, in very small, very neat letters, someone had engraved two words in German. Adrien hadn’t understood them until Ilya translated, gruffly, in the canoe, and then refused to discuss it any further.
Mein Liebling
He had asked for that himself.
“I thought… you’ll never see it, unless you take it off one day. And then you’ll know. I wanted…”
The sentence frayed and ran out somewhere in his throat, thick and wet and unfinished, and he let the rest of it go.
Luca stared at the inscription. Then he took the ring out of its box with massive care, took Adrien’s right hand, spread those long fingers out against his own knee, and slid the gold over the knuckle, deliberately, looking him right in the eye the whole time. It fitted.
The lapis flared dark and bright.
“Du gehörst mir.”
It came in German first, low and certain, and then again in English; the way he meant it undid the very last knot in Adrien’s chest.
“Mine, Adrien. You’re mine.”
Adrien pressed his forehead to Luca’s, and Luca pushed back, harder, needing to be closer, as close as he could possibly get.
“I’m yours. For good.”
They stayed there for ages, on their knees on the warm boards in the wavering light, foreheads together, hands clasped, two rings resting against each other. Anya came down the dock at a stately walk, sat beside them with a thump and laid her head in Luca’s lap. A loon called. Somewhere off in the pines, an owl hooted.
Then Luca’s confession came, soft as breath, into the space between their mouths.
“I knew. At breakfast, yesterday. You smelled like a bakery, and Kaasan had that look, and Otousan was humming. When have I ever heard Otousan hum? Never. And I thought that they’re doing something for me, and I was so scared I’d ruin it by being too happy beforehand.”
He sniffed, and laughed, and kept going.
“I cried in the art shop. I had to pretend I was looking at the ink. Otousan bought me 200 dollars’ worth of pencils. Levi got a set of watercolours the size of a suitcase, and the man in the shop looked like he was about to propose to Levi himself.”
A helpless laugh shook through Adrien. He pulled Luca into his chest and held on, tight enough to make him squeak, and breathed into soft, damp hair that smelled like vanilla and almond.
“I love you. Angel. I love you so much.”
Luca drew back, pink-cheeked and glowing, and lifted one eyebrow, and the arch of it was pure Shane, right down to the angle.
“I love you too, Liebling. And now, I would very much like to eat the cake.”
🏒💛🏒
They ate the cake with their fingers.
It was Luca’s idea, and Adrien had never loved him more. They sat cross-legged on the blanket at the end of the dock with the lanterns swaying overhead and the cake stand between them, and tore off pieces of the soft, dense, honeyed layers with their bare hands. The sour cream had soaked into every inch of it. It tasted of honey and toasted crumbs and sweet, tangy cream, and it left a faint caramel smokiness at the back of the throat.
Luca took the first bite, closed his eyes and stopped talking altogether. Then he made a small, helpless noise that went straight down Adrien’s spine.
“Oh, my God. It’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten. Adrien. You made this.”
Adrien ducked his head.
“That was Shane, really. He did all the hard parts.”
Luca wasn’t having it. He licked a smear of cream off his thumb so slowly that Adrien briefly forgot how breathing worked. Fuck.
“Kaasan didn’t make this layer. This layer is crooked. I can tell. It has your signature all over it.”
Adrien looked at it and couldn’t argue.
“It leans left.”
Luca grinned at him over the cake stand, wicked and wet-eyed.
“Like you at the net.”
Luca fed him a piece, holding it up to his mouth with two fingers; Adrien took it, and his lips closed around those fingers for a second longer than the cake strictly needed. He sucked, just a little, just enough. Luca’s pupils went wide and black, and a small hitch caught in his throat, not quite a whimper. Honey lay on his bottom lip, a small, bright gleam.
There was cream on Adrien’s chin, apparently. Adrien went cross-eyed trying to look at it, and Luca’s laugh came out soft and helpless, like water lapping under the dock.
“Hold still.”
The order came on a low hum, and Luca leaned across the cake stand and licked it off.
It was a small, shameless, warm sweep of tongue along the line of Adrien’s jaw, and it went zinging through him, hot and bright, straight down to his cock, which had apparently been waiting all day for permission. He caught Luca by the back of the neck, under the damp hair, and kissed him, a low growl rumbling up out of his chest before he could stop it. Honey and tea and salt. It was deep and messy and slow, Luca’s tongue sliding against his, and it went on and on, Luca whimpering into his mouth every time Adrien tilted his head and took it deeper.
The lanterns blurred.
A loon called, and neither of them noticed or cared.
When they drew apart, Luca was breathless and kiss-swollen, like he’d just come off a double shift, and the small, dazed moan he let out on the way out of the kiss went straight to Adrien’s cock. He held his right hand up between them, and the lapis ring burned dark and gold in the lantern light; then he took Adrien’s hand and set the two rings side by side, the wide gold and the slim, so that the ribbons of stone almost touched.
“Like a pair. Like Kaasan and Otousan’s. I used to look at theirs and think, I’ll never have that. I thought I wasn’t the kind of person who got to have it.”
Everything Adrien wanted to say to that jammed up at once, like a scramble in the crease. He squeezed the hand in his.
“You are. You’re exactly that kind of person, Angel.”
Luca sniffed hard and pointed a finger at him.
“I know. I know that now. Because of you. Shut up, I’m trying to say something nice.”
Adrien lifted both hands in surrender and pressed his lips together to hide his smile. It never worked. Luca narrowed his eyes at him.
“You’re thinking it. I can see you thinking it.”
Which was fair, because he was.
Then Luca leaned in and rested his forehead against Adrien’s, and his breath came out warm and sweet with honey, with the faintest tremble at the end of it.
“Take me upstairs. Take me to bed. I’m going to have a very good night with my fiancé, in my own house, with the whole place empty. I’d like the sheets, and the lamp, and the door locked, and you in all of it.”
His mouth curved against Adrien’s, wicked and shy at the same time.
“And then I’d like more cake. In bed. With my hands.”
Adrien’s heart did something truly dangerous, and a groan rolled out of him, low and helpless, before he could swallow it. Fuck.
He didn’t run. He wanted that noted, for the record, in writing: he didn’t run. He packed up the cups and the flask and blew out the lanterns one at a time, with a hand that wasn’t quite steady, and picked up the cake stand and Sharky and the thermos. Luca followed him up the lawn, right at his shoulder, with Anya trotting ahead and the grass wet and cool under their bare feet. The sky had gone deep blue and thick with stars. At the porch, Luca caught his hand, lifted it, and kissed the knuckle right beside the lapis.
Yuki sat on the top step, a small black shape in the dark, and regarded them both with massive disapproval.
Luca crouched and offered her a fingertip of cream.
“Not tonight, Yuki darling.”
It was exactly the voice Shane used on her, and every bit as firm.
She considered it. Then she stalked off towards the kitchen with her tail straight up, and Adrien locked the door behind them.
🏒💛🏒
Their room was at the top of the stairs, at the end of the landing, with a window that looked out over the lake. Adrien switched on the lamp on the dresser, a small, low light that turned the whole room amber, and set the cake stand on the nightstand and Sharky on the armchair, with his glass eyes turned very politely to the wall.
Levi would never forgive him if Sharky saw anything. Christ, imagine.
Behind him, he heard the small click of the lock.
He turned round.
Luca stood in the middle of the floor in the dim gold light, still in the grey hoodie and a pair of faded jeans, barefoot, his hair a soft tangle and a ring on each hand. His chest was rising and falling fast, each breath catching on a small, audible hitch. He looked, Adrien thought, like every word of the speech he had been practising all week, all of it, standing there barefoot in front of him.
Young, and loved, and entirely, completely his.
“Come here.”
Adrien crossed the room in two strides. He would always cross the room.
Luca put both hands on his chest and pushed, gently, until the backs of his knees hit the edge of the bed and he sat down. Then Luca stepped in between his thighs, a hand on each of his shoulders, and looked down at him. And looked. Long enough for every inch of Adrien’s skin to start humming, a low sound working loose at the back of his own throat. Adrien kept his hands on his own knees.
He didn’t know why.





      






It just felt like he should wait to be told.
Luca’s thumbs ran along the line of his collarbones, through the cotton of his T-shirt, back and forth, and when he spoke, it came haltingly, and then all in a rush.
“I’m not scared. I was, before, when I first came to you. What if it hurt? What if I froze? What if you got tired of me?”
He swallowed.
“And you were so patient. You are so patient. You never push. You always ask. You let me stop, every single time, even when you…”
Luca glanced down at Adrien’s lap and back up again, and flushed dark pink from his cheeks right down his neck.
“Even when you want to.”
Adrien didn’t even try to deny it.
“I always want to. But I want you to want it more.”
It was rough and much too honest, but that was Adrien all over. Whatever he felt had always gone straight to his face, and he wasn’t about to start now.
Luca’s whole face went soft. His hands slid up into Adrien’s hair, fingers curling round the back of his neck and tugging, just enough to tip his head back, and Adrien’s breath left him in a rough, low groan.
“I do. I want you. So tonight, I want to be looked after, if that’s okay. I want you to go slow. I want to feel every second. And I want to say yes out loud, so you can hear it.”
Adrien wrapped both arms round Luca’s waist and pulled him in and pressed his face into the soft cotton over his stomach. He breathed in. Vanilla. Almond. Warm, clean skin, the smell of Luca that Adrien would know anywhere, blindfolded, in a crowd of thousands.
“I’ll stop whenever you want, Angel. Any word. Anything. Or you can draw it.”
It came out muffled into the hoodie. Luca’s hand stroked through his hair, from his forehead to the back of his neck.
“Where are you?”
It was their question. It had been ever since the gate, since the night Adrien had stood on the stone steps of the Boston house and heard his own mother call him things he could never unhear, and Luca had held his face in both hands and asked it, over and over, until he could answer. Luca offered it now not because he needed to, but because he knew Adrien sometimes still did.
Adrien lifted his face from the hoodie and looked up at him.
“Here. With you.”
Luca leaned down and kissed his forehead, light as anything. Then he stepped back out of Adrien’s arms, caught the hem of the hoodie and drew it up and over his head in one pull. He looked down at Adrien, flushed and bare-chested, and his voice changed; it went lower and steadier and slid into German, as it only ever did in here, with the door locked.
“Bleib.”
Oh, fuck.
Adrien went hot and tight at once; his cock jerked hard in his jeans, and a growl rumbled low in his chest, rough and involuntary. It strained thick and aching against his zip, the denim suddenly far too tight, a damp heat spreading through his boxers where the head of it rubbed. He curled his fingers into the duvet on either side of his thighs.
Adrien stayed. He always stayed.
“Schau mich an.”
Still in German, still low. Adrien looked.
He had seen Luca undressed more times than he could count. It never got old. Every single time was the first time. The soft gold of the lamp ran down his collarbones and pooled in the hollow of his throat. He was broad-shouldered but lithe and pale, with the faint ripple of new muscle across his stomach from months of Shane’s training plan and the plush, soft curve of hips and ass that had come right along with it, to Adrien’s eternal gratitude.
A scatter of freckles crossed his shoulders from the summer sun, which he had complained about every single fucking day. A thin, pale scar ran along his ribs where an old break had healed badly, long before any of them had known him. Two small dark bruises sat on his hip from an afternoon of climbing the boathouse roof with Levi.
He stood there and let himself be looked at, chin up, his heart beating visibly in the hollow of his chest. He didn’t cover himself. Not even a little. That was new. That was months and months of work, his and Shane’s and Ilya’s and Adrien’s, and it hit Adrien harder than any slapshot he had ever taken to the chest.
He is the most beautiful thing I will ever see in my whole life.
His hands ached to reach for him. They stayed fisted in the duvet. He hadn’t been told he could move yet, and he wanted, more than anything, to be good for him tonight.
“Angel. Can I?”
Luca stepped back in between his knees, took one of Adrien’s hands off the duvet himself, and set it on his bare hip.
“Yes.”
Adrien’s thumb rubbed that soft, warm skin. Carefully, he drew a question mark on the jut of Luca’s hipbone, the little curl and the dot, as he always did. Luca’s breath caught on a tiny, shaky whimper. Then a fingertip came down on the back of Adrien’s hand and drew him a heart, quick and sure, and then, because Luca was greedy and Adrien loved him for it, another one.
He kissed Luca’s stomach. He kissed the little dip of his navel and the faint trail of pale gold hair below it and the sharp ridge of one hipbone, over the bruise, open-mouthed and wet. He tasted the faint salt of the day on Luca’s skin and felt the muscles of his stomach jump and flutter under his lips, the fine skin there pebbling into goosebumps wherever his breath touched it.
Luca shivered and swore, a breathless little fuck that cracked in the middle, and both his hands came down into Adrien’s hair and held on. Adrien unbuttoned the jeans with careful fingers, one button at a time, and eased them down over those plush hips; the boxers went with them. Luca stepped out of the whole pile, and Adrien just sat there for a second with his hands on the backs of those slim, strong thighs, looking. Fuck. Just fuck. The groan that came out of him was low and rough and entirely unashamed.
Luca was already hard. His cock rose flushed and thick and beautiful from a nest of pale gold curls, a bead of pre-come gleaming at the tip, and it twitched under Adrien’s stare. This close, Adrien could smell him, warm musk and clean sweat under the vanilla, and see the faint blue vein running up the underside and the wet shine the tip had left on Luca’s own belly. He was trembling, just slightly, all over. Adrien pressed a kiss to the crease of his thigh, right where it met his hip, and Luca let out a small, unsteady breath above him that broke into a whimper at the end.
“You’re killing me.”
Adrien grinned up at him, and knew it was dopey and wrecked and stupidly happy.
“Not yet, Angel. I’m going to make this last.”
He kissed the crease of the other thigh, slow and wet, to prove it.
“Slowly.”
The word drifted down to him on Luca’s breath, slowly, half a command and half a plea, and Adrien groaned into his thigh and slowed down even more, because he had been told to.
He drew Luca down onto the bed, onto the cool white sheets, and laid him out under the lamp. He undressed himself just as slowly; Luca was watching him with such dark, hungry eyes that it was a pleasure all on its own to be looked at like that. His cock sprang free of his jeans, heavy and flushed and already leaking, and Luca made a little noise in his throat at the sight of it that Adrien was going to hear in his dreams. The cooler air of the room hit his hot skin, and his cock bobbed, heavy, a thin rivulet of pre-come stretching from the slit down to his thigh.
When he was bare, he stretched out beside him and kissed him, long and deep and messy, licking into his mouth until Luca moaned into it and Adrien answered with a low rumble of his own that shook between their chests, one hand cradling the back of that golden head. Their bodies pressed together, skin to skin, hip to hip, their cocks trapped hot and slick between their bellies, sliding together with every shift of Luca’s hips, the soft pale curls at Luca’s base catching against the coarse dark hair at his own, and the rings were cool against Adrien’s spine.
He always checked before he did anything with his hands, so the question went quietly against Luca’s mouth, lips brushing lips.
“How do you want my hands, Angel?”
Luca caught his wrist before it could slide up towards his own.
“Not on my wrists. Not tonight. Here. I want my hands free. I want to hold on to you the whole time.”
He guided Adrien’s hand down instead, to his hip, and pressed it there hard, then dragged it up across his chest to rest at the base of his throat, his own fingers wrapped around Adrien’s. Adrien nodded against his mouth, kissed him again, slow and deep, and let his fingers rest warm and heavy on that pale throat, feeling the pulse jump under them, and the vibration of a whimper against his fingertips when he pressed, just barely.
He slid down the bed, kissing as he went, open-mouthed, along Luca’s jaw and down the side of his throat. He caught one pink nipple between his lips and sucked until it was puffy and red, and Luca was arching up into his mouth, then dragged his teeth over it, just enough to make him gasp, and then swear, a breathless fuck that frayed into a whimper. He moved an inch lower and sucked a mark into the soft skin there, slow and hard, worrying it with his teeth until it bloomed dark red, and Luca’s breath broke on a whine and his fingers clutched at Adrien’s shoulders. Then he moved to the other side and did it all again, because fair was fair. He kissed the bruises on his hip and the soft, tender skin on the inside of his thigh, where it was warm and smelled of vanilla and almond, sweetest right there.
Luca’s hands were back in his hair, his breath coming faster and faster. When Adrien finally closed his mouth around the head of his cock, hot and wet, Luca let out a low, sweet, broken moan, and his hips came right up off the bed. Adrien groaned around him, deep and low, and felt Luca shudder at the vibration.
Adrien’s name left him in a long, shaking breath, torn loose from somewhere deep in his belly.
He took him deeper, a little at a time, easing down until he could feel the thick, heavy weight of him on his tongue and the blunt head nudging the back of his throat. Luca tasted of salt and skin, and something faintly sweet, and Adrien hummed around him, a deep, rough rumble, and Luca shook and keened, thin and high, through his teeth. A hand tightened in his hair, not pulling, just holding on, and he felt the new ring press against his scalp, small and cool.
He kept his own hands on Luca’s hips, fingers spread and pressing in, holding him firmly down against the mattress until the pale skin went pink under every fingertip, and bobbed his head in long, wet pulls, his tongue pressed to the underside. Luca’s thighs trembled on either side of his shoulders. Pre-come leaked steadily onto Adrien’s tongue, and he swallowed it down and wanted more, groaning at the taste. Above him, Luca had dissolved into a string of little sobbing breaths and half-words, Russian and German knotted together, please and bitte and Adrien.
Luca’s heels dug into the mattress. His hand fisted in Adrien’s hair and pulled, hard.
“Nyet.”
Adrien stopped dead. He always would. He drew off with an obscene, wet sound and rested his cheek against Luca’s thigh, panting, his lips throbbing, a hoarse breath rasping out of him, and waited.
“I want you inside me. Slow. On my back. I want to see your face.”
Adrien reached for the lube in the nightstand drawer, right next to the cake, which was a sentence he had never thought he would think. Luca watched him, one knee drawn up and falling open. Adrien slicked his fingers, the lube cool and thick, and rubbed it between finger and thumb until it had warmed to the heat of his own skin, and got up on his knees between those pale, spread thighs.
“Tell me if it’s too much, Angel.”
Luca huffed, half a laugh and half a moan.
“It won’t be.”
Adrien just looked at him, and Luca rolled his eyes at the ceiling and gave in.
“I’ll tell you. I promise.”
Adrien kissed the inside of his knee.
He circled the rim first, slick and patient, the soft, puckered skin hot under the pad of his finger, until it fluttered under his fingertip and began to give at the centre. Then he pressed. There was a moment of tight resistance, Luca’s muscles clenching shut on instinct, and Adrien held the pressure there, gentle and steady, and waited, his other hand stroking along the inside of Luca’s thigh. He felt it the instant Luca breathed out: the ring of muscle softening, opening, and the tip of his finger slipping inside, then the first knuckle, then the second, swallowed down into slick, clinging heat, and Luca let out a sigh that was almost a sob.
He was so soft inside, so hot, so tight and welcoming, the inner walls silky and soft, gripping him in quick, fluttering squeezes, and under his fingertip he could feel Luca’s heartbeat, racing. Adrien stroked and stretched him with endless patience, working the finger in and out to the last knuckle in slow, shallow drags, twisting it a little on every pass, pressing out against the rim to coax it looser, watching his face the whole time. He watched his lashes flutter. He watched his lips part. He watched the way his throat worked when Adrien curled his finger and found that swollen little spot, a firm, rounded swell just behind the slick wall, that made his hips jerk off the bed, and a small, broken cry slip out of him, followed by a whispered fuck he didn’t seem to know he’d said.
“There you are. So soft for me, Angel. So good.”
He bent and kissed the inside of Luca’s thigh, open-mouthed, and kept stroking.
A second finger followed. He drew the first almost all the way out, lined the second up beside it and pressed them in together, slow, and felt the rim tighten and strain around the new width, a hot, slick band squeezing both knuckles at once. Luca hissed, his brow creasing, and Adrien stopped dead with his fingers half-buried, holding perfectly motionless, and kissed the inside of his knee until the clench eased and Luca’s hips gave a small, impatient rock. Then he sank them in to the last knuckle and began scissoring him open, spreading his fingers apart inside that clinging heat and drawing them back together, again and again, feeling the muscle soften and stretch under the press of them, the wet slide of it obscene in the hush of the room.
Only after ages, when two slid in and out with no resistance at all, did he drizzle on more lube, cold enough that Luca jumped, and give him a third. The rim stretched shiny and taut around his knuckles, the stretch making Luca whine, then sob, a short, breathless catch, and Adrien watched the burn of it work across his face and then melt away, felt the tight ring loosen around his fingers into heat, and Luca push down onto them. Luca’s hands clutched at the sheets; his stomach jumped. Sweat had broken out across his chest, and in the hollow of his throat, gleaming gold in the lamplight, and the flush had gone a deep, dark pink across his cheeks and down his neck and right to the tips of his ears. He whispered Adrien’s name over and over, and then stopped whispering it in English at all.
“Mehr. Bitte. Mehr.”
Adrien drew another question mark with his free thumb on the inside of Luca’s knee. Luca grabbed his wrist and slapped a clumsy heart onto the back of his hand so hard it nearly counted as a smack, and Adrien laughed, low and helpless, and crooked his fingers again, and the laugh roughened into a groan when Luca clenched down on them.
Luca was writhing on them now, his cock dripping onto his own belly, keening every time Adrien brushed that spot. His hole had gone soft and puffy and open around three fingers, slick right down to Adrien’s palm, clutching at them on every pass and fluttering each time wildly Adrien rubbed slow, firm circles over his prostate, and his thighs had begun to shake.
“I’m ready. I’m ready, Adrien, please.”
Adrien held still and made himself ask.
“Are you sure?”
The yes cracked in half on its way out of him.
He drew his fingers out, Luca’s hole clenching after them on nothing, and slicked himself with one long stroke that made him shudder at his own touch and groan through his teeth. Fuck, he was so hard it hurt. He settled between those thighs, hooked one lovely plush leg over his arm, and guided the flushed head of his cock to that soft, slick, waiting heat. He felt the rim kiss the tip of him, hot and wet and fluttering, and it took everything he had not to push. It pressed against Luca’s rim, and Luca held his gaze, steady and wide and trusting.
“Look at me.”
It was never a command from him. It was a plea.
“I am.”
Luca’s answer was a whisper, but there was nothing small in it; he was wide-eyed and steady.
He pushed in.
It was slow. So slow it almost hurt, in the very best way, one long slide of tight, wet heat that stole the breath right out of his lungs. Luca’s rim stretched around the head, tight and hot and resisting, a slick, scalding squeeze that blurred the edges of Adrien’s vision, and then gave, the whole head of him slipping inside with a give he felt all the way up his spine. Luca gasped and clenched hard around it, and Adrien held there, shaking, until he eased. He looked down once and watched his cock sink into that pink, stretched hole, the rim shiny and taut around his length.
Then Luca’s body opened around him, inch by thick inch, the slick walls parting for him and closing snug behind every inch, rippling along the length of him, clinging and impossibly soft, and Luca’s mouth fell open on one long, shaking sound. His hands came up and gripped Adrien’s shoulders, nails biting in and then dragging, slow and stinging, down towards his shoulder blades, and Adrien hissed, then growled, low and raw against Luca’s mouth, and kissed him hard through it.
The ring on his right hand flashed in the lamplight.
“Oh, God. You’re so big. Every time.”
Adrien’s mouth got there before his brain, again.
“Sorry. Fuck. Sorry.”
He dropped his forehead to Luca’s collarbone and groaned, which didn’t help with sounding sorry at all.
“Don’t you dare be sorry.”
Luca hooked his other leg round Adrien’s waist and pulled, and Adrien sank in the last inch with a groan he felt in his teeth, all the way to the hilt, his balls snug against Luca’s ass. He could feel Luca everywhere: the hot, slick clutch around every inch of him, the plush give of Luca’s ass against his hips, the coarse hair at his base pressed to that smooth skin, Luca’s cock trapped and leaking between their stomachs. They lay there joined, breathing hard, foreheads together. Adrien started to shift his weight, and Luca’s nails dug into his back.
“Bleib.”
Adrien whimpered. Actually fucking whimpered. And held perfectly, agonisingly still.
He felt every inch of it. He felt Luca’s body flutter and clench around him and then, bit by bit, ease; he felt the scorching heat of him, the tight, perfect grip squeezing his cock in little pulses, and every pulse pulled a rough, low sound out of his chest that he couldn’t have stopped for anything. His back and thighs trembled with the effort of staying put. A person could probably die of this. He was going to find out. He pressed kisses to Luca’s cheeks, his eyelids, the tip of his nose, the edge of his trembling mouth, which kept letting out small, wet whimpers against his skin. Somewhere out in the pines, an owl called; the lamp buzzed on the dresser.
“Move. Please.”
Adrien moved.
He started slowly, with long, deep, rolling strokes that dragged almost all the way out and then sank all the way back in, so that he felt the rim catch and cling at the ridge of his head on every withdrawal and then part for him again, the whole tight length of Luca dragging over him, until the bed groaned under them. He kept his eyes on Luca’s face, and when he couldn’t bear just looking any more, he kissed him, deep and wet and messy, and kept moving inside him through every second of it, groaning into his mouth. Every time he bottomed out, Luca’s lips parted on a small gasp that broke into a whimper, and his lashes fluttered, and the hands in Adrien’s hair tightened another notch.
Adrien talked to him without even meaning to, low and sweet and filthy all at once, his voice gone hoarse, dropping lower with every stroke.
“You feel so good, Angel. You’re so beautiful. Look at you taking me. You’re mine. You’re mine.”
Luca whimpered at every word, then swore, fuck, Adrien, fuck, the words falling apart into a breathless sob. He wrapped his legs tighter round Adrien’s waist, arched and dragged him deeper. The rhythm picked up by degrees, wet and slick and loud, until the headboard knocked against the wall in a steady, shameless beat. Sweat ran down Adrien’s spine and dripped from his hair onto Luca’s chest; their stomachs slid together, slick with sweat and the steady leak of Luca’s cock, and the room filled with the smell of them, salt and musk and vanilla.
Adrien kissed his jaw, his throat, the corner of his mouth.
“Tell me what you need.”
Luca’s nails dragged down his flanks, and Adrien grunted at the sting, low in his chest.
“Harder. A little. There.”
His head went back into the pillow. His throat arched, pale and straining under Adrien’s hand, and his hole clamped down hard around him as Adrien angled his hips and nailed his prostate, the head of his cock dragging right over that swollen spot on every stroke, again and again and again, and Luca keened, long and high and shaking, the sound buzzing under Adrien’s palm on his throat.
“Don’t stop...”
Adrien didn’t stop. He couldn’t, not with Luca looking up at him like that, eyes glassy and black and wet, his mouth open on a constant, broken stream of German that Adrien only understood about half of. He got the gist. What answered it came from somewhere deep in his chest, a growl, rough and low and barely human.
“I’m close. Adrien, I’m close. Together. I want us together.”
Adrien kissed the words straight off his lips and slid a hand down between them and wrapped it around Luca’s cock, hot and slick and straining and leaking all over both of them. He stroked it in time with his thrusts, his palm twisting over the swollen head, and Luca went rigid under him. A sound tore out of him, high and wild and raw. His eyes flew open and found Adrien’s, dark and blind and wet.
“Luca. Look at me.”
Luca’s fingers dug into his shoulders, and his eyes stayed right on Adrien’s.
“I am. I am. I love you. I love you, I …”
He came with a cry that cracked into a sob, bowing up off the bed, hot ropes of come pulsing over Adrien’s fist and striping his own stomach and chest. Adrien felt every pulse of it twice: in his fist, the thick shaft jerking and spilling hot and slick through his fingers, and around his own cock, where Luca’s hole clamped down in hard, rhythmic waves, squeezing him from base to tip. That tight, rhythmic clench dragged Adrien straight over the edge with him. He drove in once more, hard, buried to the hilt, and the world went white.
He came with a long, shuddering groan, his face pressed into the curve of Luca’s neck, his balls drawing up tight and the pleasure ripping up from the base of his spine in hot, wrenching jolts, his cock throbbing and kicking in that clutching heat with every pulse that spilt deep inside him, Luca’s body milking him through each one, until he was wrung out and empty and shaking.
For ages, neither of them moved.
The room was warm and very quiet now. The lamp had burned low. A cool breath of night air drifted in through the open window, raising goosebumps along Adrien’s sweaty back, and stirred the curtains. Adrien lay on top of Luca with his face buried in his neck, feeling the thump of his heart settle against his own chest, and the last small hitching sobs of Luca’s breath even out under him. He was still inside him, softening, and he could feel the slick mess of his own come where they were joined, and Luca’s cooling on both their stomachs. Luca’s fingers played idly in his hair. His other hand lay on Adrien’s back, and the ring caught the last of the light.
“We’re engaged.”
Luca’s voice was scraped and sleepy and so happy it hurt to hear.
“Engaged. For real, this time.”
Adrien rolled the word around his mouth, amazed, and a laugh shook through both of them, helpless and silly. He lifted his head and found a smear of cream on Luca’s cheekbone. God only knew how it had got there.
“Third time lucky.”
Luca snorted, a very unromantic little sound.
“Dork.”
He pulled him back down and kissed him, long and sweet.
“I love you. I’m going to say it a lot. I’m going to be very annoying about it. I’m going to say it in front of your parents. And Ethan. And on live television.”
Adrien laughed against his cheek, delighted.
“Please. Please do.”
And somewhere in the middle of the laughing, Adrien thought about his parents and found, for the first time, that it didn’t hurt quite so much. Let them see it. Let the whole world see it. He was never going to hide this.
He pulled out as carefully as he could, and Luca still whimpered at the loss, a small, punched-out sound, his hole clenching on nothing and a slow trickle of come sliding down onto the towel. Adrien kissed his knee.
“Sorry, Angel. I’ve got you.”
Then he padded into the en suite and came back with a warm, wet cloth that smelled like his own cardamom soap, and cleaned them both up: Luca’s stomach and chest and then, so gently, between his thighs, the soft, puffy, well-used rim. He dried the sore skin so carefully that Luca sighed and fluttered his lashes.
He made Luca drink half a bottle of water, holding it to his lips when Luca’s hands got lazy about it. He found the little pot of cream on the bathroom shelf, the one Shane had bought for Luca’s sensitive skin, and smoothed it over the pink marks on his hips and the red, bitten patches on his chest, and over the scar on his ribs too, because Luca liked that.
He tugged the towel out from under them and the duvet up over them both, heavy and warm. Luca curled straight into his side and pressed in close, like a kid trying to fit the whole of himself into one hug; Adrien wrapped both arms round him and squeezed, tight, all the way down, because that helped.
And then, in the half-dark, Luca propped himself up on one elbow, reached over Adrien’s chest, and dragged the cake stand across the nightstand towards them.
Adrien looked at the clock, then at him, then back at the clock again, just to be sure.
“Angel. It’s one o’clock in the morning.”
Luca didn’t even blink.
“It’s honey cake. It’s medicine.”
Luca drew himself up like a judge who had settled the matter, broke off a piece and fed it to Adrien, then another to himself, and licked his thumb. Then he broke off a third, a big soft corner heavy with sour cream, and instead of eating it, he looked at it, and then at Adrien, and something dark and wicked slid into his eyes.
Oh no. Oh, yes.
Luca dragged one cream-covered fingertip down the middle of Adrien’s chest, from his collarbone to his navel, leaving a pale, sticky line behind; then he bent his head and licked it off. Slowly. All of it. His tongue was hot and broad and deliberate, and he hummed against Adrien’s stomach when he got to the bottom, right above where Adrien’s cock was already stirring again under the duvet, and a groan rolled up out of Adrien, low and rough.
“Luca…”
He got a creamy finger pressed to his lips for his trouble.
Luca swung one leg over and sat up, straddling Adrien’s hips with the duvet sliding off his back like a cape. He looked down at Adrien, sleep-rumpled and pink and absolutely sure of himself.
“Stay, Adrien.”
Adrien’s hands, which had been rising towards those hips all on their own, dropped straight back to the sheets. He fisted them in the cotton. His cock, which had absolutely no business being hard again so soon, fuck, twitched up against Luca’s ass and started to fill, fast, and a growl ground out of him, rough and low.
Luca smiled down at him, pleased, the way he smiled at a drawing that had come out right.
“You’re so good for me, mein Liebling.”
He took his sweet time. He licked cream off Adrien’s nipples, humming at the taste, and laughed, breathless, at the groan he got for it. He kissed honey off his mouth, slow and deep and filthy, then off his jaw and the side of his throat, and back to his mouth again. He rolled his hips in lazy, filthy circles until Adrien’s cock was full and aching and sliding through the slick mess still leaking from his hole, and Adrien was panting and rumbling and shaking and pulling at the sheets so hard he heard a seam pop.
Then Luca reached back, wrapped his long fingers around Adrien’s cock and held it steady, and rubbed the head through his wet, puffy rim, once, twice, until Adrien’s hips jerked up off the sheets. Then he sank down onto it in one long, unbroken slide, still loose and wet and open from before, Adrien’s own come easing the way, every inch of him swallowed into a heat that was softer now, swollen and tender, squeezing him in lazy, fluttering pulses that went straight to his oversensitive head, and they both cried out, Luca’s a broken little sob of fuck yes, and Adrien’s a hoarse groan that scraped his throat raw.
Adrien’s hands were shaking on the sheets. He could hardly get it out past the rasp in his throat.
“Can I?”
Luca leaned down, took one of Adrien’s hands, laid it on his own thigh and waited. Adrien drew the question mark with a trembling finger. Luca drew him the heart right over his heart, careful, the way he signed his drawings.
“Hands. Now.”
Adrien grabbed his hips, desperate, his fingers sinking deep into soft skin, a low groan tearing loose. Luca whimpered at the grip.
Luca rode him deep and patient, rising up until just the head was left inside him and sinking back down until he was full, over and over, like the tide coming in on the lake, while Adrien held on without pulling and let him set every single stroke. He could see all of it: Luca’s thighs flexing pale and plush under his palms, the muscles of his stomach rippling with every rise, sweat gleaming in the hollow of his throat, and below, his own cock sliding out of him wet and shining and disappearing again into that pink, stretched rim, a thin white trickle of come working out around it and down his shaft. Luca’s breath hitched on every downward slide, a small wet whimper, then a moan, then a swallowed fuck when he sank all the way.
It was too much, so soon; Adrien was oversensitive and raw, every slick drag of that hot, swollen hole over his cock lighting him up from the inside. He didn’t care. Fuck, he loved every second of it, and told Luca so in a growl so low and rough it barely counted as words. Luca’s cock bobbed hard and red against his stomach, smearing fresh pre-come across the old cream, and when Adrien finally wrapped his hand around it, Luca sobbed out words, something in Russian, then just his name.
Luca came first this time, almost dry, his cock jerking in Adrien’s fist and spilling only a few thin, hot drops over his knuckles, his whole body seizing and shuddering, his hole clenching around Adrien in hard, helpless spasms, with a high, thin keen, his hands braced flat on Adrien’s chest and his nails digging in. Adrien dragged him down by the back of the neck and kissed him through it, messy and open-mouthed, and followed a few strokes later with Luca’s name ground out of him in a hoarse, rumbling groan, hips jerking up off the bed, the orgasm dragged out of him almost painfully, his oversensitive cock throbbing in that swollen, fluttering heat, every pulse sharp enough to make him shudder, filling him all over again until come slid out around him, hot and slick, and down over his balls.
Luca collapsed on top of him, boneless and sweaty, still letting out little hiccupping sobs against his neck, and Adrien held on. Luca’s heart thudded against his chest, his skin hot and damp and sticky with cream and come, and Adrien could feel himself softening inside him, the slick mess of both rounds cooling where they were joined.
This time, when he could move again, he ran them a bath.
“I’m fine. I can walk. I’m completely…”
Luca shut up completely when Adrien carried him into the bathroom bridal-style and lowered him into hot water clouded with the bath salts Shane kept stocked in every bathroom of every house he owned.
Adrien climbed in behind him and washed him with careful hands, rubbed out his cramping calves, and worked the shampoo through his hair until he was purring.
“Sore anywhere you shouldn’t be, Angel?”
Luca shook his head against his chest, eyes closed. Adrien dried him off in a fluffy towel, put him in one of his own T-shirts that came halfway to his knees, threw the spare sheet over the ruined one, the way he had done it ever since their first night, and put him back to bed with another bottle of water and the last of the cake within reach.
They lay in the dark, tangled up in warm sheets, eating Ilya’s mother’s cake with their fingers, and Adrien thought about a polished table in a house a long way off, and about two small gold rings. He thought about tomorrow: Ilya’s car coming back up the drive, and Levi tumbling out of it to demand his shark, and Shane taking one look at Luca’s right hand and pressing both palms over his face to hide his tears, and Ilya crying outright, as guaranteed, and pulling all of them into one massive, crushing, sandalwood-scented heap on the porch steps. Adrien wouldn’t mind one bit.
He thought about the night he had stood on a driveway and chosen. He thought about a wedding, and a name, and a dog, and maybe one day a small person with sticky hands who would call him something ridiculous. He thought about the loon, calling someone’s name across the lake, and being answered.
He pressed his lips to the top of Luca’s head and shut his eyes.
“Goodnight, Angel.”
Luca nuzzled closer, his breath warm on Adrien’s throat, and Adrien felt his smile.
“Goodnight, Liebling. Stop vibrating.”
He had stopped. He lay in the dark with Luca’s soft breath on his skin and a ring on his hand, and for the first time in 11 days, for the first time in a great many years, Adrien LaPointe slept soundly.
 
Shane POV
This visit was Victor’s idea, though Cliff took all the credit.
Typical. It was Victor who had rung in June and announced, dry and faintly bored, that their visit earlier to Shane’s lake was tolerable; Shane had known him long enough to know that meant he was thrilled. It was Victor who had raised the matter of a weekend. Then Cliff, in the background, had bellowed “WE ARE COMING TO YOUR COTTAGE,” so loudly that Shane had to hold the phone away from his ear, and had spent the next 10 days telling everyone he met that he had invited himself.
Victor, listening from across whatever room they were in, would have been looking faintly helpless, hopelessly in love with the noise. Shane had seen it often enough. He had seen it most recently on the night Victor had walked into Shane’s study, taken a small velvet box out of a hidden drawer with shaking hands, and come back two hours later engaged.
They came on a Friday afternoon, in three cars, in a convoy of pure chaos. Heat shimmered off the gravel, and Shane, waiting on the porch steps with Ilya’s arm around him, could feel the sun soaking into his bare shoulders.
The black Range Rover came first. It pulled into the drive at a stately speed and out climbed Victor, a pair of designer sunglasses pushed up into his short dark hair and tucked under one arm like a handbag, a small, round, extremely fluffy brown-and-white spaniel puppy.
He looked down at the gravel, lip curling, and lifted one immaculate loafer off it with distaste. The tiger’s-eye studs caught the sun in his ears, Cliff’s gift, back where they belonged after everything that woman had tried to claim about them.
Cliff heaved himself out of the driver’s side, loud and sunburnt, already shouting. He hadn’t gone 10 steps before he glanced back over his shoulder at Victor, just to check he was still there, as he always did; and Shane saw the new ring on his left hand flash in the sun as he did it.
Then Cliff barrelled round the bonnet, scooped a laughing Shane clean off the ground and hugged him until the breath left his lungs. Black pepper and lime rolled off his shirt, warm from the long drive.
“Holy shit, Hollzy! Look at this place! It’s a not a cottage!”
Cliff’s roar went straight into Shane’s ear and then out at the house over Shane’s shoulder, and it bounced off the cedar and probably off the other side of the lake.
“Cliff. Cliff, put me down.”
Shane’s plea came out breathless and laughing and without any real hope. Cliff, naturally, did no such thing. Cliff had never done anything just because someone wanted him to. He swung him round in a half-circle first, boots scattering gravel, and pointed at the water with his whole arm, nearly clocking Shane in the ear.
“It’s a fucking palace! There’s a lake! There’s an actual lake, Vic, look, in the back, with a dock and everything!”
Ilya had come down the steps by then, and he plucked Shane neatly out of Cliff’s arms and set him on his feet and kept an arm locked around his waist, very firm, very clearly finished sharing. Cliff grinned at him, not sorry in the slightest. Ilya grinned back and hauled him into a hug that lifted even Cliff off the gravel.
“I do have eyes, Mon chéri.”
Victor’s voice came quite calmly from behind them, with a dry, private fondness underneath that only Cliff would ever hear all of.
He was looking at the house. He took in the glass, the cedar and the long slope of the lawn running down to the bright, flat water. The puppy on his arm made a small, plaintive squeak. Victor lowered his sunglasses to the end of his nose and looked at Shane over the top of them, golden eyes perfectly serious.
“Merde, it’s a cottage. Of course. How silly of me. Perhaps I’ll sleep in the shed.”
Shane drew himself up, as far as a man could with his husband’s arm locked around his middle, very stiff.
“There’s a very nice one down by the boathouse.”
Victor considered this. He considered the cottage again. He pushed his sunglasses back up.
“I’m moved.”
He didn’t look even slightly moved. He had clearly already chosen the best bedroom, and Cliff, grinning at him over Vic’s shoulder, plainly thought it was the finest thing he had ever seen. Shane thought about the Wedding Committee group chat, and the 41 bloody messages Cliff had sent it about tuxedo colours, and the one perfect reply Victor had made to all of them (Non.), and decided that his best friend was going to be the most beautiful groom Montreal had ever produced, and that Cliff was going to cry from the moment he woke up that day until the moment he went to sleep.
The second car changed the afternoon. It rolled in a moment later, a long grey sedan with New York plates, and before it had even stopped, a high, delighted yell came out of the passenger seat.
“Is that a dog?”
Scott was out of the car in two bounds. He wore battered cut-off jeans and a tight, faded T-shirt that had very probably once been Carter’s, his blond hair tousled from the drive and his baby-blue eyes huge and round.
He skidded to a halt in front of Victor with both hands held out, bouncing on his toes like a kid at the glass during warm-ups.
“Oh, my God. Holy shit, he’s so small. What’s his name? Can I hold him? Please can I hold him? Vic, I swear to God I’ll be careful …”
Victor handed over the name grudgingly, and then the warning, his face as smooth and unreadable as a fresh sheet of ice.
“His name is Bijou. And he bites.”
Bijou didn’t, in fact, bite. He climbed straight up Scott’s arm and licked his jaw, and Scott let out a sound so high and so purely happy that three separate birds took off from the pines. From the driver’s seat of the sedan, with great care, a tall, dark-skinned man with whisky-brown eyes unfolded himself and shut the door behind him. Carter Vaughan watched his Captain with the whole of his heart on his face and no idea that it was showing.
He folded his arms and squared up like a defenseman facing a two-on-one. What came out of him next was addressed to no one, or possibly to the universe at large, and it ran out of steam halfway through.
“Don’t. Don’t fucking say it. I know. We’re getting one.”
He was trying very hard to look stern. It wasn’t working; his mouth kept twitching, and his eyes didn’t leave Scott, not even for a second.
Kip had the back door open and one foot on the gravel. His hazel eyes were warm and amused and fixed on the two of them with an obvious, open love that Shane recognised, because he saw it in his own mirror every morning. Then he leant across the roof of the car to catch Shane’s eye, and gave him a delighted grin.
“We are not getting one. Hi, is it true there’s a bar?”
Shane kept his face polite and his voice blandly Canadian, which had never fooled Kip for a second.
“It’s a very small one.”
Kip only grinned wider.
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
Ilya laughed, and Carter put his face in his hand.
They poured out of the cars and filled the drive. Bags thudded onto the gravel, voices overlapped, car doors slammed one after another; it was chaos, and Shane, who had once needed a colour-coded schedule to survive a family dinner, stood in the middle of it with Ilya’s hand on the back of his neck and found, to his own surprise, that his chest felt warm and wide open.
Halfway through it, a small figure came flying around the corner of the house in pyjama bottoms and a life jacket, with a brown-and-white collie galloping at his heels. He stopped dead at the sight of so many strangers, one hand clamped on Anya’s collar.
For one long, sharp second, Shane saw it. The freeze. The sudden, careful blankness. The small, familiar flinch of a child who had been surprised by a crowd, and who had learned somewhere, a long time ago, in a cold basement Shane didn’t let himself think about in daylight, what crowds of grown men could mean.
He took a step.
He hadn’t even finished it when Ilya let go of him, set his mug down on the rail and crossed the drive in four long strides, gravel spraying under his feet.
He didn’t scoop. He crouched, a little way off, so that Levi could see him coming, and held out one hand, palm open. His voice had dropped to the low, easy rumble he used for thunderstorms and nightmares.
“Lyovushka. They are friends. All friends. They are the team. Remember? They come to see Sharky.”
Levi’s fingers tightened in the shark’s fabric fin. His voice, when it came, was very small.
“Sharky?”
Shane was there too by then. He went down on his knees in the gravel beside them, one hand on Levi’s back and the other on the back of Ilya’s neck, his forehead tipped against his husband’s head, so that Levi could see both of them at once and the whole of the rest of the world behind them. He didn’t look round to see who was watching. He knew exactly who was watching, and he didn’t give a shit.
Behind them, Cliff had gone down on one knee on the drive too, all 6 foot 6 of him, his hands loose on his thighs. He looked at the shark under Levi’s arm very seriously, very respectfully, and his voice was so gentle that Shane had to look away at the water.
Then he reached slowly into the pocket of his shorts and held out what he had found there on his open palm.
“Sharky’s the guest of honour. I brought him something. Do you think he’d like it? It’s a hat.”
It was, in fact, a very small hat. A tiny Bears baseball cap, black and gold, with a pair of holes cut in it for fins. Shane put Cliff’s words into Russian against his hair, very softly. Levi stared at it, his eyes growing round. Then, slowly, he reached out and took it. He put it on Sharky. He turned round and walked straight into Ilya’s chest, with Shane’s arm still around him, and put both arms around his Otousan’s neck.
“Good. It is a very good hat.”
Ilya murmured into the dark curls and stood, with Levi clinging to his front like a koala; he reached down with his free hand, pulled Shane up off the gravel too and kept hold of him.
Levi spent the next hour on Ilya’s hip, his cheek pressed to a warm shoulder and his thumb tucked into his mouth, watching the grown-ups carry bags. No one remarked on it; a few of them stepped around the pair of them without breaking stride, careful and easy, and let them be.
Now and then Ilya carried him over to wherever Shane was, so that Levi could lean out of his arms and put his face in Shane’s neck for a second and then lean back. Shane kissed him every time. He would have kept on kissing him every time for the rest of his life.
Scott lay on his back on the lawn with the puppy asleep on his chest and kept up a steady, low, soothing monologue about the exceptional merits of a hat for a shark. Kip took off his shoes and sat on the end of the dock with his feet in the water, the sunlight glittering on the lake around his ankles.
Cliff and Victor argued at the kitchen island about the correct way to make a salad; Cliff kept stealing cucumber off the board, Victor kept slapping his wrist, and neither of them stopped smiling.
Luca came out with a tray of lemonade and was immediately hugged by every single member of the Boston Bears present, in turn; he was lifted off his feet by two of them and called kid and Cub and Hollander-Rozanov and the Cup winner until his cheeks and ears were a deep strawberry pink. Afterwards he went back inside to find Shane in the kitchen and stood next to him at the counter for 5 minutes with his shoulder pressed to Shane’s, just glowing.
Shane put an arm round him and kept it there. He was so proud of him he could hardly breathe.
At the end of the hour, a small hand reached out from over Ilya’s shoulder and poked Kip’s arm, very tentatively, as Kip came up the lawn. He had clearly been building up to it for some time. Then his nerve went, and he ducked his face back into Ilya’s neck and whispered the rest there, in Russian, where it was safe.
“Ask him if he wants to see my room.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, and he turned his head so that Kip could hear, the boy’s face still hidden against his collar.
“He asks, you want to see his room. Is a big honour.”
Kip looked up. His whole face softened, and he held out a hand for Levi to lead him by.
“I’d love to. Lead the way.”
He sounded thrilled, honestly thrilled, his grin so big it scrunched up his eyes. Levi slid down off Ilya’s hip, took the hand, kept his other fist knotted in Ilya’s T-shirt and towed the pair of them off towards the house. Halfway up the steps he stopped, turned round, came all the way back down the lawn to Shane, kissed his cheek, and went back to Kip, because he had forgotten, and it was a rule.
The third car came late, at the end of the afternoon. It was a dusty grey Toyota that rattled up the drive and parked next to the Range Rover. The driver’s door opened, and Troy Barrett got out.
He was broad-shouldered and pale, about Shane’s height, his cap pulled low over his eyes, and his hands jammed into the pockets of his jeans. He was very obviously trying to be invisible in an open field, and it wasn’t working.
He stopped at the edge of the drive. He didn’t come any further. His shoulders were up round his ears as he looked at the house, the water and the whole noisy gathering on the lawn, braced like a man waiting for the gloves to drop.
Shane knew that look. Not so long ago he had broken this man’s nose; not so long ago, Troy had fucking deserved it. Since then Troy had sat in a lawyer’s office and given a statement against Dallas Kent that could have ended his career; he hadn’t wanted one thing in return.
Shane crossed the grass, the cut blades damp and bright under his sandals, and held out his hand. He kept it out, steady, and smiled up at him.
“Troy. You came.”
Troy took the hand and gripped it hard, and didn’t seem to know what to do with it afterwards. He stared at the gravel. When his voice came, it was rough, in pieces, and he scowled at his own boots between the pieces.
“Yeah. I told you I would. Didn’t think I’d … Fuck. Didn’t think I’d be, you know. Welcome. After all that shite.”
Shane didn’t let go of the hand. Troy was the kind of man who wouldn’t believe a thing unless you laid out the evidence, so he laid it out.
“You’re welcome. You were welcome the day you wrote that statement. You were welcome before that, if I’m honest. I just didn’t know how to tell you so.”
Troy’s jaw worked. He looked up then, finally, his pale blue eyes very bright. Behind him, the passenger door of the Toyota opened, and a short, soft, round-cheeked figure in a ludicrously large sunhat climbed out, ginger beard glowing in the low sun and freckles standing out across his nose, and beamed at the entire lawn at once.
He gave a little wave, bright and slightly frantic, and the words came tumbling out after it the way they always did, all at once and apologising.
“Hi. Hello. I’m s… so sorry we’re late. There was a goat. Hello, Shane. Hello, everyone. That’s, oh my goodness, is that a puppy and Anya?”
He was looking over Shane’s shoulder. His face had gone completely blank. Shane turned his head and saw what he had seen: the brown-and-white collie mix had come trotting back around the corner of the house, tongue lolling, and had stopped dead at the sight of the man in the sunhat.
For about a second, nothing moved.
Then Anya screamed. There was no other word for it. It was a high, ecstatic, piercing yelp, like a kettle going off; the jays in the pines fell silent. She hurled herself across the drive in a streak of flying fur, all four feet off the ground, straight into Harris’s arms.
He staggered. He sat down, abruptly, on the drive with 50 pounds of collie in his lap, her paws around his neck and her tail going so hard her whole back end wagged with it. She licked his face from chin to forehead. He was laughing and crying at the same time. The hat had fallen off.
Troy was at his side before the hat had finished rolling, crouched in the dust with one hand over Harris’s chest, right on the place where the valve ticked.
“Heart.”
It was barely a question. It was clipped and rough and terrified, and Shane loved him a little bit for it.
Harris put his own hand over Troy’s and squeezed it, and kept laughing.
“It’s fine. It’s f… fine, it’s just very, very happy.”
Then he buried his face in Anya’s ruff; his voice went thick, and he forgot about all of them.
“Lady. Oh, you good girl, you good, good girl. Look at you. Look at how big you are.”
Levi had come back out to see what the noise was, with Kip’s hand in one of his and Sharky in the other fist, his blue eyes wide. He considered the scene from the bottom step very seriously, then went to stand by Ilya’s leg with one hand wound in his shorts, tugged until Ilya bent down, and corrected the record into his Otousan’s ear, in Russian, with a small, fair-minded nod.
“Her name is Anya now. But she doesn’t mind. She likes both names.”
Ilya straightened and translated for the grown-ups, solemn as a linesman.
“He says her name is Anya now. She does not mind. She likes both names.”
Harris scrubbed at his eyes with one hand, the other still buried in her fur, and sniffed hugely, and smiled down into Anya’s face.
“Hello, Anya. Hello, my darling. That’s a very good name. It suits you.”
Troy stayed down on his heels beside him in the dust. He put one hand on her flank and kept the other on Harris’s back, and Anya, wedged between them, licked the first one and then the other, and sneezed.
Harris leant his head against Troy’s shoulder. Troy’s hand stayed on his back, steady and warm. He had picked up the fallen sunhat and was turning the brim round and round against his knee, and he muttered into the brim of it, so low that only Harris and Shane could hear.
“Breathe.”
It was the best moment of the afternoon. Shane thought, privately, that he would be keeping it for years. Ilya, behind him, slid both arms around his waist and set his chin on Shane’s shoulder; Levi leaned against both their legs. The three of them stood there on the bottom step and watched their dog love someone else, and Shane’s heart was as full as the lake in spring.
They stayed three days.
🏒💛🏒
It was a blur of long meals and louder arguments, of early swims and late fires. Cliff cannonballed off the end of the dock and nearly took out Kip, who called him a fucking menace and meant every word. Scott taught Levi to skip stones, bright and patient and endlessly delighted, and Levi took it up grim-faced and silent, while Carter stood behind him and rearranged his grip with careful, unexpectedly gentle hands; Kip, from the dock, watched the pair of them and smiled.
Victor lay in a deckchair for the whole of Saturday in a wide straw hat with a spaniel asleep on his stomach, being fed grapes by Cliff one at a time with enormous ceremony, and refused to move even for lunch. Cliff sat on the grass beside the chair all afternoon with one hand resting on the armrest beside Victor’s fingers, their rings an inch apart.
Ilya called him Ojisan at dinner, just to watch him go red. On the Friday, Levi climbed into Cliff’s lap for the s’mores and fell asleep there with marshmallow in his hair; Cliff didn’t move for an hour, and Victor took 11 photographs of it.
Shane had Victor send him every one. He was going to frame them. Hell, he was going to frame all of it.
Harris and Troy took a canoe out at dawn and came back two hours later soaking wet and giddy, their hands tangled together on the paddles, and Troy looking at Harris like a man who had just seen the northern lights over the lake.
Not so long ago, Troy hadn’t been able to hold a boyfriend’s hand in front of another living person. Now he walked straight up the lawn with Harris’s hand in his, past a table full of staring teammates, and stopped.
“What?”
He growled in a tone that dared anyone at all to answer.
No one did. Not one of them. The silence stretched for a second, two. Then Cliff started to clap.
And then, one by one, so did everyone else.
 
Carter POV
It was, he would admit, a very good weekend.
He had spent a decent part of it being furious about that. He wanted it noted, for the record, that he had come prepared to be unimpressed: by the cottage (it was not a fucking cottage, it was a mansion made of glass), by the lake, by the food, by the relentless, noisy, communal cheer of a roomful of hockey players who all genuinely liked each other.
Instead, somewhere between the Friday barbecue and the Saturday afternoon, he had lost the thread of his own cynicism entirely. In spite of himself, against every instinct he owned, he had begun to enjoy it. He wasn’t happy about that. Absolutely fucking not. He would keep telling himself that until he was blue in the face.
The worst of it happened on the Saturday night, on the edge of the beach, in the long golden hour after the s’mores. Levi went to sleep on Carter’s lap.
That was a thing that had happened. Carter intended never to fucking discuss it.
It happened without any warning. The whole company lay strewn about the stones in various attitudes of repletion: Cliff flat out with his head in Victor’s lap, and Troy and Harris sharing one blanket and pretending they weren’t. Carter had been sitting alone on a flat rock a little apart, a mug in his hands of something Kip had told him was cocoa, and he suspected wasn’t.
He had been thinking about nothing. Then a small shape appeared at his elbow, trailing a shark, with Luca a step behind it and one small fist knotted in the hem of Luca’s hoodie. It stood beside him for a good while, looking at the fire.
“Hello.”
Eventually the word made its way out of Carter, careful and a little gruff, from a man with no idea at all what you were supposed to say to a kid.
“Hello.”
The echo came back in the smallest whisper, the one English word Levi was sure of, offered without a single glance up at him, and he curled his toes on the warm stone.
“Can I sit?”
Levi put the question to Luca in Russian, small and polite, with his eyes on the fire, as if the fire were in charge of the seating, and Luca bent down and passed it on.
Carter looked at the rock. It was about three feet wide. He looked at the boy, and then at the rock again, and shifted his backside right to the very edge of it, just in case.
“There’s, ah. There’s plenty of room. I have the whole rock.”
Levi sat. He perched at the other end, about a foot away, Sharky in his lap and his bare feet tucked up under him, and Luca folded himself down onto the warm stones at the foot of the rock with his shoulder against his brother’s knee. They all looked at the fire. Carter drank his cocoa. It wasn’t, in fact, cocoa.
It tasted of chocolate, with something very strong and very sweet and very definitely alcoholic underneath it, and he made a mental note to murder his boyfriend. Bloody Kip. Then, more honestly, to kiss him first. Thoroughly. Possibly against a wall.
The silence went on. It wasn’t a bad one. The stones still held the day’s warmth through the soles of his shoes, and it was the sort of silence in which you could hear a log shift and the low, distant rumble of laughter from the other side of the beach. Smoke drifted across the stones. Every time the kid shifted, Carter caught something sweet off his hair, pears, his shampoo probably, and found himself barely breathing so as not to spook him.
“He was worried. When they came.”
Levi announced at last, in a whisper meant for Luca, the way other people announced the weather, and kept his eyes on the flames. Luca, a little apologetic, put it into English: Levi thought Carter had been worried when they came.
“I wasn’t.”
The denial was out of Carter’s mouth at once, a fraction too quick and a fraction too loud, and he heard exactly how it sounded.
Luca put that into Russian for him. Levi gave the denial the consideration it deserved, which wasn’t much. He nodded to himself, very seriously, hugged Sharky tighter and kept on looking at the fire. When he spoke again, it was to his brother, slow and careful, each word checked before he set it down.
“It’s okay. I get worried too. Sometimes for nothing. Kaasan says I have a very good alarm. It goes off when it doesn’t need to.”
Luca turned the little speech into English, quietly, word for word, and didn’t look at Carter while he did, which was kind of him.
Carter looked down at the small, serious profile by the fire. Something old and tight turned over in his chest; something that had been lying in the same position for about 30 years and had got very stiff about it.
“I have one of those.”
He put the words down slowly, one at a time, his thumb rubbing hard at the handle of the mug.
“Does it go off a lot?”
Levi hugged the shark closer once Luca had translated, and his whisper went small. Luca passed the question across.
“Not as much as it did. It’s getting quieter.”
Carter’s answer came slowly and carefully, one foot on the ice and then the other, and Luca murmured the Russian under it.
“What makes it quieter?”
Luca translated. Carter had no idea how he was meant to answer that.
He thought, with some confusion, of a hand on his wrist in the dark. Of a warm weight at his back and another at his front. Of Kip’s lazy voice against his ear at two in the morning, and Scott’s laugh, bright and sudden, the one that made his whole face scrunch up.
Of two voices saying Handsome and babe, over and over, until the words had built a language of their own, a language that had slowly, patiently taught him to stop listening for the other kind of footsteps.
“People. Being nearby. For long enough that you believe it.”
The words came at last, rough at the edges, dragged up from somewhere low in his chest; the kid deserved the whole answer, so Carter gave him all of it. Luca put it into Russian slowly, as if he were handling something breakable.
Levi considered that. He nodded, slowly, his small brow creasing and then smoothing out again, satisfied.
“That’s what Otousan says.”
Levi’s pronouncement went very calmly into Luca’s ear, a small warm whisper of absolute authority, and Luca translated with a crooked little smile, and that was clearly the end of the matter.
Then, without any ceremony at all, he let go of Luca’s hoodie and shuffled across the foot of rock between them. He climbed onto Carter’s lap, curled up with his knees tucked in and his head against Carter’s chest, and closed his eyes.
Carter froze.
The boy was warm and solid and much heavier than he looked, his curls tickling the underside of Carter’s jaw. Carter held the mug out at arm’s length, away from the child. He had no idea what he was supposed to do now. Fuck. His other hand hovered in the air above the small back like a pass with no one on the end of it.
He looked down at Luca for rescue. Luca only smiled up at him, soft, and didn’t move. Across the beach, Scott had stopped halfway through a sentence, his baby-blue eyes gone massive and wet. Kip, beside the fire, had one hand clapped over his mouth.
On the other side of the flames sat Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, a man who had once threatened to eat a referee from the penalty box, with his husband tucked between his knees and his arms crossed over Shane’s chest.
Both of them were watching. Ilya looked calm and very approving; he lifted his mug in a small salute. Shane, in his arms, smiled at Carter: a warm, unguarded smile Carter had never seen him give an opponent.
Carter set the mug down on the rock with great care, so as not to ring it against the stone. Then he lowered his hand until it rested against the small warm back.
It rose and fell, easy and trusting. It was just a perfectly ordinary child’s back. It was very small. It fitted exactly into his palm.
He sat there for 40 minutes. His leg went numb. He didn’t move once.
He thought, somewhere around minute 20, about the thing he had never let himself put into words, not even in his own head, not even at three in the morning with Scott snoring on his chest. A house with a yard. One name on the mailbox instead of three. Rings on fingers instead of chains under shirts, and the three of them walking into a rink together without anyone needing to brace for anything.
And a kid. Maybe two. A small, serious person who climbed into his lap without asking, because it had never even occurred to them that they might not be allowed. Kip would be a fucking menace of a father, all sugar and no bedtimes. Scott would cry at every school play. Carter would make two accounts alone for the college fund and pretend he hadn’t.
He had wanted it so badly, for so long, that he had filed it under impossible just to be able to sleep. Stupid, really. Sitting on a warm rock with a borrowed child breathing against his chest, he took it back out of the file, turned it over and, very carefully, let himself keep it.
When it was over, Ilya came across the stones and lifted the sleeping boy away. He did it so gently that Levi didn’t even stir; one hand under the small back, the other cupping the curly head, and the boy folded into his chest as if he had been poured there, one fist finding his father’s T-shirt without even waking. Ilya looked down at Carter as he straightened up.
He didn’t try to say anything clever. He put his free hand on Carter’s shoulder, heavy and warm, and squeezed once, and nodded; then he carried his son up the lawn to bed with Shane at his side, Shane’s hand tucked into the back pocket of Ilya’s shorts, Shane’s head on his arm, and Luca and Adrien trailing behind them carrying the blankets and the shark.
Carter sat on his rock with his hands on his knees; when his voice came back, it was strange.
“Don’t. Don’t you dare.”
Every growled word of that was meant for Kip, who had drifted over and sat down in the warm space the boy had left, close enough that their knees touched, and Carter kept his own eyes on the dying fire and waited for it anyway. Kip raised both hands in surrender, the picture of innocence, and kept his mouth firmly shut. Carter could feel him smiling.
“You are looking at me.”
Carter muttered at the stones, scowling down at them, his ears hot.
“I’m allowed to look, Handsome. You were lovely.”
Kip’s eyes were bright, warm and soft by the fire, and they had never looked at Carter with anything but love; not even in the beginning, not even when Carter had been at his absolute fucking worst. He leant in until their shoulders touched again, warm through the thin cotton of Carter’s shirt.
Carter shut his eyes. He reached down, found Kip’s hand on the rock between them and squeezed it once, hard, and Kip squeezed back.
Still good. Still in the play.
🏒💛🏒
It was after midnight when the three of them ended up on the dock.
It had a way of happening. The cottage had gone dark, door by door. The fire on the shore had burned down to a heap of orange that breathed when the wind touched it, and without any discussion, the three of them had found themselves at the end of the boards with a blanket and one bottle of red wine that no one had bothered to open.
The lake lay black and flat beneath a sky so thick with stars it hurt to look at. The wood was cool and faintly damp under the blanket.
Scott lay flat on his back with his head in Kip’s lap and his bare feet crossed at the ankle. Carter sat on the other side with one hand buried in Scott’s soft blond hair, his shoulder against Kip’s, and Kip’s warm hand rested on Scott’s chest, rising and falling with each slow breath.
For a good while none of them spoke. Carter didn’t need them to. He had Scott’s hair between his fingers and Kip’s shoulder against his, and he could smell amber and cedar on one side of him and honey and orange blossom on the other, the two scents he had fallen asleep to for years now, and that was all the words he needed.
“It’s so quiet. Isn’t it? I keep thinking I’m going to hear a car.”
The words drifted up from Scott at last on a long, contented sigh, lost somewhere among the stars, his fingers drifting up to tangle with Kip’s on his chest.
“There aren’t any cars. There aren’t any cars for about 20 miles.”
Kip’s reply was very reasonable and very fond, his thumb idling in the hollow of Scott’s collarbone.
Scott shifted on Kip’s thigh, his hair sliding between Carter’s fingers. When he went on, there was a rueful, wondering note in his voice that Carter didn’t hear very often, and it made him hold his breath.
“I know. That’s what I mean. I’m so used to noise. I think I might be addicted to it. You know, in the city, there’s always something. A siren, a neighbour. I never noticed, not until I came out here, how much I’d been bracing for it.”
Carter’s fingers stopped moving in Scott’s hair, caught halfway through a slow stroke. Bracing. He turned the word over and didn’t like the shape of it at all, and he must have made some sound, because Scott turned his head on Kip’s thigh and looked up at him.
In the starlight his eyes were massive and very clear, the lashes dark against his cheekbones, and Carter thought, not for the first time, that he would never get used to being looked at like that.
“For something to go wrong. I do it all the time. I just don’t say. I smile, I make a joke, and I’m waiting. For the other thing.”
Something cold and hard closed around Carter’s ribs.
He hadn’t known. That was the awful part. Scott, who lit every room he walked into, who never let the light dip in front of him, not in a locker room, not on a podium, not even on the worst night, in that fucking hotel suite with the season over. Carter had played beside this man for years and shared a bed with him for longer than he had ever shared one with anyone.
He had held him, loved him, and never seen it. Not once. He thought of the bright, easy, golden boy Scott showed the world. The smile that never dimmed. The way he reached for both of them in his sleep, always blindly, always so sure of finding them.
Some fucking tactician he was.
“Princess.”
His voice was rough and low.
Scott smiled up at him, lightly, almost brightly, and reached up to squeeze his wrist.
“It’s okay, Carter. It’s getting better.”
Kip leaned down and kissed his forehead, cradling the side of Scott’s face as carefully as if it might crack. Carter watched the two of them and couldn’t make his voice go anywhere near normal. He wanted to know if it really was. He couldn’t get the question out past his teeth, and Scott, who could read him as well as Kip could, gave him the answer anyway.
Scott drew the chain out from under his shirt first and turned the band over in the starlight. A plain thin circle of brushed platinum, with a thread of pale, clear blue set into its centre; his own colour, the one he had put in with theirs. Carter knew exactly what hung against his own breastbone, whisky-amber, and what hung against Kip’s, hazel-green. He could feel his own, warm from his skin.
“Mostly. Since the ring. I look at it when I wake up, and I think, they meant it. I’m theirs.”
Scott turned the band between his fingers as he spoke.
Kip’s thumb had gone still on his chest. Carter watched that strong, gentle hand tremble, just slightly, and loved him so much for it that it hurt. Kip lifted Scott’s chin with two fingers, so Scott had to look at him, upside down, and his voice had gone thick.
“It is real. Scott. It’s real.”
Scott smiled, shakily, and his eyes went from Kip to Carter and back again.
“I know that. I do. Most days I even believe it.”
Carter couldn’t speak. He didn’t trust his voice; it had gone somewhere and not come back. Scott lay there looking up at him, so lovely and so brave about it, and something in Carter just gave.
So, he leant down, took Scott’s face in both hands and kissed him in the dark.
He kissed him with every word he had never managed to say, the whole long, clumsy, overwhelming catalogue of it. Salt on Scott’s lips, and the wine, faintly, underneath. He kissed him the way he kissed him in bed when he wanted Scott to stop thinking: deep, lazy and absolutely certain, with a hand slid round to the back of his skull to hold him right where Carter wanted him, so that there was nowhere to go and nothing to do but take it.
Scott made a small, broken sound against his mouth. His hand came up and fisted in Carter’s shirt, and held on, and he went loose and pliant under Carter’s hands the way he only ever did for him.
His cheek was wet under Carter’s thumb. Carter stroked the tear away, then another; he would stay out here all night if that was what it took.
“Look at me, Princess. When we go in, you’re going to lie down in that bed between us, and you’re not going to do a single fucking thing. You’re going to let us tell you. Every way we’ve got. Until you stop bracing. Understood?”
He pulled back an inch to give the order, and Scott’s eyes opened, glassy and dark and obedient. Scott’s breath went out of him in a shudder. His hips shifted on the blanket, restless; Carter could see exactly what that voice had done to him, tenting the soft cotton of his shorts, and Scott made no attempt to hide it. He never did, not with them.
“Yes, babe.”
Scott sounded wrecked. Carter felt it go straight down his spine. Fuck.
Kip had been watching all of it with his lips parted and his eyes gone black. His hand had found the back of Carter’s neck somewhere in the middle of it, and it squeezed now, firm, possessive, a little bit of the other side of Kip coming out to play; the side that sometimes pinned Scott face down in the sheets and took him apart while Carter gave the orders from the headboard.
“And when you’re done telling him, Handsome, I get a turn.”
Kip’s voice had dropped into that lazy, wicked register again, and his thumb stroked once along Carter’s jaw. Carter turned his head and kissed him for it, a hand closing around the side of Kip’s throat; not hard, just there, just enough. Kip went soft under it in a heartbeat, switching between one breath and the next, because Kip always did, and his fingers found Carter’s free hand on the blanket and squeezed.
When Carter drew back, Scott’s eyes were wet. Kip’s were too. Out there on the lake, with the stars wheeling overhead and the water lapping at the posts below them, Carter drew a long, unsteady breath; then he gave them the thing he had been carrying around for a month.
“Next season.”
Scott’s head came up off Kip’s lap so fast he nearly cracked it on Carter’s chin. His eyes were wide in the dark, and his mouth had fallen open on a silent what.
“I haven’t forgotten. The start of next season, like you told me. I’ll ask you both. Properly. On one knee, with a speech, an unreasonable number of witnesses, and you can say what you like. But I’m going to ask, and I want that chain on the right finger by Christmas.”
Halfway through, Carter’s voice went rough and uneven, catching on the words like a blade on a rut in the ice. He didn’t care. He kept hold of Scott’s face so that Scott couldn’t look anywhere but at him, and reached for Kip’s hand with the other, and laid it all out plain and in order, like a power-play setup on the whiteboard, his thumb rubbing over Kip’s knuckles the whole way through.
There was a short, huge silence. Out on the water, something splashed.
“Carter.”
Scott’s voice had gone very small.
Carter wiped his eyes with the back of his wrist and drew himself up with what was left of his pride, which wasn’t much, on a damp dock, in the dark, with two grown men crying on him.
“I’m not saying anything else tonight. I’m too tired, and I’ve had half a bottle of whatever Kip put in my cocoa.”
Scott’s fingers were still curled around his other hand. Carter didn’t let go of them.
“I put in a splash.”
Kip’s wail was tearful, theatrical and utterly without conviction, his wet eyes already crinkling at the corners.
“You put in a bottle! Don’t lie to me, Beautiful. You’re a shit liar.”
Carter aimed for severe and missed by a mile, the corners of his mouth already giving him away. He had never yet held a straight face at Kip for longer than a heartbeat.
“I’m a wonderful liar!”
Kip was laughing and crying at once. Then Scott had rolled over and flung both arms round Carter’s neck, and Kip folded in on top of them both, and the three of them collapsed sideways on the dock in a helpless, sniffling knot of blanket and limbs and unopened wine, with the dark water lapping underneath.
“I love you.”
The words were muffled and fervent, pressed straight into Carter’s collar along with Scott’s hot, damp face.
Kip pressed his face into Carter’s hair before he could answer. His voice was a rumble Carter felt in his own skull; he had been falling asleep to it every night since the start of all this, and he would happily fall asleep to it for the rest of his life.
“I love you.”
Carter held on to them as hard as he could. Scott’s hair against his jaw. Kip’s heartbeat against his arm. Warm and solid and his.
“I love you both. I love you. Fuck. I am thoroughly ruined.”
Somewhere around ruined, his voice gave up all pretence of holding steady and went raw and wet and shaking, and for once in his life Carter let every tremor show.
“You’re welcome.”
Kip kissed him on it, before he could argue.
They lay there until they were cold. No one suggested going in. Somewhere in the house behind them a light went on, then off; a bedroom at the other end, where Carter knew without having to be told that a man with a gold cross was checking on a sleeping boy one last time before bed, the way he had checked on him every hour all evening.
A dog barked once, sleepily, then thought better of it. Out on the black water a loon called, long and low, and another one called back.
Carter lay on his back on a plank dock, a man on either side of him and the whole sky spread out overhead, and against all expectation, in direct defiance of his upbringing and most of his principles, he was happy.
It was a cottage. It had mud. There was a small, serious, blue-eyed boy asleep in a bed somewhere inside it who thought he looked worried, and who had fallen asleep on him anyway.
He was going to come back every summer.
He was never, ever going to say so out loud.
 
Troy POV
Troy had walked into ten thousand rinks, and the ice had never scared him. Not once.
The lobby, though. The lobby got him every fucking time. It always had.
Ice was simple. Ice did what you told it to and nothing else; it held no opinions about who you went home to, and it didn’t give a single shit whose hand you were holding when you stepped onto it. A lobby was a hundred pairs of eyes and a swinging door; that was a different fucking story.
For 4 years in Toronto, he had crossed lobbies like this one with his hands jammed in his pockets and his face shut, braced like a penalty killer for a shot that never quite came. He had got very fucking good at it, thank you very much. He could have done it in his sleep; some nights, he had.
Harris was reading aloud from the passenger seat, the sheet held up in both hands, very proper, his voice taking on the careful, official tone he used for menus, instructions and the small print on cereal boxes.
“Light recreational skating. Helmet mandatory. No checking, no sprinting, no hockey drills. Stop immediately if dizzy, short of breath or unduly exuberant. Signed, Dr Melvin.”
He turned the page over, held it up to the windscreen so the light came through it, and squinted at the bottom corner, checking for a watermark, just in case.
“He’s drawn a small smiley face beside his signature. I think it’s very unprofessional, and I have decided to find it deeply moving.”
He tapped the page with one finger, deeply moved, then smoothed a crease out of the corner with his thumb. Troy loved him for that. For the fuss he made over small things, for the way he gave a bit of paper the same care he gave the cat, the cider press and Troy’s bloody awful moods. No one had ever smoothed out a crease for Troy before Harris; now it happened most days.
“It’s laminated.”
Troy kept his eyes on the arena through the glass as he offered up this vital piece of information, his hands locked on the wheel of the Toyota as if it might drive off without him.
“Of course it’s laminated. It’s a medical document. It might rain.”
Harris folded the sheet in half, glasses slipping, ginger curls sticking up where he had pushed a hand through them on the drive. He tucked it into the inside pocket of his jacket, next to a small enamel pin in the shape of a hockey stick. Troy had never seen it before, and he was fairly sure it had been bought that morning at the petrol station, when Harris had disappeared inside for “a drink” and come back out pink and pleased with himself and empty-handed.
Then Harris turned in his seat.
“Troy.”
Just the one word, and the way Harris used his name these days did something to the back of Troy’s neck: gentle, a bit careful, and so sure of its welcome.
Troy grunted something that was meant to be yeah and didn’t take his eyes off the doors. If he took his eyes off the bloody doors, they might move.
“You don’t have to.”
Harris’s voice was gentle about it. His hair was falling just into his eyes again, and his freckled hand came to rest on Troy’s wrist, warm and steady, and Troy caught the sweet apple smell of him, the hand cream his mum bought him in bulk from the farm shop.
Troy had spent 4 years wishing for someone who would just ask what he needed. Harris checked in every single day. It was a bit much, honestly. Troy didn’t mind, not really. He was getting used to it anyway.
“We can go in separately. I’ll go in first and be a person who happens to be in the same car park. It’s your pace, remember? I mean it. I’ll be perfectly happy being an acquaintance until we reach the ice. A very friendly acquaintance. A n…nodding one.”
It was Sunday, the last full day of the weekend, and the arena was a big, ugly, cheerful barn of a building at the edge of the next town over.
It had a corrugated roof, a faded mural of a goalie on the end wall, and a banner over the doors that read Camp de Hockey d’Été; paint was flaking off the rails by the ramp. It was one of the only rinks within three hours in any direction that kept its ice down through July.
Shane had rung the manager three days ago, and the manager, a bloke called Gilles with shoulders like a barn door, had cleared the pad for two hours without asking a single question that wasn’t about parking. Naturally he had. No one told Shane Hollander-Rozanov no when he used his polite voice. Troy had the nose to prove it.
There were way too many fucking cars in the lot. Troy knew a good third of them by sight, from the bumper stickers and the dented tailgates and Bood’s ridiculous roof box.
Cliff, the absolute bastard, had renamed the group chat RINK DAY at six that morning, with 14 exclamation marks, and apparently everyone in the known world had chimed in. Troy’s phone had buzzed in his pocket the whole drive like a trapped wasp.
He looked at the doors. Then he looked at Harris.
Harris was wearing a sweet, hopeful, slightly nervous expression, those clever green eyes huge under the lovely sweep of ginger, gold hair. On his knees sat a Bears helmet; Cliff had left it on the back seat the night before with a note taped to the top in big capitals: FOR THE FUTURE STAR. There was a smear of sunscreen on the end of his nose, put there by Harris himself, and missed. All soft lines and freckles, the round little curve of his belly under the jumper he had insisted on wearing even though it was July, because rinks were cold and he was, in his own words, “built for scones, not for weather”. Troy wanted to bite him; Troy always wanted to bite him. That was a problem. A problem for later.
“No. I’d rather go in with you.”
The no was out before he had finished thinking it. Harris blinked at him, and Troy swallowed, and made himself get the rest of it out properly, because the man deserved the whole sentence.
“I want to walk in with you, holding your hand. If you’ll let me.”
Harris’s face did something complicated and wonderful; it went pink and then bright, the smile starting at his mouth and spreading all the way up to the tips of his ears.
He sat there with the helmet in his lap, blinking, going oh very faintly to no one, and then rallied all at once.
“Right. Good. In that case…”
He unfolded himself out of the passenger side and came round the front of the car in about four strides; Harris did everything in a rush. He stopped in front of Troy at the lobby doors and held out his hand, palm up, with great and elaborate casualness, very carefully not looking at Troy’s face.
Troy looked at the hand, held out steady in the thin morning light; it was freckled and long-fingered, with a small white scar across the back of one knuckle from a pastry tin.
He had held that hand in a truck, in a hot tub, in a farmhouse bed with a cat sitting on his chest. He had held it in a canoe at dawn in front of 11 teammates, a thing he was still privately recovering from, cheers very much, Marlow.
He took it.
The palm was warm, a little damp, and entirely certain of him. Troy had never been certain of anything in his whole fucking life until this man.
🏒💛🏒
The lobby doors swung inward, hinges sighing, and the cold hit his face, rink-cold, the kind he knew better than his own name. A teenage boy stood behind the sharpening counter with his phone half out of his apron.
A couple by the vending machine, in matching Canadiens jerseys, were having a low, furious argument in French about a thermos. A grandmother in a quilted vest knitted by the radiator; a small girl was attempting to climb the leg of a table. Right at the back, in the doorway of a little glass office, stood Gilles, clipboard in hand.
Troy walked the length of the lobby with Harris’s hand in his. The linoleum squeaked under his trainers. His pulse was thudding so hard he could hear it in his ears. He couldn’t tell if everyone was looking, or if anyone was.
Nothing happened.
The boy at the counter looked at Troy’s face, at the hands, at Troy’s face again, and then at Harris.
“I like your jacket, sir.”
It came out with tremendous politeness. Harris thanked him, a little dazed.
The couple by the vending machine didn’t even look up from their thermos war. The grandmother’s needles clicked on, steady as a clock. Gilles glanced up as they passed his office, took in the pair of them in the space of one second, and lifted the clipboard in greeting.
“Bonjour, messieurs. The pad is yours. Bathrooms on the left, and the coffee is terrible.”
He went back to his clipboard.
That was all. No gasp, no stare, no sudden silence. Not one fucking thing.
Honestly, it was a total fucking anticlimax. He had braced for it for so long that when the blow didn’t come, he nearly stumbled.
Something had been sitting on his chest since he was 15 years old, a big, cold, ugly weight he had stopped noticing the way you stopped noticing a noise. It lifted by about an inch. It let in air.
Harris spoke out of the side of his mouth, eyes front, very casual and completely obvious.
“All right?”
Troy’s first yeah came out as a croak; he cleared his throat and tried again, which didn’t help much.
“Yeah. Fine. That was fine.”
Harris’s hand squeezed his, warm and slightly sweaty, a small steady pulse against his palm. Troy glanced sideways; Harris was beaming at the floor, trying very hard to hide it and failing completely, so proud he looked about ready to burst. The hand kept squeezing all the way down the corridor to the benches, and it didn’t let go once.
🏒💛🏒
The Bears had taken over the home end of the arena like an invading army with snacks. Half of them had rented cabins up and down the lake road for the weekend, and they had brought wives, children and enough food to survive a fucking siege.
There were 30 of them at least, scattered across the rows of cold blue seats by the home benches in a happy sprawl of jackets, skate bags, coolers and small children. Cliff had commandeered an entire bench for his cooler.
Victor sat beside him in sunglasses and a long coat, looking elegantly bored, and between them a pair of rings, one tiger’s-eye, one white gold, caught the strip lights every time either of them moved a hand.
Bood had brought a speaker; four separate people had told him he wasn’t allowed to use it, and the last of them had been his wife, Cassie, a tall, blonde, effortlessly cool woman who had just held out her hand until he gave it to her. He was now watching it in her lap like a Labrador shut out of the kitchen.
Evan Dykstra had a round, serious one-year-old called Susie strapped to his chest in a pair of ear defenders, and his wife, Caitlin, was telling him to stop bouncing her. Lisa Hayes, Hazy’s wife, had short dark hair and the brisk, fit, make-up-free look of a woman who taught spin classes.
She was in fact a children’s doctor, and she was working her way down the row checking the helmet strap of every child within reach, whether they were hers or not. Ethan and Reece were lacing up, focused and shifty, two rookies who had been told to behave and hadn’t decided yet whether they would. Troy wouldn’t have put money on it.
And in the middle of all of it, with everyone else somehow arranged around them, were the Hollander-Rozanovs.
Troy had been on the team long enough now to have seen them at home games, at the barbecue, in the family room after the Cup, but he had never seen them like this, spread out across three rows of a public rink like they owned the place. They didn’t care who was looking. Not even slightly.
Ilya had Levi up on his shoulders, small hands knotted in the blond curls for steering, and was walking him up and down the front row so he could inspect everyone’s skates, a giant golden horse with a very bossy rider.
Every few steps Ilya reached up without looking and squeezed one skinny ankle, just to check it was still there. Shane sat on the bench below with Luca tucked into his side and against his chest like a much bigger Levi, Shane’s fingers combing absently through Luca’s blond waves while Luca, 19 and an NHL centre, all broad shoulders and lithe muscle, let himself be petted, eyes half closed, and didn’t look one bit embarrassed about it.
Adrien was on Luca’s other side holding their skates, repeating the Russian word for helmet very carefully under his breath while Levi corrected him from on high.
Ilya swung Levi down at last, set him on the bench between his fathers, and Shane braided the boy’s long black hair before the helmet went on: three quick strands, tight and neat, a small elastic with a plastic shark on it.
Only Kaasan was allowed to braid it; everyone on the team knew that rule, the way they knew the rule about not touching Shane’s tea.
Luca tidied a loose wisp behind Levi’s ear when it was done, and Levi accepted this as a lesser but permitted service. Then Ilya dropped a kiss on the top of the braid, and then the top of Luca’s head on his way past, and then, since he was down there anyway, Shane’s mouth, his hand settling on the back of Shane’s neck and staying there like it lived there.
No one in the stands so much as blinked at them; a year ago, Troy thought, half the league would have choked on their Gatorade. Now it was just a family at a rink, showing off; nothing in the whole building was more normal.
“Barrett!”
Nick Chouinard was on his feet in the front row, one arm up and waving. Beside him stood a tiny, blonde, strikingly pretty woman in a sundress who barely came up to his elbow, sunglasses pushed up into her hair, a toddler on her hip in a pink helmet working very hard on a mouthful of cracker.
Behind her came two boys, one tall and one small, both in skates a bit too big and helmets a bit too small, vibrating with so much energy they seemed to be moving even when they stood still.
“This is Selena. My wife.”
Nick waved a hand between the two of them, beaming, proud as anything, and Selena looked Troy up and down with her mouth already curving.
She took Troy’s hand and shook it, firm and brisk. Then her eyes went to his other hand, and to the other man attached to it, and her face lit up like the scoreboard after a home goal.
“I know who he is. And you must be Harris.”
Harris straightened, chin up, smiling.
“I am. That’s me.”
Then he went pink, and then pinker, and the words started coming out of him at speed the way they did when he was nervous.
“Hello. Yes. I’m so pleased to…”
He didn’t get any further, because Troy had opened his mouth.
“This is Harris. My boyfriend.”
The words left Troy in a rush, over the top of him, before he could lose his nerve, before they could jam in his throat the way they had a thousand times in a thousand other rooms.
The word slid out easily. That was the strange thing. He had rehearsed it in the shower for a week, mouthing it at the tiles like a fucking lunatic. He had thought it would be a rock in his mouth, a word that took both hands to lift. Instead it was as light as hello, and sat there in the air between them being perfectly ordinary.
Harris made a very small sound beside him.
He turned his face up to Troy, and his eyes had gone all soft and wet, and a flush went up from his collar over his throat and cheeks, bright red and blotchy against the freckles. Troy felt the heat of it in his own face. Fucking hell. He was going to have to do that a lot more often. Yes, he fucking was.
Selena’s smile went warm all the way through, her Québécois lilt turning the word into something very like an endearment.
“Oh, honey, I know. I’ve seen the banner.”
Troy’s heart sank straight through the floor and kept going. Shit. Harris, beside him, went faint.
“What banner?”
Selena nodded at the look on Troy’s face, the picture of sympathy and absolutely zero mercy.
“Anna’s banner. It’s in the group chat. Ethan put it up. There are 14 of us, and we have all agreed that it is beautiful, and also that one of the letters is slightly backwards.”
Harris’s hand tightened around Troy’s with deep and instant feeling.
“It’s the R. She’s always done the R wrong. I told her. I told her in March.”
Troy could feel his ears going hot, which was just fucking marvellous.
“I’m going to fucking kill Ethan.”
It went out to the general vicinity.
Harris turned to him at once, appalled, a palm pressed flat to Troy’s chest, ready to physically hold him back.
“Please don’t. I love him.”
He meant it with such fervour that Troy, who had once hidden everything, found himself fighting a smile and losing. At the same moment, Lola, on Selena’s hip, held out a cracker-covered fist to him, very serious.
“Hat.”
The taller boy, Noah, leaned in to correct her, kindly. He was eight, and he had a watch, and he clearly felt both things gave him authority.
“It’s a helmet, Lola. It’s for your head. You have to wear it, or the ice gets you.”
Then he looked up at Harris, narrow-eyed and thorough.
“Are you scared of ice?”
Harris considered the question with great seriousness, then nodded.
“A bit. I’ve never skated before. Not once. I’m a grown man, and I have never been on skates in my life.”
The small boy beside Noah leaned forward to inspect him properly. He was missing a front tooth, and the gap made every s come out in a whistle.
Theo announced with total conviction, bouncing on his blades.
“Thith ith the besth thing ever. Are you going to fall over? I fell over four timeth. It didn’t hurt. It’th like a thlide.”
Harris looked at him over the top of his shark helmet, deeply grateful.
“That’s very reassuring, Theo. Thank you.”
Lisa Hayes came down the row while Troy was still crouched over the laces of his own skates, a coffee in one hand and the other already held out for the note.
Harris handed it over with both hands and then hovered, watching her face anxiously. The lamination crackled in her fingers; she read it twice, front and back, a small professional crease between her brows.
“Melvin’s good. I know him. He’s careful, and he doesn’t sign things he doesn’t mean.”
She handed it back and gave the paper a little tap, right on the smiley face, and her mouth twitched.
She bent to check the strap of Harris’s helmet with two quick, expert fingers, done in a second, then turned her head and fixed Troy with a look that went straight through him.
“Helmet stays on. If he falls, he tells someone, even if he feels fine. And you watch his colour, not the clock.”
Troy had stopped moving altogether, crouched on his heels with one lace in his fist. He nodded. She nodded back, satisfied, and gave Harris a quick, bright, entirely unprofessional grin, and moved off down the row to the next small head.
It took Troy 10 bloody minutes to get him laced; he did it himself, on his knees on the rubber matting in front of the bench, the borrowed skates on the floor beside him.
He did it the way his dad had taught him when he was 4 years old: snug at the ankle, looser at the toe, a firm tug on every eyelet, a double knot at the top. He had never done it for anyone else before, and to his considerable fucking alarm, his hands weren’t entirely steady. His hands never shook.
Harris didn’t make a sound; he sat there with the helmet strap done up under his chin and his glasses fastened to his head with a sports band that made him look like a marshmallow in goggles, and he watched the top of Troy’s head the whole time.
Troy felt that look on the back of his neck, warm and steady. Without lifting his head, he rested a palm on Harris’s shin and felt the long, nervous length of him settle.
“Done. Knock, knock.”
He tapped the top of the helmet twice with one knuckle as he went, because he was an idiot, and because Harris had gone a bit glassy and needed snapping out of it.
Harris lifted his chin obediently and waited, his face gone fond.
“Who’s there?”
Troy kept his face dead straight, which took every ounce of discipline he had.
“No one. You’re not getting a joke. It’s a good helmet.”
Harris’s eyes had gone suspiciously bright, and Troy’s heart did a slow, helpless turn in his chest at the sight of it.
“It’s an extraordinary helmet. It says Property of C. Marlow, Do Not Steal on the inside, in marker. I’m never giving it back.”
🏒💛🏒
He lasted 11 seconds on the ice before he grabbed the boards.
“Oh no. Oh no, oh no. It’s moving.”
Harris clung to the top rail with both hands, legs going in two different directions at once like a newborn foal’s.
Troy was a foot away, skating backwards, both hands out, his face carefully arranged into something that was absolutely not a smile.
“It isn’t moving; you’re moving.”
Harris made a noise of pure betrayal. His fingers dug into the rail until his knuckles went white and freckled, and his knees wobbled inward, and Troy had to bite down hard on the inside of his cheek.
“That’s worse. Troy, that’s so much worse, I’d much rather the ice was moving, at least then I’d know where I stood.”
Troy kept backing up, one slow stride at a time, close enough to catch him and far enough that Harris would have to come to him.
“Look at me. Not at your feet.”
Harris’s gaze dropped straight back down to his boots; he made a small, strangled sound.
“If I look away from my feet, they’ll go.”
Troy reached in and closed his hands around Harris’s elbows, firm and sure, and tightened his grip.
“They won’t go. I’ve got you. Look at me.”
Harris looked up.
His eyes were huge and green, wild with joy and horror in roughly equal amounts, and a damp ginger curl had escaped from under the helmet and stuck to his forehead. Troy wanted to push it back, and would have, if he had had a hand free. Harris let go of the boards with one hand, then the other.
He lurched once, wildly, arms windmilling, and Troy shot forward and caught him by both elbows and held him upright against his chest. There was a short, breathless silence. Harris’s helmet bumped Troy’s chin with a dull plastic knock, and all that soft weight leaned into him, sweet apple and warm wool, trembling a little.
“I’m skating. Troy. I’m on the ice.”
The words were muffled, straight into Troy’s collarbone, and then Harris lifted his head and wondered at it all over again with his whole face.
Troy put his mouth to the top of the helmet so it would land gently.
“You’re clinging to my jacket.”
He could feel Harris’s heartbeat through two layers of nylon, a little fast, steady as anything; habit made him count it without meaning to. It was the best thing he had ever been clung to for, and he included the Stanley Cup in that.
“I’m skating and clinging to your jacket.”
A small, firm voice came from somewhere about hip height.
“Harris.”
Levi had glided up beside them, in a black helmet and the boots Mack had built for him, small, stiff, gleaming things built to last forever.
His cheeks were pink with cold, and his breath puffed out in small, serious clouds. Noah stood on one side of him and Theo on the other, and the three of them looked extremely grave and official about it.
Levi pointed one mitten at Harris’s death grip, his English careful and a little bit wrong, the way his third language still came out when he had to think in it, with the faintest roll of the r.
“You hold too hard. Like… like wall. Troy is not wall. Bend the knee.”
Harris glanced down at his knees, doubtful.
“I’m very attached to the ones I’ve got.”
Levi shook his head at this, unimpressed, and demonstrated with a small, serious wiggle.
“Like sit on very small… Chair. Small chair. You look where you go. Feet come after. Kaasan say this.”
Noah nodded with deep loyalty, arms folded over his jersey.
“Levi’s the best. He teaches everyone.”
Theo nodded so hard his helmet rattled against his ears.
“Everyone. Even me. Especially me.”
Harris bent his knees.
Troy felt it go through the whole of his body, the sudden, startled loosening, the long frame going from a plank to something with some give in it. Under the ridiculous helmet, Harris’s face lit up, all at once.
Troy had loved that face for months, and it still caught him off guard every fucking time. Harris lifted his eyes from the small chair he was sitting on and looked straight down the ice, and his mouth fell open.
“Oh. Oh, I see. That’s what that’s for.”
Levi looked hugely satisfied with himself.
“I tell you.”
He made sure everyone within 20 feet heard it. Troy had to look at the ceiling for a second, at the pale rafters and the swallows’ mud nests tucked along them. Bloody hell.
No one at the aquarium in the winter would have believed this. Troy had watched that little boy go grey at a parrot. He had heard about the cold pool by the rays, about the back of a small head pressed so hard into his father’s neck that it had left a mark.
And here he was, in the middle of a rink, in front of two dozen strangers, giving orders in his third language, in bits and pieces, to a grown man in a marshmallow helmet, one lecturing finger raised. He had a friend on each side; he hadn’t looked round once to check where his fathers were.
He didn’t need to. Troy found them without even trying.
They were on the far side of the pad. Shane was skating slowly backwards in a plain blue hoodie, both of Ilya’s hands held in his own, and Ilya was skating forwards, blades hissing, blond curls flattened under a black cap, with a look on his face so blissful and so idiotic that Troy could have chirped him about it for a week.
He wasn’t watching his feet. He was watching Shane’s face, soft and stunned and so in love it was almost embarrassing to see.
Their hands swung in a small, easy arc between them. Ilya leaned down and kissed Shane’s forehead without breaking stride, and Shane tipped his chin up for it, eyes closed, a flush of cold and pleasure riding high on his freckled cheeks. The two of them cut a long, slow, silver circle around the centre of the ice, and neither of them so much as glanced at anyone else.
Halfway around, Luca and Levi peeled off from wherever they had been and skated straight into them, crashing in without slowing down, and Shane and Ilya just opened their arms without even breaking the circle and took them in. Ilya scooped Levi up onto his hip and skated on one hand with the other arm around Shane.
Shane hooked his free hand through Luca’s elbow, and Luca tucked himself into his side without a second’s hesitation, laughing at something, his cheek going straight to Shane’s chest.
A year ago, Troy had watched that kid hover at the edge of every room like he was waiting to be told to leave. Now he didn’t even check first; he just went to Shane, easy and sure, and was caught every time.
Fucking show-offs. Troy loved them all. He would never, ever be saying that out loud.
Levi, once back down on the ice, had turned in a half circle. He cupped both mittens around his mouth and called across the pad in a high, clear voice, in Russian, so loud that no one on the planet could possibly miss it, the words ringing off the boards.
“Kaasan. Otousan. Watch me. I am going to do it by myself.”
Every head on the ice turned.
Shane’s face changed. It went bright and open all at once, his eyes huge and soft and fixed on his boy, and Troy understood without being told that whatever Levi did next, that look would be waiting for him at the end of it. It was always waiting.
Shane nodded once and called back across the ice.
“I’m watching, Lyovushka. Go.”
Troy didn’t understand a word of it; he got the gist. Ilya slowed and settled one broad hand on Shane’s back, steady and warm, his thumb running once along the knob of his spine.
Levi bent his knees, pushed off from the group, and went.
It wasn’t much. Troy knew that. He had seen better from better skaters in every rink in North America. This was an 8-year-old in a heat-moulded boot with a doctor’s list of rules, and every move he made was small and careful, his tongue poking out like a kid colouring inside the lines.
But he went round the whole circle in a clean line of forward crossovers, one leg over the other, quick and neat, arms out, chin high.
He put in a backwards wiggle at the red line and a swizzle through the faceoff dot. Then, down by the boards, he lifted one foot up behind him and held it there, and he glided right through the neutral zone on a single blade, arms spread wide, his back ramrod straight.
Troy forgot to fucking breathe.
It was Shane’s line. Troy had seen him do it loads of times, in warm-ups, on days when he thought no one was watching: a long, slow, perfect glide that took his whole body and made it into one line, the thing Shane could do that no one else in the league could even attempt. This was the small, shaky, six-inch shadow of it. It was unmistakable.
Levi brought the foot down, tipped once and corrected. He pulled his arms in, spun twice on both feet, wobbling only a little, and stopped dead in a little shower of ice. His arms flew up in a V.
For a second the whole arena went silent.
Then the roar went up. It started on the Bears’ bench and spread right across the stands, 40 people stamping, clapping, whistling, the local kids screaming their heads off. Cliff was on his feet with both fists in the air, bellowing at the top of his lungs.
“THAT’S MY BOY!”
Bood hammered the boards with his stick. Selena screamed in two languages. The noise hit the corrugated roof and rolled around it, thunderous, and somewhere up in the rafters a loose panel rattled along in sympathy.
Levi flinched.
It was tiny. His shoulders came up around his ears and his hands started to lift towards his helmet, and Troy saw him look for them. His eyes swept across the pad and found Shane and Ilya already looking back; neither of them rushed.
Shane only laid his hand over his heart. Ilya smiled at him across the whole width of the ice, huge and sure, his other arm gone round Shane’s waist to tuck him in close against his side, and Troy could read it from the other end of the pad. Look. We have him. We have you.
Levi’s shoulders came down.
He took a breath, in and out, slow, the way he had been taught. He lifted his chin, laid a mitten on his stomach, and made a stiff, grave, wonderful little bow to the stands, exactly the way a man in a blue hoodie must once have been taught to do it at 8 years old, in his own boots.
The roof nearly came off.
Levi tore across the ice towards his fathers with his helmet askew and his face split open in a grin so wide it looked like it hurt, yelling the whole way.
“Did you see? Kaasan! Did you see? I did the swan! I did it without holding!”
Shane had dropped to his knees on the ice to catch him, dark eyes wet, hair damp at the temples. When he found his voice, Troy could hear from 15 feet away that his voice wasn’t working properly; it was all lioness, rough and proud and shaking.
“I saw. I saw every bit of it, Lyovushka. It was beautiful. I’m so proud of you!”
His arms tightened around the small, helmeted head.
Levi spoke into his neck, muffled and wondering, trying the words out, checking.
“I am good at it.”
Ilya had come up behind them and dropped down too, one huge arm going round them both so that Levi vanished between them. He pressed his mouth to Shane’s hair and left it there a second longer than was strictly decent in public, and Shane leaned back into him without looking.
Then, low, just for the little boy.
“You are. You are very good. You may say so. It is not bragging when it is true.”
Luca had got there by then, skating over at full tilt the way only a 19-year-old centre could, and stopped in a spray of ice and dropped to his knees with them without a second’s hesitation.
Shane let go of Levi with one arm just long enough to haul Luca in too, his hand on the back of Luca’s neck pulling his forehead down against his own, and Ilya reached over the top of all of them and scrubbed a hand through Luca’s blond waves until they stood up in tufts.
“And you, Lukasha. Our good son. Too big for this, he thinks.”
Ilya’s growl was all gruff, rumbling affection, and Luca laughed and ducked and leaned right into it anyway.
For a second the four of them were just one heap on the ice, all arms and helmets and blond and black hair, and Levi squashed happily in the middle of it all.
Then Ilya stood up with Levi in his arms and swung him straight up onto his shoulders, and skated him round the whole rink on a lap of honour, Levi’s mittens held up high in both of Ilya’s hands like a boxer’s, the boy howling with laughter and the stands going up all over again.
Shane skated beside them with his arm through Luca’s, and Troy watched him watch them, and watched his face, and had to look away.
Troy found he had to take his hand back from Harris for a second; he wiped his nose on his sleeve. The cold air was stinging his eyes, he told himself. It was only the cold, for fuck’s sake.
🏒💛🏒
The next hour was the best of his life, and nothing in it was important.
No one scored. No one won. A hundred small things happened in a hundred places at once, and Troy saw them all in snatches, over Harris’s shoulder or past the edge of Harris’s helmet, as they went round the pad at a crawl. Harris’s hand was locked in his. Harris’s voice narrated the whole experience in a continuous stream of delighted astonishment, every lap a new discovery
“Troy, it’s easier going around the corner; why is that, is that physics?”
 The ice hissed under their blades; the cold nipped at Troy’s ears and turned the tip of Harris’s nose pink, and somewhere a radio was playing an old, scratchy song.
Shane and Ilya went by more times than Troy could count, and they never stopped touching. Not once. Ilya’s hand on the small of Shane’s back. Ilya’s arm around his waist.
Ilya skating up behind him and just wrapping himself around him, so that they went round a whole corner like that, one creature with four legs, Shane laughing and smacking at his hands and not making the slightest attempt to get out of them.
Once Ilya stopped dead in the middle of the ice to kiss Shane’s wedding ring, right there on his finger, for no reason Troy could see, and then carried on.
Levi spent most of the hour skating between Shane’s blades, the way Shane must have done with his own mother, small hands on Shane’s knees, the pair of them gliding in perfect sync, Shane bent nearly double over him.
When Levi got tired, he just put his arms up, and whichever father was nearest picked him up. Every single time. He didn’t even look to see who it would be.
Victor went by skating backwards in long, easy, elegant strokes, both of Cliff’s hands in his. His dry, golden gaze rested on Cliff’s face and stayed there.
Cliff could skate better than anyone in the building bar three people, and today he was pretending to be terrified for the pure pleasure of being towed about by his fiancé. He clung to Victor’s fingers and made small, anguished noises until Victor leaned in and murmured something in French, and Cliff went red from his throat to the tips of his ears; he stopped acting at once.
His daft, open heart showed in his grin, and then he kissed Victor right there in the middle of the ice, hard and loud and utterly unbothered, the tiger’s-eye ring flashing on the hand he had wrapped around the back of Victor’s neck.
There would be a wedding out of those two by next summer, if Cliff had anything to do with it; he had already threatened the whole locker room with a seating plan, and Victor had already informed him, in French and then in English for the slow ones.
“There will be no chicken dance.”
Troy fully expected to do the fucking chicken dance.
Lola went past pushing a plastic penguin on wheels with immense, bossy ceremony, Victor’s gold chain looped twice around her neck like a mayor’s; Noah and Theo followed in a determined zigzag.
Adrien overtook all of them, laughing, with Luca on his back like a rucksack he had no intention of ever taking off. Luca’s flushed face was tucked into Adrien’s shoulder, the ring on his finger catching the strip lights.
As they swept round the corner, Adrien turned his head and kissed the inside of Luca’s wrist without breaking stride. Luca made a muffled noise and bit his shoulder in revenge, freckled nose scrunched up with the effort of looking stern. Adrien only laughed harder and tightened his grip on Luca’s knees.
Those two would be next, or first; no one could decide which. Adrien talked about the wedding like other blokes talked about the playoffs, and Luca pretended to be embarrassed by it and then went dark pink to the ears every single time anyone so much as mentioned a cake.
Carter went by in a long, lazy, flawless line that made half the teenagers at the glass whistle. Scott watched him go with plain, fond pride, and Kip watched them both with something in his face Troy could only call gratitude. Kip was held between Scott and Carter by both hands like a kite.
He squealed with delight, high and joyous and thoroughly daft, and swung his feet clear off the ice every time they took a corner, out and loud and happier than Troy had ever seen him.
Scott, on the outside, was 6 foot 4 and moved like a slightly offended dinosaur, and his voice floated back across the ice every time Kip’s skates left it.
“Steady, Kip. Steady.”
He didn’t remotely mean it; he was grinning like a rookie, his scarf flying out behind him.
As they swung past, something glinted at Kip’s throat, and then at Carter’s, and then, when Scott’s scarf flew back, at his too: three rings on three thin chains, bouncing against three jerseys.
Troy knew exactly what those were. Everyone on the team did, and no one breathed a word, the way no one had breathed a word about Hollzy and Roz’s rings on chains, back before the whole world knew.
Kip had been out for years and would have worn his on his finger tomorrow. Carter was getting twitchier by the week; Troy had watched him in the bar after the Cup with his jaw clenched and his hand pressed to the table between his men, like it physically hurt not to put it on them in public. It was Scott who needed the time.
Scott, with his walls and his Captain mask, had been hiding longer than Troy had been playing. Kip had told Troy once in the gym, very fast and very low, glancing at the door.
“Next season, Troy. Scotty promised. Next season.”
Troy had watched Scott’s eyes go down the ice now, to Shane and Ilya skating with their hands linked and a kid between them, not giving a single fuck who saw, and he had seen the exact moment the man’s jaw set.
He understood it completely; that was where Scott was finding the nerve. That was where Troy had found his, if he was honest. There was nowhere else to find it. You couldn’t stand next to that family every day and keep pretending the closet was a safe place to live.
Harris let out a long, wondering breath beside him, watching all of it like a kid with his nose to the aquarium glass.
“Honestly. They’re so happy. Look at them. All of them. Everyone’s so… Troy, are you crying?”
Troy sniffed and scrubbed at his face with his sleeve.
“No.”
Harris peered at him through the strap, very delicately, his mouth twitching.
“You’re a bit wet.”
Troy glared at the boards like they owed him money.
“It’s cold in here.”
Harris agreed at once, with perfect tact.
“Very cold. Freezing, actually.”
He leaned his helmet against Troy’s shoulder and went on skating like that, his head against Troy’s arm, and Troy let him. More than let him.
Troy slid his arm round Harris’s waist, right there in front of the glass where a row of teenagers were pressing their phones to it, and pulled him in closer, his hand settling on the soft, warm curve of Harris’s side under the jumper like it had every right to be there.
Because it did. A year ago he would have sooner swallowed his own stick; now he couldn’t remember why. His heart was going like the clappers, and he didn’t move the hand, and the not moving it felt better than any goal he had ever scored.
Every lap he did it again; every lap it got a little easier, until his thumb was moving in small, slow strokes over the wool. He would have carried that small weight for a hundred laps. For a thousand. Fucking hell, he was gone on this man.
Halfway through, everyone came off for hot chocolate, because Lisa Hayes decreed it and no one on God’s earth argued with Lisa Hayes.
Troy got Harris onto the bench and a paper cup into his hands and checked his colour, which was pink and pleased and absolutely fine, and then he sat back with his arm along the bench behind Harris’s shoulders and found himself watching the Hollander-Rozanovs again. He couldn’t seem to help it. No one could. Half the stands were doing it.
Ilya had sat down on the end of the bench and just pulled Shane into his lap, skates and all, without a word of asking. Shane didn’t even pretend to object.
He settled back against that huge chest with a cup in each hand, one for him and one for the little boy, and Ilya wrapped both arms round his waist and parked his chin on his shoulder.
Levi stood between Shane’s knees and drank his hot chocolate in small, serious sips, and every few sips Shane leaned down and wiped the chocolate off his top lip with his thumb, and Levi allowed it without breaking off his lecture to Noah about the correct way to fall over.
Then Luca came and stood in front of them with his laces trailing and his skate held out like a rookie holding out a stick for the captain to sign.
He was 19. He was an NHL centre with a Cup-winning goal to his name. He could tie his own skates in his sleep, and Troy had seen him do it, in about 4 seconds flat, before every game of the season.
He held his foot out to Shane anyway, and Shane put down both cups at once and leaned forward out of Ilya’s lap and laced him up, snug at the ankle, looser at the toe, double knot at the top, exactly the way Troy had done Harris’s, talking to him the whole time in a low, fond voice.
When he was done, he patted the boot twice, and Luca grinned down at him, bright and pink-cheeked. Ilya reached out and hooked him in by the back of the neck and pressed a kiss to his hair, growling something that made Luca laugh and swat at him, and then Luca went off to find Adrien, a whole inch taller than he had been.
It was nothing. It was a pair of skates. Troy still had to look at his hot chocolate for a fucking long time.
Harris’s knee bumped his under the bench. When Troy glanced over, Harris was watching them too, and his face had gone soft and wistful and private, the way it went when he talked about his mum’s rescue dogs or the orchard in spring.
He caught Troy looking. He didn’t look away. He only leaned in and put his head on Troy’s shoulder, in front of the whole rink, and Troy put his cheek on the top of the stupid helmet and kept it there.
Somewhere in that hour, Levi came by with a little local boy in tow.
He was a skinny, serious, freckled kid of about six, in a jersey a size too big, and for 20 minutes he had stood at the boards with his mouth open and one hand clamped on the rail.
Levi skated up to him with Noah at his shoulder and stopped. He looked at the boy. The boy looked at him. Troy was close enough to see the wheels going round and the small, brave lift of the chin.
Levi held out his hand, very polite, his slow English careful.
“You want skate? With me?”
The boy stared at him, and then mumbled something quick and low in French, and Levi’s face went blank.
Victor had glided over from the boards at his own sweet pace and crouched in front of the pair of them with his hands on his knees.
“He says he can’t. Il dit qu’il ne sait pas patiner. He doesn’t know how to skate.”
Levi absorbed this information, and then nodded with great firmness.
“Is okay. I show him. Is easy.”
He held out one mitten; the boy hesitated, and then put his own into it.
Troy watched the 8-year-old who had once not been able to ask for a glass of water turn round at the boards with a stranger’s hand in his. Levi set the little boy’s feet in a V and showed him, patient and careful and ridiculous and perfect.
“No, look. Like this. Feet like… polite duck.”
The boy frowned up at him, the words turned around in an accent so thick it nearly swallowed them.
“Pol… duck?”
Levi held up one finger, the very picture of a professor.
“Polite duck. Not walk. Glide. Kaasan say.”
Behind him, Adrien had clapped a hand over his mouth. Luca was looking at Levi like Troy had never seen anyone look at anything: helpless, blazing pride with nowhere to go. His fingers had found Adrien’s. He leaned into his side, and Adrien’s arm came around him at once.
Adrien bent his head so only Luca would hear, though Troy, a foot away, heard it anyway.
“Angel. Look at him.”
Luca only nodded, his eyes never leaving his little brother. Across the ice, Troy saw Shane see it: Luca’s face, Adrien’s arm. Shane didn’t come over.
He just put his hand on his own heart again, the way he had for Levi, and when Luca looked up and caught him at it, the kid went pink to the tips of his ears and grinned so hard his eyes disappeared.
Adrien kissed the top of his head, patient as ever, asking for nothing, and neither of them looked away for the full two minutes it took a small French-Canadian boy to learn to glide.
🏒💛🏒
Hazy was the one who set it up.
Troy would think about that afterwards, and about the look on the goalie’s face as he did it. Hazy shrugged off his jacket, handed it to Lisa, and went down to the boards with a very purposeful look about him, a man with a plan. He had pads in the boot of his car.
Hazy always had pads in the boot of his car. He pulled them on in the penalty box, slow and thorough, strap by strap, skated into the crease at the far end of the pad, tapped both posts with his stick, settled into his stance, and put the mask down.
Then he lifted his blocker and bellowed across the ice.
“Right then! Who fancies taking a shot?”
The kids went feral; they swarmed the boards, a whole pack of local children surging forward and baying. Cliff, who was far too big for the part, took shot after shot with elaborate, absurd clumsiness and flicked pucks wide of the net on purpose, while Hazy flopped and sprawled and saved absolutely nothing to ecstatic screams.
Ilya had come up on Troy’s other side, silent for once, which was alarming in a man that size. He had a puck in one hand, and he was looking at Harris with a grave, deliberate friendliness that made Troy’s stomach tighten.
Troy knew that look. He had been on the wrong end of it often enough. That was the look any Hollander-Rozanov wore right before he did something to you that you were going to have feelings about for a week.
Ilya held up a stick in his other hand.
“Harris. Is a stick for you. Yes?”
Harris went white, then pink, then several shades in between.
“Oh. Oh, no. No, no, no. I’m so grateful, I’m very touched, but I couldn’t possibly. I’ve never. I mean, I’ve watched. I know all the rules. I could tell you the entire 1993 Penguins roster in order, the line changes, every goal of Game Seven in 1994. But I can’t actually…”
Ilya didn’t even blink. He only gave Harris the same words again, slow and immovable, with great patience.
“Is a stick, Harris. Only a stick.”
He took Harris’s hand and put it into it. It was an ordinary stick, light and plain, with a fresh wrap of black tape around the blade. A quarter of an hour ago, Troy had watched Ilya wind that tape on himself at the boards with the frowning care of an equipment manager before a playoff game. Troy had assumed it was for Levi.
Ilya tapped the blade, his voice gone grave and almost ceremonial.
“Tape is for luck. Is very important. Now. You bend knees. You hold here. Like this. Is not hard.”
He moved Harris’s hands up the shaft, one over the other, a careful inch at a time. Harris stood in the middle of the ice, blinking, a smear of frost on one cheek and a hockey stick in his hands, and for once he was completely speechless. Harris, lost for words. Troy would have paid good money to see that, and here it was for free.
Troy put a hand on the back of his helmet, where the soft ginger curls stuck out beneath it, and let his thumb find the back of Harris’s neck and rest there.
He kept his voice low, just for him.
“You don’t have to.”
Harris’s voice was shaking.
“I know. That’s the… I know. That’s why I want to.”
Ilya laid the puck on the ice 6 feet in front of him, skated backwards to the faceoff dot, and held up one finger, patient.
“Slowly. Only move it. Look at goal.”
Harris looked at the goal; his tongue poked out at one side, the way it did when he was reading something difficult, and Troy adored that tongue, that frown, the whole bright, scholarly, ridiculous concentration of him.
He watched him do it. He watched his beautiful, sweet, ginger, gold-haired man in a marshmallow helmet shift his weight onto his small chair, draw back a stick that was far too light for him, and swing. The blade met the puck with a clean, ringing tock; it slid.
It was a gentle, trundling, glorious little shot, painfully slow, wobbling a little on its edge, and it rolled all the way down the pad while every child in the building held its breath.
In the crease, Hazy let out a hammy, heartbroken groan, and went down.
He went slowly. It took about 4 seconds. He dived the wrong way with a magnificent, agonised sweep of both arms, spread-eagled like a starfish, and lay on his back in the crease while the puck dribbled past his outstretched glove, over the line, and into the net.
Cliff’s roar could have been heard in Montreal.
“GOAL! FUCKING GOAL!”
The arena exploded. The boards shook. Somewhere a child dropped a paper cup, and no one noticed.
Troy would never be able to describe that noise. It was the sound of every person he loved, and plenty he had only just met, screaming and stamping and whistling and drumming on the boards. The local kids howled. Bood, who had somehow liberated his speaker from his wife, blasted an air horn.
Selena screamed with a toddler on her hip. But Harris didn’t hear any of it. He stood frozen in the middle of the ice with the stick hanging from one hand and the puck in the net, tears running down his face behind his glasses.
“I scored. Troy. I scored. On a professional. I…”
That was barely a whisper, tiny and shaky and astonished.
He didn’t get to finish. Troy had already got there. He crossed the ice in three strides, caught the front of that stupid, huge, ridiculous helmet in both hands, tilted it up, and kissed him.
It was quick. A short, firm, simple press of mouths that tasted of cold air and salt, two seconds at most, and then it was over. Harris’s lips were chapped and warm; Troy would have known them blind. He couldn’t have told you why he did it.
It wasn’t brave, not really. That was the strangest thing. For years he had imagined a moment like this one, and in his head it always came with a roar in his ears and a wall at his back and a whole world waiting to take a swing at him.
What he felt now was only the plain, silly, overwhelming need to put his mouth on the man who had just scored on Hazy. Never mind that everyone he knew was watching, and a whole rink full of strangers besides.
His heart thumped hard against his jacket. Harris made a tiny, muffled, helpless noise against his lips, and his hands came up and clutched at the front of Troy’s jacket and hung on.
Troy drew back and looked at him, and found that he was laughing.
There was a pause in the noise. Troy felt it like a held breath, and he turned his head and, for the first time, he looked up at the stands. The grandmother with her knitting. The couple in the Canadian jerseys. The skinny boy with one glove missing. A row of strange faces behind the glass, pale in the cold light.
The grandmother lifted her needles and gave him a thumbs-up.
That was it. That was all. Beside her, her husband nodded slowly, like he was approving a decent save. Someone at the back started to clap, and then the couple in the jerseys were clapping too.
A very small boy in a white and red jacket tugged at his father’s sleeve, asking something rapid and puzzled in French; the father bent and murmured an answer, then straightened up and went back to cheering.
A clear young voice piped up from the boards, a little local girl of about five, addressing the ice at large.
“Why did that man kiss that man?”
Noah called back over his shoulder in a tone of immense impatience, rolling his eyes so hard his helmet tipped back.
“Because he loves him. Obviously.”
Theo, a second behind, nodded so hard his helmet rattled, and lisped obviouthly after him, a soft, whistling, loyal little echo. The little girl considered this, one mittened hand wrapped around her cup of hot chocolate, decided it was okay, and went back to her hot chocolate.
Troy put his forehead against Harris’s helmet and laughed until he had to hold on to him to stay upright. When he could speak, his voice was wet, straight into the plastic.
“Is that it? Seriously? That’s fucking it? Is that the whole thing?”
Harris’s voice came back thick and shaky.
“I think… I think that’s the whole thing.”
Troy laughed again, helplessly, and wiped his eyes on the helmet strap, and found the next bit came out of him without permission.
“I spent four years.”
Harris’s hand had come up to the back of his neck. His other was pressed flat to his own chest, and Troy didn’t know what he was doing until it was already done: his own palm had gone to Harris’s jacket, just over the breastbone, and under the nylon and the fleece, small and bright and absurdly clear in the sudden quiet, there it was. The tick. A steady one. A little fast, from joy. Troy’s thumb brushed once over the zip, a small, private stroke.
Harris leaned in until their helmets bumped.
“I know. I know you did. And now you don’t have to.”
Troy’s breath went out of him in a short, broken wheeze. He kept his hand right where it was and did what he always did, what he would do every day for the rest of his life if the man let him.
“Okay? Heart?”
Harris’s smile went crooked and fond.
“It’s behaving. I promise.”
Troy watched his face, not the clock, and went down Dr Melvin’s list the way he went down a pre-game checklist.
“Dizzy?”
Harris tipped his head, considering it properly, the way he considered everything.
“Not dizzy.”
Troy nodded and moved on down the list.
“Short of breath?”
Harris shook his head so hard the helmet rocked. Troy’s palm stayed put, feeling every beat, and he kept the best one for last.
“Unduly exuberant?”
A bright, wet, wonky smile broke right across Harris’s face, from ear to ginger ear.
“Oh, extremely. Fine. Perfect. I’m perfect. Troy. Kiss me again.”
Troy did. He made it last, one hand cupped around Harris’s jaw and the pad of his thumb brushing the freckles under the hair, and this time, when the stands went up again, he didn’t even look.
🏒💛🏒
By the end, the pad was a wreck.
Someone had upended the penguin; five hundred pucks had rapped the boards. A dozen children lay on their backs in the centre circle in a sunburst, making snow angels in the shavings while their mothers scolded them and their fathers egged them on, in roughly equal measure, and there were shavings in absolutely everyone’s hair.
The Zamboni waited at the gate with its engine running. Gilles stood beside it with a stopwatch, like a ref who had already decided on the penalty.
It was Cliff who called time. He went round the pad herding people like a sheepdog, bellowing names, and they went off the ice in dribs and drabs, flushed and laughing, filing through the gate and across the black rubber matting towards the benches and the cooler, skates clacking. Troy had Harris on one arm and the plastic penguin on the other.
Levi walked between them holding Luca’s hand, helmet in the crook of his other elbow, sleepy and triumphant as a goalie after a shutout. Behind them, at the very end, came Shane and Ilya, the last two on the ice, shoulders brushing and hands loosely linked, leaving a long, perfect double line of cuts in the new frost.
Troy didn’t see it happen. He was busy tucking a stray curl of Harris’s hair back under the helmet strap.
He heard it. A single flat, ugly crack came from somewhere behind him on the ice, loud enough to make his stomach drop, and then a sharp, short exhale.
He turned.
Ilya had stopped dead at the gate. He stood at the very edge of the pad with one hand locked on the boards and one leg held carefully up off the ground, and his face had gone smooth and blank, the particular blank he wore in the third period of a game he had already decided to win.
Troy looked down. The back half of the blade on his right skate was hanging loose from the boot. It had come away at the heel and dangled at an angle from a single rivet, the steel twisted sideways, a bright, ugly, jagged length of metal swinging gently below his foot.
Ilya looked down at the skate like a man who had found a fly in his soup, and when he spoke it was with massive calm.
“Blyat. Is broken. The holder. The rivet has gone. Is not a problem. I will take it off.”
No one believed a fucking word of it. Not one person in that ring of faces so much as blinked.
Cliff had skated back at a run, Adrien right behind him, wide-eyed.
“Roz! Roz, are you fucking okay?”
There was a general rush. The whole end of the rink seemed to converge on the gate at once, a ring of anxious faces and half-laced boots.
“Don’t put it down.”
Shane arrived. He had crossed the ice in about four strides, and his face had gone completely calm, the face Troy knew from the bench, the one that slammed into place whenever someone had been hurt.
Anyone who loved Ilya would have recognised it: a lioness’s face, quiet and cold and entirely focused. He dropped to one knee and took the skate in both hands, turned it a quarter-inch to the light and ran his thumb along the steel like a jeweller checking a stone.
“If that catches on the matting, it’ll fold sideways. It’ll take the ankle with it.”
Ilya’s jaw set. His fingers tightened on the top of the boards, and Troy saw his weight shift, very slightly, onto the good foot.
“It is eight metres to the bench.”
Shane didn’t look up from the rivet. His other hand had gone round the back of Ilya’s calf, holding the leg still.
“On rubber. On a loose blade.”
Ilya’s chin came up, stubborn, cap brim and all.
“I will hop.”
Shane’s mouth flattened into a thin, unyielding line.
“You do not hop.”
He stayed on one knee for a second longer, and Troy could actually see the arithmetic running behind his eyes. The matting. The corridor. The concrete step down into the changing area. The 30 yards to the bench where a man could safely sit down and take off a boot with a broken blade.
Every foot of it a place for an 8-year-old’s father to snap an ankle in front of his son. Then Shane snapped at him, short and flat, in the tone he used on referees.
“Fine. Then we do it my way.”
Ilya’s eyebrows went up into his cap.
“I refuse.”
Ilya delivered his refusal a second time, in English, for the benefit of the room, in case anyone had missed the point.
“Shane. No.”
Shane didn’t even blink.
“Put your arm around my neck.”
Ilya looked at him, utterly appalled. His blue eyes were full of indignation, and underneath it, plain as day, there was a helpless, besotted sort of wonder.
“It is very kind, Lyubimyy, but…”
He didn’t get any further.
“Ilyusha.”
The name was warm and low and sweet, and that was what undid everyone afterwards. Shane didn’t bark it. He just used it, in an even voice, with the faint, patient weariness of someone who had been through this exact argument with his husband before and knew precisely how it ended.
Ilya looked at him for a second. Then, with a long, resigned sigh and the face of a martyr, he lifted his left arm and hooked it round Shane’s shoulders.
Shane stood up.
Troy would see it for the rest of his life. He made it look easy. Shane slid one arm behind Ilya’s back and the other under his knees, bent his own, and rose in one smooth motion, the same way he lifted a sleeping Levi out of his car seat.
He didn’t grunt. He didn’t brace. He just stood there in the gateway of an ice rink in a blue hoodie with those thighs, those huge, strong, silver-striped thighs, doing all the work, and the blade didn’t so much as swing.
Ilya’s arm tightened round his neck; his mouth brushed Shane’s jaw, and he murmured something that no one else could hear. Against his chest, Shane cradled a husband a good few inches taller than him and a fair bit heavier, the loose blade dangling harmlessly in the air, and adjusted his grip like he did it every day.
Shane glanced up at the frame of the gate, his tone perfectly ordinary, polite, very Canadian.
“Mind your head on the frame.”
There was a soft, tender line between his brows, the same one he wore tucking in a child. He turned and carried his husband across the rubber matting.
The silence was fucking extraordinary.
Troy’s brain made a noise like a dropped tray. Beside him, Cliff’s stick hit the ground and rolled away. Bood’s mouth hung open; his speaker had gone dead in his hand. Nick tried to get a word out and only managed the first half of it.
Selena, beside him, put one hand slowly over her own mouth and whispered from behind it.
“Oh, my.”
Victor had taken off his sunglasses and tucked them into his collar, and he raised one eyebrow by perhaps a millimetre.
“Ah.”
It was a single, appreciative syllable, and his eyes followed Shane’s thighs all the way across the matting.
Kip’s voice came out very small.
“Okay, that’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”
Scott turned to look at him, scandalised.
“Kip.”
Then his eyes drifted back to the matting, and there was a pause while he watched Shane walk away with two hundred and something pounds of Russian in his arms, and then he gave up entirely.
“Yeah.”
It came out faint. Carter couldn’t even manage a fuck.
His jaw had dropped; he shut it with a snap and looked at Scott, and Scott looked at the ceiling, and Carter’s hand went to the chain at his own throat and closed round it, hard, as if someone might try to take it.
On Troy’s arm, Harris had gone faint all over again.
“Oh my goodness. Oh my goodness.”
Cliff found his voice at last, hoarse with awe.
“He’s the size of a vending machine. Roz is the size of a fucking vending machine! Hollzy just…”
Adrien had turned, slowly, mouth hanging open, and was staring at Luca.
Luca hadn’t moved from the bench. He sat where he had settled a minute earlier with Levi’s right boot in his lap and the laces half undone, looking completely unsurprised.
He glanced up at Shane walking away across the matting with Ilya in his arms, then at Adrien, and then back down at the boot.
Adrien pointed a finger at him, betrayed to his bones.
“You knew. You knew about this.”
Luca hummed, picking at a knot in the lace, his voice polite and perfectly even.
“He does it sometimes. When Otousan falls asleep on the sofa after a home game, Kaasan sometimes carries him up to bed. You were asleep every time.”
Adrien stared at him.
“Sometimes?”
Luca nodded, still working at the knot, the very picture of patience.
“Twice, I think. It’s very sweet. He tucks him in.”
Adrien’s voice came out strangled.
“Twice?”
He sat down all at once on the bench, as if his knees had given out.
“And no one told me?”
Luca only shrugged and went back to his lace. Then, when Adrien kept staring at him like a kicked golden retriever, he gave in.
“Kaasan told me not to. He thought it would hurt Otousan’s reputation.”
Ilya’s voice came loudly from somewhere over Shane’s shoulder, his eyes fixed on Shane’s face and going nowhere else.
“Is true. I have a very big reputation.”
He had been deposited, very gently, on the end of the bench, and Levi had abandoned Luca and the half-undone boot at once and clambered straight into his lap, socked feet and all, to inspect the broken skate with a frown of professional concern.
Ilya wrapped one arm around him without looking, easy and automatic, and kept the other hand out for Shane.
Luca shuffled down the bench until he was pressed against Ilya’s other side, and Ilya’s hand left Shane long enough to land on the back of Luca’s neck and give it a squeeze, and then went straight back. He arranged himself against the wall with his ruined skate held out in front of him, perfectly composed, a man who had definitely never been carried anywhere, ever. He caught Troy’s eye and gave a small, stately shrug, completely shameless.
Then he turned to Shane, mournful, his bottom lip pushed out.
“He is also very strong. Is very annoying, sweetheart. Is not enough that he is clever. He must also be pretty. He must also carry me.”
Shane was kneeling in front of him, both hands on Ilya’s boot, easing the laces loose with great and deliberate gentleness, and there was pink along his cheekbones, the freckles standing out. A strand of silky dark hair had fallen across his eyes. Ilya reached out and tucked it behind his ear with one blunt finger, tender as anything.
“You’ve seen me in the gym! You’ve all seen me lift.”
Cliff opened his mouth, shut it, and opened it again.
“We’ve seen you lift fucking weights. We’ve seen you stop at, what, six, seven…”
Shane didn’t look up from the laces, and his voice was very careful and very delicate.
“I stop when Ilya gets competitive.”
Ilya’s grin widened by slow degrees until it took up his whole face, and he addressed the room at large, grand as a tsar and with no shame at all.
“He lets me win. Is very humiliating. Is also very hot. Is my lioness.”
There was a pause.
Shane went pinker, the colour sliding down his throat; his hands, without the slightest hesitation, finished taking the skate off. He turned it over, looked at the broken holder, and frowned at it. Then he checked the ankle, rolling it gently each way like a trainer on the bench.
Ilya watched his face the whole time with a look so naked, so tender, so completely unguarded that Troy had to turn his head away. It looked like he was memorising him: the curve of Shane’s cheek, the long dark lashes, the careful, clever hands.
Shane muttered in English without looking up, so the whole bench could hear him trying.
“Behave.”
Ilya didn’t even pretend to consider it.
“Never.”
He laid one hand against the side of Shane’s face, his thumb brushing the hot curve of the cheekbone, smug and besotted.
Shane rose with the broken skate held out in front of him like a piece of evidence, chin up and cheeks burning, and told the room.
“It’s leverage. It’s technique. It’s mostly the hips. You could all do it if you practised.”
Cliff shook his head, deeply unconvinced, and Shane turned to him, very patient, very reasonable.
“You could, if you did the right deadlifts.”
Cliff took a whole step backwards.
“I could fucking not!”
Shane tilted his head and considered him with grave interest, all 6 foot 6 of astonished giant, and then his voice went mild. Dangerously mild. Troy had heard that voice right before his nose broke.
“Come on, then. I’ll show you. Lie down on the matting.”
Cliff backed away with both hands up, and behind him Victor made a small sound that might have been a laugh and might have been a cough.
“No! No. No, thank you. Hollzy. Please. I have a lot of respect for you, and I’d like to keep it.”
Levi had seen the whole thing from the bench, and he was wide awake now. He looked at the silent, gaping, spellbound faces. He looked at Shane, standing with a broken skate in his hand and a flush across his freckled cheekbones and down his throat.
Then at Ilya, lounging against the wall with a look of purest bliss, one hand reaching out to rest on Shane’s knee. He pulled Sharky out of his coat and tucked him under his chin, turned his face into Ilya’s collar with one fist knotted in his T-shirt, and whispered his verdict there in Russian, with simple, sleepy, unarguable certainty.
“Kaasan is the strongest. Everyone knows this.”
Ilya translated this for the room, grave as a judge, without the flicker of a smile.
“He says Kaasan is the strongest. Everyone knows this.”
No one argued; Sharky’s black button eyes gleamed over the top of Levi’s collar, and the little boy yawned into his fur.
🏒💛🏒
Troy didn’t remember the walk to the car; he remembered the Hollander-Rozanovs’ walk to theirs, though, because he watched the whole thing with his mouth open.
Ilya came out through the lobby in his socks with a skate in each hand, refusing to be carried a second time on principle, and Levi rode on his back instead like a sleepy koala, Sharky squashed between them.
Shane walked beside them with one hand in the back pocket of Ilya’s jeans like a teenager, entirely unbothered by the 40 people and the school bus.
Luca and Adrien came behind with all the bags, Adrien taking most of them, and at the Jeep Luca went straight to Shane and tucked himself into his chest for a hug, for no reason, just because he could, and Shane wrapped both arms around him and swayed with him on the tarmac and kissed his cheek, and Ilya reached over and ruffled both their heads at once.
Then Shane buckled Levi into his booster seat himself, checking the straps twice, kissed his forehead and then his nose and then the end of his braid, and Levi sighed and allowed it like a captain putting up with the media.
It was so ordinary. That was what got Troy. They were showing off, and they weren’t even trying to. They had just stopped hiding, and this was what was left: a family getting into a car.
The rest of it went soft at the edges. The whole stretch had blurred.
He remembered the cold air on his face and then the late sun, warm on the back of his neck, as they came out through the lobby doors, and the grandmother at the radiator, who nodded to him as he passed.
He remembered Harris’s voice, still going, light and fast and bright, running on about the stick, the puck, the goal, the exact wording of Dr Melvin’s note, and whether Hazy had really, truly missed on purpose. (He had. Obviously he fucking had. Troy was never telling Harris that, not if Hazy paid him.) He remembered that the afternoon had gone gold, and the car park was full of people hugging and loading coolers into boots, and somewhere behind him Cliff was telling Nick for the fourth time, with growing awe, that Hollzy had picked him up, and Nick was telling him for the fourth time to stop.
Then there was the exact moment he noticed.
They were at the Toyota. Harris was at the passenger door with the Bears helmet in one hand and the laminated note in the other, still talking, still glowing, a crease on his cheek from the strap.
His jumper was slightly rumpled, his curls were flattened, and he smelled of sweet apple the way he always did, and Troy thought he had never seen anything so bloody good.
Harris turned to put the helmet on the back seat. Troy had been about to unlock the car. He found that his other hand had already closed around Harris’s.
It had been there all the way from the lobby, across the tarmac, right across the car park. 40 people had seen it. So had a school bus and a man selling chips out of a van.
He hadn’t decided to take it; it had just stayed there, warm and dry and certain; his fingers had made the choice all on their own without bothering to ask him.
He looked down at it; Harris saw him look and stopped mid-sentence. He looked down too, and all the words went out of him at once except one very small oh, and Troy could only nod at their hands.
“You didn’t…”
Harris’s voice had gone gentle. There was no need to finish; Troy already knew, and nodded.
Troy turned his hand over so their palms met, and laced his fingers through the long, freckled ones; he felt the tiny pulse in the wrist under his thumb.
Under his own ribs he felt something warm, and still that wasn’t fear, that hadn’t been fear for quite a while now. He didn’t have a word for it yet; he thought he would find one.
He thought about other words, too, ones he had never let himself try on, not even in the shower. Husband, for a start. He couldn’t say that one out loud yet. One day. A ring on the right hand, Russian style, the way Ilya wore his, because Troy would never in a million years admit he had copied it.
A farmhouse kitchen with a cat on the table and a kid swinging their feet at the counter, asking Harris for the fourth apple in a row, and Harris giving it to them because Harris had never refused a hungry person, ever.
Harris wanted all of that. He had admitted once, late, in the dark, half asleep, like it was nothing: a big, loud, messy house and a whole team of kids. For 4 years Troy hadn’t let himself want anything he couldn’t hide.
He wanted that. Fuck, he wanted all of it.
He cleared his throat.
“I think I’m going to keep it.”
Harris blinked at him, his glasses beginning to mist.
“The hand?”
Troy lifted it an inch between them, by way of evidence.
“The hand. Yeah.”
Harris’s face did something so sweet and so helpless that Troy had to look at the sky for a second. Then he looked back, because looking at Harris was the better view by fucking miles.
Harris drew in a breath, his glasses fogged right over now like a rink window in January.
“Well. I think that’s an excellent idea. I’ll tell Dr Melvin. He’ll put a smiley face on it.”
He leaned up and kissed Troy’s cheek, quick and light and sure, his eyes bright and dimples on show under that pretty beard. It was the middle of a car park, a gold afternoon, the cicadas going in the trees, and neither of them looked round to see who was watching.
No one was. A gull wheeled over the lot, screaming blue murder at a dropped chip. Or everyone was. It didn’t matter one bit. That was the thing Troy was learning.
It was only a car park. It was only a hand. Behind them, through the open doors of the arena, the ice still glittered, and the whole warm, noisy world was pouring out into the light.
A small boy’s voice rose over the crowd, high and clear and entirely unafraid, in two languages at once.
“Otousan! Come and carry me to the car!”
 
Shane POV
And on the last evening of that weekend, in the long violet dusk, Shane found himself standing at the edge of the fire’s glow.
The fire crackled away on the stony beach. Ilya’s arm was slung around his shoulders, and a mug of mint tea was warming his hands, and he was looking at his house full of people.
Ilya was a wall of heat at his back, the gold cross a small, familiar weight between his shoulder blades, and Shane breathed him in without even meaning to: that sandalwood and alpine spice he hadn’t stopped loving in almost a decade, warm through the wool of Ilya’s jumper. He was fairly sure he never would. He had checked. Repeatedly.
Levi was asleep across Carter’s lap again with one sandal off, worn flat by a whole morning on the ice, a fact that no one would ever be allowed to mention in his hearing. Scott had taken over the guitar; Kip was singing something low and wicked under his breath that made Carter snort into Levi’s hair.
Cliff had tucked Victor’s feet into his lap and was rubbing them with absent, tender attention, and Victor, eyes closed, with his lap full of sleeping puppy, murmured something that made Cliff duck his head and go red to the tips of his ears. Every few minutes Cliff’s eyes slid across the fire to Shane and away again, wide and a bit dazed, still very much not over it. Which, honestly, fair. Shane would have done the same.
Harris, flushed and half asleep, was leaning on Troy’s shoulder with Anya’s head in his lap; Troy was staring into the fire, his face so still, so astonished and so completely at peace that Shane had to look away from it.
He knew that face; he had worn it himself, once, on a hotel balcony in a city he could no longer remember, the first time Ilya had held his hand in front of a window with the curtains open.
Luca and Adrien were curled together on a log, Adrien’s chin on Luca’s head, both of their hands knotted in Luca’s lap so the ring caught the glow from the fire every time either of them moved. Shane had a list. Of course he fucking had a list.
It had a colour-coded tab, and it read, in order: Luca and Adrien’s wedding, Cliff and Victor’s wedding (date to be negotiated, Victor wanted Paris, Cliff wanted a barn, Shane privately had money on a barn in France), and a third heading he hadn’t filled in yet, with nothing under it but a question mark and two sets of initials. T.B. H.D. He was a patient man; he could wait. Probably not for long, though.
Ilya’s voice rumbled into his hair, low and amused.
“You are doing it again.”
Shane already had a fair idea what, but he made Ilya spell it out anyway, just to hear him do it.
“Doing what?”
Ilya’s chuckle rumbled through his back.
“Counting. You count everyone. Every time. To see if everyone is here.”
Shane laughed, a little unsteadily, and turned his face into Ilya’s chest. Under his cheek, that rumbling voice was a purr in the rib cage, and he could have fallen asleep to it standing up. He smiled into the cotton.
“Was I counting out loud?”
Ilya’s smile came right through his ribs, and a broad hand settled on Shane’s hip, thumb rubbing at the soft, silvered skin under his shirt the way it had on a thousand nights.
“No. Your lips move.”
Shane took a second, finishing the sum properly, because he wasn’t going to give a number he hadn’t checked.
“12. Plus the dogs. And Yuki.”
He tucked his face closer, satisfied. No one else had ever let him be this plain, this unpolished, this entirely himself. No one but Ilya. Ilya did it every day, without needing to be told, as steady as the lake against the dock.
Ilya kissed the top of his head and let his mouth linger in his hair, and his arm tightened around him.
“It is a good number. It is the best number.”
Shane lifted a hand and laid it over Ilya’s, lacing their fingers together on his hip. There was nothing else to add. Woodsmoke drifted low over the water. Down the beach, a log shifted in the fire and sent a brief spray of sparks up into the dark, and Shane watched them go and counted those too.
Later, when the guitar had gone quiet, and the guests had drifted off up the lake road with their torches bobbing, Ilya went and gathered Levi up off Carter’s knees, sandal and all, and the boy only sighed and burrowed into his father’s shoulder.
Levi didn’t wake. He only turned his face into Ilya’s neck and grabbed a fistful of his shirt and held on, the way he did even asleep, some small part of him still checking.
Ilya carried him up the stairs with one hand covering the whole of his small back, humming the lullaby under his breath, the one Shane’s mother had sung to Shane and Levi’s mother had sung to Levi, and Shane followed with the lost sandal.
Together they got him into his pyjamas without waking him, a feat of engineering they had perfected over a year of practice: Ilya holding, Shane dressing, both of them whispering like burglars.
The jellyfish lamp went on; Sharky went under his chin. Shane brushed the dark hair off his forehead and kissed it, and then Ilya bent and kissed it too, and Levi sighed in his sleep and smiled.
Luca was in the doorway when they turned round, leaning on the frame in his pyjama bottoms, with his hair sticking up, looking like he had been waiting for something and was too shy to say what. He was 19. He was 6 feet tall. He had scored a Cup-winning goal in front of the whole world.
Shane went straight to him anyway and pulled him in, and Luca folded down into the hug, curling in until his face was tucked against Shane’s chest, and sighed exactly the way Levi had.
Ilya wrapped himself around both of them from behind, and for a minute the three of them just stood swaying in the hallway outside Levi’s door in the pink and violet light of the jellyfish lamp, no one talking, until Adrien came looking and got pulled into it too.
“Goodnight, Lukasha.”
Shane’s murmur was warm in his son’s blond hair, as it was every single night.
“Goodnight, Kaasan.”
Luca’s reply was a sleepy mumble, already half lost to dreams as he swayed on his feet.
🏒💛🏒
He thought about the Cup sometimes, on nights like this, when the cottage had gone quiet around him.
He had first seen a photograph of the Stanley Cup in a book at his grandparents’ house, back when he was small enough to sit on the arm of a chair, and he had spent every single day since wanting it. He could still remember the exact weight of that book across his knees. And on a bright Tuesday in July it had come rolling down through the pines in the back of an unmarked van, to the cottage he had drawn in secret at 21 so he would have somewhere to hide from the world, and his son had eaten chocolate cereal out of it.
What he kept, out of that whole long, loud, golden day, was Ilya. Ilya standing on the lawn with his hands hanging loose at his sides and the sun catching the gold cross at his throat, looking at the Cup the way Shane had seen him look exactly twice before: on the ice in the last seconds of Game 7, and at the altar. Awed and undefended, all that bulk gone soft with wonder, like a man seeing the sea for the first time. His fingers had found Shane’s and closed around them, swallowing them whole, and he had spoken to the Cup and not to him at all.
“It is real.”
Shane had held on, hard, his own voice gone thick.
“It’s real.”
Then Ilya had turned his head, ocean-blue eyes wet, and looked past him to the boys, and his voice had gone rough.
“All of us.”
Later, when they lifted it together for the photograph, two hands each, Ilya had taken most of the weight without seeming to notice and leaned in against Shane’s ear, low and rough.
“Hold it higher, Lyubimyy. Tonight I will hold you like this. Against the wall. And you will not be so polite.”
It had been absolutely filthy, and it had turned Shane pink across the cheekbones and down into his collar in front of the Keeper, in front of everyone.
Shane had won the Cup that year. It still had not been the best thing that happened that day, and it was not the best thing that had happened this summer, either. He lay in the dark and listened to the house breathe around him and knew exactly what was.
🏒💛🏒
The summer went the way the good ones always did, too slowly and then all at once.
They swam every morning before breakfast, the whole family, because Levi had decided this was a rule. Ilya taught him off the end of the dock with endless, growling patience, standing chest deep in the cold water with his arms out, and Levi learned to jump in by himself in the second week and then refused to do anything else. He jumped. He bobbed up, spluttering in his little orange vest.
He swam the four strokes to Ilya’s hands and was hauled up and thrown, squealing, back into the deep. He climbed the ladder and did it again, 40 times a morning, while Shane sat on the dock with his feet in the lake and a towel ready and counted every single jump out loud in Japanese, because Levi liked to hear the numbers in his mama’s language.
There was a war about sunscreen most days. Levi held that sunscreen was cold and wrong and not necessary when you were already brown. Shane held that it was necessary, non-negotiable and in the binder. Ilya held Levi.
That was usually how it ended: the boy pinned gently on Ilya’s lap, giggling and squirming, while Shane did his nose and his ears and the backs of his knees, and then turned round and did Luca too, who burned in about 4 minutes flat and complained every time, for form’s sake, and then held still and tipped his face up for it like a cat in a patch of sun.
There were pancakes on Sundays, because Ilya had decided that too, shaped like fish and sharks and, once, with great ambition, a whale that came out looking like a potato. There was fishing with Ilya in the canoe at dawn, Levi in a life jacket bigger than he was, the two of them coming back with nothing and lying about it.
There were three wet days of rain in the second week, when the lake went grey, and the windows streamed, and the family lived in a heap on the sectional under the weighted blankets with board games and Kung Fu Panda and Finding Nemo in Russian on repeat. Those were the best of Adrien’s Russian lessons, in the end.
No one planned it. Adrien just sat in the middle of the pile with Luca curled into him and Levi on his lap and Yuki on his feet, and repeated every line the panda had, and the family corrected him, sleepy and fond: Luca kissing his jaw every time he got a word right, Levi patting his cheek and correcting him sternly when he didn’t, Ilya rumbling the right sound from the other end of the sofa with Shane stretched across his lap.
By the end of the week Adrien could ask for tea, the remote and a kiss, which Ilya swore were the only three Russian words a man needed, and Luca went dark pink.
There were s’mores on the beach on the clear nights, Levi’s always burned black on purpose because that was the best way. There were stars. Ilya lay on the dock on his back with Levi sprawled across his chest and pointed out the bear and the little bear, and Shane lay with his head on Ilya’s stomach and Luca’s head on his, the four of them in a chain, Adrien at the end of it with his ankle hooked over Luca’s.
Shane hardly spoke on those nights. There was nothing he needed to say. He just lay there with Ilya’s hand in his hair and Luca’s hand in his, and listened to his husband name the stars for their son, and felt it settle into him, warm and deep, something to keep for the winter.
🏒💛🏒
They left the lake on the last Saturday in July. The house felt it a full day before the cars did.
It was in the small things. A rucksack by the door, its straps still dusty from the trail. The suitcase open on the landing floor, with Yuki sitting in it, daring anyone to pack around her.
The pictures came down off Levi’s wall, and the paper stars, one by one, and each was folded flat into a shoebox; the little jellyfish lamp went into a sock.
Levi had been very subdued. All morning he had gone about with a closed, careful look on his face, and he hadn’t once put his arms up to be carried. Shane knew what that meant; he had left him be until noon, and then found him on the end of the dock with his bare feet in the water and Sharky in his lap.
Shane sat down beside him without a word. He tucked Levi’s hair behind his ear, the way he had done a thousand nights at bedtime, and put his feet in the lake too.
The cold ran up his shins, sharp enough to make him suck in a breath, and the boards were warm and rough under his thighs. For a minute the two of them just sat there and watched the dragonflies skim the reeds.
Levi broke it first, to the water.
“We’re going home tomorrow.”
Shane agreed, moving his feet in the cold water.
“We are.”
Levi told his knees, very seriously.
“To Boston.”
Shane nodded, and watched a dragonfly land on a reed, its wings catching the light and trembling once before they settled.
Levi’s voice came very small and very careful, and it wasn’t quite a question, which was how Shane knew it was one.
“But we’ll come back.”
Shane turned to look at him properly.
“Every summer. For as long as you want to. I promise.”
He held Levi’s gaze until he was sure the boy knew he meant it. Levi rubbed one foot against the other under the water.
“And it’ll still be here?”
Shane dropped a kiss on the top of his head before he spoke, so the words would go in properly.
“It’ll still be here, Lyovushka. It’s ours. It isn’t going anywhere.”
Levi nodded slowly; he looked down at his own feet in the water, pale and wavering under the surface, and his lower lip had started to tremble.
His voice was thin and shaky, and then the rest came after it in a rush, the rules all lined up the way he lined up everything that frightened him.
“I don’t want to leave it. I know I have to. But I don’t want to. It’s the first place I was… I was happy. All the time. For a whole summer.”
Something in Shane’s chest gave way like ice going out on the lake in spring.
He lifted him. Up he came into Shane’s lap, Sharky and wet feet and all, and Shane wrapped both arms around him and rocked. Levi’s face went into the crook of his neck, and he shook against Shane’s chest, and Shane curled right around him, all lioness, soft and furious at once. Nothing was getting through him to this child. Nothing ever would again.
He murmured into the dark hair.
“I know. I know, my love. I know. I didn’t want to leave either. Every single time.”
He kept rocking, his cheek against the curls. They smelled of sweet pear, the shampoo Levi insisted on, from the clownfish bottle he would let no one else touch.
Levi’s voice came muffled, out of the hollow of his neck.
“Did you really cry too?”
Shane huffed a laugh into his hair.
“Every time. Not here; this house came later. But I cried the whole way home from my grandparents’ lake every summer when I was your age. Your Obaachan used to have to give me a biscuit.”
A wet, startled hiccup of a laugh broke out against his collar, and Levi sniffed, opening negotiations.
“What kind of biscuit?”
Shane kept a perfectly straight face.
“A big one. With raisins.”
He pressed his lips to the dark curls and let the rest come slowly, so the boy could hold on to every word.
“But here’s what I worked out when I got a bit older. The happy doesn’t stay in the house; it doesn’t live in the walls, it lives in us. We carry it. When we go home, we take it with us. It’s there in Boston, in your room with the whales. It’ll be here again next summer. It never goes anywhere without you.”
Levi went silent against him. A long, shaky, damp breath went through him, and then he started counting, slowly, tapping each name out against Shane’s shirt with one finger as he went.
“It’s in you and Otousan. And Lukasha and Addie. And Anya and Yuki.”
Shane nodded against his hair.
“It is. In all of us.”
Levi gave the shark a firm squeeze, in case anyone had forgotten.
“And in Sharky.”
Shane squeezed the shark too, very seriously, so it would know.
“Especially Sharky.”
Levi pulled back a little. His cheeks were wet, his nose was running, and his eyes were wide and blue and extremely serious. He reached up and laid his hand on Shane’s chest, over his heart.
“Then I’ll bring it. I’ll carry it. I won’t drop it.”
His chin came up, very firm, a promise.
Shane put his own hand over the small one and meant every word.
“I know you won’t.”
Levi sniffed, small and serious.
“I’m good at carrying.”
Shane kissed his forehead.
“You’re the best at carrying. You always were.”
They sat there until the shadows grew long; then a very large, very warm shape came down the lawn with a towel and joined them without a word.
Ilya wrapped the towel around Levi’s feet, kissed the top of Shane’s head, and picked them both up at once, one arm under each, as if they weighed no more than the towel, and Shane’s stomach swooped. He tucked his face into the hot, sandalwood-and-spice curve of his husband’s neck and let himself be carried.
Ilya didn’t put them down until he reached the kitchen. There he deposited Levi on the counter, which was forbidden, and Shane on the stool beside him, which wasn’t, and made them both cocoa in the middle of a hot July afternoon, which was ridiculous, and no one breathed a word against it.
Levi drank his with his feet still wrapped in the towel and Sharky in the crook of his elbow, the trail of tears on his cheeks drying stiff.
Ilya stood between them with one hand on the back of each of their necks, thumbs moving, keeping a tight hold of both of them, and hummed at them.
Luca found them like that. He came in from the deck with Adrien behind him, saw Levi’s blotchy face, and didn’t waste a word. He just came round the island and wrapped himself around his little brother from behind, chin on top of his head, and didn’t budge.
Levi leaned back into him and sighed; after a minute, Luca lifted his head and looked at Shane over the top of Levi’s hair, and his own eyes were suspiciously bright, and Shane understood that it wasn’t only Levi who didn’t want to leave.
So he got up and went and put his arms around both of them, and Ilya made a satisfied noise and wrapped himself around the outside like a duvet, and Adrien hovered for exactly two seconds before Ilya reached out one long arm without looking and hauled him in too.
They stood there in a heap in the kitchen with the cocoa going cold, all five of them, Anya trying to get into the middle and Yuki watching from the top of the fridge with deep contempt, and Shane thought he could stand there forever. The packing could wait.
Later, while Levi napped, Luca came and found him in the study, where he was supposed to be doing the packing spreadsheet and was, in fact, staring out of the window.
Luca had his sketchbook under his arm, the battered one he had carried since he was a kid with no one, and he held it out without a word, open to a page. It was the cottage.
The glass wall and the dock and the pines, done in soft pencil, and on the dock, small and unmistakable, four figures in a row with their feet in the water, and a fifth with his arm around the tallest, and a cat in the corner looking unimpressed. Under it, in Luca’s careful Russian handwriting: So we can take it with us.
Shane didn’t trust his voice; he pulled Luca down onto the arm of his chair instead, and then off the arm and into his lap, all 6 feet of him, which was absurd and which neither of them cared about, and held him there with his face in Luca’s blond waves.
Luca curled in like he had been waiting all summer for it. He didn’t need an invitation any more. That was the thing Shane would remember, of all the things that summer. A year ago Luca had stood in doorways. Now he just came and climbed in.
“It’s going on the wall in Boston. The big wall. Over the sofa.”
Luca made a small, pleased, embarrassed sound into his shoulder, and Shane kissed the top of his head and held on a while longer.
🏒💛🏒
Shane should have bloody known something was up the second Ilya was nice to Luca.
Not that Ilya wasn’t nice to Luca. Ilya would have pulled down the moon for Luca and then complained about the shipping. But at 5 o’clock on the last evening, while Shane was going through his packing spreadsheet for the third time (tab four, Kitchen, Perishables and Things Ilya Will Try to Smuggle), Ilya wandered into the kitchen with his hands in his pockets and a look of such innocence on his face that Shane put the pen down. The big idiot was up to something.
Then he heard him with Luca, very casual, leaning on the counter.
“Lukasha. Obaachan has made the honey cake. The good one. She wants Levi for one last supper and one last swim off her dock. The Jeep has a full tank. And there is no hurry to come back. None. Half past ten is fine. 10:35, even.”
Luca had looked at his Otousan, flat and unblinking. Then he had looked at Shane, gone a darker shade of the pink that Shane went, and taken Adrien and Levi and Sharky and Anya out to the car without another word. Adrien, at least, had the grace to wait until he was outside before he started laughing.
The Jeep’s tail lights had barely disappeared into the pines before Ilya turned round from the window.
Shane picked his pen back up, very deliberately, and didn’t look at him.
“I have three more tabs.”
Ilya’s only reply was a single, flat nyet, and it was the only warning he got. Ilya crossed the kitchen in four long strides, bent, and hoisted Shane straight up over his shoulder. The spreadsheet fluttered to the floor, and the pen with it. Shane yelped.
Then he hissed, the full lioness hiss, and slapped Ilya hard on the ass, because if he was going to be manhandled like luggage, he was at least going to make a point about it.
Ilya only laughed, that husky laugh that came right up out of his chest, and gave Shane’s ass an answering squeeze that went straight to his cock, the absolute bastard, and carried him off down the hall with one hand clamped possessively on the back of his thigh. The fingers were spread wide over the bare skin just under the hem of his shorts, so high that the tips of them brushed the crease of his ass with every stride, and Shane felt the heat rush up into his face, pink across his cheekbones until his freckles stood out, and down under his collar where Ilya couldn’t even see it. Shane complained the whole way, and the complaints kept breaking off into an undignified little whine every time that hand squeezed.
“I was working, Ilya. I was in the middle of tab four.”
Ilya’s voice was a low rumble against his hip, already dropped half an octave, rough at the edges and smug beyond belief.
“It is our last night in this bed this summer. I will not waste it on a spreadsheet. Two hours, Lyubimyy. No one in the house. No one to hear. I want to hear you. All of you.”
Oh fuck.
Shane stopped struggling. Mostly. He let his hands slide down the broad back under him and spread over the muscle of Ilya’s ass, dense and hot through the thin cotton of his shorts and shifting under his palms with every stride, and squeezed, hard, just to feel Ilya’s step falter. It did, and a growl rumbled up through the shoulder under Shane’s stomach, so deep he felt it in his teeth. Good. His own cock had already filled, trapped between his stomach and that shoulder, and every step pressed it into hard, hot muscle until he had to bite his lip on a whine.
Ilya kicked the bedroom door shut behind them and locked it out of pure habit, even with the house empty, and then he didn’t take Shane to the bed at all.
He swung him down off his shoulder and caught him on the way, and Shane’s back met the door with a thud that rattled the frame and knocked a breathless, husky oh out of him, and his legs went round Ilya’s waist on instinct, the thick muscle of his thighs clamping down hard, and Ilya’s mouth came down on his, hungry and rough, with a groan Shane swallowed whole. There wasn’t one gentle thing about it. Ilya tasted of the coffee he had been drinking all afternoon and something darker underneath, and his stubble rasped Shane’s chin and upper lip raw inside a minute.
All teeth and tongue and the whole weight of him, 6 foot 3 of Russian pinning Shane to the wood with his hips, the hard, heavy length of him grinding through their clothes against Shane’s own, one hand under Shane’s ass holding him up as easily as a hockey bag, that big palm nearly spanning both cheeks and the fingers sunk deep into the soft curve of them, the other already wrapped around his throat.
Not squeezing. Just there. Holding him. That broad palm resting over his pulse, thumb stroking the hinge of his jaw, a reminder of exactly how much Ilya could do and how carefully he chose not to. Shane swallowed against it on purpose, just to feel his own throat move under that palm, and his cock jerked between them. Then the thumb slid up off his jaw and dragged across his bottom lip, and pushed in at the corner of his mouth, forcing his lips apart around it. Shane kitten-licked the pad of it, salt and tea, and then closed his teeth on it, and Ilya made a sound low in his chest that Shane felt all the way down to his toes before he took the thumb back to his jaw and chased the taste of it into Shane’s mouth.
Shane moaned into his mouth, low and husky, a sound that broke into a mewl when that thumb stroked his jaw again, and tapped three times on Ilya’s shoulder. Good. Yes. More.
Ilya growled at that, low and pleased, the sound rolling out of his chest and into Shane’s, and gave him more.
He didn’t even get Shane’s clothes off properly. The shorts went, shoved down and kicked away, and Shane’s T-shirt went up under his armpits and stayed there, rucked up over the plush swell of his chest so Ilya could get his mouth on one nipple, hot and wet, flicking his tongue over the tip until it drew up hard and tight, and then suck until it was swollen and red and Shane was arching off the door, whimpering, fuck, fuck, Ilya, the words coming apart into a high, needy whine. The flush had gone right down his chest by then, pink spreading out from under the rumpled cotton, and he could feel his cheekbones burning with it. Ilya moved to the other nipple and did it all again, his free thumb rolling the first one, slick with spit, until both were throbbing in time with Shane’s pulse.
Then Ilya’s mouth went back up to his throat. He sucked a mark in under the hinge of Shane’s jaw, hard and slow, the scrape of his teeth sending sparks all the way down Shane’s spine, then another lower down, at the side of his neck, where no collar in the world was going to hide it. Shane felt each one bloom, hot and throbbing under Ilya’s tongue, and purred for it, a low, shameless rumble in his throat, and tipped his head back against the wood to give him more room. Ilya took it, and kissed every mark he had made, and came back to his mouth, deep and wet and messy, groaning into it.
His own cock was hard and leaking between them, trapped against the ridges of Ilya’s stomach, smearing pre-come across that gorgeous, unfair six-pack every time Ilya shifted him, and every slick drag of it pulled a fresh whine out of Shane’s throat. He locked his thighs tighter round Ilya’s waist, all the strength that years of crossovers and corner battles had built under the soft, smooth skin, and felt Ilya’s breath stutter against his mouth as they squeezed.
Ilya fumbled the lube out of the drawer of the dresser beside the door (there was lube in every room in this house; Shane had put it there himself, in alphabetical order, and he wasn’t sorry, thank you very much), and slicked his fingers one-handed without ever setting Shane down.
“Hold on to me.”
Shane held on, arms locked round that thick neck. Ilya reached under him, rubbed his slick fingertips once over Shane’s hole, slow, just to hear him gasp, and then pushed two fingers straight in. The lube was cool for half a second, and then it wasn’t; his rim gave around the thick, blunt tips in a hot, stinging push, and then the knuckles were going through, one hard ridge and then the next, filling him in one slow, unstoppable slide until Ilya’s palm was pressed flat to his ass and both fingers were buried in him to the hilt. The gasp broke into a long, husky moan, and Ilya answered it with a groan of his own, deep in his chest. Shane felt him feel it: the shudder that went through all 6 foot 3 of him when Shane’s muscles clamped down hard around his fingers and then fluttered, and the low, rough blyat he breathed into Shane’s mouth.
There was no build-up. There was no need. They had done this so many times this summer, in the boathouse, on the dock at dawn, in the shower with the window open to the loons, that Shane’s body knew Ilya’s hands better than it knew its own. He opened up for him like he had been waiting all day, which, to be fair, he had. The sting faded almost before it had started and melted into a deep, hot ache, and he could feel his own heartbeat throbbing around Ilya’s fingers. Ilya felt it too; he stopped, deep inside him, and just let himself be squeezed, and growled at it.
Ilya kissed him through it, open-mouthed and greedy, swallowing every noise, and his voice came out of him, gone to gravel, rough and low against Shane’s lips.
“All day you have been waiting for this. I know. I watched you all day, sweetheart, bending over that spreadsheet. So open for me now.”
He twisted his fingers and spread them, scissoring him wider, a slow, deliberate pull at his rim that burned bright for a moment and then turned to pure heat, the wet sounds of it loud in the empty room, and Shane’s head thunked back against the door, and a sound came out of him, a cracked, wanton whine, that he would have been mortified by if there had been a single other soul in the house. There wasn’t.
That was the whole point. Ilya worked in a third finger, drawing back to line it up with the other two and pressing all three in together, and the stretch was real this time: a thick, full burn that stopped Shane’s breath and set his thighs trembling round Ilya’s waist and pricked hot at the corners of his eyes, until his body gave around the widest part of the knuckles and took them. Ilya waited there, buried, his thumb stroking the stretched rim where it clung to him. Then he crooked all three right up into his prostate, a hard, deliberate press on that swollen spot that sent white-hot light shooting up Shane’s spine and down to the tip of his cock, and Shane howled, properly fucking howled, that collapsed halfway into a hiss. His nails sank into Ilya’s shoulders and dragged, raking long red lines down over the muscle, and Ilya snarled at the sting and shuddered and pushed into it, and then laughed against his throat, dark and delighted, the sound rumbling through both of them.
“There it is. That is the sound. Again.”
He did it again. Shane gave it to him again. He couldn’t have stopped it if he had tried, and the whimpers that came after it were worse, a helpless stream of them, one for every crook of those fingers. Ilya kept them coming, slow, merciless strokes over that one spot, then tight little circles, then a long, deep press he held until Shane’s cock jerked and spilt fresh droplets of pre-come onto his stomach. Shane could hear all of it, the slick sound of those fingers moving in him, the creak of the door at his back, his own breath sobbing in and out, and he did not care one bit.
Then Ilya stopped giving it to him.
He kept the fingers moving, deep and slow and steady, but he slid them off that spot and kept them off it, stroking all round it and never once on it, circling so close that Shane could feel the ghost of it on every pass and never the thing itself. Shane rocked down after them. The hand on his throat tightened, just enough, and held him where he was.
“Nyet. Stay still.”
Shane whined, high and needy, yet fell still, and hated it, and his cock wept onto his stomach for it. Ilya kept him there, slow and merciless, until the tears that had been gathering finally spilt over, hot down his flushed cheeks and clinging in his lashes, and the fight drained out of his voice and left only the begging.
“Ilya… please… please… I need…”
Ilya licked the salt off his cheekbone, slowly, and his voice came out so rough it scraped.
“Tell me.”
Shane could barely get it past the sob in his throat.
“You. I need you. Please.”
Ilya groaned and gave him one last hard crook of all three fingers right into that swollen spot, and Shane’s whole body jerked against the door.
By the time Ilya pulled his fingers out, slow, the knuckles dragging back through his rim one after another and leaving him clenching on nothing, Shane was shaking all over and mewling with every breath, and his cock had left a wet, sticky mess on both their stomachs. Ilya shoved his own shorts down just far enough, slicked himself in two rough strokes, and Shane looked down between them at it, thick and flushed dark, the head shining wet, the vein along the underside standing out that he knew the feel of on his tongue. Ilya lined up, a low growl grinding out of him as the head of his cock caught on Shane’s rim, blunt and hot and so much bigger than three fingers that Shane’s hole fluttered against it, clenching and opening, as if his body couldn’t decide whether to beg or to brace.
He paused there with just the swollen head of his cock pressed against Shane’s hole, and he looked at him, blue eyes gone almost black. Sweat stood on his upper lip. The hand on Shane’s throat had gone gentle, and the one under his ass was shaking with how hard he was holding back, and Shane could feel the head of him throbbing against his rim, hot and slick, pressing just enough to make him open and not one bit more.
“Words, Lyubimyy.”
Shane dragged his eyes open and glared at him through his lashes, every inch the brat, his voice, when he found it, gone husky and frayed at the edges.
“If you don’t fuck me right now, Ilya Hollander-Rozanov, I am going to finish tab four out of spite.”
Ilya let go of his self-control with a snarl that came from somewhere deep in his chest.
He dropped Shane onto his cock in one long, brutal slide, gravity and those huge hands doing all the work, and Shane’s mouth fell open on a silent scream. The head forced his rim wide in a hot, white burn that had him seeing sparks, and popped through, and then there was no stopping it: his own weight took him down the whole thick length in one long drag, every ridge and vein of it sliding over his insides, filling him and filling him and still going, grinding over his prostate on the way down and pushing on past it into a deep, dark place only Ilya ever reached, until his ass hit Ilya’s hips and there was nowhere else to go. 9 inches. Every single fucking one of them.
The stretch burned and blazed and then melted into that deep, perfect fullness that made his eyes roll back, and the scream found its voice at last as a long, shattered moan. Fresh tears slid out from under his lashes and ran hot down his cheeks. His rim was stretched tight and throbbing round the thick base of him, Ilya’s heavy balls pressed up against him, and somewhere deep inside, where they were joined, a pulse was beating hard. He couldn’t tell whose.
Ilya held him there, fully seated, pinned to the door with Shane’s full weight resting on his cock, and pressed his forehead against Shane’s, his big frame trembling with the effort of holding still, sweat already sliding down out of his curls, and Shane felt him twitch inside him, a deep, thick throb that pulled a gasp out of both of them. Ilya breathed with him, each breath shaking out of him as a low, rough groan. Once. Twice. Then Shane whimpered and tapped three times on the back of his neck.
“That’s it. So good for me. Look at me, Lyubimyy. Eyes on me.”
Ilya’s voice had gone so deep it was barely a voice at all, more a vibration Shane felt in the cock inside him. Shane looked into blue gone black and a face gone savage with want, and Ilya bared his teeth at him and growled.
Ilya fucked him into the door.
It was hard and fast and messy, and they were both too worked up for it to last. The door rattled on its hinges with every thrust, and every thrust punched a sound out of Shane, a grunt, a whine, a broken fuck, until he wasn’t making words at all. Every stroke was the whole length of him: the drag out until only the swollen head held Shane’s rim open, then the hot, slick slam back in that lifted Shane an inch up the door and let him fall back down onto it. Shane could feel the shape of it in him, the flare of the head catching on his rim on every pull, the thick heat of the shaft filling him so full his stomach jumped.
Ilya kissed him through all of it, sloppy and breathless, more teeth than lips, his mouth sliding off Shane’s to his jaw and his throat and back again. His hand left Shane’s ass for his hip and dug in, five hard points of pressure deep in the soft flesh, hard enough that Shane knew he would be wearing every one of those fingerprints in the morning, and he loved it. Ilya held him up by the hip and the throat, the thumb under his jaw pressing in on every thrust so that Shane felt his own swallows and his own shouts go through Ilya’s palm, and drove into him in short, punishing snaps of his hips that hit his prostate every time, and Shane clung on and took it and yowled and swore at him in four languages, until the swearing fell apart into raw, husky noise. Ilya growled through all of it, a deep, steady rumble Shane felt in his own chest where they were pressed together, and somewhere in it his words went, and there was only mine, mine, mine, ground out against Shane’s jaw on every thrust. Sweat slicked them both. Shane’s smooth back slid and squeaked on the painted wood, Ilya’s damp chest dragged across his sore nipples, and the room was thick with the smell of sex and sandalwood and summer.
It built low in his belly where Ilya kept hitting, a tight, molten pressure that coiled tighter with every thrust until his thighs were shaking round Ilya’s waist and his toes were curling against the backs of Ilya’s legs, and then it snapped. He came first with a wail, untouched, his cock jerking between them and painting their stomachs in hot, thick pulses, his body seizing from the inside out around the cock inside him and clamped down around Ilya so hard that Ilya choked on a curse that turned into a snarl and followed him over a handful of thrusts later. Shane felt it happen before he heard it: the rhythm breaking, the hips stuttering, the cock inside him going impossibly harder for one second, and then that snarl against his throat.
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  He buried himself to the hilt, groaning into the side of Shane’s neck, and Shane felt him pulse and fill him, the thick cock swelling and kicking inside him on every throb, flooding him hot and deep, so much of it that he could feel the wet heat spreading through him, and whimpered at it, a long, shaking whimper that melted into a purr. Ilya turned his head and found his mouth and kissed him, long and slow now, while the last of it pulsed out of him.
Ilya didn’t pull out. He stood there holding him against the door, both of them panting, and rocked his hips in tiny, filthy little grinds that kept all of it sealed inside, each one drawing a small, wrecked mewl out of Shane, his lips moving against Shane’s throat, the words too low and broken and too adoring to be words. Shane’s thighs had begun to shake in earnest, the strength draining out of them now that they had nothing to fight, and he could feel the wet seep at his rim where Ilya’s come was trying to escape around the base of him and being pushed back in with every tiny roll. A trickle of it slid down the back of his thigh anyway, hot and then cooling, and Ilya felt it on his fingers and growled.
When Shane could finally see again, he found Ilya smiling at him, soft and dazed and so in love that Shane felt it like sun on his face. Ilya’s curls were dark with sweat and stuck to his forehead, his lips swollen and red, and long, angry scratches ran across both his shoulders, beaded here and there with blood. Shane had no memory at all of making them and was extremely proud of every one. Ilya brushed the wet tracks off his cheeks with his thumb, one side and then the other, and kissed the salt off each freckled cheekbone.
Shane’s voice came out wrecked.
“That was one.”
Ilya’s grin went slow and dangerous, and his voice, when it came, was still pure gravel.
“Da. That was one.”
🏒💛🏒
He didn’t let Shane lose a drop of it.
Ilya carried him to the bed still inside him, which was an achievement Shane would have found more impressive if he hadn’t been too busy whining at every step, each stride jolting the thick, softening length of him deeper and nudging it against his oversensitive prostate, and laid him down on his back, and only then eased out, gently, one hand cupped under Shane’s ass. Shane felt every inch of it leave him: the slow, wet drag, the head catching on his swollen rim and slipping free with an obscene little sound, and then the hollow, open ache of being empty, his hole fluttering on nothing. He whimpered at the loss, a small, husky sound, and Ilya hushed him with a low hum.
The plug was already on the nightstand, waiting. Ilya had planned this like a fucking Cup run. The black one, the bigger one, the one that made Shane’s thighs shake just to look at it. Ilya held it up between two fingers and raised his eyebrows.
“Yes?”
Shane nodded, then remembered himself before Ilya had to prompt him, and gave him the words, hoarse and husky, barely more than breath.
“Yes. Please.”
Ilya slid it into him in one slow push, catching the come that had started to slip out and pressing it right back inside. The cold, slick silicone spread him open again around its widest part, so thick that the burn came back in a bright ring and he whined through it, his thighs trembling apart, and then it narrowed, and his body pulled the rest of it in. Ilya seated it with a little twist that made Shane arch off the sheets with a mewl he didn’t bother to swallow. Ilya groaned at the sight, low and rough. Shane could feel it with every breath: the heavy, unyielding weight of it, the flared base pressed snug between his cheeks, and behind it Ilya’s come held deep inside him, warm and heavy, shifting when he moved.
Then Ilya kissed the inside of his knee, and handed him a bottle of water, holding the back of his head up off the pillow, so carefully.
“Drink, Lyubimyy. Half of it, at least. Then you can do whatever you like.”
Shane drank half of it. Ilya watched every swallow. Then he drank the rest himself, his throat working, the sweat on his chest catching the last of the light.
He came back from the bathroom with a warm, wet cloth and wiped Shane down with it, slow and careful: the sweat off his chest and his throat, the drying mess off his stomach, the sticky insides of his thighs. When he got down between them, he cleaned round the base of the plug with the very tip of one finger, petting the stretched, puffy rim where it clung to the silicone, and nudged the flared end once, so lightly, just to feel Shane clench. Shane mewled, needy and shameless, and his hole fluttered round the plug, and Ilya rumbled at it, deep and pleased.
They lay there for a while; Ilya mapped him with his mouth, lazy and thorough: the hollow of his throat, the bites he had left on his collarbone that morning, the soft, silvered tiger stripes along his hips, the inside of each thick thigh, sucking a new bruise high up near the crease to sit beside yesterday’s. Shane felt it rise under Ilya’s lips, the pull of the suction and the scrape of teeth and then the deep, hot throb as the blood came up into it, and when Ilya lifted his head, the mark was already dark against the pale, smooth skin of his inner thigh.
Ilya’s stubble had left that skin pink and tender all the way up, and he kissed the rash too, and then licked it, and Shane’s thighs fell open wider for him without being asked. Shane purred under it, a lazy, contented rumble that rose into a whimper whenever those teeth came in. Ilya took his time over his chest too, pressing his face to the smooth, flushed skin between his pecs and breathing him in, licking the salt from under each nipple without ever quite touching them, until Shane was arching up off the sheet after his mouth and swearing at him.
Shane let him. He lay boneless in the last orange light that came slanting through the window, plug heavy inside him, Ilya’s come warm and sealed in his belly, his rim sore and throbbing round the base of it, the sweat drying cool on his chest, the fingerprints on his hip already tender when he shifted, and felt like the most thoroughly owned man in Ontario.
Then he got bored.
It took about 20 minutes. Ilya was nosing at his hip bone, humming to himself, clearly settling in for the long haul. Shane looked down at those blond curls, and that broad mole dotted back, at the muscled shoulders he had scratched raw against the door, and at the cock lying half hard and heavy against Ilya’s thigh, and he made a decision.
He moved fast. He always did. Ilya was bigger and stronger, but Shane was faster, and he fought dirty, and he had his huge thighs locked around Ilya’s ribs, all that dense hockey muscle clamping down under the smooth skin, and his weight driving him over onto his back before Ilya had worked out what was happening.
He rolled with it and came up straddling those massive hips, the plug shifting inside him, nudging hard against his prostate as he sat up, and making him gasp and then moan, low and husky, and pinned Ilya’s wrists to the mattress above his head.
He leaned down until his lips were brushing Ilya’s ear, and purred.
“My turn, Ilyusha. Lie still.”
Ilya went taut underneath him like a bowstring, and his cock jerked up hard against the curve of Shane’s ass, and a growl rumbled up out of his chest that Shane felt right through his own thighs. Under his hands, Ilya’s wrists were thick and hot, the pulse thrumming in them, and Shane knew perfectly well that Ilya could have thrown him across the room with one shrug. He didn’t. That was the whole game, and it made Shane’s cock throb against Ilya’s stomach.
“Shane…”
It was low and warning, his voice already dropped to gravel, and it was as far as he got before Shane clicked his tongue, sat up, tightened his grip on those thick wrists, and smiled down at him, sweet as pie.
“Ah, no. You had your turn. You carried me off like a sack of potatoes the second our son was out the door. You locked a door in an empty house. Now you lie there, and you look pretty, and you do not move. You move, I stop. You know the rule.”
Ilya made a strangled noise, half groan, half growl. He didn’t move.
It wasn’t the pool table, in the end. Shane had a brief, glorious fantasy about the pool table, a hundred-year-old antique, Ilya laid out across the green baize, but it was at the other end of the house. He was not walking that far with a plug in. Absolutely fucking not. He made Ilya wait instead.
He reached behind himself and worked the plug out, slow, slow, so Ilya could watch his face as the widest part of it stretched him open from the inside and then slid free, and felt the hot slide of Ilya’s come start to leak out of him and down the inside of his thigh. His hole clenched on the emptiness, wet and loose, and more of it slipped out with every flutter, a warm trickle tracking over the freckled skin and dripping onto Ilya’s hip. He didn’t bother to hide the whimper that came with it. He hated this part; he always had. The hollow, open ache of being empty, his body clenching on nothing and missing what it had been given. It only made him want Ilya back inside him faster.
Ilya groaned, long and agonised, the sound dragging up out of his chest deep and rough as gravel. Shane caught a drop of it on his fingertip and licked it off, salt and bitter and entirely Ilya, humming around it, holding Ilya’s eyes the whole time.
Ilya’s hands twitched on the sheets, and a low snarl of frustration slipped out of him; Shane tutted.
“Still, Ilyusha.”
Ilya’s voice came out strangled and gone deep and rough, so thick it was barely words.
“You are cruel. You are a cruel man.”
Shane only smiled down at him, all dimples.
“I’m a Canadian. We’re very polite.”
Shane lifted up onto his knees, reached back, took hold of that thick cock, and sank down on it.
He bent and kissed Ilya as he went, deep and lingering, licking into his mouth, and swallowed the groan that came up out of him, purring right back into his mouth.
He went slow. Painfully, gloriously slow, an inch at a time, his hole still loose and wet and full of Ilya from the first round so that each inch went in with a slick, obscene sound that made them both groan, Shane’s cracking at the top into a whine. The head went in first, blunt and hot, spreading his swollen rim around it in a slow, stinging ring that made his thighs quiver, and then he let it sink, and felt the thick shaft open him again inch by inch, every vein of it dragging along walls still tender from the door. Halfway down it found his prostate and pressed there, and he stopped, shaking, and rolled his hips just to feel it, and the noise that came out of him was a cracked, high mewl. Under him, Ilya’s stomach clenched in one hard ripple, and his cock throbbed inside Shane, so thick that Shane felt the beat of it in his own belly.
He didn’t stop until he was sitting fully in Ilya’s lap, his ass pressed flush to the tops of Ilya’s thighs, so full he could feel him in his throat, his rim stretched tight and burning round the thick base of him, his thighs spread wide over Ilya’s hips and wet with what had leaked out of him. A long, shaky moan spilt out of him, low and helpless, and he didn’t swallow a single note of it.
He put his palm flat on his own lower belly, just below his navel, and pressed down gently, and felt it. The ridge of Ilya’s cock, right there, under his hand. It throbbed when Ilya’s breath caught, a hard, thick pulse that Shane felt from the inside and the outside at once, and his own cock jerked and leaked onto Ilya’s stomach. Ilya was staring at that hand, mouth open, eyes gone black, a growl caught somewhere deep in his chest.
“Feel that?”
Ilya couldn’t speak. He nodded, wild-eyed, and the only sound he could make was a low, rough groan.
Shane rode him.
He set the pace, and he kept it cruel: long, slow, rolling lifts that dragged every inch of Ilya almost all the way out and then took him all the way back in, those thighs of his doing all the work, the way they did on the last shift of a double overtime. He could feel the burn start in them, the long muscles on the fronts of his thighs flexing and bunching on every lift, the smooth skin shining with sweat, and he could feel Ilya’s eyes on them like a touch. On every downstroke the head of that cock dragged right over his prostate and drove on past it to the hilt; on every upstroke his rim clung to the shaft and pulled, wet and swollen, until only the fat head was left inside him, stretching him, and then he sank again. The slap of his ass on Ilya’s thighs was wet and loud, and he did not care. He moaned on every downstroke, husky and unashamed, and Ilya groaned back on every one, deeper each time.
He leaned back on one hand braced on Ilya’s knee and showed off, because he could, because Ilya loved his thighs more than he loved Coke and vodka and big-cat documentaries combined, and he wanted him to look. He wanted those eyes on the flex of his thighs, on the smooth, freckled skin pulled tight over the muscle and the softness on the inside where the new bruise sat dark, on the place where Ilya disappeared into him, stretched pink and shining wet round the thick base.
Ilya looked. Ilya’s hands were fisted so tight in the sheets that the seams were creaking, his hips trembling with the effort of keeping still, sweat beading in the hollow of his throat beside the gold cross, a constant low growl grinding in his chest. His abs jumped under Shane’s palms, every ridge standing out hard, and inside Shane his cock kept twitching and swelling as if it had a will of its own; Shane clenched down on it and felt Ilya buck and jerk under him, every muscle at once.
Shane leaned down and licked the sweat from the hollow of his throat, salt sharp on his tongue, and then sucked a slow mark into the side of that thick throat, right beside the chain, and then kissed his mouth, wet and filthy, until Ilya was panting into him and Shane was purring against his lips. Ilya made a broken noise and a whole stream of Russian came out of him, begging, praising, swearing, all tangled up together.
“Please. Shane. Lyubimyy. Blyat. Please. Kotik. I need… let me… please.”
Shane stilled, seated to the hilt, and squeezed down around him on purpose, every inch of that thick, hot shaft pressed against his walls as he did it, just to watch Ilya’s eyes roll back. Ilya snarled, and the snarl broke into a groan.
“Please, what?”
Ilya’s hips gave one helpless twitch, and he caught himself, and the begging came out of him in a rush, his voice scraped raw and so low it was almost a growl.
“Let me touch you. Please. I will be so good. Please.”
Shane looked down at him: 6 foot 3 of the most dangerous man in the league, sweat-soaked and wrecked and begging under him, tears of frustration standing in those ocean eyes.
He felt drunk on it, and a husky little purr of satisfaction escaped him before he could stop it. The flush was all over him by now, hot and pink across his cheekbones and down his chest to his nipples, and the sweat was slick at the backs of his knees and in the small of his back. He took Ilya’s right hand from the sheets and put it on his hip, and then took the left and laid it on his belly, over the place where he could feel him moving.
“There. Now you can move.”
Ilya moved.
He surged up off the bed. He didn’t flip them; he only sat up, one arm locking around Shane’s waist and the other hand staying spread wide and possessive over his belly, and he planted his feet and began to fuck up into him with long, heavy strokes that bounced Shane in his lap and knocked the breath out of him on every one, punching out whimper after whimper. Each one drove him down onto the full length of that cock while Ilya’s hips came up to meet him, so deep that Shane felt the blunt head push at somewhere far up inside him, a dark, aching press that was almost too much and not nearly enough, and the arm around his waist held him there and made him feel it before it let him rise. Ilya growled with every stroke, deep and rough, the sound vibrating out of his chest and into Shane’s.
He kissed him through it, messy, half missing, his mouth on Shane’s jaw and his throat and his shoulder and back on his mouth again. Then he ducked his head and caught one swollen nipple in his teeth, careful and merciless, and tugged in time with the next hard roll of his hips, and Shane yowled and fisted a hand in those blond curls and twisted.
Shane wrapped himself around him and held on, his face buried in Ilya’s neck, sandalwood and spice and sweat, the gold chain sticking to his cheek, crying out every time Ilya bottomed out, mewls and whines. His cock was trapped between them again, dragging against the hard ridges of Ilya’s stomach with every thrust, the head sliding through the slick mess on Ilya’s skin, the light, silky hair at his base damp and matted with it, and he was so close, so fucking close, and Ilya knew it.
Ilya’s mouth was right against his ear, his voice dropped to gravel, dark and rough and absolutely filthy.
“Look at you, sweetheart. So full of me. You took everything I gave you, and still you want more. Greedy. So greedy for my come.”
The hand on Shane’s belly pressed down, just a little, and Ilya caught Shane’s earlobe between his teeth and bit down hard, and then sucked on the sting until it throbbed. Shane keened, high and husky and helpless, and it dissolved into a whimper. His rim was sore now, properly sore, swollen and hot round the shaft that kept splitting him open, and the soreness only made every stroke ring louder through him.
“I will fill you up again. Right here. Look how much you hold for me. If only it was possible, Lyubimyy. If only. I would put a baby in you tonight. Right here, in this bed. I would fuck you full until it took, and next summer you would be round with it, sitting on that dock with your feet in the lake, and I would kneel down and kiss you here every morning.”
Something split wide open in Shane’s chest, and the sound that came out of him was almost a sob. He had heard Ilya say it over and over, in so many beds, and it still did this to him every single time; it still went right down into some secret, impossible, aching place he didn’t even have a name for.
God help him, he wanted it so fucking badly he could taste it. A baby with Ilya’s curls and his own freckles. Another one. And another. A house so full it burst at the seams.
He clutched at Ilya’s shoulders and begged him for it, in Russian and then in English and then in Japanese, because he knew what the Japanese did to him, the words breaking apart between moans.
“Do it. Please, Ilyusha. Fill me up. Make it take. Please.”
Ilya groaned.
He came so hard Shane felt every pulse of it, deep and hot and endless, the cock inside him swelling thick against his walls before each throb and then flooding him, so deep that he felt the heat of it spread up into his belly under Ilya’s hand, Ilya’s hips jerking up into him in short, desperate stutters, the hand on Shane’s belly pressing in, feeling himself fill him up, groaning through every pulse. That did it.
Shane came with Ilya’s cock pulsing inside him and Ilya’s hand on his stomach and Ilya’s name breaking apart in his mouth into a long, wrecked wail, his own release spilling hot between them, his cock jerking between their stomachs, his hole clenching round Ilya in long, rhythmic pulls that wrung the last of him out and made Ilya snarl into his neck, his thighs locked tight round Ilya’s hips and shaking, so hard that his vision went white at the edges and he locked up and then melted.
They collapsed back onto the bed in a sweaty heap; Ilya didn’t let go of his belly.
Shane lay sprawled across his chest, trembling, his fingers kneading lazily at the thick muscle under his cheek like a cat, a small, spent whimper escaping him at every aftershock, with Ilya still buried inside him, and for a while there was nothing in the world but the sound of their breathing and the loons starting up out on the darkening lake. Ilya’s thumb rubbed lazy little circles just below his navel. Shane could feel everything: the sweat cooling on his back, the deep, pulsing ache in his thighs, the sting of the bite on his ear, his rim swollen and tender and stretched round the softening thickness of Ilya, and the slow, warm leak where come had begun to seep out round him and slide down over Ilya’s balls onto the sheet. Ilya felt it too, and grunted, and shifted his hips up an inch to push himself deeper, and Shane mewled at it and bit his shoulder.
Ilya’s voice came out very low, and almost shy, which wasn’t a word anyone had ever used for Ilya Rozanov.
“You know I mean it. Every time. If there was a way.”
Shane turned his face into Ilya’s neck and kissed the pulse there.
“I know. I know you do.”
He swallowed and let the words come, because it was the last night and there was no one to hear.
“We already got the best two. We got lucky twice. No one gets that lucky. But sometimes, Ilyusha… sometimes I want it so much I can’t breathe.”
Ilya’s arms tightened around him until his ribs complained.
“I know, Lyubimyy. I know.”
🏒💛🏒
The third time was slow.
It started in the bath, the one deep enough to swim in, as hot as Shane could stand it with a whole bag of Epsom salts dumped in by a man who had never measured anything, ever. Ilya had carried him there, of course; Shane wasn’t sure his legs would have managed the corridor.
He lay back against Ilya’s chest with the water up to his collarbones and his head on Ilya’s shoulder, and Ilya washed him with a cloth, slowly, every inch: his shoulders and his arms and his chest and his poor, abused nipples, which made him hiss and squirm and whine, and then lower, between his legs, gentle as anything over his puffy, sore rim. Shane whimpered, and Ilya hummed against his temple, a low, soothing rumble. The hot water stung in the bites and the scrape of stubble on his throat, then soaked into the ache in his thighs until they went heavy and loose, and he could feel the salt prickle at his sore rim.
He checked him carefully with two fingers, like always, murmuring the questions into Shane’s ear and waiting for each answer. Shane felt them slide in, slow and easy in the hot water, his body so loose and swollen that they met no resistance at all, only a deep, tender ache as Ilya spread them gently and felt along his walls.
“Does it hurt? Anything torn? Shane. Verbal.”
Shane’s voice was a croak.
“I’m okay. I promise.”
Shane was okay. Shane was more than okay. Shane was so okay that by the time Ilya’s fingers had finished checking him, they had started doing something else entirely, stroking slow and deep, finding his prostate and rubbing it in lazy circles that sent a hot, aching throb all the way to the tip of his cock, and his cock, which had no fucking business being interested again, was stirring under the water. Shane groaned, half outrage and half want.
He tipped his head back and looked up at Ilya, upside down, with what was left of his pride.
“I can’t possibly.”
Ilya kissed his ear and slid a third finger in alongside the other two, the stretch blooming bright and sore through his swollen rim before it melted away in the heat of the water, and Shane mewled, high and husky, his head falling back on Ilya’s shoulder.
“You can. I think you can, sweetheart. One more. For me.”
It was the gentlest one yet, and somehow it wrecked him worst of all. Ilya lifted him in the water and lowered him back onto his cock without ever letting him leave his lap, groaning low into Shane’s neck as he sank in, and Shane felt every inch of it: the head pressing through his sore, puffy rim with a deep, sweet ache that made him whimper, then the slow, thick slide of the shaft opening him up again under the water, hot as the bath and harder, until he was sitting on the whole of it, so full the breath went out of him. Then Ilya just didn’t move. He sat there, buried deep, his arms wrapped tight round Shane from behind, and rocked. After a while one of those arms let go, and the big hand slid down under the water and spread over Shane’s thigh, holding it open over Ilya’s own, the thumb stroking the smooth skin on the inside where the new bruise throbbed.
Tiny, constant, grinding rolls, never pulling out, the whole thick length of him pressed hard and unrelenting against Shane’s prostate. Shane purred for it, a husky, shaking sound that kept catching on a whine. The water lapped at the edges of the tub. Every grind pushed the thick head up against that swollen spot and held it there, never letting off, and the pleasure didn’t spike so much as build, a deep, molten pressure that filled his belly and his thighs and the base of his spine until it was everywhere.
His cock lay hard and aching against his stomach under the water, and he didn’t touch it, and neither did Ilya. Shane’s oversensitive body didn’t know whether to flinch or to melt, so it did both, shaking in long, helpless waves, whimpering on each one. Ilya kissed the back of his neck the whole time, and his shoulders, and the wet curve of his jaw when Shane turned his head, slow, open-mouthed kisses that went on and on without a pause, a low growl rumbling in his chest against Shane’s back the whole time.
When it got too much, he whined and tapped twice on Ilya’s forearm, and Ilya stilled at once and kissed his neck and waited and only moved again when Shane tapped three times. It happened twice more; Ilya didn’t complain. Not once.
“Still with me? Words, Shane.”
It came rough and low against his ear, his voice thick, and Ilya held perfectly still inside him and waited for the answer, his heart thudding against Shane’s back.
“Still here. Don’t stop.”
Shane’s voice was barely there, slurred and husky, but it was there, and Ilya kissed the side of his neck for it.
He just held him and waited, and talked to him the whole time, his mouth against Shane’s ear, his voice gone deep and rough as gravel and still so tender.
“So good, Lyubimyy. So beautiful. So perfect. So strong. I am so proud of you. I love these hips, Lyubimyy, how soft they give for me. And these freckles, and these stripes here on your belly, and this stubborn jaw. I am so lucky. So lucky. I do not deserve any of it.”
It took a very long time. When Shane came, it was hardly anything, a dry, shuddering ache of an orgasm that dragged one long, husky whimper out of him and went on and on and left him sobbing silently into the steam with Ilya’s palm on his belly and Ilya’s mouth on his jaw. It started deep in him where Ilya was pressed, a slow, rolling clench he felt from the inside, his hole squeezing round the thick length of Ilya in long, helpless pulses, his cock twitching against his belly and giving up only a thin thread into the water, his thighs shaking under Ilya’s hand, every muscle in him tightening and then letting go, one by one.
Ilya followed him a moment later with a long, low groan that rumbled right through Shane’s back, filling him one more time, the cock inside him kicking and swelling against his walls on each slow throb and the new heat spreading through him, and Shane purred at the heat of it, and they stayed there, joined, until the water had gone lukewarm and the window had gone dark.
“Ya tebya lyublyu.”
Ilya breathed into his wet hair, his voice still rough and deep.
“Ya tozhe tebya lyublyu.”
Shane could barely get the words out. He meant every one.
🏒💛🏒
The care Ilya took of him afterwards sometimes lasted longer than the sex, which was how Shane knew he had married the right man.
Ilya pulled out of him in the cooling water with infinite care. Shane felt the long, slow drag of it, the ache of his rim letting go, and then the warm leak of everything Ilya had left in him slipping out into the water, and he groaned and hid his face in Ilya’s neck. Ilya kissed his temple and drained the bath, then ran the shower over both of them, hot again, to rinse the salt off. He held Shane up under it with one arm, because Shane’s knees had given up entirely, and washed the last of the slick and the come from between his thighs with a careful, soapy hand while Shane leaned his forehead on his chest and let him. He dried Shane with the soft towel off the heated rail, patting rather than rubbing, sitting him on the closed toilet lid wrapped up like a burrito while he went and stripped the bed.
He was back in two minutes, mattress protector off, extra sheet whipped away, a clean bottom sheet beneath, the trick he had been using for nine years. Then he carried Shane back to bed and laid him on his front and went to work.
Shane’s anti-inflammatory gel, cool and careful, around his sore rim. Shane hissed at the cold of it and then sighed as it soothed the swollen, tender heat, Ilya’s fingertip circling slowly round and round and never pushing in, not even a little. The cream for the bruises on his hips and the fresh one on his thigh. They had come up properly by now: more and more dark fingerprints littered each hip, the purple mark high on his inner thigh, the two on his throat, the bite on his ear. Ilya traced each one with a fingertip before he rubbed the cream in, looking far too proud of himself. He kissed the bite on Shane’s ear last of all and licked over it, slow and warm, soothing the sting with the heat of his mouth until it stopped throbbing.
The other cream, the rich cocoa butter one, rubbed slowly in circles into the silvery stretch marks on his hips and his ass and his lower belly, the way Ilya did every night, on his knees beside the bed, kissing each one as he finished. Then he worked down Shane’s legs, one and then the other, his thumbs digging slow and deep into the long muscles of his thighs where they had burned through the riding, and down into the knots in his calves, until Shane was groaning into the pillow for an entirely different reason.
Water, a whole bottle, held to his lips. Two of the oat biscuits from the tin, fed to him a piece at a time, because Ilya knew Shane wouldn’t eat if he wasn’t made to.
Then one of Ilya’s own T-shirts, the favourite for this, an old, faded Bears one that came halfway down Shane’s thighs and smelled entirely of him, was pulled carefully over Shane’s head, and a pair of Ilya’s boxers, rolled at the waist.
Ilya smoothed the shirt down over his hips and kissed his forehead, and his voice was still rough at the edges.
“Okay, sweetheart?”
Shane leaned into him, heavy and boneless, and found just enough voice for it.
“Yes. I’m okay, love.”
Shane was asleep on his feet by the time he was dressed, if lying down counted as on his feet. His feet, as usual, were freezing. He wedged them straight between Ilya’s calves without asking, and Ilya yelped, as he did every single night, and wrapped his legs round them anyway, as he did every single night.
They lay there in the dark, Ilya’s hand spread warm over his belly, Shane’s cheek on his chest, until headlights swept across the ceiling and the crunch of tyres came up the drive. 10:34. Of course. Luca had always been punctual. Shane had raised him well.
He dragged himself upright, kissed Ilya once more, long and sweet, and went out to meet them in a T-shirt that came down to his knees, walking with exactly as much grace as a man in his condition could manage, which wasn’t very much. Every step sent a deep, sweet ache up through him from his rim to the small of his back; his thighs trembled, and the marks on his throat throbbed against the collar of the T-shirt.
Luca came in through the door with a sleeping Levi in his arms and Sharky dangling from one hand, took one look at his Kaasan’s neck, and closed his eyes.
“The cake was very good. Obaachan says hello. I’m not looking at you.”
Adrien came in behind him, very red, with Anya on her lead, and gave Shane a cheerful thumbs-up before Luca elbowed him. Shane decided to rise above it, in a perfectly ordinary voice.
“Did Levi swim?”
Luca was still not looking at him, but his mouth was twitching.
“He swam. He ate three pieces of cake. He fell asleep in the Jeep holding Anya’s ear. Kaasan, there’s a bite on your ear.”
Shane went and looked at it in the hall mirror. There fucking was. Ilya, appearing in the bedroom doorway behind him in nothing but a pair of sweatpants and a smug expression, didn’t look remotely sorry.
He came and took Levi out of Luca’s arms, settling the boy on his bare shoulder where he went on sleeping without a flicker, and with his free hand he reached out and hooked Luca in by the back of the neck and kissed his forehead, hard, and then did the same to Adrien, who was so startled he dropped the lead.
“Thank you, Lukasha. For the cake run. Good son.”
Luca rolled his eyes so hard it must have hurt, and leaned into him anyway, the way he did now, without having to think about it first.
🏒💛🏒
On the last night, in the end, they didn’t go to bed.
No one decided it. It just happened, the way the good things always did; no one announced it, people just stopped climbing the stairs. The suitcases had been closed; the dishes were washed, the dogs and the cat fed, the fire in the great room lit one last time. Someone dragged the mattresses down from the bedrooms (Ilya, two at a time, showing off, the absolute menace).
Someone else brought the quilts, the pillows, and every plaid cushion in the house (Adrien, delighted, in about nine trips). By 11 o’clock the sectional and the floor in front of it had turned into one massive nest of blankets.
The great windows stood open to the lake and the night, and a cool breeze drifted in off the water and raised goosebumps along Shane’s bare legs. The whole family lay down in the middle of it.
Levi woke up enough to insist on his bedtime braid, because a nest was still bed, and rules were rules. So Shane sat cross-legged on the mattress in Ilya’s T-shirt with the boy between his knees and brushed out the long black hair, a hundred strokes, the way Levi liked it, and plaited it into a loose sleeping braid while Levi leaned back against his chest and fought his own eyelids.
Luca tidied the end and fastened the elastic, his permitted job, and then, instead of going back to Adrien, just lay down where he was with his head in Shane’s lap and looked up at him, hopeful, not bothering to hide it any more. Shane stroked his hair until his eyes grew heavy.
Ilya lay behind them all, warm and solid as a dock post, one arm around Shane’s waist and his other hand on Luca’s shoulder, and when Luca finally went back to his own side of the nest, Ilya reached over and ruffled his curls on the way past, and Luca grumbled and pushed his head up into the hand anyway, like a cat after a scratch.
Before the stars, there were s’mores, one last round, toasted over the fire on long forks Ilya had whittled himself in July and was absurdly proud of. Levi’s was burned black on purpose, because that was correct.
Luca’s was a perfect, even, golden brown, because Luca was a perfectionist. Adrien’s fell off the fork into the fire, twice, and Ilya made him another and fed it to him personally while Luca giggled himself into hiccups.
Shane didn’t have one, and then had half of Ilya’s, and then the other half, and Ilya let him, and licked the chocolate off his thumb afterwards, which would have been entirely inappropriate if anyone under 20 had been watching, which they weren’t, because Levi was busy feeding the last graham cracker to Anya behind everyone’s backs.
Adrien practised his Russian goodnights on everyone, one at a time, very carefully. Levi corrected him. Yuki ignored him. Anya licked his face. Ilya delivered his verdict with tremendous gravity.
“Adrien. Accent is now almost as good as a Canadian’s.”
Adrien beamed, then saw Shane’s face, worked it out, and threw a cushion.
Luca and Adrien had taken the left side, tangled together in a tight, warm knot under a patchwork quilt. Luca’s head was on Adrien’s chest, his pale freckled cheek squashed against the cotton, and one of Adrien’s gentle hands was tucked up under the back of his shirt, flat against his skin. They weren’t asleep. They were murmuring low, secret, laughing things into each other’s hair, too low for anyone else to catch, and every few minutes Adrien turned his head and pressed his mouth to the top of Luca’s and breathed “Angel” into it, low and adoring. Luca smiled without opening his eyes, and the ring on his hand caught the firelight. Shane caught himself planning the flowers. He stopped himself. He started again.
Levi lay in the middle, on his back, between his fathers; Sharky sat on his chest. One hand clutched a fistful of Ilya’s shirt and the other was in Shane’s. Anya was curled against his feet.
Yuki, who had never admitted to affection in her whole smug life, had squeezed herself into the narrow gap by Levi’s head and lay with her chin on his shoulder, purring like a small engine.
They watched the stars through the windows. There were more of them than Shane had ever seen in Boston, thick and glittering over the lake, and Levi’s free hand lifted once towards them, sleepy and reaching, before it flopped back down. Beneath them the water lay black and still, doubling every one. Not a ripple broke it.
“Kaasan?”
Levi’s voice came sleepily from the middle of the nest, and Shane hummed a yes, low, so as not to wake the dogs. Levi yawned around his request.
“Tell about the cottage.”
Shane already suspected which part, but he checked anyway.
“Which part, Lyovushka?”
Levi’s voice was blurring at the edges.
“The part before. When it was only you.”
Shane turned his head on the pillow, and Ilya’s eyes were there, dark and steady in the glow, watching him. Gold from the embers moved along his cheekbone. He was looking at Shane the way he always had, with his whole heart right there in his face, soft and greedy and amazed.
Shane let the words come slowly, watching the embers pulse red, fade, pulse again.
“There was a young man who built a house by a lake.”
Levi’s voice was thick with sleep. His fingers curled tighter around Shane’s, and his head lolled a little further into the crook of Ilya’s arm.
“Was he lonely?”
Shane smoothed his thumb over the small hand in his, over each tiny knuckle in turn, and felt the warm weight of Ilya’s gaze on the side of his face.
“A bit. He didn’t know it. He thought he was just tired. He thought that was what being grown up felt like. He worked very hard, and he kept very quiet, and every summer he came up to the lake and sat on the dock by himself, and he thought: this is fine. This is as good as it gets.”
Levi murmured, quite certain.
“But it wasn’t.”
Shane’s voice shook, just slightly.
“No. It wasn’t.”
He swallowed and didn’t try to hide it.
Levi wriggled closer to the answer, whispering.
“What happened?”
Shane smiled into the dark, and Ilya’s hand found his hip under the blanket.
“He met someone. A very loud, very annoying, very bad-tempered person, who walked into his life and kicked all the doors off. He spent a long time being very, very frightened. Then one day he wasn’t.”
Shane glanced across the boy’s head. Ilya’s mouth was twitching, pressed hard against a grin. Shane loved that mouth. He loved every rude, wonderful, filthy thing it had ever growled at him, including at least four from earlier that evening.
Levi’s eyes were already half shut.
“Was it Otousan?”
Shane reached across and laid his hand on Ilya’s chest, over his heart, so the boy could see.
“It was your Otousan.”
Levi lay quiet for a second. A small, sleepy smile curled across his face.
“And then there was me.”
Shane squeezed the little hand.
“Then there was you.”
Levi went on, ticking them off in a drowse, the way he did with all his lists.
“And Lukasha.”
Shane glanced towards the left side of the nest, where a blond head had lifted an inch off Adrien’s chest to listen.
“And Lukasha.”
The blond head went down again, smiling. Levi added one more, in case anyone had forgotten.
“And Addie.”
Shane gave that back to him too.
“And Addie.”
His voice was not quite steady, and Adrien made a small choked noise into Luca’s hair. Then Levi gave a small, satisfied sigh.
“And now the house is full.”
Shane looked up at the rafters until he could trust his voice.
“It’s full, Lyovushka. I promise.”
Levi agreed in a drowsy murmur, eyelids drooping.
“It’s so full. It’s the fullest house.”
His breathing slowed; it softened, then deepened, and the small hand in Shane’s went limp.
For a while no one spoke; the fire had burned down to a heap of orange embers. Somewhere near the shore a loon called, long and low and lonely and beautiful, and another called back from across the water, thinner and farther off.
A large, warm hand found Shane’s under the blanket, over the top of Levi’s sleeping one. It folded around his fingers, rough and sure, and held them, and the thumb began, slowly, to stroke the inside of his wrist.
“Shane.”
Ilya’s whisper was so low that it carried no further than the pillow, and Shane hummed, eyes on the ceiling.
“You are thinking again, Lyubimyy.”
There was a smile in it, just audible in the dark, and the thumb never stopped. Ilya knew every one of Shane’s silences by heart, and none of them had ever frightened him.
“I’m just… looking.”
He was looking at all of it. At the two young men, drowsing and tangled on the left. At the sleeping boy between them, the dog, the cat, the quilt. At the great glass wall of the house he had built for one lonely man, and the lake, and the dark beyond it. At the blond curls spread across the pillow beside him.
The shadow of a jaw. The broad slope of a shoulder that had carried him through the worst year of his life, and carried him down a corridor only this evening, and would carry him anywhere he wanted to go. A pair of ocean-blue eyes in the firelight, steady, tender, very slightly wet.
His thoughts went somewhere else, then. A locker room in Montreal. A cold, bright office in Manhattan. A hallway, a locked door, a screen full of lies. He thought of a long, dark winter when he hadn’t known if he would ever play again, or live in his own skin, or be allowed to love anyone out loud. He thought of every morning he had woken up and checked, before he even opened his eyes, whether it had all been taken back.
He had been so tired. So alone, for so long, in so many rooms, with the lights off and the door shut.
Then there had been a boy outside a rink in Regina, a long time ago, with a cigarette in his hand and every word of English gone from his face. Shane had marched up and told him off. Bit by bit, the whole world had followed.
His voice was hushed almost to nothing in the dark, a thread of sound the night could easily have swallowed.
“I thought it would always be hard.”
Ilya’s thumb rubbed over his knuckles.
“I know, sweetheart. I know.”
Shane kept his eyes on the ceiling. The words came out in pieces.
“I thought, if we got through it, we’d just be… surviving. Together. On the other side. Not happy. Just alive.”
Ilya’s gaze didn’t leave his face. His hand came up from under the blanket and cradled Shane’s cheek, and his voice dropped very low.
“Is that not true, sweetheart?”
Shane shook his head against the pillow.
“It’s not true.”
As the words came out, Shane found the tears had come, hot and gentle. He didn’t mind them. Ilya had never once made him feel ashamed of them. Not one single time.
“I’m happy, Ilyusha. I’m just happy. Not in spite of anything. I’m happy, and it doesn’t hurt.”
Ilya’s arm tightened around him and drew him in, over the sleeping child between them, until their foreheads rested together and their breath mingled. The warmth of him, the solid, unwavering, impossible warmth of him, soaked into Shane, all the way through, until the last of the cold in him was gone.
Ilya’s voice was a rumble Shane felt through the quilts, through his ribs, right down into the bone. It had been the safest sound in his life for years.
“Yes. This is what it is. This is what we won.”
He nodded, his forehead warm against Shane’s, and Shane’s whisper answered him an inch from his mouth.
“Not the Cup.”
Ilya’s hand left Shane’s face just long enough to spread over the sleeping boy’s chest between them, over Sharky and the small, steady heart, and then reach past to touch Luca’s ankle where it stuck out from under the quilt.
“Not the Cup. This.”
He kissed him, careful of the boy between them. It was long and lazy, and it tasted of salt and woodsmoke and home, and it held everything they had ever failed to say to each other in 8 years of hotel rooms. When it ended, neither of them moved. Ilya’s thumb brushed a tear from Shane’s cheek. His own eyes were very bright.
He whispered against Shane’s lips, unfair and fond.
“So pretty, sweetheart. Even crying.”
Shane laughed wetly into his mouth, and Ilya kissed the laugh right out of him and then pulled back just far enough to see his face.
“Forever now.”
Shane’s answer came straight back, quiet and sure, the way it always would.
“Forever now.”
Outside, the loon called again. The wind moved through the pines, and the lake lay silver and silent under the stars. Inside the great, warm, tangled heap of blankets, a small boy slept with his hand in his father’s, a shark on his chest and a cat tucked by his head. A dog sighed in her sleep, and her tail thumped once against the floor.
Two young men, lost in each other, breathed in time. Shane lay with his head on his husband’s shoulder and the steady thud of that big heart under his ear, and Ilya’s hand still spread over his belly where it had been all evening. He closed his eyes. He let go of the very last thing he had been holding.
No one was ever going to make his family feel small again.
He slept.
 
Ilya POV
Ilya did not dream.
Sleep, for him, had always been a dark, blank room. He went in, he came out; he did not bring anything back with him. He had never been a man who carried his nights with him into the day; there had been too many years when the days were bad enough on their own, thank you very much. He could count on one hand the dreams he remembered, and he would rather not count them at all.
He did not want to go into the dark room that night, not with all this in front of him. He lay awake a long time after Shane had gone under, on his side in the nest with his head propped on one hand, and looked at what he had.
Levi had rolled over in his sleep, the way he always did, towards the biggest source of heat, and had ended up half on Ilya’s chest with his braid across Ilya’s collarbone and one small hand curled in the neck of his shirt. Ilya did not move him; he would not have moved him for a thousand dollars.
He lay there and felt that small weight rise and fall with his own breathing and thought about a cold basement in a house that no longer mattered, and a boy who had not been able to speak, and the name on the court papers in Ilya’s own handwriting. Levi Ilyich. His son. His. He had stood in front of a judge in a good suit and sworn to it, and the judge had agreed. The world had not ended. It had, in fact, got a great deal better.
Across the nest, Luca slept with his mouth open, and one arm flung over Adrien’s face, which Adrien was bearing without one word of complaint. Ilya looked at the boy he had once found eating dry cereal alone in a rookie flat with mould on the walls, and at the name on the back of his jersey now, the same as Ilya’s, the same as Shane’s, and at the ring on his finger. Next summer there would be a wedding on this beach; Ilya had already decided where the arch would go.
He had not told anyone. He had also decided that he would cry at it, extremely, and that anyone who mentioned this afterwards would be on the fourth line for a month.
There would be another wedding, too, Marly’s and Victor’s, in a barn or in Paris or in a barn in Paris, and Ilya would be sitting in the front row of that one with his husband’s hand in his and his sons beside him and the whole league welcome to look.
That was the thing. Let them look. He did not care. For 8 years he had loved this man in hotel rooms with the curtains closed. Now he carried him across ice rinks in front of strangers, and kissed him in front of cameras, and lay in a heap of blankets with their children with every window in the house wide open, and he was so proud of it he thought his chest might crack. He had a family; he showed it off everywhere. He intended to keep doing so for the rest of his life.
He reached out, careful not to wake Levi, and found Shane’s hand on the other side of the boy, and laced their fingers together on top of the small sleeping body. Shane’s thumb brushed once over his wedding ring in his sleep.
Then, at last, Ilya went into the dark.
This one began with gold.
The gold was less a colour than a temperature. It hung in the air, fine and bright and drifting, and where it settled on his skin it warmed him all the way through, soundless, weightless, sweet. He understood, with the calm, unquestioning certainty of dreams, that he was standing in a doorway.
The house around him was his house, and it was not. The beams were the same. The great glass wall looked out on the same dark water, but the lake lay wider, and the pines across the water stood taller; many, many summers had gone by since he had last looked at them.
A hand was in his. It was warm, and it was real.
He knew it before he looked; he knew the callus at the base of the thumb, rough from years of stick tape, and the small scar beside it. He knew the narrow, strong fingers and the freckles scattered over the back of the hand.
He knew the exact weight of it; he had held it in hospital corridors, in press rooms, in the dark, under tables at a hundred team dinners when no one could know. Where their palms met, a few bright flecks jumped from skin to skin and drifted upward, glittering.
He turned his head.
Shane was beside him, in the faded Bears T-shirt of Ilya’s he had gone to sleep in, with his hair sticking up at the back and a fresh bite mark on his ear, and his eyes were very wide and very dark, velvet-brown in all that gold. Pretty. Unfairly, ridiculously pretty, even half asleep. Even terrified. It was not fair at all.
They did not speak; there seemed to be a rule about that. They only stood in the doorway hand in hand, very close, half hidden, and looked into the kitchen.
There was a man at the sink.
It was Shane. Ilya’s body knew it before his mind did, from the line of the back to the tilt of the head, the way the shoulders came down when he thought he was alone. But it was a Shane that Ilya had never seen before.
His hair had grown out long again, curling behind his ears and at his neck. And his belly was swollen, round and high and unmistakable, under a soft old sweater that had once been Ilya’s own, and that slid off one shoulder to show the freckles there.
The plush curve of his hips, the strong thighs in worn leggings, the silver tiger stripes at his waist, every one of which Ilya had kissed more times than he could count: all of it was the same, and all of it was different, because all of it was carrying something. A pair of reading glasses was pushed up into his hair, forgotten.
One of his hands was spread over the curve of his belly; the other was braced on the counter. He was frowning at a sink full of cups, a dishcloth over one shoulder, humming under his breath in that careful, boring, orderly way that Ilya found unbearably dear.
Ilya’s knees went weak.
The man at the sink looked so tired, so happy, so entirely at peace, that it hit Ilya like a clean check into the boards. Only a few hours ago he had lain in their bed with his hand on that same belly, empty and soft and his, and whispered if only it was possible. He had meant it. He had always meant it. And here it was. Blyat. Here, in this strange yet somehow familiar gold-dusted house, it was possible.
The gold was on them.
He saw it then, all through that kitchen, soft and glittering. It lay on the Shane at the sink, along his forearms, the line of his jaw, the curve of his belly.
It shimmered on the Ilya at the table beyond the kitchen island, who had a small child asleep on his shoulder and a mug in his hand, and a look on his face that Ilya knew, because he had seen it in the mirror that very morning.
It lay quiet while they were apart. Then the Ilya at the table put down his mug, crossed the room, and laid one hand at the small of Shane’s back.
The gold woke.
A flurry of tiny sparks sprang up from the place where they touched, bright and quick. They slid from one of them to the other, drifted, settled, and went on glowing in the hollow of Shane’s throat and along Ilya’s knuckles.
It pulsed, slowly and steadily, with a rhythm that was not quite Shane’s and not quite his own, and a very calm, very certain part of Ilya understood that it was being kept by a third. A thread. A bond. Something strung between them so bright it could be seen.
Shane tipped his head back against that broad shoulder with a long, contented sigh. The Ilya behind him pressed a kiss into his hair, taking his time, and let his hand slide round from Shane’s back to cradle the swell of his belly from beneath, so carefully, holding the whole world in his palm.
Ilya could see that it was the whole world. The other Shane’s eyes drifted shut, and the sparks flew up into his hair.
In the doorway, Ilya felt them tingle in his own palm.
He looked down. His husband’s eyes were swimming. Ilya squeezed his hand, and then lifted it to his mouth and kissed the knuckles, because there was nothing else in the world he could do.
The room turned over.
For one moment there was a bedroom, a summer night with the windows open and the loons calling, and the other Shane laid back on white sheets, heavy and round and laughing up at the other Ilya, who was kneeling over him with his mouth pressed to the very top of that belly, his hands spread on either side of it like a man lifting the Cup for the first time.
The gold there had melted. It ran between them where their skin met, thick and bright and warm, so that Ilya, watching, felt it in his own chest and his own belly and lower still, a slow, hot, aching pull.
He heard his husband beside him catch his breath; he felt the hand in his clench. Then the room turned again, and it was gone, and there was a corridor.
It was long and white and cold, with a glass door at the end of it and a brass plate on the door. Ilya had walked it often enough in his waking life; it had never frightened him like this.
A man in a good suit stood in the middle of the floor with his shoes polished and his hands loose at his sides, and Ilya would have known that face anywhere.
The mouth was already shaping a word that should never be spoken to any person alive, least of all to one with a hand resting over the first small, secret curve of his child. The curve was hardly there; a stranger would not have seen it under the shirt. Ilya, who had seen every inch of that body, saw it at once.
Shane stepped forward.
He did not hurry. This was his husband, soft-voiced and exact, who could lift a grown man in his arms without breaking a sweat; who had carried Ilya across a rink in front of 40 people and then told them all it was mostly the hips.
He put himself between the man in the suit and the Ilya at his back, a lioness in a black hoodie, and he lifted his free hand.
His nails changed.
They lengthened as Ilya watched. They darkened and curved and came to points, black and glossy, a row of claws as long as a thumb joint, and a thin, bright edge of gold ran down each one.
The gold flared across his skin. It leapt up his arm and along his throat and stood in his eyes, and the whole white corridor hummed, tight and electric.
The dream Shane did not raise his voice. He did not need to.
“Say it again.”
The man did not repeat it. All the colour went out of his face. He took a step backwards, then another, his eyes fixed on those hands. Something savage and proud rose up in Ilya’s chest so hard it nearly lifted him off the floor. That is mine, he thought. Blyat. Look at him. Look at my Shane. Mine.
Then the corridor folded, and the kitchen came back, and it was full.
There were children in it. That was the strange part. The kitchen was the same, the same pale floor and the same morning light, but it filled up around them while they stood in the doorway and watched, and the people in it did not stay the same age.
A small, dark-haired boy swung his feet on a stool; between one blink and the next he was a gangly, serious schoolboy with a book.
A little girl in a Bears jersey that came down to her ankles had a face full of freckles and a scowl that she had quite obviously inherited from the man at the sink. A boy of about five, with a gap in his teeth and a plaster on his chin, looked straight at Ilya in the doorway and waved.
A pair of heads, one dark and one fair, bent together over a puzzle on the floor. The Shane at the sink had a baby on his hip now, a small fist knotted in his collar, and he was round with another.
None of it was strange or wrong. It just was; years pouring through one doorway, and five small lives spread out along them.
Five, Ilya thought, dazed. Five. Shane would need a much bigger spreadsheet.
The front door opened.
A young man stood on the mat. He was fair-haired and long-limbed, with a rucksack over one shoulder and a drawing pad clutched against his chest, and his eyes were a dark ocean blue that Ilya knew better than any in the world, because he had been told for two years by every person who met them that they were his own.
The young man stopped dead. He looked at the kitchen, at the noise and the light and the mess. He looked at the heap of small bodies tangled on the sofa in a patch of sun, and at the two men who had turned, together, to look back at him. He did not make a sound; his mouth shook. His knuckles had gone white on the strap of the bag.
The Shane at the sink smiled at him, very gently, warm and sure, a man who had been waiting for exactly this.
“There you are. We’ve been waiting.”
Luca dropped his bag.
Beside him, Shane’s fingers tightened, and Ilya turned to look at him, and his husband’s face was wet and glowing, so lovely it was hard to look at. It was almost a relief when the room tipped again.
Now there was only a bedroom, rain on a window, and the sound of someone breathing.
It was very quiet. A lamp was on, turned low, its glow pooling amber on the sheets, and the bed was a wreck of white linen. In the middle of it, propped up on a nest of pillows, lay Shane, with his hair stuck to his forehead and his face grey with exhaustion and lit up with something else entirely. Beautiful.
Wrecked, flushed, freckled, magnificent; Ilya had never seen anything so brave, ever, and he had watched this man play a playoff game on a broken wrist. He was not looking at Ilya. He was looking at what lay in the crook of his arm, wrapped in a yellow blanket, so small that it hardly seemed to take up any room at all.
Ilya went closer. He could not have stopped himself if the house had been on fire. In the dream he stood at the end of the bed with Shane’s hand locked in his, and he took it all in, detail by detail, every one of them burning into him so deep he knew he would carry it for the rest of his life.
A scrap of a boy, new and creased, with a flush of rose along his cheekbones. A cap of wet black curls, already starting to dry and spring. A damp, milky smell, warm and faintly sweet. A nose like a button. Fingers curled tight, each nail a tiny pale shell. A mouth working at nothing.
A small, stern, furrowed line between the brows, deeply doubtful about all of it. As Ilya watched, the eyes opened. They were dark blue, ocean-dark, unfocused and startled. They swung slowly round the room, and landed on Ilya’s face, and held.
He knew that look. He knew it in his bones. He had been given that exact look in a driveway, over the top of a garden gate, by a small boy who did not speak.
Lyovushka, he thought, or breathed, or both.
The gold flared over every surface of the room.
Beside him, Shane made a sound.
A small, broken, wordless noise came up out of him from somewhere below the ribs. The hand in Ilya’s clenched so hard that the bones ground together, and Ilya did not let go; he lifted it and held it flat against his own chest. Then the whole gold house, the kitchen, the children, the rain, folded up and was gone.
🏒💛🏒
He woke with his heart pounding.
For a moment he did not know where he was. A ceiling of dark beams hung above him. A faint grey light was coming through the glass and turning the room the colour of pewter. On every side, the soft, even sound of breathing. The nest. The blanket. The soft weight of the quilts. The warm weight of a dog across his ankles. Everything under his ribs was still humming, a low, sweet resonance like a struck bell, and when he laid a hand over his breastbone, it was warm.
Then he heard it.
It was so faint he nearly missed it. A small, steady, careful sound: a person breathing in and out through his mouth with massive control.
Ilya turned his head.
Shane lay on his back on the far side of Levi with his eyes open, fixed on the ceiling. Even like this, grey-lit and wrecked, he was unfairly pretty, and Ilya’s heart turned over before his mind could catch up. He was not moving. One hand was flat on his own stomach. The other, Ilya saw, was still locked around Levi’s small fist.
The tears were running down his face.
They ran from the corners of his eyes, down his temples and into his hair, steadily and silently. He was not sobbing. He was not even blinking.
He lay there without a sound, careful of all the sleeping people around him, and the tears kept coming, and he could not stop them. In the grey light, a last faint dust of gold still clung to his wet lashes. As Ilya watched, it faded.
“Shane.”
The name was barely more than a breath, rough with love, and he was over the heap of blankets before he had finished thinking about it. Shane’s fingers slid reluctantly from the small fist. Ilya lifted the boy across in one slow motion and laid him down against his own far side, still sleeping, Sharky and all; Levi only sighed and burrowed into Anya’s fur.
Then he gathered Shane in. There was no other word for it. He pulled the whole long, shaking length of him against his chest, wrapped both arms round him, and put his mouth into his hair. Silk, as always. It smelled of sea salt and coconut, of Shane.
Shane came into his arms at once, all of him, the way he always came. His face went into Ilya’s neck, cold and wet against the pulse there, and his hands fisted in the front of Ilya’s shirt and held on.
He still did not make a sound; a shudder ran down his spine, and then another, and the front of Ilya’s shirt turned warm and wet.
Ilya cupped the back of Shane’s head in one broad hand and held it there.
“I have you. I have you. I am here. I have you.”
He rocked him, slowly, the way he rocked the children after a bad dream. He did not know how long. Shane’s weight was a thing he would have known in the dark among a thousand: the plush hips, the strong thighs drawn up now against his own, the cold feet that found his calves even now, even like this, out of pure habit.
He lay with his cheek on Shane’s hair and stared up at the beams and breathed, carefully, slowly, in and out, and little by little, in the quiet, the pressure behind his eyes went back down to something he could bear.
It had been very close. It had been this close perhaps once before, in a hospital corridor. He was a big, strong Russian. He did not cry in front of Anya.
Shane’s voice came out in pieces against his throat.
“Did you… was it…”
He could not find the end of the sentence. That brilliant mind, that had colour-coded their whole life, had run out of words entirely. He gave up and pressed his face harder into Ilya’s throat.
Ilya put his lips to Shane’s hairline and gave him the only word he needed.
“Gold.”
The breath went out of Shane’s body in a rush.
“Yes. A kitchen.”
His hands tightened in Ilya’s shirt, and Ilya covered them with one of his own and held them still against his chest until the shaking in them slowed.
“Your hair was long. No, mine was long. I was at the sink. There were five, Ilya. There were five.”
Ilya heard what his own voice did when he gave the word back.
“Five.”
He kept his chin on Shane’s hair and went on, because Shane needed to know it had been real for both of them.
“A boy at the door, with a bag. And the last one. The little one, in the yellow blanket.”
Shane went rigid against him, and Ilya began to rub between his shoulder blades, round and round, until it eased.
Halfway through, Shane’s voice wavered and thinned, the words catching wet in his throat.
“He looked like…”
Ilya did not make him finish.
“Yes.”
The single word sank warm into Shane’s hair, and Shane’s fist closed on the front of his shirt.
“Exactly like…”
Ilya’s voice dropped very low, for Shane alone.
“I know. I saw.”
There was a pause. Then Shane drew one hand out from Ilya’s shirt and held it up between them in the grey light, his voice gone strange and wondering.
“Your hands. No. My hands.”
It was an ordinary hand, with short, plain, blunt nails, and it was trembling. There was the old white scar at the base of the thumb. Ilya knew every line of that hand: the careful, clever hand that wrote the spreadsheets and the lullabies and the shopping lists in three languages. Shane turned it over and flexed the fingers, checking that they were still his.
“I had claws.”
Ilya took the hand and kissed the knuckles, one at a time, slowly, all the way across.
“Da. In the corridor. With him. You were magnificent. Like a lioness.”
A damp, startled breath of laughter broke out of Shane and shook through his shoulders, and for a moment his eyes were full of something close to light.
They lay there without moving; outside the glass the first birds had started, one thin note at a time. In the half-light beside them, a small boy slept on his back with a shark on his chest and his mouth a little open.
One dark curl lay across his forehead, and between his brows, even in sleep, sat that small, grave, doubtful line. Ilya looked at it for a long time. He wanted to smooth it away with his thumb. Shane turned his head and looked at it too, and a long breath went out of him, trembling all the way.
Shane whispered, too frightened to say it any louder.
“It was only a dream. We had the same dream. We can’t have. I don’t think that’s possible.”
Ilya thought about it, in his slow, Russian way, the way he thought about the things that mattered.
“Perhaps it is not a dream. Perhaps it is only another road. One that we did not take. Or took, somewhere. I do not know.”
Then he thought about their bed, and his own hand on Shane’s belly, and if only it was possible, and he felt himself smile despite everything.
“Perhaps somewhere, I begged very nicely.”
Shane made a sound that was half sob and half laugh, and thumped him weakly on the chest.
Ilya turned Shane’s face up to him with one hand. Slowly, with his thumb, he wiped the wet from under Shane’s eyes, first one, then the other. Shane’s lashes were stuck together in dark points. His mouth was soft and trembling.
In the grey light, with the tracks of tears still drying on his cheekbones and his dark eyes like wet velvet, he looked younger than Ilya had seen him look in years, so open and unguarded that it was almost too much to look at directly.
Ilya held his face very carefully.
“I want you to hear something. I want you to hear it properly. Not in the middle of a game, or a crowd, or a bed. Here.”
Shane’s eyes came up to his. They were massive, and they trusted him completely.
“I love you.”
There was nothing fancy about it. He had told him so many times, in so many languages; in rooms and in cars and under blankets, at the top of his voice into a stadium of 17,000 people with a Cup over his head.
He had never meant it more than he did now. This man had taught him what the words weighed. His voice was steady; his hand, against Shane’s face, was not.
“I love you. I will always love you. I will love you until I stop being a man who can, and then I think I will find a way to keep doing it anyway. I do not want to be anywhere you are not. And I have no regrets. Not one. Not for the lies, not for the hiding, not for the years that were wasted, or the people who tried to take you away from me. Not for any of it. I would live every single hour of it again if it brought me here.”
Shane’s mouth opened, that soft mouth Ilya had kissed ten thousand times. Nothing came out of it. His breath hitched, caught, hitched again.
Ilya found that his own voice had gone rough.
“That night. When the screenshots came out, and your texts were everywhere. I was in Russia. I stood in a room with a phone in my hand that you did not answer, and I thought, it is done. They have broken him, and I am a very long way away. So I chartered a plane that cost more than some cars. I sat 9 hours with my hood up, like a thief. I was not afraid of the press. I was not afraid of Moscow, or my brother, or anyone who would call me a traitor. I was afraid of one thing only, which was that I would be too late.”
His thumb moved along Shane’s cheekbone, over the constellation of freckles.
“And you were there.”
Shane’s whisper came out wet, and his voice gave way halfway through.
“You had the code. I gave you the code. And a key.”
Ilya’s thumb stilled on his cheek. Of course he had. Careful, shy, brave Shane, offering the whole of himself in the only way he knew how, with a key and a four-digit code and a story about parades.
Ilya’s mouth curved.
“Da. You told me it was because of the Montreal parades. We both knew it was not.”
He pressed his forehead to Shane’s.
“I would do it again. I would leave Russia again tonight. I would get on that plane, and leave everything I had, every name I was given, everyone who called me a fool. I would come to you in the dark and carry you to bed and not say a word until you were asleep. That was the best decision of my life, Shane. It was the only one that was ever really mine. I would make it again. Every time.”
A tear ran out of the corner of Shane’s eye and into the dark hair by his ear, and Ilya caught the next one with his lips before it could follow. He did not look away.
Shane did not try to speak. The whole of his attention was fixed on Ilya’s face, learning it all over again: the blond curls, the ocean-blue eyes, the gold cross at his throat.
Ilya gave him the words slowly, one at a time, so that Shane could hold on to every one.
“I will choose you. Every time. Over and over again, in every year there is, in every house, in every city, in every language. You will never have to ask. I will never need to be told. And if there is another life after this one, if that was a doorway we saw tonight, and not a dream…”
At the very end his voice gave way at last, frayed and thick and shaking, and he did not try to steady it. The quiet afterwards was thick and warm, and neither of them tried to fill it.
“Then I will find you there too, Lyubimyy. I will find you. I will choose you again.”
Shane let out a breath that shook all the way through him, and then, of all the things in the world, he laughed. It was small and wet and disbelieving, and Ilya had never heard anything so beautiful. He lifted his trembling hand and laid it over Ilya’s heart, the way Levi had laid his on the dock.
“You already did. I watched you do it. You chose me there too.”
Ilya looked down at him, at his husband, wrecked and lovely in the first light with a bite on his ear and gold still caught somewhere at the back of his eyes, and felt his face go soft.
“Da. I did.”
He kissed him, slow and sure, and smiled against his mouth.
“Even in the next life, apparently.”
Shane laughed again, properly this time, and pulled him down, and Ilya went. He would always go.
Outside, the sun came up over the lake, and the loon called once across the water, and another called back. At Ilya’s back, a small boy with Ilya’s eyes and Shane’s freckles sighed in his sleep and wriggled closer, without waking, until he had a fistful of his Otousan’s shirt and his cold little feet pressed into the backs of Ilya’s knees, exactly like his Kaasan.
A blond head lifted on the far side of the nest, blinking, and Luca took one look at the pair of them, wet-faced and wrapped around each other in the dawn, and did not ask a single question.
He just crawled over the quilts in his pyjamas and lay down against Shane’s back, the way he had when he was new and frightened of everything, and Shane reached behind him without looking and found his hand, and Ilya stretched one long arm over all of them and took the whole lot in.
Behind them, under the patchwork quilt, Adrien slept on, starfished and snoring, one hand reaching after Luca across the empty space. He would be married by next summer. He would wake up in a minute and come looking. The house was full. It was the fullest house.
And they lived, Ilya thought, closing his eyes with his husband in his arms, happily ever after. In this life, and in the next one, and in every one after that.
He would make sure of it.
 
The  End…
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