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Cross-Checked by Fate

    by loveleighalissa

      Summary

      Shane Hollander has spent years building a quiet, careful life for himself and his daughter. He just focuses on work, parenting, and keeping Yuki safe in a world that has not always been kind to omegas like himself. Everything changes the moment Yuki slips away from him at a crowded public event and is found in the arms of star hockey player Ilya Rozanov, who handles her with a gentleness that leaves Shane unexpectedly unsteady.

What should have been a brief, awkward encounter becomes something far more complicated. Yuki adores Ilya on sight, and Ilya keeps showing up, offering small kindnesses, sending messages that turn into late-night conversations, and slipping into Shane's life with a warmth that feels dangerously easy.

Shane, who promised himself he would never rely on a stranger, let alone an alpha, finds himself drawn to the one man he should not want.



      Notes

        Did I watch all of Heated Rivalry over a single weekend, and for whatever reason, I could not get Shane and Ilya being girl dads out of my head? Yes, and now we're here.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






      

  












      Chapter 1: The Start of Their Season
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  When Shane’s mother told him that he learned to run before he walked and that he’d been faster than her, he thought she was being dramatic. He thought there was no way a toddler could be quicker than a grown-up.
Then he had Yuki and she learned to run.
He realizes it is less that she is faster then him and more that she always has a head start and is curious. His daughter is well-behaved most of the time, but she’s three and is still learning about the world around her. Shane does have one of those child leashes, but Yuki always tears up when he tries to put her in it, and then she asks him what she did wrong in her tiny, quiet voice that made Shane feel like the worst father ever and caves into removing it.
Instead he works with her and sets simple expectations, mainly that she holds his hand at all times and knows she can tug at his hand and he will stop whatever he’s doing to give her his full attention. He always stresses that it’s important she doesn’t leave his side, that he’d be really sad if they were separated, but if they ever were, she knows how to find him. She’s his pup, attuned to him in ways she doesn’t even understand yet, and he uses scent blockers that soften rather than erase his scent, leaving just enough of his earthy cedar and sweet maple scent, with a faint winter-cold undertone, for her to catch in a crowd if she needed to.
At home in Montreal, it works perfectly for them. But here in Minnesota, on the birthday trip his parents gifted him, everything feels different. His mother had insisted that he take a real vacation since he’s been working non stop since he opened his own architecture firm just over a year before he had Yuki. He’d tried to argue that he did take a break after Yuki was born, but his mother countered that maternity leave is not a vacation.
This trip isn’t a long one, just three days, not including the travel.
The two of them arrived yesterday, Yuki had done well on her first flight, mostly staying in her seat and watching Bluey. She didn’t doze off, there had been a bit too much turbulence, but he thinks she wasn’t too restless thanks to the airport play area where she was able to burn off some energy. She’d crashed into a nap once they arrived at the hotel his mother had booked them.
Tomorrow, he and Yuki are attending this hockey season's opening game between the Boston Raiders and the Minnesota Wilds.
Today they’re at the Mall of America. They’ve spent most of the late morning into the afternoon at the amusement park in the center of the building. Only leaving when Yuki became upset because Snoopy wasn’t there like he had been when Shane was her age, and his parents brought him here. They had still had a lot of fun at the park, and Shane managed to circumvent a tantrum by finding a Snoopy plushy for her, which he has in his backpack so it’s not lost before they get back to the hotel at the very least.
They’re wandering the mall a bit now, Shane careful to guide them away from the more crowded areas. Yuki insists that she can walk and not be carried as they head to their lunch, and Shane has absolute faith in her.
He feels her little hand pull away from him suddenly, without warning, and in the second it takes for him to look in her direction, Yuki has started running towards a crowd of people. Shane takes off after her, but Yuki is small and can weave through the crowd much faster than he can. Shane pushes through as best as he can, keeping his eyes on her until he loses sight of her, resorting to sniffing the air, thankful to the goddess that his pup’s scent is so distinct to him.
Yuki’s scent has traces of maple snow cream from his childhood, the cedarwood and pine needles reminiscent of the surroundings of the cottage he built for them, and the faintest hint of amber underneath it all. Shane’s thankful that her scent still bears many traces of him, but the unfamiliar scents that must have belonged to her alpha father help her scent standout to him even more, so even as he loses sight of her dark curls, he still knows where to go. Her trail leads him to two buff men, clearly guards, their arms folded, as they look at Shane with disdain as he approaches them.
“Excuse me, have you seen a toddler come by?” asks Shane, approaching them, his eyes moving over the space behind them, looking for any signs of his daughter.
“No,” says one, waiving him off without a care.
“I can smell her, can I-” Shane motions in the direction his daughter's scent leads.
“Absolutely not,” says the other guard, scoffing at Shane’s request, “There is no way some kid came this way.”
Shane feels his jaw tighten at their dismissal.
“She did, can you go look or get me someone who can?” Shane feels his pulse pounding beneath his skin, the old hockey player instinct coiling through him as it does. It never really leave you, even after leaving the sport professionally years ago, even after presenting as an omega.
He is not above shoving past these two, and maybe they can tell that, too.
“No. Step back, Sir,” demands the first guard. The way he spits out the word ‘Sir’ makes Shane’s skin crawl.
“She’s three fucking years old, and I know she went back there,” Shane snaps, raising his voice, “So either one of you goes to look for her, you let me do it, or you fucking get me someone who can go looking for her before my daughter gets hurt!”
Both guards square up, puffing themselves out like they expect him to back down. Shane doesn’t move. He’s built like an alpha, and right now, he knows he looks like one. Shoulders set, stance braced, every line of him saying try me.
The guards hesitate, just for a second.
“Is there a problem here?” asks a woman, her voice cutting through the tension as she approaches from behind the guards, looking between the three of them.
“No ma’am, this m-”
“Actually, yes,” Shane cuts in, stepping forward before they can dismiss him again. He forces his voice into something steadier, more controlled, “My three-year-old is missing, and I tracked her scent behind these men. I need someone to go look for her. I’m fine with waiting, I just need someone to go look.”
“I’ll go take a look for her. Do you have any photos of her?” asks the woman.
Shane fumbles for his phone, pulling up the picture he’d sent his mother that morning, Yuki with two perfectly even little space buns and the denim overalls his mother had bought her with her favorite pale yellow sweater.
The woman studies it for a moment before looking up at him again.
“What’s her name? Do you have a safety phrase I should say to her so she knows that you sent me?”
“Her name is Yuki Hollander. Tell her that I lost my snowflake,” says Shane, relief flooding into him. He could kiss this woman for asking all the right things.
She nods and disappears into the restricted area. Shane forces himself to breathe. Yuki’s scent isn’t fading, so she’s close but still too far for him to tell if she’s distressed, but steady enough to keep him from spiraling more.
The woman returns moments later, and the look on her face makes Shane’s stomach drop. Controlled panic, tightly reined in. She strides toward him.
“You can let him back,” she says to the guards. They huff but obey. She shoots them a sharp glare. “Expect leadership to have a conversation with both of you about your performance today.”
Shane barely registers the promise of correction for the assholes.
“Is my daughter okay?” he asks, a crack in his voice as he moves to the woman. If Yuki is hurt, especially with them being so far from home, he doesn’t know what he’ll do. Medically, he’s prepared; he is his mother’s son and has all the information any doctor would need to be able to attend to his daughter without making something worse due to not having her medical records. But after that? He can’t even think that far.
“She’s fine… just… it'll be easier to show you,” the woman says, guiding him around a corner and up a short set of stairs.
They emerge beside a small stage where players from the Boston Raiders and Minnesota Wilds are speaking to a host. Shane’s eyes sweep the platform and then he sees her. Yuki, tucked securely in the arms of a Boston Raiders player. He can’t tell which one from this angle, only the uniform colors. She’s clinging to the stranger like a koala.
Shane feels himself surges forward, but the woman gently stops him.
“I’m not sure when she snuck up there, but the players will be off in a couple minutes.”
He wants to argue, to demand they hand her down immediately, but he doesn’t. The woman is clearly shaken too, and she did find Yuki. And more importantly, Yuki looks perfectly content. Her scent is light and airy with happiness, not fear.
He and Yuki will be having a lengthy conversation once back at their hotel tonight, but this might end up being a funny story to tell at Yuki’s future wedding.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Five Minutes Prior
Ilya loves hockey, but he hates events like these.
It isn’t even a real press conference, those have gotten easier over the years, mostly because the press asks actual questions. This is just one presenter on a stage at the Mall of America, trying to hype up the first match of the season while a crowd watches. Ilya stands there with a few of his teammates and a handful of Minnesota Wild players, all of them pretending this is normal.
His smile is getting more forced by the second. He has to fight the urge to roll his eyes when the terrible presenter asks one of the Wild players what their “ideal mate type” is. Ilya has no idea what the fuck that has to do with hockey or tomorrow’s game.
It’s been like this the whole event.
Bad questions, worse delivery.
Ilya was done from the moment it started. The very first question had been directed at the Wild’s captain, who is mated and expecting a pup. And this shitty presenter had the nerve to ask about birthing plans and what he’d do if his mate went into labor during a game. It was invasive, inappropriate, and none of the crowd’s business. That kind of thing is for his mate and the coach to know, not a mall full of strangers.
The whole event feels like an intrusion, nothing to do with hockey at all. And on top of that, the presenter keeps using idioms that make no sense to Ilya, something about biting skin and beating shrubbery.
He wishes Svetlana were here to translate whatever nonsense this man is saying.
Ilya glances toward the exit, considering how easily he could escape without notice before the presenter gets a chance to ask him a stupid question.
“Daddy,” says a small voice as tiny fingers tug at his pants.
He looks down to find a little girl staring up at him with huge blue eyes and freckles scattered across her cheeks, the kind of face that makes him want to scoop her up and coo at her the way he does with his niece. He does not, of course. He doesn’t know this child, and it would be wildly inappropriate. Not to mention the rumors that would explode if he so much as picked up a stranger’s kid onstage right now.
But how the hell did she get on the stage?
Do they not have security?
“And who do we have here?” the presenter asks, suddenly at Ilya’s side and bending toward the girl. She immediately ducks behind Ilya’s legs, and because children this young never wear scent blockers, he catches the faint, sharp note of distress coming off her. He motions the presenter back before kneeling to her level.
“Where are your mama and papa?” he asks gently, scanning the crowd. Dozens of faces stare back with open curiosity, but none of them show recognition. No one steps forward. No one calls out for her.
That worries him more than anything.
Who lets their child wander off like this?
And again, how did she get this far without anyone stopping her?
“Papa,” echoes the girl, tilting her head to the side
“Your parents are where?” Ilya asks, hoping she understands him. Maybe she doesn’t speak English. She studies him for a moment, sniffing the air, and then she suddenly launches herself at him, tiny arms wrapping around his neck, tucking her face into the crook where his scent gland sits.
He freezes. He knows from his niece that young children find comfort in their parents’ scent, but this is unexpected.
“Ilya, do you know this girl?” the presenter asks, and Ilya catches the eager twinkle in the man’s eyes, as if he’s hoping Ilya is about to reveal a secret family or something else scandalous.
“No. She is separated from her family, and I must smell similar to one of her parents,” he says, shifting to stand while keeping the girl where she is. He has no idea what else to do with her, but the distress he’d smelled moments ago has vanished, so he decides not to move her. “Let’s continue. Will find her parents after we’re done.”
“Oh… okay,” the presenter says, deflating at the dismissal before turning back to the crowd. The rest of the interview and Q&A drags on, the presenter focusing on the others while Ilya scans the audience for any frantic parent searching for this little girl. He sees no one.
The thought makes his stomach twist.
Was this little girl abandoned here?
Finally, the presenter wraps up the event and everyone begins filing offstage. Ilya is one of the last to leave, taking the steps slowly so he doesn’t jostle her or risk dropping her. He rounds the corner into the backstage area and finds himself staring at possibly the most beautiful alpha he’s ever seen.
“Yuki,” the man says, practically charging toward him. The girl looks up and beams at the man, but she doesn’t let go of Ilya, “You know you can’t just run off from Daddy.
“I found Daddy,” the girl chirps.
“You her parent?” Ilya asks, feeling a small, irrational pang of disappointment. If this man is mated, then even if Ilya managed to get him into bed, the sex would be subpar for the alpha, and Ilya does not do subpar sex.
“Yes. I’m her dad, Shane. And I’m sorry she interrupted your event. She slipped away, and I couldn’t stop her,” the man says, finally looking at Ilya. There’s a flicker of recognition, but Shane looks away too quickly for Ilya to tell if he’s a fan or just someone who watches enough hockey to know his face. Shane turns back to his daughter, “Yuki, can you let this man go, please?”
“No,” says the girl, tightening her grip and burying her face in Ilya’s neck again.
“Yuki, you’re being rude. I’m sure Ilya has somewhere he needs to be,” Shane says, confirming that he definitely knows who Ilya is. “Sorry. She’s usually more behaved than this.”
“Daddy and I are going to A&W to get a root beer float,” Yuki announces, turning back to Ilya before leaning in to whisper, “I’ll end up having most of it because it’s not ginger ale, which is Daddy’s favorite.”
“Root beer floats are delicious,” Ilya says, smiling at her, mentally noting that her father likes ginger ale, and she beams back.
“Do you want to join us? Daddy said we can even get cheese curds, but I’ll eat most of them because Daddy is on a mi-co-biom diet and can’t have cheese,” she says, glancing at her father as if checking her pronunciation of the word she absolutely butchered.
“Yuki!” Shane doesn’t look embarrassed, more like he’s surprised by her.
“Please, Daddy,” she pleads, leaning into Ilya and batting her eyelashes towards her father. Ilya is relieved she isn’t his child; he would fold instantly. Honestly, if her father agrees to this, he'll join them.
One; he doesn’t have plans for the afternoon.
Two; the girl is adorable, and her father is sexy.
“Yuki, he probably has plans,” replies Shane, giving Ilya an apologetic look.
“No plans,” Ilya replies, eyeing the man, seeing Shane’s expression shift, surprised and unsure if Ilya is serious.
“See! Please, Daddy!” pleads the girl, giving her father a pout so effective that Ilya finds himself unconsciously mirroring it.
Shane sighs, glancing around at the people watching them.
“Fine. He can come with us. But you need to let him go.”
Yuki nods and releases Ilya reluctantly, practically falling into her father’s waiting arms as she does.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Of all the people his daughter could have run to, she had to find Ilya Rozanov, probably one of the best hockey players currently playing professionally.
And she invites him to A&W with them.
“Have you had A&W before?” she asks, peering at Ilya from Shane’s arms as they walk through the mall.
“I have not,” replies Ilya. Yuki gasps, staring at Shane like Ilya just committed a crime, “Is it good?”
“It’s so yummy!” Yuki declares. “My Grandpa takes me after daycare when Granny can’t come, and we eat cheese curds and share a big root beer float. Daddy said we could go if I was good today.”
“Running off isn’t exactly being good,” Shane says gently, no heat in his voice.
“I found Ilya,” she replies, as if that erases the entire incident. She reaches her little hand toward Ilya, who gives her a soft smile and touches his fingertips to hers. She beams, then looks at Shane, “Daddy, I can walk, please?”
Shane hesitates. A part of him is still shaken from the day, afraid she’ll bolt again, afraid he’ll lose her in the crowd.
But today was an oddity.
“Okay, Snowdrop. But you cannot let go of my hand this time. Not until we’re seated.”
“Pinky promise,” Yuki says, holding out her pinky. Shane hooks his around hers and presses her little finger to his lips to seal it, silently thanking his dad for teaching her that a sealed pinky promise is sacred. He sets her down; she grabs his hand immediately and reaches for Ilya’s with the other.
Ilya lets her take his hand, glancing up at Shane as if asking permission. Shane nods, and Yuki tugs them both forward, determined to lead the way even though she has no idea where she’s going. Shane gently steers her toward A&W.
“Why don’t you two find a place to sit while I order?” Shane offers, figuring the least he can do is buy Ilya something for all the trouble of the day.
“I want to look at menu,” replies Ilya, already looking at the board.
“Cheese curds,” Yuki advises, looking up at Ilya, before turning to Shane, “We should get the large order with honey mustard and BBQ.”
“A large order with honey mustard and barbecue?” Shane repeats, suddenly worried Ilya might think he lets his daughter inhale that much food.
“Yeah! And a large root beer float so we can all share,” Yuki says, smiling at Ilya. Shane’s eyes go wide. There is no chance that he and Yuki would get through a large root beer float just the two of them.
“Snowdrop, we’re getting a small float that you and I will share,” Shane says, giving Ilya an apologetic look.
“But that’s not going to be enough!” Yuki argues, genuinely distressed.
“Between you and me, a small float will be plenty,” Shane assures her, knowing he’ll barely have any of it anyway.
“But what about Ilya?” demands Yuki, “He’s sharing too!”
“I’m sharing?” Ilya asks, looking at her. Yuki nods enthusiastically. Ilya smiles, then steps to the counter, “Large float and cheesy curd.”
“With honey mustard and BBQ, please,” Yuki adds, beaming up at Ilya.
Shane opens his mouth, closes it, opens it again. He should tell Ilya no. He should insist that Ilya get something separate from them. Shane isn’t famous, but he can’t imagine it’s good for Ilya to be seen sharing a drink with a random omega and his kid.
He finally finds his voice when he sees Ilya pulling out his card.
“Let me pay, as an apology for today,” Shane says, reaching for his wallet.
“No,” says Ilya, tapping his own card before Shane could even get his wallet out of his pocket.
“But-”
“No buts,” says Ilya, “Your pup gave you a scare. Let me pay for curds and treats.”
Shane stares at him, unsure how to respond.
Yes, Yuki gave him the worst scare of his fucking life, but that doesn’t erase the fact that she interrupted something formal and important. He has no idea how to process Ilya brushing all of that aside and focusing only on Shane’s fear of losing his daughter.
“Daddy, can I sit next to Ilya?” Yuki asks, cutting through his thoughts.
“Sure, if Ilya’s okay with it,” Shane says, glancing at the other man.
“Would be an honor,” replies Ilya, picking up the number the cashier handed him.
“Honor?” Yuki echoes, looking to Shane for an explanation. He’s always surprised when she doesn’t know a word; his parents do word puzzles with her constantly, and she knows vocabulary that most three-year-olds wouldn’t, even if she struggles to pronounce some of it.
“It can mean a lot of things,” Shane says, eyes flicking to Ilya as they walk toward a booth. “But I think Ilya means it’s… special to him.”
“It’s special?” asks Yuki, her eyes twinkling as she looks at Ilya.
“Ya, it’s very special,” he confirms. Yuki makes a little sound, something like a purr, though not quite right, and Shane catches the wildflower note in her scent, the one that only appears when she’s really excited or happy.
Yuki picks a booth tucked slightly away from the mall walkway, and Shane is grateful for the privacy. She tugs his hand; he looks down immediately. She glances back at him, checking if she’s allowed to let go. He nods, already missing the warmth of her hand as she slides into the booth. Her attention snaps to Ilya, waiting for him to join her.
Ilya looks to Shane before he does, as if giving Shane a final chance to change his mind about him sitting with his daughter.
Shane slides into the opposite side in answer, setting his bookbag beside him. Ilya takes the seat next to Yuki. Once they’re settled, Yuki wastes no time interrogating the hockey star beside her.
“Do you like Snoopy?” she starts, likely gearing up to lament not meeting him.
“Ya, I like dogs,” replies Ilya, “Do you like Snoopy?”
“I love Snoopy!” says Yuki, lighting up, “Granny took Daddy to his camp when he was little, but it’s not here anymore, so I didn’t get to meet him… but Daddy did find me a Snoopy squishy!”
“Squishy?” Ilya repeats, looking at Shane in confusion.
He finds it unexpectedly endearing that Ilya is asking him about words like Yuki does.
“It’s a stuffed animal, she calls anything soft that she can squish a squishy,” explains Shane.
“Ah. You get to keep this Snoopy, might be better than meeting him one time,” Ilya says. Yuki thinks about it, then nods solemnly.
“Do you have a puppy?” she asks, glancing at Shane with an unspoken question. He shakes his head no, knowing she wants a dog, and maybe someday they could, but not now.
“I plan to get one when I retire,” Ilya says. “But not yet. Work keeps me too busy.”
“What do you do?”
“Hockey.”
“My daddy used to play hockey,” Yuki says proudly, “Granny says he would’ve been the best, but they dis-crum-nate omegas.” She looks to Shane to confirm the pronunciation. He smiles, fairly certain she doesn’t know what the word means, but she knows the tone his mother uses when she says it.
Ilya’s gaze snaps to Shane.
“You’re omega?” he asks and Shane meets his eyes. There’s no judgment there, just something softer, startled, warm. A flicker of heat, but nothing predatory. Nothing that makes Shane feel cornered.
“Yeah,” Shane says quietly, grateful they’re both wearing scent blockers. He doesn’t want to imagine what his scent might be doing right now or how Ilya’s might sway him if he could smell it.
Though he is curious what Ilya’s pheromones smell like.
A teenager approaches their table, cutting the tension as he drops off their food, scoops the number off the table, mumbles enjoy, and walks away. Shane breaks eye contact with Ilya and immediately moves to open the dips before Yuki can try and inevitably spill them, given her still-developing hand-eye coordination.
He places the two sauces where she can easily reach them, then glances at the soft sweater she’s wearing. The sleeves aren’t long, but they’re long enough to dip into the sauces, and that would make Yuki miserable. She has some sensory sensitivities, and when she gets overwhelmed, she shuts down and just cries. A sticky feeling on her hands or clothes are one of her biggest triggers.
“Snowdrop, should we take your sweater off and push your sleeves up?” he asks, miming the motions. Yuki thinks for a moment, then starts tugging the sweater off in agreement.
“I can help,” Ilya offers, turning toward her without a second thought. Shane pauses, watching as Ilya gently helps Yuki out of her sweater without being asked by either.
“Oh, um, thank you. I’ll… go get us napkins and forks,” Shane says, retreating toward the napkin station. He grabs what they need, plus extra napkins, because Yuki’s fork skills are still a work in progress, and heads back to the booth.
He slows as he approaches the booth, the sight hitting him harder than he expects.
Ilya is bent toward Yuki, carefully rolling her sleeves up past her elbows. Her sweater rests on his shoulder. He murmurs something that makes her giggle. She leans into him like she’s known him her whole life, and he accepts it without hesitation. Feeling steady, gentle, natural.
Too natural.
It looks like a snapshot from a life that isn’t his, a life he has no business wanting with a man he just met who lives in another country.
Shane forces himself to move, hoping the warmth rising in his face isn’t obvious. He slips back into the booth, opening the plastic around the fork as Ilya finishes settling Yuki. She lifts her arm to show both men that she’s ready.
“Here you go,” Shane says, handing her the fork. He eyes the curds; some are pretty big, and he wonders what Ilya would think if he cut them up.
“How do you eat this cheese?” Ilya asks, watching Yuki adjust her grip.
“I’ll show you,” she says. She selects a smaller curd, spears it, holds it up so Ilya can see, dips it into the honey mustard, again making sure he sees, then pops it into her mouth. Shane watches her chew, always a little afraid she’s taken too big a bite or won’t chew enough and might choke. When she finishes, she beams at Ilya and goes back to eating without demonstrating any longer.
Ilya picks up one of the forks Shane brought, unwraps it, and follows her example, except he chooses a larger piece. Shane watches his face twist into a brief scowl before he nods and makes a sound of agreement with Yuki’s delight.
Shane smiles at the two of them, letting himself live in this fantasy for just a moment as he puts the straws into their float. Yuki reaches for it, takes a long sip, and looks at Shane.
He sees something in her eyes, wheels turning.
“Ilya, are you single?” she asks, fluttering her lashes. Ilya looks surprised but smiles.
“Da, am single,” he says, probably assuming she’s about to ask him to be her boyfriend or something equally cute a toddlet might do.
But Shane knows his daughter better.
“Daddy’s single too,” Yuki announces, and Shane, even expecting it, feels like throwing himself off a cliff. She recently learned that most people have two parents and has been on a mission ever since.
“Daddy’s single, too?” Ilya echoes, his gaze shifting to Shane. It’s the same look he had when he learned Shane is an omega, but now there’s something else in it as his eyes rake over Shane.
Heat pools low in Shane’s gut, almost uncomfortably.
“Yuki, we’ve talked about this,” says Shane, forcing himself to look away from the alpha and focus on his daughter.
“But he’d be perfect!” she insists, wounded.
“I’m perfect?” Ilya asks, glancing at her.
“Yeah! You smell good, you like Snoopy, you want a dog,” Yuki says, tapping her fingertips. Her eyes flick to Shane at the mention of the dog, then back to Ilya. “Also, you like hockey like Daddy, and we’re going to the game tomorrow… maybe you could join us!”
She looks thrilled at her idea.
“The game tomorrow?” Ilya asks, looking up at Shane. “You are coming to opener?”
“Yeah, we came here from Montreal,” Shane says, hesitant. He looks at Yuki. “He wouldn’t be able to join us.”
“Why not? It would be so much fun!” Yuki protests.
“I’m playing in game,” Ilya says, sitting taller. Yuki lights up.
“You’re playing? Are you famous?”
“Da, am famous,” Ilya replies with a smug smile. Yuki gasps and looks at her dad to gauge how big a deal this is.
“He’s as famous as Uncle Hayden,” Shane says, already reaching for his bag. Yuki waits, she knows what’s coming, until he pulls out the autograph book his mother gave him as a child. It went unused then, but Yuki claimed it the moment his mother told her that an autograph was a signature from someone famous that she cared about.
Yuki took that to mean signatures from people she loves and sometimes famous people. She made his parents sign it, then Shane, then Hyden Pike and his whole family at their annual barbecue. The crown jewel is her Auntie Rose Landry’s signature.
“Sign my book?” she asks, taking the book and a pen from Shane and offering them to Ilya.
“Are you demanding or asking?” Shane reminds gently.
“Oh! Ilya, will you please sign my book?” Yuki corrects, smiling at Ilya.
“Da,” says Ilya, gently taking her book. His eyes flick up to Shane’s, before looking back at the book, “What seats are you in tomorrow?”
“Why?” asks Shane, unsure why Ilya needs to know.
“Can ask other Raider to sign book. If okay, I take and bring back, but need to know where to bring back,” Ilya explains, looking at Yuki, who lights up at the idea of more signatures of famous people.
“Please, Daddy, please?” she begs, eyes huge to help her case. Shane wants to ask her to name a Raider other than Ilya, prove she actually cares about the whole team, but he doesn’t. This is not the battle he wants to fight.
He pulls up the tickets and shows his phone screen to Ilya.
“Those are bad,” Ilya says, glancing at the screen, then back at Shane.
“They’re not bad. We’ll have a good line of sight,” Shane argues, glaring. Ilya opens his mouth to argue back, but a buzz from his pocket interrupts him. He checks it and sighs.
“They are, but I must go,” he says, standing and carefully picking up Yuki’s book. “Coach is yelling. Will see you two tomorrow.”
“You promise?” Yuki asks, eyes bright as she extends her pinky toward him.
“Da. Will return this book with many signatures,” Ilya promises, hooking his pinky around hers and giving her a soft smile. He lets go and turns to Shane, his expression shifts, darker, warmer, something that curls heat low in Shane’s stomach.
“See you tomorrow, Shane Hollander.”
Shane doesn’t trust himself to speak. He gives a quick nod, heat wrapping around him at the sound of his name in Ilya’s voice.
It’s only after Ilya walks away, leaving him and Yuki alone, that Shane realizes that he never told Ilya his last name.
So how the hell did he know it?
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
Shane has a long list of reasons he hates being an omega, but the top three that have never changes are losing his lifelong dream, having to scramble for a plan B for his life, and dealing with a heat every three months.
Heats are unbearable.
They last about a week on average, and he spends that week feeling hot, empty, and desperate. When he first presented, they were easier, before he understood what his body was craving, before he knew what was missing. Once he figured it out, he was freshly an adult and tried with a female alpha. He hated every second of it. He’ll admit the knot gave him the deep, aching relief he’d been desperate for, but everything else felt wrong.
He chose to suffer for years, relying on heat toys instead of trying again with another alpha. They helped, but not enough. Then one day, his father casually mentions a study showing that omegas who use heat partners tend to live longer and be healthier. Shane waved it off at first, assuming it was nonsense, but later he looked into it.
It wasn’t one study. It was several.
Which is how he ended up, begrudgingly, on the CycleCare Registry, a website and app that helps omegas safely find alphas for heats, and alphas find omegas for ruts. When the app finishes downloading, he opens it. The screen offers three options: log in, create an account, or contact support. He taps Create Account, and the screen fades into rolling text, each line appearing for a few seconds before dissolving into the next:
Support for heats, ruts, and atypical cycles. Your cycle deserves care. All partners are verified and screened. You remain in control at every stage.
The first profile page is Basic Information that one would expect: name, age, genders, and cycle duration. The next page is Cycle Safety Preferences, which begins with bold text reminding him that all heat partners must use birth control and complete a health screening within the week before meeting. He has to confirm he understands before continuing.
He works through the questions one by one. He requires his partner to wear scent blockers; he hated the last alpha’s scent, which clashed horribly with his own. He marks that he wears scent blockers too. He needs an experienced partner, someone who knows what they’re doing, because he certainly doesn’t. He needs someone who can stay the full duration; why would he want someone leaving halfway through? For his emergency contact, he puts his mother, the obvious choice.
The next section is Medical & Comfort Questions. He has no allergies. He needs a quiet environment. He needs verbal reassurance. He does have sensory sensitivities to bright light overwhelms him during heats, even though he can normally handle it. When asked if he needs aftercare, he hesitates. He wants to say yes, but that feels like too much trust to place in a stranger, so he marks it optional. When asked if he’s comfortable with physical closeness during peak cycle, he marks unsure.
He skips the optional Scent Profile section; both he and his partner will be wearing blockers anyway.
The final page is Boundaries. In the “I am very comfortable with…” section, he selects kissing, cuddling, and dirty talk. In the “I need my partner to avoid…” section, he selects all the physical-abuse items like strangulation. Everything else he leaves neutral.
The app flashes a congratulations message for completing his profile, then moves to Partner Preferences. He selects Alpha for secondary gender. Primary gender makes him pause. He’s never really been interested in anyone, too focused on hockey before presenting, then too focused on school afterward. The handful of girlfriends he had were disasters. After a long breath, he taps Male. He sets the age range to within a couple of years of his own.
The last category is Temperament. He knows he should choose someone gentle, heats are brutal enough, but part of him wouldn’t mind someone capable of manhandling him a little. He thinks about it for a long time before choosing gentle.
He can always change it later.
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  The van the team is using while in Minneapolis is waiting for him, the engine running, as Ilya approaches. He gets in quietly, the door closes as he moves to an open seat, noticing the other players who were at the event are chattering, not caring that he’s late or they were delayed in leaving.
Coach DeJourneys waits until they’re on the short road back to the hotel, then sits beside him and speaks in a low, steady voice.
“Rozanov,” he says, “You want to tell me why you just disappeared like that? Without even a word?”
“Was handling something,” he replies, keeping his eyes forward, aware of his teammates sitting around him.
“I know you handled something; a kid got past everyone to get onstage. Security and their management told me they apologized for letting her slip past them. I’m not asking about that,” DeJourneys says with a huff, “What I’m asking is, why did you disappear after the kid was already back with her father?”
Ilya stiffens, surprised DeJourneys knows that Shane took his daughter back so quickly. The man wasn’t backstage, at least that he saw. He feels like the van goes quiet; he doesn’t hear anyone joking anymore, and he doesn’t see any of them move. Ilya finds himself wondering if one of them is a traitor who tattled on him to DeJourneys.
“You’re this team’s captain,” DeJourneys says, “You know if something happens, you should tell me. You don’t just vanish without a word. Especially not before a game.”
Ilya doesn’t answer, just nods in understanding.
“Look, I’m glad you helped, but at least let Cliff or fucking someone know.”
“Understood,” Ilya speaks, not letting the obvious disappointment in DeJourneys’s voice weigh on him, instead thinking about the little girl and father whom he left to get on this stupid van.
“Good,” DeJourneys says. “Because tomorrow, I need you locked in.”
Ilya stays quiet for the rest of the ride, listening to his teammates talk, not registering it. The little girl's autograph book presses against his side, reminding him of the pinky promise he made to her. His mind goes back to her father, realizing he didn’t see Shane eat or drink anything; the man’s sole focus was on Yuki and her enjoyment.
When they reach the hotel, he heads straight to his room. Once in the room, he finds himself standing just in the threshold for a long moment, still holding the autograph book, looking at it for the first time since he watched Shane pull it out of his book bag. 
It’s a well-kept vintage 90s Disney one, blue with Mickey and friends smiling across the cover. He wonders if it had been Shane’s first. Or maybe Yuki’s other parent, whom he doesn’t dwell on for long, not liking the feelings trying to push through to the surface when he does.
He places it gently on the hotel dresser and steps back, almost afraid to touch it again. It looks out of place in the plain room. It's like it’s too personal, too bright, too soft for the space he’s occupying.
He drags a hand over his face; he needs to move.
He changes into workout gear and heads to the hotel gym. It’s empty, making it easy for him to throw himself into a punishing routine: treadmill sprints, heavy bag work, resistance training. Anything to burn off the restless energy burning under his skin.
Anything to dull the ache he feels, but it doesn’t work.
Every time he pauses to catch his breath, he feels tiny arms around his neck and hears her calling him Ilya, as if she already trusts him. And worst of all, he keeps seeing Shane’s tired, gentle eyes, grateful to find his daughter safe and sound.
He hits the bag harder. 
After an hour, he gives up, goes back upstairs, and takes a shower. The hot water should help, but all he can think of is the beautiful father with tired eyes. He thinks of those tired brown eyes looking at him. They’re gentle, but steady. He thinks of what he would feel if those eyes traced his body.
He thinks of the man’s lips. He thinks of what they would feel like against his own, how they’d feel sucked between his teeth, the quiet moans the man might make when he would nip at them, how his name would sound on them if Ilya touched him.
“Ебать,” he swears, his hand already on his erection.
(Fuck)
Ilya lets his eyes flutter close, hand moving, thinking of the broad shoulders sturdy from having to carry the weight of the whole world alone. How he’d look pressed against the wall, Ilya kissing his neck, breathing in his mystery scent, while Ilya’s fingers are buried inside him, working him open.
The man is an omega; he’s be wet for him, soaked if Ilya had any say, slick dripping down his thighs. Ilya would lick it off his skin, savor the taste, working his way up the man’s thigh, kissing his skin, tongue dragging when he has to lap up Shane’s taste. 
He wants to know what that taste is.
He imagines the whimper that would escape the omega’s lips when he pushes his tongue into him. He’d be open from Ilya’s fingers, ready for Ilya’s cock, Ilya’s tongue would lick into him with ease. He’s confident he’d pull an orgasm out of the man with just his tongue and pheromones. Shane would probably be a mess, the shower water starting to wash it away.
Ilya wouldn’t have that.
He’d press Shane against the wall of this shower, the man would still be sensitive from the orgasm, probably would purr for him as Ilya gets him back into his previous position. Ilya would push into Shane, bottoming out because he’s ready for him, his body pressed against the omega’s. He’d savor the moment, the sounds that Shane would make when he’s inside him, mouth moving over the skin on his back.
Eventually, probably after Shane’s hips buck in demand, he’d start to move, starting shallow and enjoying Shane’s warmth, whispering into Shane’s ear all his filthy thoughts. It would only be when Shane begs for him to fuck into him harder that he’d pick up the pace, using Shane’s sounds and scent to make the omega into a mess that he can take to bed when they’re done.
The vision of Shane, wet from the shower and spent with a pleased look, now reliant on Ilya to take care of him, sends Ilya over the edge, cumming into his hand.
He stands in the warm water, letting it wash away the traces of his fantasy. He sighs in relief, something having lifted after he came, and finishes cleaning himself up. He’d already agreed to have dinner with Cliff Marleau, probably the only person on the team he feels close to, granted it’s still a shallow friendship, and knowing Cliff, it will more so be some food to ensure the alcohol they share doesn’t totally fuck them over tomorrow.
When he does eventually get back into his room after drinking with Cliff, the sun has fully set, and he just needs to go to sleep now. He sits on the bed, his eyes looking at the book still waiting on the dresser. He reaches for it, gently turning the first page, stopping at Shane’s signature on the second page. It’s steady, practical, and a little too neat for someone who will someday have a teenager who might feel the need to forge it, but something about it is still precise with deliberate strokes.
He has to remind himself that he has a responsibility to his team to rest and shift his focus to getting rest.
But instead, he grabs his phone and calls Svetlana. 
She joined the marketing team a few months ago, or maybe another office job… he never really asked, and it’s never really come up. Whatever her title is, he knows she can help with what he wants to do for Shane and his daughter.
She answers on the second ring. 
“You’re supposed to be asleep, Rozanov. Or at least pretending to be,” she teases.
“I need seats moved,” he says, skipping any proper greeting.
“Hello to you too,” she says, with feigned exasperation.
“You did not say hello either, but I need seats moved for tomorrow’s game,” he insists on, and she sighs, probably rolling her eyes at him from where she is in Boston.
“What seats?” she asks, giving in to him quicker than he expected, but she probably hopes that he’ll leave her alone sooner, probably has plans he’s keeping her from. He gives her the ticket info, the seat numbers, and Shane’s name. She’s typing until he says Shane’s name as he saw it on the ticket, then pauses for a moment before she speaks, “These seats aren't yours?”
“I know.”
“Then whose?” she asks, and he can envision the look on her face. Knowing and curious about what he’s doing, no longer in a hurry to appease him.
“Kid and father,” he says, trying to be nonchalant.
“And you remember their names?” she asks, and Ilya feels himself stiffening at her tone, knowing what she’s getting at.
“I remember sometimes.”
“Иногда, конечно,” she says, her voice warm, but there is a sharpness to it.
(Sometimes, my ass)
“Отвали,” he scowls, knowing he’s giving her what she wants, but what choice does he have if he wants to get his way, “Move them to penalty box side on visitor side, closer to game.”
(Back off)
“Why?” she asks, her tone sounding like honey trying to trap him further.
“Better view for kid,” he replies, shrugging as he says it.
“Which kid?” she asks, her tone giving away that she’s luring him in.
“Little girl. Yuki,” he replies, accepting his fate.
“What a pretty name,” Svetlana says, her tone sharp and playful. “But you don’t do this for fans.”
“She is not fan,” he replies, recalling how Yuki didn’t know who he was and had to ask her father to confirm he was famous.
“Then who is she?” asks Svetlana, knowing she has the power in this conversation. He hesitates; he doesn’t know how to explain it and not sure he’s even ready to try to explain it.
“She was lost and she trusted me,” he says, thinking back to her approaching him on the stage.
“You like kids, and I think they can sense that. But even so, this is a lot for someone who isn’t a fan,” Svetlana says, her voice softening.
“I like kids,” he repeats, nodding his head before adding, “I have niece.”
“You see your niece maybe once a year when you fly home for the holidays and spend the whole trip texting me about how you want to escape or at a club to avoid your father and brother.”
“That is more complicated,” he says with a wince, knowing she’s right, but he hates admitting it.
“It always is with your family,” she says softly. Svetlana knows everything about him and his family. Their fathers knew where close, close enough that he and Svetlana grew up together, and their fathers wanted them to marry, but Russia doesn’t allow same sex relationships for either primary or secondary genders.
Still, he remembers sobbing into her shoulder at 12 years old, the only safe place in all of Russia for him to do so.
He doesn’t want to think about Alexei’s constant requests for money, his father fading every day, getting angrier and more confused, Polina’s clipped updates on his father that he’s never asked for and frankly doesn’t want, or how he wishes he never had to go back, even when his own guilt forces him to.
He doesn’t want to think about any of it.
“Move the seats,” he says, because it’s easier.
“Fine. I’ll do it for you,” Svetlana sighs, and he hears her typing again, a long pause lingering between them, neither hanging up, “Is that all?”
“I need things.”
“What kind of things?”
“Merch for kid, whatever we have, and ginger ale for father,” he says, remembering Yuki whispering to him about Shane liking the drink.
“Боже мой,” she makes a noise halfway between a groan and a laugh, “Ilya, this is how people end up with families.”
(My god)
“Is not like that,” he mumbles, heat crawling up his neck.
“Mm-hmm,” hums Svetlana.
“It’s not,” he insists, though he knows he’s lying on some level. 
“Ты уже привязался,” her voice is gentle as she speaks, and he freezes, knowing she’s right on some level. 
(You’re already attached)
“Нет,” he forces out after a beat, not ready to face that. It’s too soon, and he doesn’t know if he’ll even see these two after tomorrow.
(No)
“You’ll fall harder than you think,” she warns gently, her worry for him obvious in her voice, “And you don’t have room for more heartache.”
“I’m fine,” he insists, not liking the sobering feeling this conversation is giving him.
“You say that now,” she sighs, and he doesn’t answer. After another moment, she exhales again, “I’ll get the merch bag and treats ready for them on your behalf. Any specifics?”
“Raiders Merch for kid,” he offers, unsure what else she could mean.
“Боже мой,” she groans, “Ilya, how old is this kid?”
(My god)
“Small,” he says, not able to give more. He never thought to ask, he doesn’t know.
“I need a number, not an adjective.”
“Three? Four?” he rubs a hand over his face, gauging by her size, he makes the guess.
“You don’t know?” says Svetlana, her tone indicating surprise.
“She is tiny,” he insists, defensive even, “Like… very tiny.”
“So toddler sizing, I’ll figure it out,” Svetlana laughs as he hears typing on the other end, “And the father?”
“What about him?” retorts Ilya.
“If I’m moving seats and giving out free merch to his kid, I should probably know something about him, too, don’t you think? What if he’s a psycho?”
“He is not psycho,” Ilya snaps, offended at her even trying to suggest that Shane could be a psycho.
“So you’ve checked him out,” she replies, her intent with the question clear to him.
“I talked to him,” says Ilya, glaring at her through the phone.
“Uh-huh,” Her voice warms with mischief. “И о чём же вы говорили?”
(And what did you talk about?)
“Nothing,” he replies, thinking about how he really didn’t speak to Shane. Yuki dominated the conversation with him, pulling her dad in here and there, but otherwise, Shane remained a silent observer of them.
“Ни о чём?” she repeats, amused.
(Nothing)
“Nothing,” he repeats and confirms.
“Is he married?” she asks, with an almost sing-song tone as she does.
“No.”
“Taken?”
“No,” he answers too quickly.
“You answered that fast,” she says, jumping on his quick reply, and he scowls at the wall across from him, pretending it was her.
“He said he is single,” he replies, recalling the sudden rush of excitement when Yuki announced that her father was single and that she wanted him to be her other Daddy.
“And you remembered.”
“Was conversation,” he mutters.
“In the middle of a crisis, you remembered his relationship status,” she teases, and he wants to counter that it was after the crisis, while they were sitting at a booth eating fried cheese and a root beer float he never even got to try.
“Отвали,” he says instead.
(Back off)
“You’re cute when you’re flustered,” she laughs, delighted.
“I am not flustered.”
“You are absolutely flustered.”
“Just get toddler things,” he snaps, gritting his teeth.
“Mm-hmm, for the tiny child you definitely don’t care about. And not at all for her very single father, who you definitely did not check out.”
“Хватит.”
(Enough)
“I’m teasing… mostly,” she softens, just a little, “But in all seriousness, is he trouble?” 
“No,” Ilya says, then adds before he can stop himself, “He is… tired. And seems gentle.”
There’s a beat of silence on the line, the kind that means Svetlana has just heard far more than he meant to say, and she’s processing it before she speaks.
“Tired and gentle,” she repeats, her voice warm and gentle, “Mm-hmm. Sounds very dangerous.”
“Прекрати.”
(Enough)
“Okay, I’ll get the merch bag ready,” she agrees, letting it go and pushing him further, “Go to sleep now.”
“Da,” he says and ends their call. He sets the autograph book on the nightstand and goes to the minibar. He twists the cap off a tiny bottle of vodka and drinks half in one swallow; it burns, so he drinks the rest. 
It’s not enough to get drunk again, just enough to quiet his thoughts. He lies down, staring at the ceiling until the alcohol softens the edges of his thoughts enough to let sleep drag him under. It’s a shallow, restless sleep, full of flickering images he can’t hold onto. 
A child’s hand in his. 
A man’s tired eyes. 
The echo of a small voice calling for him.
He wakes before his alarm, and he feels like he slept in pieces, none of them deep. But he’s steady enough to stand and move. Certainly steady enough to gently pick up the autograph book and head downstairs. His team is scattered across tables with various items offered by the hotel for breakfast.
Conversations pause when he walks in, not because he’s intimidating, but because he’s never down this early. He sits, and his teammates eye him like he’s grown a second head.
“Morning, Cap,” a rookie says cautiously.
“Need signatures,” Ilya says, skipping a greeting as he puts the autograph book on the table. There’s a moment of stunned silence, then everyone starts talking at once.
“Oh my god.”
“Is that Mickey Mouse?”
“Captain Softie strikes again.”
“Who’s the kid?”
“Is this for your niece?”
“Wait, is this the kid from yester—”
“Sign,” Ilya says flatly, cutting off the teasing, and they do, eagerly, teasing him the whole time.
“This is adorable, man,” says one of the players, flipping through the pages before he signs.
“You’re gonna make some kid’s whole year,” another says, giving him a nudge while they wait for their turn. Ilya shrugs, but he feels a warm flicker in his chest. He doesn’t say thank you after everyone signs, the pages now filled with signatures, drawings, and notes. 
He doesn’t need to; the team understands.
He’s about to stand when his phone buzzes, Svetlana’s name
“Da,” He answers with a low voice, not wanting the team to hear this.
“Everything’s done,” her voice is brisk, efficient, but there is warmth underneath it all, “The bag is packed and already on it’s way to the arena for tonight. It’s got a toddler jersey, an adult men’s jersey, headphones, pucks, and stickers. The full set.”
“Хорошо,” Ilya exhales, tension easing from his shoulders.
(Good)
“And I moved their seats,” she continues, pausing for a moment before she continues, “Not closer to the ice like you wanted, I put them in one of the private boxes that was free.”
“Зачем бокс?” he frowns. If they’re in a box, he won’t be able to easily see them, nor will they be able to see him.
(Why a box)
Because either a puck или какой нибудь амбал ударится об стену, makes a loud noise, makes a loud noise, or a fight breaks out, and she ends up scared or overwhelmed by all of it,” says Svetlana, her tone direct. 
(Musclehead)
Ilya goes still; he hadn’t thought about that. He’s normally on the ice, the one slamming into the walls or throwing a punch when necessary; he hadn’t thought how chaotic it would be for a toddler like Yuki, or how Shane would feel being so close that, after almost losing his daughter the day before.
“Ей три года, Илья. Ей нужно тихое место, пространство, там где её не заденут пьяные фанаты,” Svetlana softens her tone as she speaks to him.
(She’s three, Ilya. She needs a quiet place, space, somewhere she won’t get knocked around by drunk fans)
“Спасибо.”
(Thank you)
“О, теперь ты говоришь спасибо. Чудеса случаются,” she laughs softly at him. He rolls his eyes, but there’s no heat in it.
(Oh, now you say thank you. Miracles do happen.)
“Ты невыносима,” he sighs with a chuckle.
(You’re unbearable)
“And you’re predictable,” she fires back, “I knew you’d want her safe, so I handled it.”
He hesitates for a moment, grateful to have Svetlana in his life.
“Хорошо,” he says finally, a small smile on his lips.
(Good.)
“Go get ready for the game,” she tells him gently, “I’ll text you when they arrive at the arena and the code for the box they’re in so you can greet them.”
She ends the call before he can reply. 
Ilya looks at his phone for a while, thumb tracing the edge of the case. His chest feels tight, but not in a bad way. He tucks the autograph book under his arm and goes back to his room to get ready before he needs to be at the team’s van to head over for the game.
He tells himself it’s just a kid, just a father, just a favor.
But the warmth in his chest tells him otherwise.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The walk from the parking garage to the arena entrance feels longer than it should. 
Shane keeps Yuki close, her small hand wrapped in his, the toddler leash clipped to the back of her coat. Her scent tells him everything before she even speaks. Yuki’s usual blend of maple snow cream, cedarwood, pine needles, and the faintest thread of amber is all wrong. It’s tightened like a knot that cannot be undone easily, the maple is thin and icy, the cedarwood splintering with each step they take, the pine needles spike into something brittle and painfully sharp.
He knows she hates it, honestly, he might hate it more, but after yesterday, after losing sight of her for those terrifying minutes, he can’t bring himself to take the risk.
“Daddy,” she mumbles, tugging at the leash.
“I know, Snowdrop,” he murmurs, trying to blanket her in his calming pheromones to try to calm her as they walk, “Just until we get inside.”
She pouts, shoulders curling in. Her scent pinches tighter, chalky maple, hollow cedarwood. It hits him like a punch to his chest.
“I’ll be good, Daddy,” she whispers, small and earnest, “I won’t make you worry.”
“I know, Snowdrop. I know,” he replies, his heart twisting as they reach the ticket scanner. The attendant scans their passes, frowns, and taps her screen a few times.
“Oh, it looks like your seats have been changed,” she says with a practiced customer-service smile. Shane’s stomach drops, an alarm going off in his mind.
“Changed? Why? Did something-”
“No, no,” she says quickly, stopping him in his tracks, “It’s an upgrade, looks like it’s courtesy of the team.”
Oh, that makes sense, after all Yuki had crashed yesterday’s event, wandered onto the stage, caused a stir, and scared half the staff because no one caught her in time. The ownership wants to smooth things over because their security let this happen, away to try to avoid a complaint. It’s just standard protocol when a kid gets swept up in something chaotic like this.
“You’ll be in one of the private boxes,” she says, handing up the passes, “Just go up those stairs over there and follow the signs to private boxes.”
Shane nods, but something in his chest dips, a small, quiet drop he doesn’t acknowledge. He tells himself it's a relief, that he’s grateful for this upgrade.
He tells himself it’s nothing.
But he knows on some level it isn’t nothing.
Because for one irrational heartbeat, he’d hoped for something, but he shuts that thought down before it can even fully form.
Yuki looks up at him, eyes wide. 
“Daddy… is it a present?” her scent flickers, the sharp edges easing with her curiosity.
“Should we go and see?” he asks her, giving her a soft smile as she nods her head excitedly. He thanks the attendant before they follow her directions and the signs toward the private boxes, weaving through the thinning crowd. 
With every step away from the noise, Yuki’s scent steadies, the pine needles softening, the maple warming again. Shane feels his shoulders loosen too, just a little as the chaos of the concourse fades behind them, replaced by the hush of carpeted hallways and soft lighting. He hadn’t realized how tightly he’d been holding her hand until he consciously loosens his grip to unlock their box.
The door slides open smoothly, and inside the lights are low and warm. The glass wall looks out over the rink with a row of seats in front of it, the ice glowing faintly beneath the arena lights. The space is quiet, insulated from the roar of the concourse below. He spots a small counter along the back wall that holds an assortment of drinks: a couple of local beers on ice, bottles of ginger ale, sparkling water, juice boxes, chocolate milk, and tiny cans of lemonade. Beside the drinks is a tray of simple arena snacks: soft pretzels, chicken tenders, fruit cups, and a bowl of popcorn still warm enough to smell buttery.
On the small table next to a comfy-looking couch, to the side of the short row of seats in the front, sits a glossy Raiders gift bag tied with black and yellow ribbons. Yuki gasps when she spots it, her scent blooms, maple sweetening, cedarwood deepening, wildflowers faintly starting to appear.
“Daddy! It’s a present!” she says, shooting toward the gift and practically dragging Shane with her, still clinging to his hand even as the leash tugs. Shane stops her, kneeling to her level so he can easily unclip the leash on her coat, showing her so she can see that she’s free.
“Okay, go ahead, Snowdrop,” he says quietly to her, gently ushering her towards the table, “Open it.”
She gives him a big toothy smile before she runs over to the table, pulls the bag down, and plops on the ground to dig through it.
“Headphones!” she squeals, pulling out kid-sized Raiders-branded noise-canceling headphones first. Her scent glows, warm maple, cozy cedarwood, soft pine, wildflowers brightening, and Shane feels himself relax as her enthusiastic scent fills the room. She tries to put them on upside-down, and Shane moves closer to help her adjust them so they cover her ears fully, “It’s so quiet.”
“That’s what they do, Snowdrop,” Shane says, smiling at her, “Do you like it?”
“Yeah, it’s nice,” she says, beaming up at him before diving back into the bag, her eyes lighting up. “There’s more!”
She pulls out a couple of pucks with the Raiders logo engraved, some stickers, and then a tiny jersey. It’s black with red and white stripes, a cannon-and-wheel logo on the front, and ROZANOV and a large 81 on the back.
Shane feels himself go still. He’d been hoping, quietly and irrationally, that maybe the upgrade had something to do with Ilya and not just the team’s management, and this is the first thing that feels like maybe it is him.
It’s not proof, it’s not certainty, but it is a direction.
“Daddy,” she starts, looking up at him with absolute certainty in her eyes, “Is this Ilya’s?”
Shane swallows hard, not surprised she’s able to figure it out. Hayden had gotten copies of his jersey for all his kids and his wife for their last holiday cards. His youngest had told Yuki all about it at their last playdate, even showing off their dad’s jersey.
“Yeah, Snowdrop,” he says softly, trying to ignore the way his mind is racing, “It is.”
She gasps, hugging the jersey close to her chest, her excitement obvious in the wildflowers blooming throughout her scent and the little hops she does and can’t seem to stop.
“Daddy, can I wear it now? Can I?” she pleads, looking up at him with her big blue eyes.
Shane nods, motioning her back toward him so he can help her take her coat and sweater off. She dashes over, holding out the jersey for him. A few minutes later, she’s dressed in it, doing twirls to show off her new outfit. Shane smiles, reaching for the gift bag to tuck her sweater inside. As he opens it, he notices something else tucked at the bottom. He reaches in and pulls out another jersey, identical to Yuki’s except larger.
His size.
Yuki twirls once more in her tiny Rozanov jersey, then skids to a stop in front of Shane, eyes wide and hopeful.
“Daddy, can you put yours on too?” she asks softly, tugging at the hem of his shirt. Her scent flutters, warm maple, bright wildflowers, a little anxious pine; the blend she gets when she wants something so badly but isn’t sure she’s allowed to ask, “We could match and take a photo for Granny?”
Shane freezes. On some level, he wants to, God, he fucking wants to, it would be so cute to match with his daughter. To have a photo of both of them wearing the jersey of an impossibly hot hockey player who paid attention to them in a brief interaction and might have somehow done all this for them.
But the more cautious part of him worries it is too much. That it’s too forward, too presumptuous, too something he isn’t ready to name.
He opens his mouth, trying to find a gentle way to tell her they can maybe do it later, that his mother would rather they all match her favorite team, the Montreal Metros, instead. But then Yuki’s scent softens into something tender and earnest, and Shane feels his resolve wobble. He rubs the back of his neck, searching for the right words, the responsible ones that won’t break her little heart.
A soft knock sounds through the space, thankfully pulling both of them out of the moment.
Shane frowns; he isn’t expecting anyone to knock at their door. The reasonable, sensible part of him is sure it is staff coming to tell them they are in the wrong place. That this upgrade was a system error and they need to go to the seats his mother originally bought.
“Who’s that?” Yuki chirps, perking up immediately. Shane shrugs before crossing the small space and carefully sliding the door open.
Ilya stands there in full gear, minus the helmet. His hair is damp from warm-ups, his shoulders look impossibly broad in his jersey, the number 81 stretched across him in the same bold lettering Yuki now wears. An easy, confident smile sits on his face.
“I thought I should return this before game,” Ilya says, holding out the autograph book Yuki had let him take to get signatures. Yuki squeals, her scent bursting into more wildflowers and warm maple as she barrels toward him.
“Ilya!” she cries, stopping right at his skates, “You came!”
“Of course. Had to get this back,” replies Ilya, holding the book out to Yuki.
She lights up, taking it and flipping it open immediately, little fingers turning the pages with breathless excitement. Her scent brightens further, maple-sweet and wildflowers sparkling.
“Daddy, look!” she cries, holding the book up toward Shane. “He got so many signatures! Look, look, look!”
Shane steps closer, kneeling down to see what she’s looking at. The pages are filled with bold loops of ink, numbers, little doodles, and even a few notes clearly written for a child. His chest tightens, warm and aching.
This was not a quick favor; it took time and intention.
He glances up at Ilya, who is watching them with a steady, unreadable expression.
“Thank you,” Shane says quietly as he stands to be close to Ilya’s height, “This means a lot.”
Ilya gives a small nod, brushing off the thanks, though Shane catches the faint softening in his eyes. Yuki keeps flipping pages, gasping at each new signature, her scent bright and sparkling. When she twirls to show Shane another doodle, the movement makes her tiny Rozanov jersey shift, the bold 81 catching the light.
Shane sees the moment Ilya notices it. There is a flicker of surprise, followed quickly by a flicker of warmth that crosses the man’s face, subtle but unmistakable. Then Ilya’s gaze lifts, following the line of Yuki’s jersey straight to the adult one still draped over Shane’s arm, easy to see even bunched on his shoulder. 
The warmth sharpens into something more focused.
“You are not wearing it?” Ilya asks, his tone neutral. Shane feels the weight of the question settle on him. He opens his mouth, not even sure what he is about to say, but Yuki jumps in before he can form a thought.
“He was gonna!” she announces proudly, “We’re going to match!”
“Da. You should match.” Ilya’s eyes warm again, just a fraction, as he speaks. Heat crawls up Shane’s neck. He has no idea what to do with the way Ilya is looking at him, steady and unbothered, like this is all perfectly normal. 
And then Ilya shifts into something that is not normal at all, more intent and focused, stepping closer to Shane as he does.
“If I win tonight,” says Ilya, his voice deep, “You take me to dinner.”
Shane blinks, pulse stuttering at the request, trying not to let his mind spiral away from him.
“Me?” he asks, pointing at himself, unsure if he’s misheard something.
“Da. You,” confirms Ilya, with a nod.
“And if you lose?” asks Shane, swallowing as he meets Ilya’s gaze head-on.
“Then I take you,” replies Ilya. His gaze softens as he shifts to look at Yuki. “And Yuki.”
“Dinner with Ilya!” Yuki gasps, as if this is the best idea she's ever heard.
“That’s not how bets usually work,” Shane says, feeling heat crawl up his neck.
“Is not bet. Is…” Shane watches Ilya frown slightly, searching for the phrase, before he gestures vaguely. “Plan? Yes. Plan.”
Shane lets out a breath, half laugh and half disbelief, but he does not step back.
“Okay,” he says softly, wondering if he’s giving in too quickly, “A plan.”
“Good,” Ilya says, his mouth curving into something that’s not quite a smile but something close and devastating, “Wait here after game, will come up after I shower and change.”
Shane feels his throat go dry, the image of Ilya naked and wet flashing through his mind for a dangerous moment
“Enjoy game, Hollanders,” he steps back into the hallway, still watching Shane with that steady, mesmerizing look as he lifts a hand in a brief wave. The door slides shut, leaving Shane standing there with his heart thudding far too hard for a man who just agreed to whatever it is Ilya has in mind.
He feels Yuki tug at his sleeve, his head snapping to her immediately.
“Daddy,” she whispers, “You should put it on now.”
Shane exhales, trying to steady himself. He smooths her jersey instead, brushing a non-existent wrinkle from her shoulder.
“You look perfect, Snowdrop,” he says gently. “Why don’t you pick a snack before the game starts? They have a whole spread over there for us.”
Her face lights up instantly, food-motivated at heart, and she darts toward the counter along the back wall. Shane reaches for one of the ginger ales, already grabbing the chocolate milk for Yuki as she reviews the food options.
“Daddy, look! Popcorn!” she announces, already reaching for one of the bags on the warmer, but Shane gently redirects her so she doesn’t hurt herself, taking it off the heat for her.
Shane listens to her chatter as she eats, her feet swinging once he has her seated, grateful for the distraction, grateful for her joy, grateful for the moment to breathe.
The jersey stays draped over his arm.
And he tells himself that is enough for now.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The Raiders win.
The horn blares, the crowd roars, and his teammates swarm him, slapping his helmet and shouting over each other as they skate off the ice. It should feel good, and it fucking does, but the satisfaction sits low in his chest, overshadowed by something sharper and far more distracting.
He told Shane he would come back up after the game, that the three of them would have a victory meal. That thought has been lodged in the back of his mind since warm-ups, steady and insistent.
In the locker room, the energy is electric. Music blasts. Someone is already cracking open a beer. A couple of the guys are arguing about who had the best play of the night.
“Rozzy! You coming out with us to celebrate?” Cliff calls, appearing at his side with a grin like he owns the place. Ilya snorts and tugs off his jersey.
“Cannot celebrate with people who miss open net,” he fires back, completely deadpan, and the room erupts.
“Wow. Wow!” Cliff clutches his chest dramatically. “I scored two goals tonight, and this is the thanks I get? Unreal. I’m filing a complaint.”
“You miss third,” Ilya says, expression flat.
“It was on my backhand!” Cliff groans.
“Was open net.”
“Rozzy, I swear to God…”
The chirping continues, half the room laughing and the other half telling Cliff he deserved it. Cliff flips Ilya off, but he is grinning nonetheless.
“Fine,” Cliff says, pointing at him. “Go be mysterious. But next time you bail on post-game celebrations, I’m telling the rookies you cry during Disney movies.”
“They know you lie, Russians do not cry,” Ilya says, shaking his head, amused despite himself. He showers quickly, hot water pounding over his shoulders, trying not to think about Shane’s face when he said he would come up. He tries not to think about the way Shane swallowed or the jersey draped over his shoulder.
He fails, but the shower room is occupied by his teammates, and the man who has taken over his mind is waiting for him upstairs. 
He dresses quickly into clean clothes, his hair still damp but pushed back. 
He looks almost normal, almost calm.
He is neither.
The walk to the private boxes is quiet, the hallways mostly empty now that the game is over. His pulse picks up the closer he gets. He tells himself it is nothing. He tells himself it is curiosity, that it is polite to check on the kid, that he is just letting yesterday’s worry carry into today.
But he knows, especially after last night, that it is not just that.
He reaches the door, taps the security panel, and enters the code Svetlana texted him. The door slides open with a soft hiss, stepping inside as the door closes behind him with a gentle click.
Shane is sitting on the small couch near the glass, behind the viewing seats. Yuki is curled against his chest, her tiny Rozanov jersey bunched under her chin. Her headphones are crooked and pushed further back on her head, her mouth slightly open in sleep.
Even from here, Ilya can tell she smells different from the way she did yesterday, or even earlier when he came into the room. It is softer and warmer, probably closer to her natural scent. He does not know what the notes are. It’s still too young, and he has only had short bursts of it, but he knows she is safe, comfortable, and deeply tired.
Shane looks up at him, eyes a little wide and a little worn. He lifts a finger to his lips, a quiet plea for silence, and Ilya nods immediately.
He moves closer, steps slowly on the carpet as Shane adjusts Yuki’s head with practiced ease, and the sight hits Ilya harder than he expects. Shane, who is only an inch or two shorter than him and built like he works out as much as Ilya does, looks soft in the low light, holding his daughter like the center of his world that she is.
“She sleep whole third period?” Ilya murmurs.
“Pretty much. Too much excitement,” Shane replies with a tiny, breathy laugh that makes Ilya hesitate for a moment as he studies Shane. He can see that his arms are tense, his shoulders tight from holding her so long, obviously exhausted, even if he is trying to hide it.
“I can take her,” Ilya offers, gesturing toward Yuki.
“No, no, it’s okay. She’s fine,” Shane says, shaking his head quickly and instinctively.
“Give,” Ilya says softly, not as a command, he would not dare, it’s something gentler, an offer wrapped in certainty.
“Really, I’m okay,” Shane insists, swallowing. Ilya steps closer to take a seat on the couch with Shane, a part of him wanting to know what Shane smells like at this moment. He wants to know what his notes are and how they change for him.
“You hold her all game. Please, let me,” he lowers his voice even more as he speaks, forcing his focus on the little girl sleeping in her father’s arms. Shane hesitates, clearly a parent who rarely lets anyone else carry his child, but Ilya is steady, his arms open and waiting.
Slowly, carefully, Shane shifts Yuki toward him.
The moment Ilya’s arms slide under her, Yuki stirs.
It is just a little, her nose scrunching and her brows pinching, sniffing once, a tiny, instinctive sound, then again, slower, like she is trying to place something familiar. Her eyes flutter halfway open, unfocused and heavy with sleep.
“…Ilya?” she mumbles, voice thick and tiny.
Ilya freezes, wondering if he has gripped her too tightly when he took her from Shane. He wonders how she knew. Is his hold so different from her father’s? Before he can react, she sighs softly and burrows into his chest, her small fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. She is completely trusting and relaxed in his arms.
Shane watches with a quietly stunned look on his beautiful face.
Ilya adjusts her weight, holding her like he has done it a hundred times, even though he has not. She is warm and small and impossibly light in his arms, and she makes something deep in his chest tighten.
“She is light,” he murmurs, and the comment pulls a quiet laugh from Shane.
“Only because she’s asleep,” Shane says, still soft with exhaustion. “She won’t be when she wakes up.”
Ilya smiles, a real one, small and unguarded, as he looks down at Yuki and then back at Shane.
“You rest,” he says quietly. For a moment, the three of them sit there in the soft glow of the box, the noise of the arena muted behind the glass and fading more and more as the crowd filters out. 
Something warm and fragile settles between them.
Something Ilya does not yet have a name for, but feels all the same.
Shane watches Ilya holding Yuki, something soft and tired in his eyes. He exhales and rubs a hand over his face before he breaks the silence between them.
“I should get her back to the hotel,” Shane whispers, “She’ll sleep better there. And we have an early flight back to Montreal the day after tomorrow, so we have to pack everything tomorrow.”
Ilya nods, though something in his chest dips again. He knows this moment was coming, but he still feels the faint sting of disappointment. He shifts Yuki slightly, glancing down at her peaceful face, then back at Shane.
“We had plan,” he murmurs, voice low so he does not wake her.
“Right,” Shane says with a short nod, “Dinner.”
“You forgot already?” Ilya asks, lifting an eyebrow, the closest he knowingly gets to pouting.
“No,” Shane huffs, a tiny laugh, exhausted and frayed, “Just tired as hell.”
Ilya nods, but the disappointment lingers.
“I win game, but you leave,” he says. He is not pushing, but he cannot hide the complaint, the small wounded feeling at the thought that this might be the last time he sees Shane. He hears Shane’s breath catch.
“We can do a rain check,” Shane offers, almost rushing the words out.
Ilya goes still. He looks at Shane, brow furrowing.
“Rain… what?”
“Oh. Uh…” Shane blinks, then flushes. “It means we can do it another time, later. It’s not canceled, just postponed.”
Ilya processes this, eyes narrowing slightly in concentration, thinking the phrase over, figuring it was about rain making people unable to do something, but rain cannot prevent only outside things.
“Is stupid phrase,” he decides, thinking it would be better to say they could reschedule.
“Yeah, kind of,” Shane agrees, letting out another soft, tired laugh.
“But you mean it?” Ilya asks as he shifts Yuki gently in his arms, her head tucked under his chin.
“Yeah, I mean it,” Shane says, his eyes are on his daughter, but he’s watching Ilya too. A slow warmth spreads through Ilya’s chest, steady and deep. He looks at Shane, really looks, at the tired eyes, the soft mouth, the jersey still draped over his shoulder from earlier, where Yuki had been resting.
“Good,” Ilya says quietly. “Then I take rain check.”
Shane’s breath stutters, just a little, but Ilya pretends he does not notice. Shane stands, gathering their things, still looking a little dazed by the sight of his daughter asleep in someone else’s arms.
“I can take her now,” Shane whispers, reaching out automatically once he has everything packed into the gift bag hanging from his wrist.
“No,” Ilya says, stepping back before the hands can land.
“Ilya—”
“You carry her all day,” Ilya murmurs, “I carry now, take me to car.”
Shane hesitates, then lets his hands fall, exhaustion winning out over instinct. 
They leave the box together, the hallway dim and quiet now that the arena is almost entirely empty. Ilya walks slowly, careful not to jostle Yuki. Shane stays close beside him, glancing over every few steps as if to make sure she is still safe. The night air is cold as they walk through the parking garage. Ilya adjusts his hold, tucking Yuki closer to keep her warm, until he hears Shane unlock the car with a soft beep.
“Okay,” Shane whispers, stepping forward, “I’ll take her.”
Ilya does not move. Shane gives him a tired, fond, exasperated look, but there is amusement there too.
“Ilya, I have to put her in the car seat,” Shane says, motioning towards the back seat. Ilya looks at the back seat, seeing the complicated straps and buckles on the tiny padded throne that looks like it requires a certification course to operate.
He frowns.
“I do not know how to do that,” he admits quietly.
“Yeah, I kind of figured,” Shane replies, the beginning of a smile tugging at his mouth.
Reluctantly, Ilya shifts Yuki toward him. Shane takes her with practiced ease, settling her into the seat and buckling each strap with gentle precision. Yuki barely stirs, only sighing once before going still again.
Ilya watches every movement, arms suddenly empty in a way he does not like. Shane closes the door softly and turns back toward him. The parking garage is quiet, the overhead lights humming faintly.
For a moment, neither of them speaks.
Then Shane clears his throat.
“We’re actually free tomorrow,” he says, “We were planning on going to the Children’s Museum when they open at 9, before we have to start packing, if you want to use that rain check.”
Ilya’s chest tightens, he wants to say yes, wants to say he will come find the moment he wakes up, or that he will already be at the museum before 9 AM, waiting for them.
But he shakes his head, slow and regretful.
“I cannot,” he murmurs, “I fly back to Boston in morning.”
Shane’s face falls, not dramatically, just a small, soft flicker of disappointment he does not manage to hide. It hits Ilya harder than it should.
“Oh,” Shane says quietly, “Right.”
Ilya steps closer, not quite invading his space but close enough that the air shifts between them.
“But give me number,” he says, hand out for Shane’s phone, “For rain… slip.”
“Rain check,” Shane says with a tired, helpless laugh.
“Yes, that.” Ilya’s mouth curves, just a little. “Give me number for rain check.”
Shane pulls out his phone, hands slightly unsteady, and holds it out to him. Ilya types in his number with quick, sure movements, then hands it back and Shane looks at the new contact on his screen.
“So then…” Shane begins, but the question dies on his lips; his eyes flicker back to Ilya instead.
“I text you,” Ilya confirms, as if he knows what Shane was starting to ask, “When we play Montreal next.”
Shane’s breath catches, just a little.
“Okay.”
Ilya studies him for a long moment, the soft light catching on Shane’s tired eyes, the jersey still draped over his arm, the faint warmth in his scent even through the cold air.
“Do not forget,” Ilya says quietly.
“I won’t,” Shane promises. His voice softens in a way that makes something deep in Ilya’s chest shift.
And Ilya pretends he does not hear the way Shane means it.
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  Shane sits at his drafting table, the blueprint for a client’s kitchen remodel spread out beneath his hands. He’s been trying to finalize the electrical layout for the past hour, but every time he draws a line, he ends up staring at it like it’s written in a foreign language, and he hates this feeling. He chose architecture to fill the hockey-sized hole in his heart. It made enough sense since he had an interest in real estate, but he couldn’t see himself selling homes, and in interest in those home remodel shows when hockey wasn’t on, and he’s done very well for himself in this career path. 
He excelled at the firm he started with; they loved him there, and he could have had a long career with them, but, as much as he’s a team player, he hated that his work wasn’t his own. His boss had been sad when he turned in his two weeks, and he'd offered him a raise and extra PTO. But he’d already done all the research and started the process of opening a small firm of his own.
His phone dings, and his heart jumps before he can stop it, reaching for it too fast.
It’s a notification from Yuki’s Daycare: 
Yuki ate all her snacks.
He exhales, long and slow, rubbing the back of his neck. It’s good, great, even wonderful; he’s happy that she’s eating her snack, really, he is. 
But it’s not the notification he was hoping for.
He sets the phone down and forces himself to focus on the blueprint again. He manages maybe two lines before his eyes flick back to the phone, reaching for it again and tapping the notification, seeing a photo of his little girl, smiling at the teacher’s camera with an empty plate, the Rozanov jersey she’s refused to take off clear in the photo.
They’ve been home for three days, she’s only taken the jersey off for bathtime, but she made him promise it would be waiting for her once she was clean. He’d attempted to explain that if she put on a dirty jersey after getting washed up, she wouldn't be clean anymore, but she started tearing up and given that it didn’t smell and didn’t have any stains, he gave in to her demands.
When he’d left her with her teachers this morning, he’d warned them of her attachment to the jersey, politely asking if they did messy play to try to get her to put on the spare shirt he’d packed for her. They’d promise they would try, but Shane had a sinking feeling that Yuki would probably throw a tantrum when they tried.
He hopes he’s wrong, or they just don’t do any messy play, but at least he doesn’t have to face Yuki’s teachers this afternoon. Every Friday, his mother and, most of the time, his father come up from Ottawa to pick Yuki up from daycare early to spend the afternoon with her, and then the three or four of them have a family dinner together.
His mother had texted him this morning that his father had a meeting and would not be joining her today. A part of Shane, a mischievous part, wishes he could see his mother’s reaction to seeing Yuki in a Raider’s jersey, her favorite team's biggest rival. He knows that she’s going to try to negotiate with Yuki to get her out of it, but determination has to be genetic, because Yuki wouldn’t back down easily.
Something about it being from Ilya has made Yuki more attached to the jersey than anything he’s seen before. 
Shane finds himself looking at the thread of messages he’s had with Ilya, a simple thank you from Shane and a you’re welcome from Ilya, but nothing else since. Shane’s written a few drafts, only to think better of himself and delete it all instead.
Shane sets his phone down again, face down this time, as if that will stop him from checking it every thirty seconds for a message. He forces his attention back to the blueprint, dragging the pencil along the page, trying to coax his brain into caring about outlet placement and lighting fixtures. He gets as far as marking a junction box before he hears the front door open.
“Shane!” his mother’s voice rings through the entryway, sharp, urgent, and carrying the unmistakable tone of something has happened. He’s halfway out of his chair before he even registers the sound of loud, hiccuping, absolutely heartbroken crying, Yuki crying.
He rounds the corner into the hallway just as Yuna steps inside, closing the door behind her with a firm click. She’s holding Yuki on her hip, the little girl’s face blotchy and wet; her scent is tangled with sharp, anxious cedar and a wilted edge of wildflowers, the way it gets when she’s overwhelmed and anxious. He can see that she’s in the spare shirt and her tiny fists are clutching the Rozanov jersey, holding close to herself.
“Daddy! It’s ruined!” she sobs when she sees him, holding out the jersey to him, her little hand shaking as he gently takes it from her. It’s absolutely filthy, mud smeared across the front, grass stains on the sleeves, a streak of something suspiciously orange across the number 81, and a few crushed leaves stuck to the hem.
“Oh, Snowdrop,” he murmurs, reaching for her. Yuna transfers Yuki into his arms with the practiced ease, and Shane can smell his mother’s sharp black spruce and cold autumn air at the edges, wrapped around a core of warm clove and toasted maple bark, with a faint metallic clarity threading through it all when she does. It’s soothing and comforting; his mother's attempt at calming the little girl now in his arms.
“The daycare told me at pickup,” she says, already bristling, “Apparently, they were outside for playtime, and she fell twice in the mud. And a little boy with a juice box ran into her after snack time.”
Shane winces; he already had a feeling the jersey wouldn’t survive daycare, but still seeing his daughter this distraught over it breaks his heart. Yuna exhales sharply, brushing a stray curl off of Yuki’s forehead.
“And before you ask,” she continues, “The staff couldn’t get her to take it off, but I got her to take it off, and no, it was not easy. She argued with me the entire walk to the car about how she needed to show you the jersey immediately.”
Yuki sniffles, hiccuping into Shane’s shoulder.
“I told Granny I had to show you, Daddy,” she mumbles, voice wobbling. “But she said I couldn’t wear it because it was too cold and too dirty.”
“That’s right,” Yuna says, lifting her chin, “It’s ten degrees outside, I am not letting my granddaughter walk through this fall weather in a mud-soaked hockey jersey, even if it is from a very handsome centre.”
Shane chokes on air.
“Mom!” he says, surprised. Did his mother know it was a gift from Ilya, or was it just a comment about how attractive the man is? Either way, it’s unexpected from her, at least in this moment.
“What?” she asks, seeing his reaction, shrugging, “I have eyes.”
“It’s dirty, Daddy,” she hiccups again, burying her face deeper into Shane’s neck, “It’s all dirty.”
“I know, Snowdrop,” he murmurs, rubbing her back, “I know.”
Yuna crosses her arms, eyes narrowing at the jersey as if it personally offended her.
“I’m sure if we ask Hayden, he could get you a new Metros jersey,” Yuna offers gently, “Wouldn’t you rather have a jersey so you could match with Amber, or maybe one that you and I can match in? We can get you a better jersey if you want?”
“NO!” Yuki practically screams, surprising Shane and his mother. Shane cannot think of a time he’s ever heard Yuki scream like this. Even during her worst tantrum or meltdown, she would normally just sob and sob, go fully no-bones, and refuse to do anything until she either got her way or calmed down enough to be redirected.
“Yuki!” says Shane, unsure how to handle this, his eyes going to his mother.
“Hime,” Yuna says softly, “Why do you love this jersey?”
“I told you, it was a present from Ilya,” replies Yuki, her voice quiet and trembling, “And Daddy as one too!”
“Okay, then your daddy and I are going to fix it,” his mother declares, before looking at him, “How about Daddy lends you his for now, and maybe you take a nap while he and I work on it?”
Yuki sniffles, hopeful as she looks up at Shane.
“What’s mine is yours, Snowdrop,” confirms Shane, giving her a gentle smile. He sees her light up a bit, her scent claiming at his assurance. Shane hands his mother the jersey before carrying Yuki to his bedroom, where his jersey hangs neatly. It’s basically a dress on Yuki, but she gives him a little smile once she’s dressed in it.
He lets her climb into his bed, so she’s enveloped in his scent, and will hopefully feel even calmer as she rests. He leaves his phone with her, quietly playing soothing music that has helped lull her into a nap from before and he hopes will calm her frayed nerves.
Shane meets his mother in the laundry room after settling Yuki into his bed. 
The small space is warm from the dryer, the faint scent of detergent lingering in the air. She already has the jersey spread out on the counter under the bright overhead light, sleeves pinned back like a patient on an operating table. She studies the stains with the intensity of someone reviewing game footage.
“This juice stain,” she mutters, pointing at the orange streak, “Is going to be easy since it’s not set yet, the mud is going to be the problem.”
“I figured,” he replies, leaning against the washer, arms crossed, watching her work, memorizing each item she takes and what she does with it.
“You look exhausted,” she says, not looking up as she reaches for a bottle of stain remover.
“I’m fine,” he lies, but knowing his scent probably gives him away to his mother.
“You’re lying,” Yuna says on beat.
“Mom…” he sighs, rubbing the back of his neck, unsure what to say. Finally, she glances at him, one eyebrow raised, the same expression she used when he was twelve and tried to hide a sprained wrist so he wouldn’t miss a tournament.
“Shane,” she says, “You can’t lie to someone who changed your diapers.”
“Fair,” he huffs, a tired laugh escaping his lips as his mother sprays the jersey with practiced precision, working the solution into the fabric with her fingers.
“So,” she says casually, “Are you going to tell me how my granddaughter ended up with a Boston jersey she treats like a holy relic?”
Shane freezes. Yuna doesn’t look up, but her scent shifts, the warm clove deepening, black spruce sharpening at the edges. He knows this shift in his mother’s scent well; she’s suspicious and paying attention now.
“She said it was from Ilya,” Yuna continues, her tone deceptively light, “And I certainly don’t know my granddaughter to lie, especially not about presents.”
Shane closes his eyes, already knowing what his mother is getting at.
“So, it’s true?” asks Yuna, her tone making it clear that she already knows the answer, but wants to hear him say it.
“Yeah,” confirms Shane, “He gave it to her.”
She nods once, not surprised, not shocked, just confirming what she already suspected.
“Well,” she says, turning back to the jersey, “How exactly did that happen?”
“Yuki got away from me at the mall,” he starts, feeling almost like a loser for how he failed to keep his daughter safe, “She ended up on stage with the Raiders and the Wilds and Ilya took care of her, kept her safe, he took really good care of her until we were reunited…”
Yuna’s hands still on the fabric, her eyes looking at Shane again, searching for a moment, before she speaks.
“And with you?”
“He was just kind,” replies Shane, unsure how else to describe it to his mother. Her scent softens, the warm clove blooming, maple bark deepening with something like understanding.
“Did something happen?” she asks gently.
“No,” he says quickly. “Nothing like that, he was kind, he upgraded the seats, he got us gifts, and he carried her to my car for me. He was gentle and kind…”
Yuna studies him for a long moment, her expression unreadable but her scent warm and steady.
“Honey,” she says softly, her tone enough for Shane to know what his mother is about to say, that she’s already taking notice of feelings that Shane is trying to ignore.
“Mom, don’t,” Shane says, his breath stutters out as he shakes his head no at her.
“It’s written all over your face,” she says, turning back to the jersey, “And your scent is all over this room.”
“Please don’t analyze my scent,” he groans, hating how he cannot hide from his mother; it’s just unfair.
“I’m your mother,” she says, shrugging off his disapproval, “It’s part of my job.”
She works the stain remover deeper into the fabric, her movements firm and sure.
“Shane,” she says quietly, once she’s satisfied with her work, “You know you’re allowed to like someone.”
He closes his eyes, feeling like he’s being forced to look at something he’s been trying to avoid.
“I don’t even know if I do,” he admits to his mother, opening his eyes, his mouth feeling dry as he speaks, “I don’t know if I ever liked someone like this…”
“I know, honey, I know,” she says, as she rinses the jersey in the sink, inspecting the fabric with a critical eye for a moment, “We’re going to be able to get this clean, we’ll leave this to soak for now.”
“Yeah,” Shane agrees with a nod, his voice low.
Shane follows his mother out of the laundry room, rubbing a hand over his face, a part of him wanting to curl up into his bed and take a nap with Yuki, but he still has work he needs to do before he can rest and even think of dinner with his mother and daughter. 
The house is quiet for a moment, the kind of quiet that makes him hope Yuki is still asleep, but then he hears it. A tiny voice talking, pausing for a moment, and then talking again. Yuki mumbles sometimes when she’s dozing or waking up, but this isn’t that. 
Yuna stops beside him, head tilting. 
“Is she… talking to someone?” Yuna asks, stopping beside Shane and looking at him to gauge whether this is new.
“She shouldn’t be, I mean, I left my phone with her playing music,” he frowns, stepping into the hallway, wondering if she had started playing make-believe, which would be fine, as long as it’s helped her to calm down. He doesn’t hear the music anymore, but he hears Yuki more clearly this time.
“No, I didn’t cry that much,” Yuki says, indignant and sniffly, “Granny said I cried a lot, but she’s egg-zag-er-ating.”
Shane’s stomach drops, his legs moving on their own, crossing the living room in three long strides. His mother follows, silent but alert, her scent sharpening with curiosity, black spruce brightening, clove warming. 
Shane reaches the doorway to his bedroom and stops dead. Yuki is sitting in the middle of his bed, wrapped in his oversized jersey like a blanket, his phone propped up against her knees, her cheeks still blotchy from crying, but she’s smiling a small, shy, and yet still proud smile.
He can’t see the screen, but even with the small speakers on his phone, the voice is one Shane recognizes instantly. It’s deep, warm, and slightly accented.
“Easy, снежинка,” Ilya says gently, “You had a hard day.”
Shane’s heart slams into his ribs, and he hears his mother inhaling sharply beside him, her scent flaring with surprise and something dangerously close to delight.
“Daddy! Ilya’s on the phone!” Yuki says, noticing Shane in the doorway.
“He… what? How…” Shane feels like his brain is short-circuiting.
“I called him,” Yuki says simply, a proud look on her face, “Your phone had his name. I pressed it.”
“Snowdrop, you can’t just-”
“Shane?” Ilya’s voice comes through the speaker, warm and concerned, “Is everything okay?”
Shane freezes, momentarily having forgotten that Ilya is still on the line with them. He feels his mother’s hand land on his shoulder, steady and grounding. Her scent softens; warm clove, maple bark, quiet encouragement.
He swallows as he gently takes the phone from Yuki, taking Ilya off speaker. 
“Um… Hi?” he says weakly. There’s a brief pause and then a soft, surprised inhale.
“Hello,” Ilya says, and the word is so gentle, Shane feels it in his chest. 
“Daddy, I told him the jersey got dirty, and that Granny said it was too cold to wear it, and that you’re fixing it,” shares Yuki, beaming up at him so clearly proud of herself.
“Of course you did,” Shane sighs, closing his eyes. 
“I am glad she is all right,” Ilya says, voice warm with sincerity, “She sounded very upset when I answered call.”
“Ilya,” says Yuki, standing from her spot, getting close to Shane so Ilya would hear her, “Daddy said what’s his is mine, so I’m wearing his jersey now.”
Shane wants to sink into the floor.
“It must look very big on you, снежинка,” Ilya chuckles softly. It's a low, warm sound that makes Shane’s stomach twist, and Yuki hears him, smiling at Shane delightedly. He catches his mother’s scent spike with amusement as she moves in, gently scooping up Yuki from her spot on the bed.
“Let’s give your Daddy a turn to speak with your friend,” she says, and Yuki smiles, nodding in agreement. Shane watches his mother carry Yuki out of the room, her little arms looped around Yuna’s neck, babbling about how nice Ilya is. The door clicks softly behind them, leaving him alone with the phone pressed to his ear.
“Sorry about that. She, uh… gets excited,” Shane says, pushing the flood of thoughts back down.
“I do not mind,” Ilya replies, warm and easy, “She is very sweet, very determined.”
“Yeah, that’s one word for it,” Shane says with a quiet laugh. There’s a soft pause, not awkward, just full.
“You made it home safely? The flight was okay?” asks Ilya.
“Yeah, it was fine,” replies Shane, his fingers tapping against his leg as he speaks.
“You were tired when you left,” Ilya says, tone dipping into something gentle, “I worried you would not rest on plane.”
“Oh… Uh,” Shane’s breath catches, not having expected Ilya to worry about him, “Once Yuki was situated, I was able to catch up on some reading.”
“I see,” Ilya murmurs, a smile in his voice, “So you did not sleep at all.”
“The turbulence kept Yuki awake, so if I slept, she would have been unattended,” Shane explains with a shrug, “I’m used to it.”
“That does not make it good,” Ilya says softly, and Shane doesn’t know what to do with that. Before he can process a response, Ilya shifts the conversation, “I heard about the jersey, I am sorry it is ruined.”
“It’s not ruined,” Shane says quickly, “Just dirty.”
“I can send another one,” Ilya offers immediately, “A new one, maybe two? Whatever she wants.”
“Oh, no, no, you don’t have to do that,” he says, flustered by the sincere offer, “My mom and I treated the stains, it’s soaking now. I think it’ll be okay.”
“You are sure?” Ilya asks, and there’s real concern in his voice, “She was very upset, and I can get jerseys.”
“Yeah, I know, and thank you for the offer,” Shane says softly, “But we’ve got it handled, really.”
“Good,” Ilya breathes out, “I want her to keep it, I’m happy she loves it.”
“Yeah,” says Shane, his chest tightening, “She really does.”
“I am glad she is all right,” says Ilya, a soft pause following for just a moment, “And you too.”
“Thanks,” Shane feels himself smiling, not meaning to, but unable to stop himself, “That’s… nice of you.”
“Is not nice,” Ilya says, voice dipping lower, “Is true.”
Shane’s brain does a small, confused stutter, surprised by Ilya’s sincerity. On the ice and in the media, Ilya is known as a cocky, unbothered, self-assured, and obnoxious bad boy who is unafraid to fight anyone, but that’s not entirely who he is on the phone with now, who he’s met back in Minnesota.
“Yeah… well, we’re good, just tired,” offers Shane, wondering how much of Ilya’s media persona is actually him and how much of it has been exaggerated or played up.
“I can hear it,” Ilya says, “Your voice is softer today.”
Shane feels his face warm at the comment, unsure if it’s embarrassment or something else.
“I… yeah. Long day,” he offers, unsure if it’s an exaggeration or not; it feels long, even if he doesn’t think he’s done enough to earn the exhaustion.
“I hope I did not make it longer,” Ilya says, and there’s something playful under the words.
“No, no,” Shane says quickly, “It’s fine, really, Yuki was happy to talk to you.”
“I was happy to talk to her too,” Ilya replies, then, after a beat, “And to you.”
Shane’s breath catches; he tells himself that Ilya is just being kind and maybe is trying to be friends with him.
“Oh… um… yeah, same,” he offers. He hears a soft exhale on the other end, it sounds almost like a laugh. It sounds vaguely fond to him.
“I should let you go,” Ilya says gently, “Your pup mentioned a family dinner, you should get takeout and take rest.”
“Oh… um, takeout sounds great, but it’s up to my mom what we get since she drove like two hours to be here with us tonight,” replies Shane, offering more information than Ilya needs.
“She sounds kind,” says Ilya, his tone quieter than Shane expected, almost melancholy, “Go spend family time, Shane Hollander.”
“Wait, I meant to ask before, how did you know my last name?” asks Shane, not quite ready to end the call with Ilya.
“It was on ticket you showed me,” replies Ilya, his tone nonchalant, almost like he’s shrugging.
“No way,” retorts Shane, pulling his phone away from his ear to pull up the images his mother had sent him for the digital tickets. The font is small, but on the screenshot his mother sent, there's a small message noting that Yuna Hollander purchased them on behalf of Shane Hollander. Shane, even with his glasses, wouldn’t have even noticed it if Ilya hadn’t told him, “How did you even read that?”
“I have good eyes,” replies Ilya, a soft chuckle, “Goodnight, Shane Hollander.”
“Goodnight, Ilya Rozanov,” murmurs Shane, hearing Ilya chuckling again as the line ends. Shane exhales sharply as the call disconnects, staring at the phone like it personally betrayed him. He’s not annoyed at Ilya, not even close, but he’s annoyed at himself for not noticing the name on the ticket, annoyed at how flustered he got, and annoyed at how warm his chest feels after talking to the man again.
He scrubs a hand over his face, trying to force his heartbeat back into something normal, trying to get his pheromones under control before they betray him further, before he steps out of his bedroom. His mother is waiting in the hallway, casually leaning against the wall, arms crossed, her scent a composed blend of warm clove and maple bark, but that amused edge of black spruce that tells him she heard at least his side of the call.
Somewhere down the hall, Yuki’s door is half-open, and he can hear her inside, happily chattering, probably to her stuffed animals, her voice bright and animated in a way it hadn’t been all afternoon.
“How was your call?” asks his mother, her head tilted and her tone perfectly polite. It makes Shane’s entire body go rigid. His mother doesn’t tease; she just somehow always knows the answer before she even asks her questions.
“It was fine,” he says too quickly, “Totally fine, normal even. Just… normal.”
“Mhm,” his mother hums, raising one eyebrow, the eyebrow that has haunted him since childhood. Shane clears his throat, desperate for an escape route. 
“So, dinner,” he starts, Yuna’s eyebrow lifting higher.
“Dinner?” she repeats, voice mild, a calmer echo of his own.
“Yeah,” he says, already walking past her toward the kitchen as if momentum alone will save him as he rambles, “Whatever you want. Really, anything will be perfect. I’m starving. Are you hungry? I’m hungry.”
“You’re changing the subject,” she observes, not pushing him. Following him to his kitchen at a leisurely pace, her scent shifting into something warm and knowing.
“I’m not,” Shane lies, opening the fridge for no reason, “I’m just… redirecting. Strategically.”
“Strategically,” she echoes, amused.
“Yep,” confirms Shane. Faintly, he hears his daughter squealing happily, something about “Daddy’s jersey” and “snee-zinka” also audible, while he reviews the contents of his fridge. Yuna watches him for a moment, long enough that he can feel her gaze between his shoulder blades.
“All right, dinner it is,” she says, stepping into the kitchen, thankfully letting him off the hook, and Shane exhales in relief as he picks up milk from the shelf, something to tide Yuki over until they decide on dinner, “We can talk about the call later, if you want.”
“We don’t need to talk about the call,” he says quickly, nearly dropping the carton, “The call was… it was nothing!”
“Mhm,” she says again, the sound soft and devastatingly unconvinced. She pats his shoulder as she passes him, moving to the cabinet, where she knows he keeps his collection of spill-proof cups for Yuki, all of which are adorned with different characters she loves, though most have Snoopy, “I think for dinner we should get takeout tonight, honey.”
Shane nods, grateful for the reprieve, even as his stomach twists with the knowledge that she is aware of the conversation and, even if she doesn’t push, will file it away until he’s ready to talk with her.
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The Raiders spill into the locker room, all tired, ready to shower and go home after DeJourneys' grueling drills today. Gear hits the floor, someone swears about their shoulder, someone else complains about the suicides they finished just a few moments ago. The air is thick with sweat, steam, and the sharp bite of disinfectant, trying to clean the air.
Ilya drops onto the bench, rolling his shoulders once, twice, trying to work out the burn. His hair is plastered to his forehead, his jersey sticking to his back, and he should be stripping down too, so he can go home and relax, but instead, he reaches for his phone as soon as his gloves are off.
He doesn’t even realize he’s doing it until the screen lights up in his hand.
“Jesus, Rozanov,” Cliff says, peeling off his pads with a grunt, “We just got off the ice, you checking your stocks or something?”
“No,” replies Ilya, not looking up at Cliff; instead, he’s scrolling through his notifications to see if he missed anything or anyone important. He can see from the corner of his eye that Cliff is grinning, one of his wide, shit-eating ones.
“Checking your messages, then,” he teases, and Ilya feels his jaw tighten.
“I am captain, I check schedule,” Ilya says with a frown.
“Uh-huh,” Cliff tosses a glove at him playfully, “Because you’ve always been real eager to check the schedule the second your skates come off.”
Ilya catches the glove without looking, tossing it back at Cliff, telling himself he’s not disappointed that he has no new messages.
“So who is it?” asks Cliff, leaning over him, a towel slung around his neck.
“No one,” snaps Ilya, annoyed by Cliff’s annoying questions.
“That was fast,” Cliff whistles, “Didn’t even blink, that’s how I know you’re lying.”
“I am not lying,” says Ilya, looking up finally, expression flat.
“Man, you’ve been weird for weeks,” Cliff smirks, “Checking your phone between drills, during water breaks, during film review, and you never check your phone during film review. You’re normally like a machine.”
“Am still machine,” Ilya mutters, unsure what Cliff is getting at. He’s still the same player, but he is checking his phone more.
“Yeah, but now you’re a machine with a crush.”
“No,” Ilya snaps, and Cliff laughs, loud enough that other players glance over to them.
“Oh my god, you totally do. Who is it? Some influencer? A model? A yoga instructor? Please tell me it’s a yoga instructor,” says Cliff, groaning at the mention of it possibly being a yoga instructor.
“No one,” Ilya repeats, voice firmer, not liking the tone Cliff is taking about Shane.
“Is it an omega?” asks Cliff, eyes narrowing, studying Ilya, and Ilya freezes, just for a second, and Cliff notices it, “Ohhh, shit, you’ve got a crush on an omega?”
“It is not,” Ilya snaps, hating hearing another man talk about Shane. He doesn’t care that Shane is an omega, he has been intrigued by the man since he first saw him.
“Hey, man, no judgment,” says Cliff, raising both hands, “I’m just saying, you’ve been tamed.”
“I am not tamed,” replies Ilya, not liking Cliff’s tone today at all.
“Bro, you’re checking your phone like it’s gonna explode if you don’t. If that’s not tamed, then I don’t know what is.”
“I am captain,” Ilya exhales through his nose, slow and controlled as he speaks, “I check messages for team.”
“Right,” Cliff snorts, “Because messages about someone named Yuki wanting to say hello are related to the team.”
Ilya goes still, unsure when Cliff saw the messages he’d gotten from Shane. Most of his and Shane’s messages have been because Yuki asked her father to send them. Almost all of them have been accompanied by a photo of either Yuki or something of Yuki’s. And while he’ll admit he’s enamored with the little girl and her doting, tired father, Ilya wouldn’t deny to himself that he’s a bit frustrated with how little Shane has returned his attempts at more personal conversation.
Just the other night, when it was late enough that Yuki had been put to bed but for Shane to still be awake, he’d asked Shane what he was doing. The man had texted him that he was in bed, and Ilya, a bit impulsively, asked Shane to send him a photo of what he was doing. He’d figured the man would say no or send him a like corner of his bed without any trace of him, but instead, Shane sent him a poorly lit photo of Yuki asleep in her bed.
He couldn’t tell if Shane thought he was only messaging him for updates on the little girl he spontaneously bonded with, which he feels is unlikely; he couldn’t imagine a father being okay with sharing his young daughter with a stranger. If Shane trusted him enough to know he would never do anything to harm Shane or his daughter, and thought nothing else of Ilya at this point. Or if Shane’s realized Ilya’s trying to flirt and this is his way of turning him down without ending their connection.
Either way, he’s frustrated and charmed by it.
Fuck, maybe he is tamed, he’s waiting for someone to text him back. Cliff is grinning like he’s uncovered state secrets, towel hanging around his neck, watching Ilya with way too much satisfaction. Ilya hates that look because it’s smug and Cliff has to be wrong. Or at the very least, Ilya refuses to let him be right.
He shoves his phone into his bag with a little more force than necessary.
“Easy, captain, it’s not like the phone cross-checked you,” says Cliff, eyeing him curiously.
“I am not tamed,” Ilya mutters, low and brooding, more to himself than to Cliff.
“Sure, totally,” Cliff teases, his grin widening, “That’s why you’re checking your phone like it’s a soulmate’s location tracker.”
Ilya shoots him a flat, unimpressed stare, the kind that usually shuts people up, but Cliff never seems to care.
“You have a look,” Cliff says, delighted by his annoyance, “It a ‘I hope they texted me back’ look.”
“I do not have look,” Ilya says, voice calm but edged, knowing it probably gives away that he's annoyed and trying not to show it.
“Oh man, you’re so fucking gone,” Cliff laughs, shaking his head at Ilya, who narrows his eyes, refusing to let Cliff be correct.
Ilya stands abruptly, grabbing his towel with a sharp, controlled movement. 
“You want to go out tonight?” Ilya asks, pausing to look at Cliff, who blinks at him and looks confused. Ilya has decided that tonight he will not check his phone.
He will find someone to warm his bed instead.
“Out?” clarifies Cliff, an odd twinkle in his eyes.
“Yes, we go to club, have drinks, party,” Ilya gestures broadly, like this is the most obvious thing in the world, “We go out.”
“You’re serious?” asks Cliff, “You want to go to a club on a Wednesday night? In the middle of the season?”
“Da,” Ilya’s tone is steady as he looks at Cliff, waiting for confirmation that the man is going out with him.
“Oh, you’re in a mood,” teases Cliff with a chuckle.
“I am not in mood,” growls Ilya, his jaw flexing.
“You’re absolutely in a mood,” Cliff says, delighted to have finally rattled him, “You’ve got that broody storm-cloud thing going on.”
“I am Russian, we are broody by nature,” says Ilya, rolling his eyes at Cliff, “We go out. Yes or no?”
“Yeah, yeah, fine,” says Cliff, nodding his head, “We’ll go out, I’ll even text the other guys to see if they want to join.”
“Good,” Ilya says, like he’s won something.
“But just so you know?” starts Cliff, slapping him on the back before getting one more tease in before he finally walks away, “Going to a club doesn’t make you untamed.”
Ilya narrows his eyes at him, and Cliff grins at his silence. 
“But not checking your phone every five minutes, might,” he teases, before leaving Ilya where he stands, processing what Cliff said. He turns to finish getting undressed, pretending he’s not already planning how he’ll keep his phone in his pocket tonight, how he’ll ignore it, how he’ll prove he’s not waiting for a message from a certain tired single dad.
He tells himself he won’t check, he absolutely won’t.
The locker room clears out slowly, players peeling off gear and heading toward the showers in small, exhausted clusters. Ilya moves on autopilot as he undresses, his body aching in the familiar, satisfying way that comes after a brutal practice, but his mind is still stuck on Cliff’s stupid grin, thinking Ilya Rozanov is tamed. It’s ridiculous.
He steps into the showers, letting the hot water pound against the knots in his shoulders. Steam fills the tiled room, and for a moment, he closes his eyes, letting the heat wash away the last of his irritation, except it doesn’t.
Because the second he relaxes, his mind drifts, not to the drills, not to the upcoming games, but to a tired single dad in Canada who texts him photos of a toddler.
He shuts the water off quickly, wanting to keep his mind from lingering there. He’s not tamed, he is not anything to Shane Hollander, and he will not allow himself to think of the man tonight. Instead, he towels off, dresses in dark jeans and a fitted black shirt, runs a hand through his hair, and heads out to meet Cliff.
The club is already pulsing when they arrive, bass vibrating through the floor, lights sweeping across the crowd in rhythmic waves. Ilya fits into the scene effortlessly, the way he always does. People notice him when he walks in; they always have. He’s tall, striking, confident, and he carries himself like he knows exactly who he is.
“See?” says Cliff, elbowing him as he walks by, “This is good for you. Loud music. Pretty people. No phone.”
Ilya rolls his eyes but follows him to the bar, where they order drinks and take shots until a pretty beta woman slides up beside him with her curvy body, plump lips, bright eyes, and a confident smile. 
The kind of person who would normally catch his attention without trying.
“Buy me a drink?” she asks, and Ilya smirks at her.
“Maybe,” he replies, with the ease of knowing his preferred flirting method without much effort on his part.
“You’re trouble,” she laughs, touching his arm lightly when she does.
“I am many things,” he says, voice low as he leans into her, “But trouble is most fun.”
“You’re cute,” she says, grinning widely. Ilya’s smile falters for half a second, the word cute pulling thoughts of Shane calling Yuki cute, a part of him wishing Shane had called him cute.
He pushes those thoughts away and leans in as close as he can without moving his feet into the beta, letting her talk, letting himself flirt back.
It’s easy, automatic even.
He knows how to do this. How to charm. How to smirk. How to make someone feel like they’re the only person in the room. He watches her lips move, nods at the right moments, but his mind slips away anyway.
She’s objectively pretty, but not… not as pretty as Shane. She doesn’t have his soft, tired smile, his freckles that look like constellations, his warm brown eyes, his gentle voice that always sounds like he’s trying not to wake his daughter.
“You seem distracted,” pouts the beta, leaning into his arm in an attempt to bring his attention to her chest.
“No, am not distracted,” he assures her, as he lifts his drink, takes a slow sip, and lets the music swallow the moment. A reminder that he’s here, he’s flirting with a beautiful woman, he’s doing everything he’s supposed to do.
And yet, his phone feels heavy in his pocket.
He reminds himself that he won’t check it, he absolutely won’t.
The beta is still taking, her perfume cuts through the haze of sweat, alcohol, and neon. Ilya nods at the right moments, lets his mouth curl into a lazy half-smile, and even brushes his fingers along the rim of his glass like he’s considering leaning in further, shifting his body to be next to her so there is no space between them.
He’s good at this, and he knows it.
But his mind keeps drifting to a tired smile, to warm eyes, to a voice that always softens when he says Yuki. He takes another sip of his drink, trying to drown the thought out of his mind before it can settle.
Then his phone buzzes, a single vibration against his thigh, and he freezes.
The beta notices the shift in his posture, the way his eyes flick downward, and probably feels the buzz from how close she is to him.
“Someone important?” she asks lightly, but there’s a sharpness under the words.
“Is nothing,” Ilya says, forcing a shrug as he sips his drink, telling himself he won’t check. He absolutely will not check; he is not tamed, and he is not waiting for a message.
He lasts four, maybe five, seconds.
Then he pulls the phone out with the subtlety of a man disarming a bomb.
The screen lights up, and he sees the notification. It’s from Shane, the message reads:
I was told I was too pretty not to share lol.
Ilya’s breath catches as he taps the notification to see if there is an attachment, almost giddy to see what the attached photo could be.
It’s Shane sitting on the edge of a toddler’s bed, the mattress covered in strawberry-print bedding and surrounded by soft pillows shaped like flowers and hearts. Behind him, the scalloped pink walls glow with warm light, painted with cheerful rainbows, smiling suns, and pastel stars. A string of red and white mushroom garland hangs across the wall, and a Snoopy pillow rests beside him, half-hidden among a small pile of plush toys.
Shane looks nothing like the man Ilya first met. His cheeks are smeared with crooked pink blush, glitter clings unevenly to his eyelids, and his lips are tinted a soft, wobbly red. His hair is pulled into two lopsided pigtails, the kind only small, determined hands could make. He looks shy and a little proud, like he knows he looks ridiculous and sent the photo anyway.
And that is what hits Ilya the hardest. Shane sent this to him. Not a picture of Yuki. Not an update. Not something safe or distant. Just himself, sitting in a room filled with warmth and softness, letting Ilya see him in a way that feels private.
The room itself twists something deep in Ilya’s chest. Every detail is gentle and intentional, the kind of space built by someone who wants a child to feel safe and happy. He never had anything like this growing up. No softness. No color. No place that felt like it belonged to him. Seeing it now, wrapped around Shane and his daughter, feels like looking into a world he was never allowed to have.
And knowing Shane chose to send him this moment, this softness, this version of himself, makes the ache sharper. It feels like being trusted with something fragile. It feels like being invited into a life he has no right to want, yet wants all the same.
He doesn’t realize he’s staring until the beta speaks again, softer this time.
“So… not nothing,” she says, and Ilya blinks, finally looking up at her. She studies him for a moment, her eyes moving to his phone, where the photo still glows faintly in his hand, then to his face, and Ilya knows that his expression has softened; it’s probably obvious that he’s no longer here with her at all.
A flicker of jealousy crosses her face; she’s not angry, not bitter, just… disappointed.
“You know,” she says, offering him a small, wry smile, “I was starting to think you might be interested.”
Ilya opens his mouth, but nothing comes out, and the beta lifts a hand, stopping him gently. 
“It’s okay. Really. Whoever that is… you’re gone for them,” she says, her smile turning a little sad, a little amused, and he doesn’t know what to say to that. She pats his arm, it’s a brief, friendly touch, and then steps back into the crowd, leaving him alone with the thrum of the music and the glow of Shane’s photo.
Ilya stares at the screen again, having to admit to himself that he is absolutely, completely, undeniably at least a little tamed.
The night air is cool and sharp, grounding him as it hits like a shock when he steps onto the sidewalk. The thump of the bass fades behind him as he drags a hand through his hair, breathing hard, not from the club but from the photo still glowing in his mind, Shane with glitter on his eyelids, blush smeared across his cheeks, pigtails crooked and soft.
He leans against the brick wall, lighting a cigarette and taking a long drag. The nicotine feels good in his system, helping to sober him as he pulls his phone out, looking at it again.
He wants more, not just messages, not just photos of Yuki, not just accidental glimpses of Shane’s tired smile. He wants Shane, his attention, his voice, his warmth. He wants to help Shane, make him less tired, so he has someone he can lean on anytime, no matter what. 
Before he can talk himself out of it, he hits call.
The phone rings twice before he hears the other end pick up.
“Hello?” Shane’s voice is soft, a little breathless, like he wasn’t expecting anyone to call this late, and Ilya feels his eyes close, relieved to hear Shane’s voice again. 
“You are awake,” he says, and Shane answers him with a quiet laugh. 
“Yeah, Yuki fell asleep a bit ago, and I was trying to wash off the glitter, it’s… everywhere.”
“I see,” Ilya murmurs, thinking of the photo again, “She made you very pretty.”
Shane huffs with embarrassment.
“She said I needed ‘sparkles like a princess,’ and I couldn’t argue.”
“You should not,” Ilya says, his voice low and hungry, “You look good with sparkles.”
There’s a pause; it doesn’t feel uncomfortable, he figures that Shane is processing what he said.
“…Thank you,” Shane says, and he sounds shy in a way that makes Ilya’s chest tighten, “I didn’t think anyone would think or say that.”
“I think it,” Ilya replies. “I like the picture.”
“You do?” Shane sounds genuinely pleased, and Ilya swears for a second that he hears a faint purr from the omega, “I thought it might make you laugh.”
“It did,” Ilya admits. “But also I like seeing you.”
Another pause, longer this time.
“Oh,” Shane says quietly, “Well… I’m glad you liked it”
“You send many pictures of Yuki,” Ilya exhales, the cold air fogging in front of him, “But this one is only you.”
He hears Shane shift on the other end, the sound of rustling sheets, the soft creak of a mattress. 
“She told me to send it. She said you’d like it.”
“She is smart child,” Ilya says, and Shane laughs again, warm and tired and sweet. 
“She is and she really likes you.”
“I like her too,” Ilya says and then, softer, “And I like her father too.”
Silence follows for a long moment, long enough that Ilya has to check his phone to make sure Shane didn’t hang up on him.
“You’re…” Shane speaks carefully, breaking his silence, “You’ve been drinking tonight, right?”
“Da,” replies Ilya, unsure what that has to do with this moment.
“So you’re just being friendly.”
“I am always friendly,” Ilya says, smiling, seeing now that Shane is trying to find a way out of Ilya’s confession, “But I am also honest.”
Shane breathes out, a soft, helpless sound. 
“You’re impossible.”
“I try,” promises Ilya, a toothy grin on his face that Shane cannot see. He hears another rustle. Shane must be lying back now, settling into his pillows. Ilya imagines him there, glitter probably smudged from not wanting to wash off, hair messy, smiling at his phone in the dark.
“Raiders play Metros next month, will be in Montreal a couple of days,” says Ilya, having purposefully already booked a flight for himself after his team will have already left, “I want to use rain slip to see you after game.”
“Rain check,” corrects Shane, his voice shaky.
“Rain check, I want to use,” Ilya restates, his voice steady, “Can I use?”
Another pause; he can practically hear Shane weighing the options, then a loud sigh.
“It’s an afternoon game, and Yuki has a play date after, so we can’t.” As disappointed as Ilya is at the no, he’s relieved that Shane also sounds disappointed.
“Are you coming to game?” asks Ilya, ready to get tickets for Shane so he can at least see the man.
“Yeah, actually, I’m going with a friend and her kids,” replies Shane, and Ilya thinks he’ll need to call Svetlana to upgrade Shane’s tickets again, or at least move them to where he will be able to easily see Shane, “You don’t need to move the tickets, just so we’re clear.”
Ilya makes a tsk sound, but from Shane’s tone, he can tell that the omega would be less than pleased if he tried to upgrade him again.
“Fine, but will you be going to playdate after?”
“Yeah…uh, I mean, Jackie might be okay to take her for the day,” replies Shane, “But your rain check is for Yuki and me…”
“Was for meal that you buy,” replies Ilya, recalling the plan as he wins the game and Shane would provide him dinner. As much as he adores Yuki, he wants time with Shane more than anything.
“Just you and me?” asks Shane, swallowing something down in his throat.
“Da,” confirms Ilya, “Just you and I.”
Yet another long pause, which gives Ilya time to take another drag of his cigarette
“Sure,” says Shane, his voice quiet, almost impossible to hear, but Ilya hears him all the same.
“It’s a rain check,” confirms Ilya.
“Yeah, but um, I should probably go for now,” says Shane, “Yuki has to be at day care by 8 AM.”
“Good night, Hollander.”
“Good night, Ilya.”
Once the call ends, Ilya closes his eyes, letting the warmth settle deep in his chest, pleased with himself. 
He wanted more of Shane’s attention. Now he has it.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
Shane sits on the edge of his bed, the room dim except for the glow of his phone screen. His next heat is circled on the calendar. It is a date he has been trying not to look at, not to think about, not to dread.
But it is coming, so he opens the CycleCare Registry app.
The loading screen blooms into soft colors and rounded icons, all designed to look comforting. It does nothing for him. His stomach still twists. He taps the Partner Search tab, and a grid of profiles appears, each one stamped with tidy badges:
Experienced. Medical Background. Gentle Temperament. Full Duration Availability. Certified Heat Support.
He scrolls, and most of the profiles blur together.
A family doctor in his fifties with a polite, distant smile. A young clinic nurse with excellent credentials but only two reviews. A heat-support specialist who looks competent but has a note about inconsistent scent blocker usage. A physician’s assistant whose profile photo looks like it was taken for a hospital directory. A newly certified heat-care provider with no ratings yet and a bio that reads like a resume.
None of them look unsafe or unkind. They just do not feel right.
Some look too clinical, like they would treat him as a case file. Some look too new to the field, still learning how to handle the intensity of a heat. Some have reviews that mention things like poor communication or a scent that did not mesh well.
He swipes past each one, jaw tightening.
He does not want someone too detached, someone who sees this as routine, nor someone who will make him feel small or difficult or inconvenient.
He wants… fuck. He does not know what he wants. He just does not want what he had last time.
He scrolls again until a profile catches his eye.
Dr. Aiden Rousseau, a Certified Heat Support Specialist. He’s a handsome enough RN with a gentle temperament and a Five-Star safety rating. The profile photo is simple, just a man in soft blue scrubs, smiling in a way that looks practiced but not fake. It is enough to make Shane tap the profile.
Aiden has six years of experience supporting omega clients. His approach is listed as patient-led, safety-first, and trauma-informed. His communication style is described as quiet and reassuring. He can stay the full duration without issue, and in the Tell me more section, he has written, “I prioritize comfort and consent. You set the pace.”
Shane swallows. This is exactly the kind of partner he should choose. Someone professional. Someone who will not take things personally. Someone who will not expect anything from him except honesty.
He scrolls down to the reviews.
“Very calm. Never rushed me.” — Marc L., Montreal, 4.8 stars
“Listened to everything I needed and checked in often.” — Daniel P., Gatineau, 5 stars
“Respectful, steady, and easy to communicate with.” — Julien R., Ottawa, 5 stars
“Made the whole week feel manageable. I felt safe the entire time.” — Étienne M., Laval, 4.9 stars
Shane exhales slowly, and his chest tightens at the word manageable. He hasn’t had a manageable heat in years.
He hesitates, thumb hovering over the Schedule Consultation button on Aiden’s profile. His heart beats too fast, his palms are damp, and he hates that this feels like admitting defeat, but he also knows he cannot keep doing this alone.
He taps the button, and a small window pops up:
Choose a date within 7 days of your projected cycle. All initial consultations are virtual. Your partner will confirm within 24 hours.
He selects the date. His hands shake a little as he does.
The confirmation screen appears:
Request Sent. Your partner will contact you soon. You remain in control at every stage.
Shane sets the phone down beside him and scrubs both hands over his face. He does not feel relieved, not yet, but he feels a little less alone.
And for now, that is enough.
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  The hallway outside Yuki’s classroom smells like crayons, glue sticks, and the faint sweetness of fruit snacks. Parents line up along the wall, chatting in low voices. Toddlers shriek and chase each other behind the half door. Shane stands near the cubbies, hands tucked into his coat pockets, Yuki’s Bluey backpack on his shoulder, waiting for his turn in the handover rotation.
“Shane?” calls a familiar voice. He looks up as Jackie Pike steps into the hallway, her coat half zipped, her hair pulled into a loose bun. She has Amber’s glittery lunchbox hooked over one wrist and the calm, steady presence that always makes Shane feel a little more grounded.
“Hey,” he says, and some of the tension in his shoulders eases.
“Yuki, get up to anything fun today?” she asks, smiling at him.
“Yeah, I mean, they sent a picture earlier. She was painting something, I think it was a cat.”
“Amber painted a giraffe that looked like a loaf of bread, so that sounds about right,” says Jackie with a laugh. The line moves forward as they call in a parent, and Jackie falls into step beside him, easy and familiar.
“You ready for the big game this weekend?” she asks, “Hayden has been vibrating about it for days.”
“He always gets like that when the Raiders are in town,” Shane snorts. Hayden pretends he is not competitive off the ice, but Shane knows better.
“Arch rivals,” Jackie says, rolling her eyes fondly, “He has already warned the kids that there might be ‘a little pushing’ on the ice and to not worry.”
“With Hayden, that could mean a full brawl,” Shane teases with a laugh. Hayden rarely picks fights, but the man is always willing to jump into the fray if one happens.
“Exactly,” she says, laughing. “And the twins have been making signs with Amber since it’s her first game. They’re all losing their minds, I swear.”
“Yuki is really excited,” Shane smiles with a laugh. He hasn’t told the toddler who is playing at the game, other than Uncle Hayden. Though he already knows that Yuki will be ecstatic when she sees Ilya out there, “She said she hopes Uncle Hayden gets a goal.”
“Oh, he will,” Jackie says, with a laugh, “Hayden keeps saying he’s going to score the most of all the Metros.”
Shane shakes his head, but the smile stays. Talking to Jackie always feels like stepping into warm light after being outside too long. He’s thankful that Hayden found her and married her. She’d been a godsend when he was so pregnant with Yuki.
“Are you looking forward to it?” Jackie asks, her voice softening just a little. He hesitates. Only a breath, but long enough for her to notice. She always notices.
“I think so,” he says, “Yuki’s excited and that helps.”
Jackie nods, accepting the answer without pushing for more. The line inches forward, and Jackie shifts Amber’s glittery lunchbox to her other hand. Shane is about to say something else when a woman a few spots down the hallway turns toward them with a tight, polite smile that never reaches her eyes.
“I couldn’t help overhearing,” she says, which means she was absolutely listening on purpose. The woman homes in on Jackie as she speaks, “You’re taking your children to that hockey game this weekend?”
“Yes,” Jackie blinks, caught off guard by the sudden question, “The Metros game.”
The woman’s mouth pinches before she speaks again.
“I just don’t understand exposing kids to something so violent. All that fighting and aggression sends the wrong message,” lectures the woman, and Shane feels Jackie go still beside him. Not tense, just quiet. The way she gets when she is deciding whether something is worth responding to. The woman keeps going.
“My husband and I would never take our kids to something like that. We believe in modeling healthy conflict resolution,” she says before turning to Shane, her tone shifting notably, “Don’t you think so?”
Shane takes a slow breath, not wanting to start a fight with a woman he barely recognizes. She is definitely not a parent from Yuki’s room.
“I do believe in modeling healthy conflict resolution,” he says evenly, and the woman looks pleased for a moment, thinking she’d gotten his agreement, “But a fight in a hockey game isn’t any different from a fight in a baseball game or a soccer match. It happens in every sport. Kids see it, ask questions, and we talk about it. That’s the healthy part.”
The woman’s expression shifts instantly. Her posture softens, her smile warms, and she tilts her head just a little too much.
“Oh, well, when you put it like that,” she says, voice suddenly sweet, “I suppose it’s not so bad. And I suppose hockey players are very… passionate. It must be exciting to watch in person.”
Jackie’s eyes narrow a fraction, the only sign she’s noticed the shift. The woman steps slightly closer to Shane, lowering her voice as if they are sharing something private. 
“You must go to a lot of games. You look like someone who appreciates… athleticism,” says the woman, her eyes flick over Shane’s chest before she flutters her lashes at him. Shane blinks, confused. She mentioned a husband only minutes ago.
“I go when I can. My daughter likes it,” he answers, looking at Jackie to help him, but she’s just watching, amused.
“Oh, that’s adorable,” the woman says, leaning in just a little more. “A devoted dad. That’s so rare these days.”
Jackie’s mouth twitches as the beginning of a smile she is absolutely holding back starts to form.
The woman continues, “If you ever need company at a game, I’m sure my husband wouldn’t mind if I-”
“Amber Pike’s mom or dad?” Miss Charlotte calls, opening the classroom door. Jackie steps forward to the teacher with a warm smile.
“That’s me,” she says, giving Shane a quick squeeze on the arm as she moves towards the door, “See you in a minute, good luck.”
She disappears into the classroom with Amber’s lunchbox, leaving Shane alone with this other mom. The woman immediately shifts her posture, angling toward him with a soft, practiced smile.
“She seems a bit overwhelmed,” she says lightly, nodding toward the door Jackie just walked through, “This is her fourth, right? That many kids is a lot. I suppose some mothers just… cope however they can.”
“Jackie doesn’t cope,” Shane says, his brows pulling together, “She manages four kids and her husband’s hectic job. She is the backbone of her family.”
The woman blinks, surprised by the firmness in his tone. She recovers quickly, brushing a hand through her hair.
“Oh, of course. I didn’t mean she wasn’t trying. I just think some moms rely on distractions like sports instead of real structure.”
“Jackie and her husband run a solid home,” Shane states, shaking his head, “Their kids are kind, confident, and happy. That doesn’t happen without structure.”
“Well, maybe you don’t see everything,” the woman laughs softly, as if he’s being cute,  “Men usually don’t, but we women, we notice things.”
“She has four kids,” Shane’s voice stays calm, despite this woman’s lies, there’s no give in his tone, “And she handles them better than most people handle having one.”
“You must spend a lot of time with her,” the woman tilts her head, smiling warmly in a way that feels intentional, “Single dads often lean on moms in their lives for help. It must be nice having someone like her around.”
“Jackie is my friend,” Shane’s jaw tightens, unfortunately aware of what the woman’s tone is implying, “And she’s married to my best friend, basically like my brother, and they’re a great team. I don’t lean on her any more than I lean on him. We support each other.”
The woman’s smile falters, irritation flickering before she masks it again.
“Oh, I didn’t mean anything by it,” she says sweetly. Shane nods once. 
“I know,” Shane says, letting the lie go and just wanting this conversation to be over, “But Jackie’s a good mom and a great friend. Anyone who takes two seconds to get to know her can see that.”
The woman opens her mouth to try again, but the classroom door swings open saving him.
“Yuki Hollander’s dad?” Miss Charlotte calls, and Shane steps forward. As he moves past her, she gives him one last lingering look. He does not return it. Shane steps into the classroom, the familiar mix of tempera paint and graham crackers settling around him. 
Before coming to school this morning, he and Yuki had gone through their usual morning routine, and he had helped her into a soft striped shirt and light pink pants she picked herself. Her Rozanov jersey is at home, neatly tucked in her dresser. After its last trip to daycare, there had been a long but gentle negotiation between him, his mother, and Yuki about saving it for special days.
Yuki had agreed, though solemnly so, and in trade she could wear it to any games, hockey or otherwise, and other special events, though Yuna was quick to note that Christmas was not included.
A few kids are still gathering their things or playing while they wait for their parents, but Yuki is easy to spot. She stands near the cubbies, pulling on her velcro sneakers, ready to go home.
When she sees him, her whole face lights up.
“Daddy!” she squeals, running to him with her arms out. Shane crouches just in time to catch her, lifting her easily. She smells like glue, apple slices, and the warm, familiar mix of maple snow cream and cedar sapling that always clings to her after a long day of playing.
“There’s my Snowdrop,” he murmurs, lifting her into a hug, before putting her back down so he can do handover with her teacher and Yuki can gather the last of her things in the classroom.
“Hi, Shane,” Miss Charlotte approaches with a warm smile and a clipboard tucked under her arm,  “You’ll be happy to hear that Yuki had a really good day today.”
“That is great to hear,” says Shane, smiling.
“She spent a long time at the art table this morning. Yuki, do you want to show your daddy the artwork you did?” Miss Charlotte looks at Yuki, who is back next to him with her artwork already out. Shane studies the drawing. It looks like a grayish blob with a face, he thinks.
“It’s a potato cat,” she says proudly, and Miss Charlotte smiles at Shane, who is trying to see it in the drawing. The potato he can see, but nothing is giving him a cat.
“It’s a very creative potato cat,” confirms Miss Charlotte before looking back at Shane, who nods, “She also played really well with the other kids during free play. Lots of building and pretending.”
“Good,” Shane nods, always relieved to hear about Yuki getting along with others. It’s never been an issue for her, but he always worries.
“And she had a solid nap today,” Miss Charlotte adds, “Fell asleep quickly, stayed asleep, and woke up in a good mood.”
“That’s my girl,” Shane says softly, kneeling to kiss the top of her head.
“Daddy, I wanna go play,” Yuki wiggles a little in his hold, her eyes already on the exit that leads to the playground. Most parents stop there to let their kids burn off the last of their energy before heading home.
“I know,” he says gently, before looking at Miss Charlotte to see if there is anything else he needs to know.
“Overall, she had a really smooth day. No issues at all,” says Miss Charlotte, “I hope you two have a great night, and we’ll see you both tomorrow.”
“Thank you,” Shane says, meaning it, letting Yuki lead him to the door. The late afternoon air is cool as Shane steps out of the daycare building. Yuki’s backpack is slung over his shoulder, and she leads him toward Jackie and Amber. The small playground beside the parking lot is already dotted with a few kids, and Jackie is waiting near the bench, Amber bouncing beside her as she looks excitedly at Yuki approaching her.
“There you are,” Jackie calls, smiling at him, “Hi, cutie.”
“Auntie Jackie, I made a potato cat!” says Yuki, beaming at her.
“Show me!” Amber pleads before her mom could react, and Yuki immediately unrolls the painting on the bench, smoothing it with both hands so she can show Amber, who leans in, eyes wide, “It really is a potato cat.”
“It’s supposed to,” Yuki replies, proud.
“It’s so cool,” says Amber, looking at it again, before turning to look out at the playground behind them, “The monkey bars are free!”
Both girls take off towards the monkey bars, leaving the painting behind as they run off. Shane rolls it up, storing it in Yuki’s bag, as Jackie watches the two reach the toddler size monkey bars.
“Thank you,” she says quietly, her eyes not leaving the two.
“For what?” asks Shane, unsure what he’s done.
“For shutting down that woman earlier,” Jackie says, “She was trying very hard to be… something.”
“She was being rude,” Shane says, shaking his head. “And wrong. You’re a great mom.”
“I know,” says Jackie, her expression softening, “Still, I appreciate it.”
Both go quiet for a moment, keeping an eye on the girls as they climb and chatter together.
“We’re still on for the play date after the game, right?” Jackie asks, “The twins have already planned snacks, costumes, and a dance routine. They’re very excited to teach Arthur, Amber, and Yuki.”
“Yeah. Definitely,” Shane affirms, then pauses, shifting his weight, “Actually… I was wondering if you’d be okay with Yuki going without me and you guys watching her for a little bit after?”
“Of course. You know we love having her,” Jackie says, her eyebrow raised in amusement as she looks at Shane, “What’s the occasion?”
“I’m… meeting someone for dinner,” Shane looks down at the mulch under his shoe, unsure if he should look at Jackie.
“So… a date?” asks Jackie, her eyes alight in wonder.
“It’s not a date,” Shane says immediately, and Jackie’s smile grows. 
“A dinner with someone sounds like a date to me,” teases Jackie.
“It’s not,” Shane insists, cheeks warming, “It’s just dinner.”
“Uh-huh,” Jackie says, clearly unconvinced but not pushing, “Well, whatever it is, we’ve got Yuki. She’ll have fun with the kids, she always does.”
On the playground, Amber is hanging upside down while Yuki dangles just a bar away, both giggling uncontrollably.
Shane watches them, then glances at Jackie. 
“Thanks. I really appreciate it.”
“Anytime,” replies Jackie, nudging him lightly with her shoulder, “And for the record, you’re allowed to go on dates. Even if you refuse to call them that.”
“Please don’t start,” Shane groans softly.
“I’m not starting anything,” Jackie says, “I’m just saying… It’s okay.”
“Everyone keeps saying that,” Shane sighs, rubbing the back of his neck and looking anywhere but at her.
“Because it’s true,” Jackie says gently.
“I know,” he exhales, long and quiet, “I just… it feels strange. I’m not used to people assuming I’m… interested in anyone.”
Jackie studies him for a moment.
“Can I ask who you’re meeting?” she asks in that soft, careful tone she uses when she wants honesty without pressure. Shane’s shoulders tense before he can stop them. 
“It’s… someone I met recently,” he admits, not sure how much he should share with Jackie.
“Okay,” Jackie says, tilting her head, “Someone from around here?”
“No,” Shane says, looking down at his shoes, unsure if he should meet Jackie’s eyes, “I met them when Yuki and I were traveling, and we’ve talked a few times since. They asked if I wanted to get dinner.”
“And you said yes?” Jackie asks, her tone patient and warm.
Shane nods once, afraid that if he speaks, he’ll tell Jackie too much, and his meeting with Ilya will make her disappointed in him.
“Do you like them?” she asks, gentle, not teasing.
“I…” Shane hesitates, “Don’t know yet… they’re… nice and they’ve been really good with Yuki.”
“That’s a good start,” Jackie affirms. She’s looking at him with her eyebrows lifted slightly in quiet curiosity.
“I just don’t want you to think I’m being irresponsible, or rushing into something, or that it’s weird,” Shane admits. Jackie and Hayden mean the world to him. They are the closest thing to family he has within fifteen minutes of home
They’re a part of his village. He’s a part of theirs.
“Shane,” Jackie says softly, “I don’t think any of that.”
He finally looks at her. Jackie smiles at him; it’s small and sincere. 
“You’re allowed to have dinner with someone who makes you feel good. You’re allowed to explore something new. And you’re allowed to keep the details to yourself until you’re ready.”
Shane lets out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding.
“And,” Jackie adds, eyes warm, “I think it’s sweet that you were worried about what I’d think.”
“I just… respect you and Hayden a lot,” Shane admits, looking away again, embarrassed.
“We know,” teases Jackie, bumping his shoulder playfully, “And just know it’s mutual.”
On the playground, Yuki and Amber are now both hanging upside down, their giggles getting louder as they hang there. Yuki’s dark curls hang loose below her head, and Amber’s blond braids do the same.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The ice feels different before a rivalry game.
Not colder. Not louder.
Just sharper, like every sound cuts a little cleaner through the air. Skates scrape, pucks clatter against boards, sticks tap in familiar rhythms. The Raiders spread out across their half of the rink, settling into warmups with the easy efficiency of men who have done this thousands of times.
Ilya glides through a slow lap, letting his muscles wake up. His breath fogs faintly in front of him. The boards hum under the weight of fans already pressed against the glass. He keeps his head down, focused on the ice, on the feel of his edges, on the steady rhythm of movement.
He does not look toward the other end of the rink; he does not need to.
He knows exactly who is over there.
He can feel it like a shift in the air pressure, the way you feel a storm building on the horizon. The Metros’ colors flash in his peripheral vision. Their voices carry faintly across the ice. None of that matters.
Shane is here.
A puck slides toward him. He traps it with the blade of his stick, smooth and automatic, then fires it back to one of the defensemen without looking.
Cliff skates past him, bumping his shoulder lightly to pull his attention.
“You look serious today,” he says.
“I am always serious,” Ilya replies with a shrug.
“Yeah, but today you look extra serious,” Cliff laughs, “Like someone stole your breakfast.”
“No one stole my breakfast.”
“Good,” Cliff jokes, “Because I wouldn’t fight you for oatmeal.”
Ilya shakes his head and keeps skating as Cliff peels off toward the boards, already talking to someone else. The team is loose, loud, and comfortable. They always are before the first whistle, but Ilya is not.
He never is.
Warmups are the only time he lets himself feel the nerves. Once the game starts, everything sharpens into instinct and muscle memory, but this in-between space is where the weight settles on his shoulders. He circles back toward the blue line, taking another puck from the pile. He handles it with quick, precise touches, then snaps a shot into the top corner of the net. The sound of the puck hitting twine is clean and satisfying.
He does it again, and again, and again.
Not to distract himself, not to avoid looking, just to keep his hands busy while his mind circles the truth he already knows.
Shane is here somewhere, and he wants to see him.
A cheer rises from the stands. A cluster of fans in Metros jerseys slam their hands against the glass, shouting something he cannot hear. He does not react. He has learned not to. Another puck slides his way. He stops it, lines up another shot.
A different swell of noise rises, warm and personal, and he glances up without meaning to.
Hayden Pike is waving at someone. A woman with a toddler on her hip waves back. Ilya recognizes the shape of the family even from a distance: his wife, two older, one in the middle, one very small.
He watches Hayden’s face light up instantly. Watches him tap his stick on the ice, grin wide enough that even the rookies notice. Watches him skate to the glass so the kids can press their hands to his gloves. His wife leans in to say something, and Hayden laughs, bright and open in a way he never is on the ice.
Ilya looks away before anyone can catch him watching, not because he’s jealous of Hayden, not because he wants that life. But because he knows what he wants, and it is not a hypothetical family in the stands.
It is one man. 
One man who is here tonight, who might look back.
He digs his blade into the ice and pushes off, skating a slow arc along the blue line. A camera crew pans over Hayden and his family. Of course they do. The media loves Hayden’s wholesome angle. They love the contrast between the two.
Captain versus Captain.
Alpha versus Beta.
A rivalry that never existed outside of their teams. It irritates him every time, not because Hayden is bad. Hayden is good. Smart, steady, reliable. A beta who holds his own in a league full of alphas.
Ilya respects him for that.
But he’s not Ilya, and pretending otherwise feels like being asked to believe the world is flat. The narrative is lazy, and it insults them both. Ilya plays into the rivalry. It’s expected, because it’s fun, but he talks as much shit about Hayden as he does about everyone else in the league.
He circles back toward the boards, catching a pass from a defenseman and firing it cleanly into the net. He doesn’t look toward the stands again, not because he doesn’t care, not because he’s pretending, but if he looks too soon, he’ll look too long.
And he wants the moment he sees Shane to be deliberate.
The truth sits quietly in his chest; steady, certain, no longer something he tries to outrun.
He knows he wants him, and tonight, Shane is here.
Ilya skates another slow loop along the blue line, letting the rhythm settle into his muscles. The noise of the arena blends into a familiar hum. Pucks clatter. Sticks tap. Someone shouts for a pass.
It is all background noise.
The only thing that isn’t is the knowledge that somewhere in this building, Shane will be watching.
“Hey, look at that,” one of his teammates calls out to the rest, amused. “Kid on the Metro side is wearing our jersey.”
“Wrong team, little man. Or little girl? Hard to tell from here,” another voice laughs.
Ilya barely registers it at first. Fans wear the wrong jerseys all the time, and kids even more so. They like colors or mascots, and the team doesn’t always matter to them. But the teammate adds;
“She’s waving at us.”
That makes him look up, never one to deny a child the small joy of an acknowledgment, and he follows the line of sight across the ice, toward the Metros’ half of the rink, toward the stands behind their bench.
And he sees her.
Yuki.
She’s tiny, but she’s bright as she waves with both hands like she is trying to flag down a plane, noticeably wearing his jersey.
The breath leaves his chest in a quiet, controlled exhale.
She is perched on the railing in front of the seats, balanced between two of Hayden’s older kids, all of them bouncing with the kind of chaotic energy only children have. Hayden’s wife is there too, steadying the toddler on her hip. Hayden himself stands in front of them, helmet off, laughing at something Shane is saying.
Shane.
He is right beside Yuki, one hand lightly on her chest to keep her from leaning too far forward. He looks relaxed, comfortable even. He’s talking easily with Hayden, who gestures wildly toward the kids.
Something tightens low in Ilya’s chest before he can stop it.
Hayden leans in close to say something to Shane, animated, familiar, the kind of easy camaraderie that speaks of years. Ilya knows it shouldn’t matter, and it doesn’t, not in the way it once might have, but the thought still flickers through him, sharp and instinctive.
How do they know each other? How close are they? 
Not denial, just curiosity with an edge.
His eyes catch on Shane longer than he means them to, drawn there the way a compass finds north, but he looks away before anyone can notice. He doesn’t skate closer, doesn’t wave, doesn’t acknowledge anything. Not because he doesn’t want to, but because wanting is the problem. Because if he lets himself look too long, he’ll forget he’s supposed to be warming up.
He digs his blade into the ice and pushes off, skating a clean arc toward the far boards.
“Guess we’ve got a fan over there,” he hears his teammate behind him, still laughing. He keeps his face neutral, his movements steady, his attention fixed on the next puck sliding across the ice.
Inside, something warm and sharp settles under his ribs. He knew they would be here, that Shane would be here with his daughter, but he didn’t expect the way it would hit him, the sight of them together, the ease of it, the familiarity.
He doesn’t pretend it means nothing; he just tries to keep his breathing even.
Ilya keeps skating, aware of the small figure in his peripheral vision even when he tries not to be. He focuses on the puck, on the feel of his edges, on the rhythm of warmup.
Then a tiny voice cuts through the noise of the arena.
“Ilya!”
It carries across the ice with surprising force for someone so small, and several Raiders turn their heads at once.
“Captain, you’ve got a number one fan,” one of them laughs.
“She is louder than our whole fan section,” another adds.
“Rozanov, you’d better wave before she breaks the glass,” a third taps his stick on the ice, clearly trying to demand his attention.
Ilya ignores them for exactly two seconds, and then he looks.
She’s bouncing in place, the toddler-sized jersey bunching a little at the hem and sleeves. She looks like she’s trying to get higher, trying to make sure he sees her, and something warm settles under his ribs again, softer this time.
His teammates notice immediately.
“Oh, he is done for,” someone says.
“He is smiling,” another adds, delighted.
“Ilya, your face is doing something weird,” Cliff calls out with a laugh, “You should check that.”
Ilya does not let his smile become too big as he lifts one hand and gives Yuki a small, controlled wave.
It is enough.
Yuki shrieks with excitement, turning instantly to Shane, tugging on his sleeve with both hands. He cannot hear her, but he can see the shape of it, her little mouth moving with speed he didn’t know was possible.
She has to be telling Shane that he waved.
He watches Shane looking down at her first, listening, steadying her as she speaks.
Then he looks up.
Their eyes meet across the ice for a brief, quiet moment.
It lands exactly the way he knew it would: hard, warm, and impossible to ignore.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The lights dim for the opening announcements, and the arena settles into that electric hum that always comes right before puck drop. Yuki is in her own seat, perched on the edge of it with her feet kicking, her little Raiders jersey bright against the sea of Metros colors around them. Amber sits beside her, already sharing popcorn with the seriousness of a child performing a sacred duty. Jackie is on Amber’s other side, leaning forward with a grin that says she’s been waiting for this moment all day.
“I still cannot believe you let her wear that,” Jackie shakes her head.
“We talked about this,” Shane sighs.
“She is wearing Raiders gear,” Jackie says, as if he has somehow forgotten, “At a Metros home game. And Hayden is still recovering from seeing it during warmups.”
“He’ll live,” Shane laughs.
“I cannot believe he tried to bribe her, Shane,” Jackie laughs, shaking her head.
“You saw that?” Shane groans.
“I was standing right next to you,” Jackie says, “He offered her candy like he was negotiating a hostage situation.”
Yuki, hearing the word candy, looks up briefly, her eyes going to Jackie’s hands for a moment, and then goes back to her popcorn.
“She said no,” Shane defends, shaking his head.
“She said no because she wanted to show Ilya her jersey,” Jackie laughs softly, “Hayden looked like he needed medical attention.”
Shane glances toward the ice. Hayden is in the team box with the starters, helmet on his head, talking animatedly to one of his teammates, and even from here, Shane can tell exactly what he’s complaining about.
“There. Look. He is doing it again,” Jackie sighs, nudges him again. Hayden gestures toward their section, then throws his hands up in despair. His teammate pats him on the shoulder like he’s consoling a man in mourning. Another Metro leans over the boards to look for himself towards them, spots Yuki, and starts laughing.
Yuki notices Hayden pointing and waves back enthusiastically, completely unaware of the emotional devastation she is causing the man.
“He is going to be talking about this for weeks.” Jackie wipes a tear from her eye.
Shane glances at Yuki. She is happy, settled, safe. Her attention is fixed on the popcorn she’s munching on with Amber. He can see Jackie looking at the girls, her expression softening.
“They are in a world all their own,” she says, gently patting Amber’s head, the little girl looking at her mother for a moment before going back to the popcorn, “You know, you look calmer than usual.”
“It’s a game,” Shane shrugs, and Jackie gives him a look that says she does not believe him for a second, but she lets it go.
The puck drops, the arena erupts, and Yuki sits forward in her seat, tiny hands gripping the armrests. Amber mirrors her intensity, already explaining something about the Metros’ mascot with great seriousness. Jackie watches the girls for a moment, then leans toward Shane with that tone she uses when she’s about to cause trouble.
“Okay,” she says, her tone shifting, “I have a question.”
“That sounds dangerous,” Shane replies, keeping his eyes on the ice.
“It is not dangerous,” Jackie retorts, “It is just… interesting.”
“What is it?” asks Shane.
“How does she know who Ilya is?” Jackie asks, tilting her head toward Yuki, and Shane goes still. Jackie continues, gentle but curious. “She is not really into hockey. She watches because she likes sitting with you and your parents. She probably only knew Hayden’s name before. She does not know positions. And she doesn’t know the rules of the game.”
Shane swallows.
“She knows some things,” he argues, knowing she’s right. When they watch at home, Yuki cheers when he or his mother does. When she attends the recreational games he sometimes joins, she just cheers when he moves, regardless of whether he did anything to earn it.
“She knows one thing for sure,” Jackie says, “She knows Ilya Rozanov.”
Shane finally looks at Jackie; her expression isn’t teasing now, it’s soft, observant. The way she gets when she’s putting pieces together, but doesn’t want to push too hard. It reminds him of his mother, and anytime he’s seen it on Jackie’s face, he wonders if all moms inherently know this look.
“She waved at him like she’s known him her whole life,” Jackie says, “And he waved back like he knew exactly who she was.”
Shane feels heat rise in his chest, unsure what to say to her.
“He met her once,” he admits, and Jackie raises an eyebrow. 
“Once?” she echoes. Shane looks back at the ice; it feels safer.
“She liked him,” he added, unsure if it was needed, but saying it all the same.
“She likes a lot of people, she’s an outgoing three-year-old,” Jackie says, “She doesn’t know all their names. She certainly doesn’t wear their jersey. And she does not turn down bribes in the form of Smarites because she wants to show them something.”
Shane presses his lips together, hating that Jackie’s right and that she’s now the second person to be able to deduce that it’s more than just Yuki met Ilya. Jackie watches him for a long moment, then her eyes narrow just slightly, the way they do when she’s about to say something she knows will hit the mark.
“Shane,” she says quietly, “Is he your not-a-date?”
Shane’s breath catches; he doesn’t look at her, eyes staying on the ice but not registering what’s happening out there.
He is just frozen in place.
“I am not judging you,” she says, softening immediately, “I am not teasing, I am just asking.”
Shane exhales slowly, unsure how to reply, not wanting to say yes, which makes it too real, but also not able to lie to Jackie.
“Okay,” says Jackie, with a nod, accepting his non-answer that, without pushing him to speak, letting him go from the need to answer her. The game settles into its early rhythm, skates carving sharp lines across the ice. Yuki sits forward in her seat, feet kicking, eyes locked on the players skating by, and Amber mirrors her posture, popcorn forgotten in her lap.
The moment Ilya touches the puck, Yuki gasps.
“There he is!” she says, pointing at Ilya moving on the ice.
“Where,” Amber asks, squinting.
“That one,” Yuki says, pointing with both hands towards Ilya, “The really good one.”
“Okay,” Amber agrees with a nod, accepting Yuki’s word without question.
Ilya makes a simple pass up the boards.
“Go, Ilya!” Yuki erupts.
“Go, Ilya!” Amber joins instantly.
“Oh no,” he mutters, closing his eyes for a second.
“Oh yes,” Jackie laughs.
A few seconds later, Hayden steps onto the ice. He doesn’t even have the puck yet.
“Daddy!” Amber shouts, spotting him first.
“Uncle Hayden!” Yuki chimes in, nodding with Amber. Both girls cheer like he just scored a championship as he skates onto the ice, joining the game.
“Go, Daddy! Go, Ilya!”
“Go, Uncle Hayden! Go, Ilya!”
Hayden, mid-stride, hears them. He glances up toward their section, sees the two tiny girls cheering for him and the wrong team, and nearly trips over his own skates. He recovers, points at them, and shakes his head dramatically.
“Holy shit, I think he is going to have a stroke,” Jackie snorts, and Shane tries not to smile. 
The next time Ilya touches the puck, a routine retrieval behind the net, Yuki shrieks again.
“There he is! Go, Ilya!”
“Go, Ilya!” Amber echoes her. 
A man in a Metros jersey two rows down turns around, confused, eyes narrowed at the two. Jackie waves at him apologetically.
Then Hayden taps the puck along the boards on the opposite end, and Amber immediately switches targets.
“Go, Daddy!” she shouts.
“Go, Uncle Hayden!” Yuki echoes, while Shane sinks a little lower in his seat.
“They are cheering for both of them. You realize that, right?” Jackie leans in, delighted.
“I realize.” Shane groans.
“And they are louder than half this section,” says Jackie, laughing. Shane nods, but his eyes keep moving. 
The Metros fans around them are mostly amused, but it only takes one drunk, one die-hard, one guy who decides two little girls cheering for the wrong colors is some kind of personal insult. He’s been in enough arenas to know how fast harmless can turn into stupid. His shoulders stay tight, ready to step in if anyone so much as looks at the girls the wrong way. Yuki and Amber are oblivious, happy, loud, and he wants to keep it that way. He hopes the section stays friendly. He hopes no one decides to make this a problem.
On the ice, Hayden skates by the glass again, pointing at the girls with a look that says he is absolutely going to talk to Shane about this later. 
Ilya, further down the rink, glances up at the sound of the cheering. His eyes catch on Yuki, then Amber, then Shane, who feels something warm and unsteady settle in his chest.
“He saw me!” Yuki bounces in her seat, thrilled.
“He saw me too!” Amber nods with the same enthusiasm.
“Well. The girls have chosen their favorites.” Jackie leans back, smug. Shane doesn’t answer her; he’s too busy watching Ilya skate away, pretending he doesn’t notice how good Ilya looks in his gear.
The horn sounds a few minutes later, signaling the end of the period, and the players skate off toward their benches. The crowd rises into a low roar, people stretching, heading for concessions, talking about the period. Yuki and Amber are still buzzing, reenacting every moment they think mattered.
“Daddy skated so fast,” Amber says.
“And Ilya passed the puck,” Yuki adds proudly.
“You two are going to crash so hard tonight,” says Jackie, leaning back, arms crossed, looking far too pleased.
“No,” Yuki says indignantly, clearly offended.
“Never,” Amber adds, tutting at her mother.
Shane is about to suggest a snack break when he notices movement on the ice. Hayden has stopped halfway toward the tunnel. He looks up into the stands, scanning until he finds them, then points directly at Shane, curling two fingers to indicate he wants to speak with him.
“Oh, you are in trouble,” Jackie teases, a giddy smile on her face.
“I didn’t even do anything,” Shane groans, standing from his seat.
“He certainly thinks you did,” Jackie says. “Go on, he’s not going to move until you do.”
Shane squeezes Yuki’s shoulder and heads down the steps toward the railing. Hayden skates over, helmet off, hair damp, expression a mix of disbelief and theatrical suffering. He plants his gloved hands on the top of the boards. 
“Shane.”
“Hayden,” Shane echoes, bracing himself.
“Explain,” Hayden demands, gesturing wildly toward the seats.
“Explain what?” Shane blinks.
“Your daughter! My daughter! Both cheering for Rozanov,” Hayden points again, more dramatically.
“She likes him,” Shane offers, his face neutral.
“They are supposed to like me,” Hayden whines, looking personally wounded.
“They do like you,” Shane assures him.
“Not enough,” Hayden says, with a pout, “Not today.”
“They cheered for you, too,” Shane points out, trying not to smile.
“After she cheered for him,” Hayden says, “Do you understand the betrayal?”
“Kids latch onto things, and you weren’t on the ice yet when they started,” Shane lifts a shoulder before dropping it.
“Kids latch onto puppies,” Hayden mutters, “Not Rozanov. Not the man who stole my goddaughter’s loyalty in five minutes.”
“She likes his skating,” Shane offers, unsure what to tell Hayden.
“She is three,” Hayden says, horrified, “She likes snacks and cartoons. She does not like neutral-zone transitions.”
“You’re right, she doesn’t, but she can still know what she likes even if she doesn’t understand,” Shane replies.
“Shane. She is wearing his jersey!” Hayden hisses, leaning closer, lowering his voice.
“She wanted to,” replies Shane.
“I am never going to recover from this.” Hayden huffs, feigning a look like he might pass out.
“From her wearing a jersey?” Shane asks, raising an eyebrow.
“From her cheering for him,” Hayden retorts, “From her cheering louder for him than for me. From Amber joining her. From both of them, chanting his name like he is a superhero.”
Shane glances back at the seats. Jackie waves at them, grinning like she’s watching a live-action soap opera.
“She is enjoying this too much,” Hayden groans, looking at his wife.
“It really isn’t a big deal. They’re just excited for the game,” Shane looks back at him.
“It is a huge deal,” Hayden shakes his head.
“Why?” Shane frowns. Hayden has to know that both toddlers typically latch onto things in the moment and will no longer care when something else catches their attention. Shane ignores the painful twist in his gut when he thinks of Yuki losing interest in Ilya in the future.
“Because he waved back,” Hayden taps the boards with one glove, and Shane goes still, but Hayden doesn’t notice, isntead he continues full of righteous indignation, “He waved back at them, at my kids! And now they’re screaming like he hung the moon. Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for Amber to cheer for me? Years, Shane, years!”
“Hayden,” Shane says softly.
“I am not mad. I am just… jealous,” Hayden admits, holding up both hands.
Shane blinks. 
“Jealous?” he asks.
“Yeah,” Hayden says, sighing dramatically, “Second period is starting soon. Go back to our girls.”
Shane nods and turns to head up the stairs. Behind him, Hayden calls out, 
“And tell Yuki she is grounded from cheering for the Raiders.”
“You can tell her yourself,” Shane calls back, lifting a hand to wave without looking back. Hayden groans behind him. Shane returns to his seat, still feeling the echo of Hayden’s dramatic suffering. Yuki immediately grabs his hand, proud.
“Daddy! Uncle Hayden said hi?” she asks
“He did,” Shane says, settling in.
“Daddy is silly,” Amber leans over Yuki to whisper, and Yuki nods like this is a profound truth. Jackie watches all of this with a smile that is far too knowing.
“So,” she says lightly, “How was your little meeting?”
“He is jealous,” Shane exhales.
“Of course he is,” Jackie laughs, “He thinks the sun rises and sets with these kids. The idea that they might cheer for someone else is… catastrophic.”
“He will get over it,” Shane insists, more to himself than to anyone else.
“Oh, he will,” Jackie assures, her eyes looking at girls who are busy talking, “But he would have a heart attack if he knew you were hanging out with Ilya later tonight.”
Shane freezes, having not considered how Hayden, who is basically his brother, would react to him spending time with Ilya. An opposing player on Hayden’s team’s rival team. Someone that the media insists is Hayden’s direct rival because they’re the captains.
“Hey,” Jackie says softly, gently touching his arm to pull his attention to her, “I am just kidding.”
“I know,” Shane says, swallowing.
“We both know that Hayden wouldn’t actually lose his mind like that,” Jackie assures, leaning in a little, voice gentler, “If he got that upset over something like that, he would not be the man I love.”
Shane lets out a slow breath.
“He is dramatic. He is loud. He is jealous in the way only a man with too many feelings can be,” Jackie continues, warm and steady, “But he is not judgmental or cruel.”
Shane nods, eyes fixed on the ice even though nothing is happening yet.
Jackie watches him for a moment.
“And he cares about you. A lot. He would want you to be happy,” she adds.
“It’s not… anything,” Shane offers, trying to push the panic he feels in his gut down. Now is not the time.
“Okay.” Jackie gives him a soft, knowing smile. 
“Daddy, look! They are coming back!” Yuki suddenly gasps, pointing at the empty ice.
“Go, Daddy! Go, Ilya!” Amber bounces in her seat.
“See. They have room in their hearts for everyone.” Jackie laughs. Shane watches the players skate back out, his chest warm and unsettled.
He is not sure what to do with any of it.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
The hotel lobby is too bright, too open, too public for what he’s here for, but that’s the point.
CycleCare offers the option for a hotel; it’s a neat little button in the app that lets users book one of its partner hotels’ heat and rut suites with a single tap at a discount. Shane liked the idea of a space designed for this, a place with protocols and reinforced walls, and staff who knew what to expect when he checked out. 
Meeting a first-time partner somewhere neutral, somewhere he could walk away from if something felt wrong, made him feel safer. More in control. Now he sits in one of the low lobby chairs, hands clasped between his knees, the CycleCare app glowing in his palm.
ETA: 38 minutes
Aiden’s profile photo sits above the countdown, his soft blue scrubs, warm enough smile, the kind of face that looks like it belongs to someone who keeps their promises. 
Shane exhales slowly. Thirty-eight minutes is fine, it's manageable, it’s enough time to breathe.
He glances around the lobby. The muted carpet, the soft jazz playing from hidden speakers, a couple checking in at the front desk, a business traveler rolling a suitcase toward the elevators.
It’s normal, calm even.
Nothing like the heat beginning to coil low and restless just under his skin. He checks the app again.
ETA: 42 minutes
He frowns, shifts in his seat, rolling his shoulders back, trying to ease the tension building there. It’s okay. There’s probably traffic. Delays can happen; it’s fine.
ETA: 49 minutes
His stomach tightens, his finger pulling down to refresh the app again
ETA: 57 minutes
A cold thread winds through the warmth rising in his body. He rubs his palms against his thighs, grounding himself.
ETA: 1 hour 11 minutes
His breath stutters, and the lobby suddenly feels too warm, the lights too bright, the air too thin. He leans forward, elbows on his knees, trying to breathe past the spike of anxiety.
He refreshes.
ETA: 1 hour 26 minutes
His pulse jumps. He swallows hard, throat tight. The heat inside him reacts to the stress, rising faster, sharper, wrong. He presses a hand to his sternum, trying to steady himself.
He refreshes again.
ETA: 1 hour 45 minutes
His chest constricts.
He refreshes.
ETA: 2 hours
Again.
ETA: 2 hours 16 minutes
Again.
ETA: Unknown
The word hits him like a physical blow.
ETA: Unknown
ETA: Unknown
ETA: Unknown
His vision blurs at the edges. The lobby noise fades into a distant hum. He forces a breath in, then another, but it doesn’t settle anything. Unknown means Aiden isn’t coming. Unknown means he’s alone. Unknown means he has to get through this by himself again.
His heat is coming soon. Too soon. He closes his eyes, gripping the phone so tightly his knuckles ache. The lobby is still bright, still calm, still normal, but he isn’t.
And the app screen, dimming as if waiting for him to tap it, shows only one thing:
ETA: Unknown
Shane stares at the word Unknown on the screen until the letters blur and he has to force himself to breathe.
In.
Out.
Slow.
It doesn’t help; his skin still feels too tight, too warm, like something is simmering just beneath the surface and is about to boil over. The early edge of his heat, usually manageable at this stage, now spikes with the sharpness of fear.
He taps the message icon on Aiden’s profile. He still has access; that had to be a good sign.
“Hi, just checking in. Are you close?” he types out, and he watches the little sent checkmark appear. No typing bubble, but he waits thirty seconds before he refreshes the app again.
ETA: Unknown
His pulse jumps. He types again, fingers trembling.
“If you’re delayed, that’s okay. Just let me know.”
Still nothing, no bubble, just another sent checkmark. 
The lobby feels too bright, too loud, too open now. A couple walks past him, laughing softly. The sound grates against the rising pressure under his skin. He shifts in his seat, trying to ground himself, but the upholstery feels scratchy, wrong, too much now.
He refreshes the app again.
ETA: Unknown
He tries calling through the app’s secure line. It rings once, twice, three times, and then a calm, prerecorded voice speaks.
“This user is unavailable. Please try again later.”
Shane’s breath stutters. 
He tries again, but the same result.
He swallows hard, throat tight. His body is heating from the inside out, a slow, creeping burn that makes his palms sweat and his heartbeat thud unevenly.
He messages again.
“Aiden? Please respond. I need to know if you’re coming.”
The message sends, still no reply.
The heat under his skin pulses, a wave that makes his vision swim for a moment. He presses a hand to his sternum, trying to steady himself, but the panic only sharpens.
He tries the call one more time, still the same automated message.
His chest tightens painfully.
He lowers the phone, staring at the lobby floor as the reality settles in, heavy and cold despite the warmth rising in his body.
Aiden isn’t coming; he’s alone. 
Again.
And his heat is coming faster now, too fast, the early signs accelerating under the stress.
His breath catches, he grips the edge of the chair, knuckles white, trying to hold himself together as the panic and the heat twist together in a way that makes the room tilt slightly.
He needs to get upstairs, get somewhere safe.
His phone buzzes, and he jerks, hope flaring painfully, but it’s not Aiden.
It’s an automated CycleCare notification.
Your partner has missed their check-in window. Please remain calm and contact support if needed.
Shane’s stomach drops.
Calm is impossible; the heat is rising, the panic is rising. And he is still alone in the middle of a hotel lobby that suddenly feels too bright, too open, too unsafe. He closes his eyes, trying to breathe, but the air feels thin.
He needs to move, get to his room upstairs, before it’s too late.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    The small amount of hockey stuff should be correct, at least I have faith my brother who is into hockey and I kept texting question about it said so...
Anyways, thank you again for reading and I absolutely love the theories I've seen related to the flashback mystery.


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: The Way You Are
  



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for notes
      






  The locker room door slams behind them, and the Raiders spill inside with the heavy, frustrated silence that follows a loss. Helmets hit cubbies, sticks clatter. Someone curses under their breath. The air smells like sweat, damp gear, and irritation. Most of the team drops onto the benches with the posture of men replaying every mistake in their heads.
Except Ilya.
He sits in his stall, peeling off his tape with slow, deliberate movements. His expression is neutral, but his pulse is too fast, his knee bouncing once before he forces it still.
Cliff notices immediately.
“No! Absolutely not!” he says, pointing at him accusingly, “Why do you look like that?”
“Like what?” Ilya asks, glancing at his phone.
“You’re happy!” Cliff accuses, “It’s disturbing! Be miserable with the rest of us; we just lost. You’re supposed to be brooding.”
“I’m brooding,” Ilya says, deadpan.
“You’re fucking glowing,” Cliff insists, his eyes narrowing at Ilya, “It’s unsettling. Stop it.”
“Maybe you’re just sensitive,” Ilya shrugs with one shoulder.
“You have plans tonight, don’t you?” Cliff accuses, and Ilya pauses just long enough for the entire room to go silent.
“Yes,” he says deadpan.
The room erupts:
“Oh my God.”
“He admitted it.”
“He actually admitted it.”
“Who is she?”
“Is it the barista?”
“No, it’s gotta be a Pilates instructor.”
“Captain’s got a date!”
Ilya finally looks up, expression flat as a blade, looking over his team and their dramatics. It is a date, but it belongs to him and Shane, not his team.
“I did not say date,” he says.
“You didn’t have to,” Cliff fires back, his expression a mixture of frustration and amusement, “Your face said it for you.”
“My face says many things,” Ilya replies, finally out of his gear and ready to shower, “None of them for you.”
A chorus of “oooooh” sweeps the room.
“He’s sassy. He’s so sassy,” Cliff teases, clutching his chest as if Ilya has harmed him, “This is worse than glowing.”
Ilya stands, grabs his towel, and steps past him.
“Some of us have places to be,” he says calmly. “You should shower. You smell like disappointment.”
The room explodes, and he can hear Cliff shout after him:
“WE ALL SMELL LIKE DISAPPOINTMENT, WE LOST!”
Ilya doesn’t turn around; he doesn’t need to. His mind is already on the text soon to be waiting on his phone.
Already thinking about Shane and their date.
The steam follows him out of the showers, warm against the cold air of the locker room. Most of the team has already filtered out, still grumbling about missed chances and bad calls. A few stragglers are half-dressed, arguing about whether the second goal was offsides.
Ilya ignores all of it as he walks back to his stall, towel around his waist, hair damp, skin still flushed from the heat. His phone sits exactly where he left it on the shelf above his gear. He dresses before tapping the screen, his pulse jumps when he sees a single notification. He picks up the phone, unlocks it with a swipe, and Shane’s name fills the screen.
Hey… just checking in. If you’re tired or want to reschedule, that’s totally okay. Just let me know.
Ilya stares at the message for a moment, something warm and sharp settling under his ribs. Shane is giving him an out. Shane is being considerate. Shane is worried he might not want to come.
He types back immediately, a stupid grin on his face.
I still want to meet.
The reply comes faster than he expects. Shane must have been waiting with the phone in his hand.
Okay. Good. I just didn’t want to assume.
Ilya’s mouth curves, small and private, his finger already tapping the screen. 
Tell me where.
There’s a pause, long enough for Ilya to imagine Shane chewing his lip, thinking, overthinking, trying to pick something that won’t feel too formal or too casual.
Then the next message arrives.
There’s a place called Alder & Pine. It’s quiet, good food, not far from the arena. I can send the address if that works for you.
Ilya reads the name twice. He doesn’t know the restaurant, but it doesn’t matter. Shane chose it. Shane wants to meet him there, so it’s perfect.
It works. I will be there.
Another message appears almost immediately.
Okay. I’ll head over now. Take your time.
Ilya reads the line again, slower this time.
I’ll head over now.
He reads it again, warmth blooming low in his chest, letting the words settle.
Not because he needs reassurance, he doesn’t, but because the reality of it sparks something warm and electric under his skin.
He’s having dinner with Shane tonight.
He tucks the phone into his pocket, the corner of his mouth lifting in a small, private smile he doesn’t bother to hide. His pulse is steady now, not from calm but from anticipation, from the quiet thrill of knowing exactly what he’s walking toward.
He grabs his coat and stands, the loss already fading into background noise.
He’s not thinking about the game anymore; he’s thinking about the restaurant, about seeing Shane without the glass, without the crowd, without the noise.
He’s thinking about their date.
Alder & Pine sits tucked between a florist and a wine shop, its windows glowing with soft amber light that spills onto the sidewalk. The kind of place people choose on purpose. The kind of place where conversations stay low, and the air feels warm even before he steps inside.
He pushes open the door, and the quiet hits him first. It’s not silence, more a gentle hush of people talking among themselves, muted clinks of silverware. Warm lighting that softens the edges of everything. It smells like roasted herbs and something citrus-bright.
It’s a good place, a good date place.
He pauses just inside the entrance, letting his eyes adjust. A host looks up, ready to greet him, but Ilya lifts a hand slightly.
“I am meeting someone,” he says politely. The host nods, going back to what they were doing before, and Ilya scans the room.
He expects to see Shane immediately, because he always does, but the lighting is dim enough that it takes a moment. His gaze moves past the bar, past a couple sharing dessert, past a row of booths along the far wall.
Then he sees him.
Shane sits in the back corner, half-turned toward the entrance without realizing it, one hand loosely curled around a glass of water he hasn’t touched. His shoulders are relaxed, but not fully. His posture is careful, like he’s trying not to take up too much space. He looks soft in the way people do when they’ve had a long day of being needed, of holding things together, of doing too much with too little rest.
And he’s beautiful. 
Not in a way that demands attention. But in the way he sits, in the way his shoulders relax when he exhales, in the way every emotion flickers across his face before he can hide it, in the way he’s always so easy to read, even when he’s trying not to be. 
Expressive without meaning to be. Impossible to miss.
Shane’s gaze lifts, almost like he feels Ilya looking at him. Their eyes meet across the room, and something warm settles low in Ilya’s chest as Shane’s mouth curves in a small, uncertain, hopeful smile. Ilya crosses the room, each step measured, deliberate. The restaurant's noise fades into a soft hum behind him.
Shane sits up a little straighter as he approaches, a quiet debate on his face of whether he should stand or stay where he is. Ilya stops at the edge of the booth before he makes a choice, stopping Shane from standing.
“Hi,” Shane says quietly, voice warm in a way that feels like it’s meant only for him. Ilya feels the corner of his mouth lift, subtle but real.
“Hi,” he echoes as he slides into the seat across from him, the world narrowing to the small, warm space between them. The menus sit untouched between them. Shane keeps glancing at his, then at Ilya, then at the table, like he’s trying to remember how conversations work. His fingers tap lightly against the water glass, a restless little rhythm he probably doesn’t realize he’s doing.
Ilya does. Of course, he notices.
Shane clears his throat, fingers tapping a restless rhythm against the glass. He looks like he’s rehearsing something in his head, then abandoning it, then trying again.
“Your weak-side defense kept drifting too high on the second rush,” Shane finally blurts out. Ilya blinks, but Shane doesn’t flinch as he keeps going, “They were baited into chasing the puck carrier. It opened the lane. Anyone could see it.”
It’s a lie that anyone would see that; most people absolutely could not see it, but Shane says it with the calm certainty of someone who has spent years being coached, drilled, and taught to read the ice like another language. Then, belatedly, the social awareness hits him.
“Oh… I mean… sorry, that sounded blunt. I’m not trying to criticize, I just…” He gestures vaguely, cheeks warming. “It was obvious what they were trying to do.”
“It is correct,” Ilya says with a nod, already hearing Desjourneys say the same thing in their next video review.
“Yeah. I know,” Shane nods once, firm. It’s not arrogant or defensive, just certain. And then the confidence immediately melts into fluster, “I mean… I’m glad you agree. I wasn’t sure if I should say anything. I didn’t want to sound like I was lecturing you.”
“You were not,” Ilya says, “You saw it all clearly.”
“I just… grew up around it,” Shane says, looking down at his hands, embarrassed but pleased. Ilya files that away.
Shane relaxes a little after the hockey talk, shoulders loosening, fingers finally stilling against the glass. The warmth between them settles into something steady, something that makes Ilya want to lean forward and close the distance.
He doesn’t, not yet.
“How do you know Hayden?” he asks. Shane looks up, surprised by the question, then thoughtful. 
“Oh. Um… we met when I was getting ready for World Juniors. I was seventeen,” Shane answers, and Ilya feels himself still. 
World Juniors, he played in it for Russia, probably around the same age as Shane. It’s where he started to make a name for himself; he remembers every roster, every standout, every rival.
“I was… supposed to be captain of Canada’s team that year.” Shane continues, unaware of the shift in Ilya’s attention, with a sad, melancholy tone. Shane freezes, like the words slip out without his consent.
Ilya’s pulse kicks once, sharp. Captain of Canada, probably the same year he played. 
He would have remembered Shane.
He should have remembered Shane.
“You played?” he asks, leaning in slightly, voice low. 
“No. I didn’t,” Shane swallows, eyes flicking down.
“But you were captain,” Ilya says, not accusing, just stating the fact Shane himself revealed. Shane winces just barely, but Ilya sees it. 
“I was supposed to be,” Shane says. There’s something in his voice, something old, something bruised, something he’s not offering, not yet. Ilya studies him, the pieces clicking together in ways he doesn’t fully understand but can feel.
Seventeen. World Juniors. Captain. And then… nothing?
“May I ask why you did not play?” he keeps his voice gentle. Shane’s breath catches, his fingers tighten around the glass in his hand.
“Not tonight,” Shane says, shaking his head once, small. It’s not a lie, not a shutdown, just a boundary.
“Okay,” Ilya says simply, and Shane exhales, shoulders softening again, grateful. Ilya keeps watching him, fascinated by the man before him. There is more to Shane Hollander than he expected, more than Shane is ready to say right now. 
The moment between them settles again, warm and steady, the shadow of World Juniors fading into the background. Shane shifts in his seat, fingers brushing the edge of his napkin, eyes flicking up like he’s searching for safer ground.
“Can I ask you something?” he says quietly.
“Da,” Ilya says with a nod.
“Do you like living in Boston?” Shane asks after some hesitation. The question is simple, innocent even, but it lands deeper than Shane could know. They’re in Shane’s city, and he’s asking about Boston, the city that chose Ilya, the place he’s been building a life far from Russia, the place he doesn’t have a reason to leave.
Ilya feels something tighten low in his chest. Not unpleasant, just sharp. He keeps his expression neutral, but inside, the answer is immediate and fierce.
“Da,” he says softly, “I do.”
“Good,” Shane brightens, relieved, “I wasn’t sure. I’ve heard that some players don’t necessarily enjoy the city they get drafted to, either because of the traffic, the weather, the fans-”
“I like the fans,” Ilya says, and Shane laughs under his breath.
“They like you, too, at least from what I’ve seen.”
Ilya tilts his head, watching the way Shane’s face softens when he smiles. 
“And I like the city,” Ilya says, watching him. Shane nods, listening closely, open in that earnest way he has. Ilya lets a small pause settle between them.
“It feels good for me,” he adds, “Living there.”
“Yeah?” Shane’s expression shifts, gentle and curious.
“Yes,” Ilya says quietly, “There are reasons I stay.”
Shane goes still, not tense, just caught, like he’s not sure if he’s allowed to ask what those reasons are. Ilya watches as color rises in his cheeks.
“I… I’m glad,” Shane says softly, and Ilya can tell from the warmth in his voice, from the way he looks at him that he means it. A shadow falls across the table, and Ilya looks up to see the waitress standing beside them, a polite smile on her face and a small notepad in hand.
“Are you two ready to order?”
Ilya opens his mouth, but Shane beats him to it.
“Oh! Uh… no. I mean, maybe? I haven’t… we didn’t…” Shane glances down at the menu like it’s a pop quiz he forgot to study for, “I didn’t actually look yet.”
His cheeks flush, and he gives the waitress an apologetic smile that is so earnest it almost hurts to watch. Ilya feels warmth curl through him. Of course, Shane didn’t look, nor did he; they were too busy talking.
“We need a few more minutes,” Ilya says smoothly, saving him.
“No problem at all. Take your time,” the waitress says, nodding, amused in that gentle, knowing way people get when they walk in on something soft.
She steps away, and Shane lets out a breath like he’s been holding it.
“I swear I’m usually better at this,” he mutters, flipping open the menu with unnecessary determination, “I can order food. I do it all the time.”
Ilya watches him for a moment, the way his brow furrows, the way he tries to pretend he’s not flustered, the way every emotion flickers across his face before he can hide it.
“You do not need to be nervous,” Ilya says quietly.
Shane freezes. 
“I’m not… I mean… I’m not nervous, I just haven’t been out to eat without a toddler in so long and I just-”
“It is fine. I like it.” Ilya says, letting a small smile touch his mouth. 
“You… like what?” Shane blinks.
“The way you are,” Ilya says simply.
Shane goes still again, but this time it’s different, softer, warmer, as the words landed somewhere he wasn’t expecting.
“Oh,” he says, barely above a whisper. Ilya picks up his own menu, though he’s not really reading it. He’s watching Shane, the way color lingers on his cheeks, the way his shoulders relax just a little. Shane finally settles enough to actually look at the menu, though Ilya can tell he’s only half-reading it.
His eyes skim the page, but his attention keeps drifting back toward Ilya, like he’s trying not to be obvious about it. Ilya pretends to study his own menu, though he’s mostly watching Shane’s expression shift as he debates between dishes he hasn’t really processed.
The waitress returns a minute later, pen poised.
“Ready now?”
“Yeah,” Shane says, slightly startled, then nods with more confidence, “I’ll have the roasted chicken, please.”
Ilya orders next, calm and steady, and the waitress leaves them with a warm smile.
“You did very well,” teases Ilya, and Shane gives him a look, half amused, half flustered.
“Fuck off,” Shane mutters before taking a sip of his water. Ilya lets out a breathy laugh and lets the quiet settle over them for a moment.
“How was Yuki? Did she have fun today?” Ilya asks, watching as Shane brightens immediately, the way people do when asked about someone they love. 
“She’s good. She enjoyed cheering with her friends. Though she was a little upset that she couldn’t see you face-to-face today,” says Shane with a smile.
“I could hear her,” Ilya says, and Shane blinks.
“You… could?”
“Da,” Ilya says, a soft laugh escaping his lips, “She is very loud.”
“Oh, you have no idea,” Shane laughs, a real one this time, warm and unguarded. “That was one of her quieter voices. I think she was trying to be polite.”
“That was polite?” Ilya raises an eyebrow.
“For her, yeah,” Shane says, still smiling, “She gets excited, especially when she sees people she likes.”
“She likes me?” Ilya feels something warm settle low in his chest.
“Yeah, a lot,” Shane looks down at his hands, but the smile stays. Ilya absorbs that, the warmth of it, the weight of it. Yuki’s voice had carried across the arena, bright and unfiltered, calling his name like she had been waiting for him.
“She is… very small,” Ilya says quietly, “But very loud.”
“She’s three. She can only get bigger from here,” Shane snorts. Ilya watches him, the way his whole face softens when he talks about her, the way affection settles into every line of his body.
“You are very good with her,” Ilya says.
“I try,” Shane says, surprised by the compliment.
“You succeed,” Ilya says simply. Shane goes still again, not flustered this time, just touched, as the words landed somewhere deep.
“Thank you,” he says softly. It’s warm and sincere. Ilya watches the way Shane’s fingers trace the condensation on his water glass, the way affection still sits in his shoulders from talking about Yuki.
“Her alpha father… is he in her life?” asks Ilya, unsure what he hopes Shane’s answer will be, but he is unable to ignore the curiosity. Shane’s fingers pause on the rim of his glass; it’s not tense, not defensive, but careful.
“No,” Shane answers, taking a slow breath, “He’s not.”
Ilya nods once, waiting, but not pushing. Shane’s gaze drops to the table. 
“It wasn’t… something that lasted,” he stops there, choosing his words with precision, “It wasn’t the kind of situation where… involvement made sense.”
There is something there, but Shane is being vague. He’s being honest without revealing very much, and Ilya hears the boundary in it, the weight too.
“I see,” he says quietly, an odd feeling of relief washing over him. He’s relieved that he doesn’t have someone else trying to vie for Shane’s attention, but Shane’s tone has him curious about who the man is, and he hates that curiosity.
Shane swallows, shoulders easing just a little now that the question has passed. 
“It’s been just me and Yuki since the beginning,” says Shane, no bitterness or resentment in his voice. Just a quiet, steady acceptance, the kind that comes from living the truth long enough that it stops hurting, “I mean, my parents and friends have helped me out a lot too, but day to day it’s just her and me.”
“You do very well,” Ilya says. Shane goes still again, not embarrassed, not flustered, more moved. Like the words reached a place he doesn’t let people see.
“Thank you,” he murmurs, softer than before. The quiet between them settles into something warm, something steady. Shane’s shoulders have eased, his expression softer now, touched by the conversation rather than weighed down by it. Ilya watches him for a moment, the way he traces the rim of his glass, the way he seems to be thinking without spiraling.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to get all heavy on you,” Shane says, clearing his throat lightly.
“You did not,” Ilya says, “I asked, and you were honest.”
“Yeah, well, I’m trying,” Shane huffs, a small laugh.
“You are doing very well,” Ilya says, and Shane’s ears go pink again. He tries to hide it by taking another sip of water. Ilya spares him, shifting the topic, “Do you come here often?”
“Yeah,” Shane brightens a little, “My parents used to bring me here when I was a kid. It wasn’t as nice back then, but it’s always been like a cozy neighborhood place. They renovated a few years ago, made it more modern.”
“It is nice,” Ilya says, glancing around, taking in the warm lighting, the polished wood, the soft hum of conversation.
“It is,” Shane agrees, “Still has the same menu, just better ingredients, better everything. Yuki loves the fries, that's usually what the two of us get.”
“She has good taste,” Ilya smiles.
“She thinks so,” Shane laughs softly. A beat later, their drinks arrive, nothing fancy, just a ginger ale for Shane and a locally made beer for Ilya. The waitress sets them down with a friendly nod before disappearing again.
“Do you have a place like this back home?” Shane asks, looking at Ilya curiously. Ilya pauses. Home is unfortunately still Russia, and he has nothing like this there. The places he had happy memories are scarred now, and even in his family's happiest moments, they never had a place like this.
“Not really, I did not go out to eat much,” he says, choosing his words carefully.
“Oh, do you cook a lot?” Shane’s expression softens, gentle and curious but not prying. 
“No, a lot of delivery and take-out,” Ilya says, with a shrug. He can cook to survive when he has to, but he does not prefer it. Shane opens his mouth to say something, but their plates arrive, steaming and fragrant. The waitress sets them down with a cheerful, “Enjoy, you two,” before moving on.
Shane smiles, looking at the food, carefully unrolling his cutlery so he can take his first bite. Ilya watches him, the way his eyes flutter shut for a second, the way his shoulders relax even more.
“That good?” Ilya asks, amused and a little envious of the food on Shane’s lips.
“Sorry. It was a hectic day. This is my first real meal, I think,” Shane says, shrinking a bit.
“Ah, so it hits the mark?” asks Ilya, moving to try his own dish. It’s simple, hearty, and comforting. But what makes it better is the way Shane looks across the table at him, warm and open and completely unguarded. They eat in easy silence for a moment, the kind that feels natural, not awkward.
Ilya takes another slow bite, but his attention keeps drifting back to Shane, the way he relaxes more with every minute, the way the tension he carried at the start of the night has melted into something soft and unguarded. He thinks about everything he’s learned tonight about this man. He carries old hurts quietly, tries so hard even when he thinks he’s failing, and he looks at him like he’s not sure he’s allowed to want more.
Ilya wants to keep knowing this man, doesn’t want the night to end.
“Shane,” he starts, setting his fork down.
“Yeah?” Shane asks, looking up at him. 
“I would like to spend more time with you,” Ilya says, leaning towards Shane, “After we finish here.”
“More time?” Shane asks, blinking at him, clearly startled by the offer.
“Da,” Ilya carefully moves his hand to where Shane’s is, ghosting his finger tips over Shane’s skin, voice low, “If you want.”
“What…” Shane swallows, his eyes on Ilya’s hand, “What did you have in mind?”
Ilya chooses his words with care; not lying, but shaping the truth.
“The arena,” he says, “It should be quiet now. Empty.”
“But it’s closed,” Shane says, his brows pulling together.
“Mostly,” Ilya says, with a small shrug, “Players go in sometimes, we forget things, and no one bothers us when we go to get them.”
“So…” Shane stares at him, processing for a moment, “We’d be sneaking in.”
“Sneaking is a dramatic word,” Ilya replies, tilting his head. Shane gives him a look, not accepting his answer. Ilya changes tactics, softening his voice, “It is not dangerous, not illegal. Security knows players come and go. They do not care if I walk the halls for a few minutes, and I do have to get my game bag.”
Shane falters, just for a moment, and Ilya sees it, feels it, and leans in just a little more.
“I would not ask if it was unsafe,” he says, letting his hand rest on Shane’s, his thumb tucking into Shane’s palm, “I only want more time with you. Somewhere quiet before you have to get снежинка.”
Shane’s breath catches, not in fear, not in resistance, just surprise.
“You… want that?” he asks, eyes on Ilya as his thumb moves against Ilya’s hand without him noticing.
“I do,” Ilya says, “Very much.”
Shane looks down at his hands, then back up at Ilya. There’s something new in his eyes, something open, something hopeful, something that feels like a yes.
“I…” Shane exhales, a small smile tugging at his mouth, his hand turning under Ilya, letting his fingers intertwine with Ilya’s, “Okay, let's go.”
And Ilya feels it, the shift, the deepening, the quiet gravity pulling them closer.
Exactly what he hoped for.
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The walk back to the arena feels unreal. It’s too quiet, too charged, too warm for Shane to think straight. Ilya’s fingers are still loosely threaded with his, and Shane keeps telling himself not to read into it.
He fails spectacularly.
The arena comes into view, dark except for a few scattered lights glowing behind the glass. It’s definitely closed and definitely not somewhere he should be walking into after hours.
His stomach flips.
“Ilya,” he murmurs, slowing a little, “We really shouldn’t…”
“Come,” Ilya says, gentle but certain, not giving him a chance to slow down. Shane follows, because no matter how much his mind is screaming for him to pull his hand away, he can’t find the will to.
They approach a side entrance where a lone staff member, not security, just some guy in a team jacket, is locking up equipment cases. He looks up, startled to see anyone approaching.
“Hey, sorry, we’re closed,” the man says. Before Shane can apologize and drag them both away, Ilya squeezes his hand, before letting his hand go and stepping forward with that calm, steady confidence that makes people straighten up without realizing it.
“Good evening,” Ilya says, voice warm, “You helped earlier, yes? With the tunnel gate?”
The man blinks, recognizing Ilya, before he finally responds.
“Uh… yeah? I mean, I held it open for you guys.”
“Thank you. It was appreciated,” Ilya nods like this was a meaningful act of service. He reaches out, takes the other man’s hand into his, like he’s giving him a handshake. Shane notices something beige in Ilya’s hand as he grips the man’s hand. The man looks down, surprised.
“Oh… Wow, you don’t have to-”
“I insist,” Ilya says, and somehow it doesn’t sound pushy, just sincere, as he lets go of the man’s hand.
“Well… thanks. Really,” the man hesitates, then pockets it.
“We left something inside. Should only be a few minutes,” Ilya gestures lightly toward the door.
The man looks between them, at Ilya’s calm expression and Shane’s nervous one, and something softens.
“Yeah, okay,” the man says, unlocking the door, “Just don’t touch anything important.”
“Of course,” Ilya says, already taking Shane’s hand again and guiding Shane inside. Shane feels his heart is pounding. 
“Ilya,” he whispers once they’re in the dim hallway, “That was… that was bribery.”
“It was gratitude,” Ilya corrects, amused.
“A gratitude that got us into a locked building.”
“Exactly.”
Shane tries not to laugh. He fails. The arena is quiet, echoing, almost eerie. Shane feels the thrill of doing something he absolutely should not be doing, and the warmth of Ilya’s hand still holding his.
“What are we doing here?” Shane asks, voice low, moving so he’s beside Ilya instead of being led.
Ilya looks at him, eyes steady and unreadable in the dim light.
“Spending more time together,” he says, and somehow, that’s enough.
Shane follows Ilya into the dim locker room, the overhead lights humming softly, casting long shadows across the benches and stalls. The familiar smell of detergent and rubber hits him, grounding and strange all at once.
He shouldn’t be here; he really shouldn’t be here.
But Ilya walks like he belongs in every rink on earth, even this one, and Shane trails after him before he can talk himself out of it. Ilya scans the room, eyes sharp, searching. A small crease forms between his brows, then smooths out when he spots something near the far wall.
A duffel bag is sitting on a bench.
Shane watches the relief wash over him, subtle, but unmistakable. Ilya crosses the room in a few long strides and crouches beside it, unzipping it with a quiet exhale.
“You actually left your bag here?” Shane asks, confused.
“I thought someone would take it,” Ilya says, sounding almost sheepish, “But thankfully they did not.”
Ilya turns back to the bag, pulling out his primary skates, well-worn, molded to his feet, and then a spare pair. Shane isn’t surprised; every pro he’s ever known keeps backups. What surprises him is the way Ilya’s shoulders loosen when he sees them, like he’d been quietly worried they wouldn’t be here.
“You always keep a spare set?” Shane asks, mostly to fill the silence.
“Always,” Ilya says, checking the blades with practiced fingers. “You never know.”
Shane nods. He knows that. He lived that. But something about seeing both pairs here, in this arena, on this night, makes something warm and nervous curl in his stomach.
“Ilya,” he says slowly, “Why… two pairs?”
Ilya looks up at him, eyes steady, unreadable, but soft in a way that makes Shane’s chest tighten.
“You will see,” he says simply.
Shane’s pulse jumps; he's not sure he wants to know, but he’s also very sure he wants to know.
Ilya stands, slinging the duffel over his shoulder like it weighs nothing.
“Come,” he says again, gentle but certain, hand extended for him again.
Shane takes his hand again, because he can’t imagine doing anything else at this moment. They leave the locker room, Ilya’s duffel slung over his shoulder. Shane keeps telling himself to breathe normally, to stop overthinking, to not notice how warm Ilya’s palm is.
He keeps failing at all of them.
The hallway opens into the tunnel leading toward the rink. The boards glow faintly under the emergency lights, the ice beyond them a sheet of pale silver in the dark.
“Ilya…” Shane slows, trying to slow Ilya, “We’re not…”
“We are,” Ilya says, gentle but certain, and Shane’s pulse jumps.
At the end of the tunnel, a Zamboni hums quietly, its driver finishing the last sweep. The man looks up, startled to see anyone there.
“Hey… rink’s closed,” the driver calls, turning his vehicle off. Before Shane can apologize and drag them both away, Ilya steps forward with that same calm, magnetic confidence he used at the door. There’s a spark in Ilya’s eyes, something impulsive and excited, like he’s following a thought he only just had.
“Good evening,” Ilya says warmly, “Ice looks perfect. Thank you.”
“Uh… thanks?” The driver blinks, thrown off, stepping off the vehicle, his steps cautious. Ilya reaches into his pocket, pulls out something folded and beige again, and offers it with a sincerity that somehow makes it feel like a gift, not like the bribe it is.
“I wanted to say thank you,” he says with a smile.
“You don’t have to…” The driver hesitates, eyes on the bill in Ilya’s hand.
“I insist,” Ilya says, soft but immovable. The man takes the bill, still confused but smiling. 
“Alright. What do you need?”
Ilya hesitates for half a second, just long enough for Shane to realize he’s making this up as he goes for the first time.
“Ten minutes,” Ilya says, “Just ten.”
The driver glances at the ice, then at Shane, then back at Ilya. Something softens; people seem to always soften around Ilya, and he nods.
“Ten minutes. Don’t mess up the fresh cut.”
“We will be careful,” Ilya promises.
“Ilya,” Shane waits until the driver walks away before whispering, “You can’t just… you can’t keep bribing people.”
“It is gratitude,” Ilya says, amused.
“A gratitude that keeps getting us into places we shouldn’t be.”
“Exactly.”
Shane tries not to laugh. He fails.
“Come on,” Ilya says, turning to him, eyes warm in the dim light.
“Ilya… I…” Shane swallows, unsure what he wants to say. He almost said I haven’t skated in a while, but that’s not true; he goes skating at least once a month, more when he’s not so busy.
“You loved it once,” Ilya steps closer, lowering his voice, “I thought… maybe you would like to try again.”
Shane’s breath catches. Ilya thinks he hasn’t skated in ages, and then just decided to give him something he thought Shane had lost. Shane’s chest tightens, his heart flutters. He’s thankful that Ilya cannot smell him; he doesn’t want to think about what his scent is doing in this moment.
“Ilya…” he says softly, “You didn’t have to do all this.”
“I know,” Ilya says, with a gentle smile, “I just wanted to.”
He sets the duffel down, unzips it, and pulls out the spare skates, the pair Shane had seen him take out of his bag. He offers them to Shane to take.
“What if they don’t fit?” asks Shane, taking the skates and sitting down to change into them.
“I have clean socks if we need to stuff them,” offers Ilya, pulling out a pair of socks. Shane looks at him for a moment before going back to the skates, pulling them on to his feet. Once they’re laced up he stands and takes a few steps, “How do they fit?”
“I think I’m a centimeter or so smaller than you, but for a short skate, they should be fine,” says Shane, nodding, looking back to Ilya, who is laced in his own skates, his eyes on Shane.
“Good,” he says, a boyish smile on his face as he extends his hand, “You ready?”
“Yeah,” says Shane, moving closer to Ilya, who leads him onto the ice.
The moment his blades touch the ice, something in Shane settles. The cold air, the faint scrape of steel, the give of the surface beneath him, it all hits at once, familiar in a way that feels like coming home.
He pushes off, considering playing poorly at skating to stoke the ego of the alpha watching him. But that feels like a defeat, despite neither playing a game at the moment. He cuts across the zone with effortless speed, weight shifting cleanly through each edge, transitions smooth as breath. He pivots, crosses over, lets himself coast backward for a few beats before turning again, carving a tight arc that sends a soft spray of ice into the air.
He doesn’t hide it.
When he slows and turns back toward Ilya, he finds him standing at the boards, eyes wide, mouth slightly open, like he’s watching something he can’t quite process.
“You…” Ilya gestures helplessly at the ice, at Shane, at everything, “You are… very not bad.”
“Thanks?” Shane laughs, cheeks warm. 
“No, I mean…” Ilya steps onto the ice, oddly wobbling for half a second before finding his balance, “You skate like… like bicycle?”
“Like a bicycle?” Shane blinks, confused.
“Yes,” Ilya says, confident in his mistake, “When you fall off, you still know how to do it.”
“You mean ‘it’s like riding a bike’?” Shane asks, biting back a smile.
“That is what I said.”
“It’s not what you said.”
“English is stupid,” Ilya says with a wave. Shane laughs again, louder this time, the sound echoing in the empty arena. Ilya skates closer, eyes still fixed on him with that stunned, soft look.
“You did not tell me you still skate,” Ilya says quietly, and Shane swallows.
“You didn’t ask,” Shane replies.
“I thought you stopped,” Ilya says, brows lifting just a little, “That you… lost it. That maybe it hurt to come back.”
Shane looks down at the ice, then back up at him. 
“I play in a rec league with some other omegas like once a month, maybe, nothing really serious. Just for fun,” he replies, and he sees Ilya go still.
“You play hockey?” he repeats, voice low with disbelief, “For fun?”
“Yeah,” Shane says, suddenly shy, “I mean… I’m not… I just like it enough to still be a fan and play when I can.”
Ilya stares at him for a long moment, something warm and bright blooming in his expression, awe, maybe. Admiration? Something deeper?
“Shane,” he says, voice almost reverent, “You skate like someone who was born on the ice.”
“Maybe I was,” Shane laughs, despite his heart fluttering at Ilya’s compliment. Ilya moves closer, close enough that Shane can feel the heat of him even in the cold air.
“I am glad,” Ilya says, his eyes dancing over Shane’s face, “I wanted to give you something tonight, but you already had it.”
“Ilya…” Shane starts, his breath catching.
“But I still want to skate with you.” Ilya smiles, small and boyish. 
Shane feels it, the warmth, the pull, the quiet gravity between them.
“Then let's skate,” he says, and the two fall into motion without talking about it, without planning it, without anything but instinct guiding them. Shane pushes off first, slow enough for Ilya to catch up, fast enough that he can feel the air cool against his cheeks.
Ilya skates beside him, a little stiff at first, not because he’s unsteady, but because he’s watching Shane instead of where he’s going.
“You are showing off,” Ilya says, breathless but amused.
“You dragged me onto the ice. What did you expect?” Shane snorts. 
“I expected…” Ilya gestures vaguely, searching for the word, “Less.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” Shane laughs, the sound echoing across the empty rink.
“You do not disappoint,” Ilya says, and there’s something in his voice that makes Shane’s stomach flip. They skate a few laps, side by side, sometimes close enough that their arms brush. Shane pretends it’s accidental, though he’s sure Ilya isn’t.
At one point, Ilya tries to race him. It lasts three seconds.
Shane pulls ahead effortlessly, carving a clean line across the ice. He slows only when he hears Ilya laugh, a real laugh, bright and unguarded, and turns to see him shaking his head.
“You are ridiculous,” Ilya calls.
“You challenged me,” Shane fires back.
“I regret it.”
“You should.”
“You are very fast,” Ilya says as he skates up to him, a little breathless, cheeks flushed from the cold and the effort.
“I like skating,” Shane shrugs, trying to play it off.
“You love skating,” Ilya corrects softly.
“Maybe I do,” Shane’s chest tightens. They drift to a stop near center ice, the world around them quiet except for the faint hum of the arena lights. Ilya is close, close enough that Shane can see how blue and deep his eyes are, close enough that he can feel the warmth radiating off him even in the cold air. Their breath fogs between them; neither of them moves away.
Ilya’s gaze drops to Shane’s mouth for a fraction of a second, quick, almost imperceptible, but Shane feels it like a spark down his spine. He feels his heart stumble, but he doesn’t step back, and Ilya doesn’t either. For a moment, the whole world narrows to the space between them, thin, fragile, electric.
And then a loud throat-clearing echoes from the tunnel.
Both of them jerk slightly, turning to see the Zamboni driver standing there with his hands in his pockets, trying very hard not to look like he interrupted something.
“Time’s up,” he calls, voice carrying across the ice, “Gotta lock up.”
Shane’s face goes hot. Ilya exhales, a soft, rueful sound, and steps back just enough to break the spell, but not enough to feel like distance.
“Come,” he says quietly, offering his hand again.
Shane takes it, of course, he does.
The cold hits him first. It’s not harsh, not biting, just enough to remind him that the world exists outside the rink, outside the echo of their laughter, outside the almost-moment that still hums under his skin. Ilya steps out beside him, the door clicking shut behind them. The arena lights cast a soft glow across the empty parking lot, turning the frost on the pavement into a thin shimmer.
Neither of them speaks.
Shane shoves his hands into his pockets, not because he’s cold, but because he doesn’t trust them not to reach for Ilya again. Ilya stands close enough that their shoulders almost touch, close enough that Shane can feel the warmth radiating off him even in the cold air.
He doesn’t want to leave. He doesn’t want this to end.
“I should go,” Shane says quietly, the words catching on something in his chest, “I need to pick up Yuki from Hayden and Jackie’s.”
“Da, of course,” Ilya nods, but it’s slow, reluctant. They stand there another moment anyway, neither moving. Shane glances at him, taking in the flushed cheeks from skating, the damp hair at his temples, the soft, unreadable expression that makes Shane’s stomach twist.
“I can drive you back,” Shane hears himself say before he can process what he is saying, “To your hotel, that is.”
Ilya looks at him then, really looks, and something warm flickers in his eyes.
“You do not have to,” he says, voice low.
“I know,” Shane replies, trying for casual and failing miserably, “But I want to.”
The corner of Ilya’s mouth lifts, small and soft and devastating.
“I would like that,” he says.
“Okay. Good.” Shane exhales, something loosening in his chest.
They start walking toward Shane’s car, slow steps, neither in a hurry. Their hands brush once, twice, and Shane pretends it’s accidental, though he knows it isn’t. When they reach the car, Shane unlocks it, but neither of them moves to get in. Ilya stands close, close enough that Shane can see the faint pink on his nose from the cold, close enough that he can feel the warmth of his breath in the space between them.
“Tonight was…” Ilya starts, then trails off, searching for the word.
“Yeah. It was,” Shane swallows, understanding what he means. This was supposed to just be a dinner, and it’s been so much more. Hours ago, he’d insisted this wasn’t a date, but now he isn’t as sure.
Their eyes meet, and for a heartbeat, just one, Shane thinks they might pick up where they left off on the ice. But then Ilya looks down, just barely, and Shane’s breath stutters.
“Come on,” Shane says softly, breaking the moment before it can break him, “Let’s get you back.”
Ilya nods, steps closer, and for a second Shane thinks he might reach for him again, but instead he walks around to the passenger side. Shane gets in, starts the engine, and as the heater hums to life, he glances over. Ilya is already looking at him, and the quiet between them feels like a promise.
The drive is quiet, warm, steady, full of everything they aren’t saying.
The heater hums softly. Streetlights sweep across Ilya’s face in slow, golden arcs. Shane keeps his eyes on the road, mostly because looking at Ilya feels like stepping too close to a flame.
Every so often, he feels Ilya’s gaze on him, and every so often, he looks back for a second. Neither of them speaks for the ride, and the hotel appears sooner than Shane wants it to. He pulls up to the entrance, shifts into park, and turns off the engine. The sudden quiet feels louder than the car ever did.
Ilya doesn’t move to get out; he unbuckles himself and turns toward Shane, slow and deliberate, like he’s giving him time to stop him if he wants to.
Shane doesn’t, not sure what he’s doing.
“Thank you,” Ilya says softly, “For tonight.”
“You don’t have to thank me,” Shane says with a shrug, eyes meeting Ilya’s, “I had a good time.”
“I had… very good time,” Ilya murmurs, voice low. The words settle between them, warm and heavy. Ilya leans in, not tentative, not hesitant, but with a kind of quiet certainty that makes Shane’s breath catch. Ilya’s hand lifts, fingers brushing across Shane’s jaw, warm even through the cold air.
Shane freezes, watching Ilya’s eyes flick to his mouth.
“I do not want to end night,” Ilya whispers, accent thickening as he leans in close. Shane can feel his breath against his face, “Without knowing your lips.”
Shane barely has time to inhale before Ilya closes the distance. The kiss is soft at first, gentle, warm, almost reverent, like Ilya is memorizing the shape of him. Shane’s breath stutters, his hand lifting instinctively to Ilya’s chest, not to push him away but to steady himself.
Ilya deepens the kiss just slightly, enough to make Shane’s pulse jump, enough to make the world tilt. The kiss hits him like heat. It’s deep, warm, full of intent, like Ilya has been holding this back for hours and finally lets himself want. Shane fists the front of Ilya’s coat without thinking, pulling him closer. Ilya responds instantly, tilting his head, deepening the kiss with a low sound that vibrates against Shane’s mouth.
Shane feels everything at once: the warmth of Ilya’s breath, the press of his chest, the way his fingers slide into Shane’s hair like he’s memorizing the shape of him. It’s overwhelming, grounding; it’s too much and not enough all at once.
When Ilya finally pulls back, it’s slow, reluctant, like he’s fighting his own instincts. His forehead rests against Shane’s, their breaths mingling in the small space between them.
“Ilya…” Shane’s voice is barely there. He wants to pull Ilya back to him and kiss him again. He wants to ask if he can go up to Ilya’s room and breathe in his scent until morning.
“Call me,” Ilya says softly, his thumb brushes Shane’s cheek, tender and sure, “When you are home with Yuki.”
“Yeah…” Shane nods, throat tight, “I will.”
Ilya lingers for one more heartbeat, one impossibly long heartbeat, then slips out of the car. He closes the door gently, like he’s afraid of breaking something fragile, and walks toward the hotel entrance.
Shane watches him go; he doesn’t drive away until Ilya disappears inside.
And even then, the taste of the kiss lingers like a promise.
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The elevator ride feels too slow. He can still feel Shane’s mouth on his, warm, hungry, certain, and the memory makes his pulse jump every time it flickers through him. He can still feel Shane’s hand fisting in his coat, the way he leaned in, the way he breathed Ilya’s name like it meant something.
He steps into his hotel room and closes the door behind him, leaning against it for a moment. He touches his lips with the back of his fingers, breath catching. He hadn’t planned to kiss Shane. He hadn’t planned anything beyond dinner, but the moment he saw Shane’s eyes on the ice, soft, open, wanting, something inside him had simply moved.
He exhales, slow and shaky, fishing his phone out of his pocket in anticipation. Shane will call him; he knows he will because he said he would. Ilya sits on the edge of the bed, phone in hand, thumb brushing the screen even though it hasn’t lit up yet. He feels warm, loose, almost lightheaded with the sweetness of it all.
He hasn’t felt like this in years, maybe ever.
His phone vibrates, and his heart jumps, too fast, too hopeful despite knowing it’s too soon for Shane to call him, but the name on the screen makes his stomach drop.
Alexei
He answers because he always answers.
“Да.”
(Yes.)
“Илья, мне нужны деньги.”
(Ilya, I need money.)
Of course, he does; he always wants money. His brother doesn’t call him for any fucking thing else. And Ilya feels the familiar weight of the chain around his ribs, knowing he’ll send the money, because he always does. The money his father has is little to nothing; all of it is tied up in his medical needs. Alexei makes almost nothing as a police officer, and he knows his brother’s greed weighs heavily.
“Сколько.”
(How much.)
Alexei names a number that makes Ilya close his eyes.
“Для школы Милы,” Alexei says. “И кое-что для отца.”
(For Mila’s school. And something for Father.)
Ilya’s jaw tightens. He knows it’s a lie.
“Что нужно отцу?”
(What does Father need?)
A beat, just long enough to confirm Ilya’s suspicion.
“Не твоё дело,” Alexei snaps. “Просто пришли.”
(Not your business. Just send it.)
Ilya exhales slowly, seeing no other choice.
“Я пришлю.”
(I’ll send it.)
Silence follows, and then Alexei’s voice shifts to something colder, sharper.
“Ты думаешь, что ты особенный.”
(You think you’re special.)
Ilya goes still as he listens to his brother.
“Уехал, играешь в Америке, деньги есть… и думаешь, что выше нас.”
(You left, play hockey in America, have money… and think you’re above us.)
Ilya’s throat tightens.
“Я так не думаю,” he says, feeling like a child again.
(I don’t think that.)
Alexei laughs, it’s short and bitter.
“Конечно думаешь. Всегда думал. Всегда был любимчиком,” bites Alexei and Ilya’s stomach twists.
(Of course you do. You always did. You were always the favorite.)
He was never the favorite; he’s just the one who worked hard to avoid being home or dealing with his father’s wrath.
“А мы здесь,” Alexei continues, voice dripping resentment, “Мы тащим всё. А ты… ты живёшь красиво.”
(And we’re here. We carry everything. And you… you live nicely.)
“Я работаю,” he says quietly, Ilya closing his eyes.
(I work.)
“Да, да,” Alexei scoffs, “Ты работаешь. А мы просим. Как всегда.”
(Yes, yes. You work. And we ask. Like always.)
There’s a pause, a cold one.
“Просто пришли деньги,” Alexei finishes, “Ты же для этого и нужен.”
(Just send the money. That’s what you’re for.)
The call ends. Ilya sits there, phone still in his hand, the warmth from the kiss draining out of him, replaced by something tight and aching.
He thinks of Shane again, of the way he looked at him, of the way Shane kissed him back, of the way it felt like a possibility. And then he thinks of Russia, and iits laws and its expectations. He thinks of the life he is supposed to live, the life he cannot have there, of the life he might want here.
He presses the heels of his hands to his eyes. He wants Shane in a way that feels dangerous and bright and impossible to ignore. But wanting is not the same as having. Not for him, not with where he comes from, not with the chains he still carries. 
Ilya lies back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, heart caught between the sweetness of the night and the cold truth of his reality.
He waits, and the waiting feels like longing. He lies on his back, staring at the ceiling, the room dim except for the soft glow of the bedside lamp. His chest still feels tight from Alexei’s voice, from the familiar sting of resentment disguised as duty. The warmth from the kiss has dulled, pushed down by the cold weight of home.
He hates that it happens so easily; he hates that he lets it.
His phone sits beside him on the bed, screen dark. He hasn’t moved it; he hasn’t moved at all since his call with Alexei ended. He feels locked in place, fearful that Shane won’t call, that he’s going to end the night on this note.
An hour passes, maybe more, before his phone vibrates again.
His breath catches, sharp and involuntary, and he turns his head.
Shane Hollander
He sits up too quickly, heart stumbling in his chest as he hits the accept button.
“Hello?” Shane’s voice is warm, soft, and a little tired. Ilya closes his eyes, the sound of him is enough to loosen something tight inside his ribs, “Ilya? You there?”
“Да,” he says quietly, then switches to English, “Yes. I am here.”
“You okay?” Shane asks, gentle as ever. Ilya hesitates, just for a heartbeat, before smoothing his voice.
“Yes,” he lies, “I am fine.”
“You sure?” he asks, not convinced, his voice softer now, “You sound… different.”
Ilya exhales slowly, forcing the tension out of his shoulders.
“I am only tired,” he says, “It was long day.”
“Yeah, it was,” Shane says, his voice gentle. There’s a pause, warm and quiet, “Yuki’s asleep, I just got her into her bed, she fell asleep as soon as I got her in her car seat.”
“That is good,” Ilya says with a small real smile, “She had fun?”
“Yeah,” Shane says, and Ilya can hear the smile in his voice, “She always does with Hayden and Jackie and their kids.”
Another pause, another breath, another moment where the world feels suspended between them.
“I… uh… I thought about calling in the morning, thought you might be tired between the game and… But I just wanted to hear your voice,” Shane says, almost shy.
Ilya’s heart stutters; he swallows hard.
“I am glad you called,” he says softly, “Would have stayed up all night. I like hearing you.”
Shane’s breath catches, just a little.
“I’m glad I didn’t wait,” he says. Silence settles again, but this time it’s warm, gentle, a blanket instead of a weight. “I should let you sleep, but if it’s okay, Yuki wanted to say goodnight. I think I can avoid a morning meltdown if I can promise a goodnight call with you tomorrow. Would that work for you?”
“Yes,” says Ilya, feeling light at the idea of a goodnight call with Shane and his daughter tomorrow.
“We’ll talk to you tomorrow,” says Shane, and after a beat, he adds, “Goodnight.”
Ilya closes his eyes.
“Goodnight, Hollander.”
He ends the call, but keeps the phone in his hand, thumb brushing the screen long after it goes dark. The ache from Alexei is still there, the chains are still there.
But the warmth from Shane lingers too.
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  Friday nights at Shane’s place are always a little chaotic, but tonight feels especially so. 
They finished their dinner just a few minutes ago, and he’s gotten the dishes loaded in the dishwasher. His mother is now sitting at the dining table with her reading glasses perched low on her nose, scrolling through party supplies on her tablet like she’s negotiating a trade deal. Shane moves beside her, leaning over the back of her chair, trying to keep up.
She has a notepad next to her, with the title Yuki’s 4th Birthday Planning at the top. Listed, she has Snoopy plates, Bluey napkins, rainbow balloons, pink strawberry cake, and something sparkly but not messy.
“She’s going to be four,” Shane sighs, rubbing a hand over his face as he notices the things already in Yuna’s cart, “Why does this feel like we’re planning a state dinner?”
“Because you let her choose the theme,” Yuna says without looking up, “And she chose four themes.”
“It’s not four,” Shane mutters, “It’s… a fusion. All the things she likes right now.”
“It’s chaos,” Yuna snorts. From down the hall, Yuki’s delighted squeal echoes, followed by David’s warm, indulgent laugh, the one he only uses with his granddaughter.
“Yes, sweetheart, I see the rainbow. It’s very impressive,” he can hear his father saying. Shane smiles despite himself. His father is steady, practical, and famously unflappable, but Yuki turns him into a soft, willing accomplice. If she asked him to crawl under the bed to hunt imaginary dragons, he’d be down on his hands and knees in a heartbeat.
Shane’s phone buzzes on the table. He doesn’t need to check the screen; he knows the vibration pattern now. Still, he glances at the screen, a familiar name displayed.
Ilya
Warmth settles under his ribs before he can stop it. You’d think that after a month of this routine, it wouldn’t sway him the way it does.
“I have to take this,” he says to his mom, before excusing himself to his office to take the call. Once the door is shut, he answers, “Hey.”
“You sound tired,” Ilya says, voice warm and familiar, “Is long week?”
“Birthday planning,” Shane says, dropping into his office chair.
“Ah,” a beat, “This is worse.”
“Much worse,” says Shane with a soft laugh.
“It is for Yuki, yes?” Ilya asks.
“Yeah, December 21st, she’s going to be four,” Shane sighs, a part of him unable to fathom that his little girl is about to be four, “She wants a Snoopy-Bluey-pink-rainbow party.”
There’s a pause, then, very seriously:
“This is too many themes.”
Shane snorts.
“It’s a fusion,” he clarifies.
“Still too many,” says Ilya with a tsk.
“You wanna tell her that?” Shane asks.
“No,” says Ilya, with a soft huff on the other end, the kind that means he’s probably smiling, “She will look at me with big eyes and I will say yes to anything.”
“Yeah, that’s how she gets you,” Shane laughs under his breath.
“She gets you too,” Ilya says, matter-of-fact.
Shane opens his mouth to argue, then closes it again.
“Okay, fair,” he sighs, “But I’m her dad, it’s an unspoken rule.”
There’s a rustle, Ilya shifting, settling in. Shane pictures it; Ilya leaning back somewhere quiet, one hand holding the phone, the other rubbing at the back of his neck.
“So,” Ilya says, “What is problem? You sound… overwhelmed.”
Shane sighs audibly, thinking about it all, letting his head fall back against the chair.
“It’s just a lot. My mom’s got a whole spreadsheet going. My dad’s wearing a paper crown. Yuki’s vibrating with excitement. And I’m trying to figure out how to make a party that doesn’t look like cartoon dogs and a pink strawberry cake thrown together.”
“You will do fine,” Ilya says, gentle in a way that always catches Shane off guard, “You always do.”
“You keep saying that,” Shane swallows.
“Because it is true.”
He doesn’t know what to do with the warmth that spreads through him at that. He clears his throat. 
“I just… want it to be good for her.”
“It will be,” Ilya says. “She has you. This is already good.”
Shane goes still; he doesn’t know how to respond to that, not without giving something away he’s not ready to name. So he exhales slowly, letting the words settle somewhere deep.
“Thanks,” he says quietly.
There’s a pause, soft but comfortable.
“What is pink strawberry cake?” Ilya asks.
“Exactly what it sounds like.” Shane snorts. 
“But strawberries are red?” says Ilya.
“Yuki wants it to be pink and like strawberry milk is pink,” says Shane with a shrug.
“Then it is good,” Ilya decides.
“You’re impossible.” Shane rubs a hand over his face, smiling. 
“Mm. You say this often.”
Another rustle. A faint click. Ilya is moving around his apartment, turning off a light, maybe. Settling in for the night. Shane feels it in his chest more than he wants to.
“You know… Yuki has been asking if you could come. I told her she could ask you, but she’s busy playing with my dad, and I don’t want you to feel put on the spot later…” he trails off, unsure how Ilya would feel about the invite. Maybe it would have been better to wait and have Yuki ask instead.
“Shane,” Ilya says after a moment, voice quieter, something painful in his tone, “I will be in Russia for holidays, I cannot be there for party.”
“Oh,” Shane says, feeling something in his chest dip, just a little, “You mentioned that before, sorry, I guess I forgot.”
“I still want to help.”
“Help how?” Shane asks, unsure what that would mean. Ilya clearly doesn’t either; there’s a small pause, like Ilya is choosing his words and thinking them over before he speaks.
“I get cake,” he says simply, “For Yuki. I order it, I pay, I make sure it arrives on time. You do not worry about pink strawberry cake.”
Shane’s breath catches, the offer hitting him harder than it should.
“You… want to get her cake?”
“Yes,” Ilya says, as if it’s obvious. “She wants strawberry cake with pink, so I get strawberry cake with pink.”
Shane presses a hand to his chest, steadying himself, the offer landing deeper than he wants to admit.
“Ilya, you don’t have to—”
“I want to,” Ilya interrupts, gentle but firm, “Let me do this.”
Shane closes his eyes. It’s such a small thing, and it means so much more than it should.
“Okay,” he whispers. “Yeah. That… that would help a lot.”
“Good,” Ilya says, and Shane can hear the smile in it. 
“Thank you,” Shane says, letting out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding. 
“You are welcome,” Ilya says softly. Shane sits there for a moment, eyes closed, letting the quiet settle between them. It’s not awkward, it never is, it’s the kind of silence that feels like a blanket. Warm, steady, familiar.
He shifts in his chair, grounding himself.
“I should… get back out there. My mom’s probably building a color-coded battle plan.”
“I believe this,” Ilya says, amused.
“Yeah. She’s unstoppable,” Shane laughs.
“Just like her son,” says Ilya, and Shane feels heat run through him, unsure if he’s embarrassed or something else by being seen like Ilya sees him. There’s a small pause, then Ilya adds, “Tell Yuki I am excited to hear about her birthday.”
“I will,” Shane smiles, softer than he means to, “And I’ll text you our address for the cake.”
Another beat. Neither of them seems eager to end the call.
“Goodnight, Hollander,” Ilya says finally, voice low, warm.
“Goodnight,” Shane swallows. He ends the call, but the warmth lingers in his chest, humming under his ribs like a quiet engine. Shane steps back into the dining room, trying to school his expression into something neutral. Yuna looks up immediately, glasses still perched low on her nose.
“Everything all right?” she asks.
“Yeah,” Shane says, sliding into his seat, “Just… someone I’ve been talking to.”
Yuna’s eyebrows lift. Not dramatically, just enough to say oh?
“Someone,” she repeats, tapping her pen against the notepad, “Anyone I know?”
Shane’s stomach flips, regretting his choice of words.
“No. Just…someone.”
“Mhm,” Yuna hums, and Shane knows it means she’s filing it away for later. She turns back to the list, “We should discuss the cake. I think we should get it ordered this weekend, make sure it’s in before people start ordering their holiday baked goods.”
“Actually…” Shane clears his throat, already preparing, “The cake’s taken care of.”
“Taken care of by whom?” Yuna pauses mid-scroll, looking up at him.
“Someone,” Shane stares very intently at the notepad as he answers.
“Someone,” she echoes again, slower this time, “The same someone you’ve been talking to?”
“Maybe,” Shane replies, his ears burning.
Yuna leans back in her chair, studying him with that soft, perceptive look that always makes him feel twelve years old. 
“Shane.”
He winces.
“Mom.”
“I’m not asking for their social insurance number,” she says gently, “I just want to know if this person is someone I should be thanking or worrying about.”
“You don’t need to worry,” Shane assures, rubbing the back of his neck. 
“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s… someone who wanted to help. That’s all,” he sighs, defeated. He doesn’t want his mother to know about Ilya. Not yet, at least. Not when he barely understands it himself. He knows her thoughts on the Raiders. On Ilya. He can only imagine how she’d feel if she knew that Shane… had feelings for the man.
Yuna watches him for a long moment, not pushing, not prying, just reading him the way only she can. Then she nods, slow and thoughtful.
“All right,” she says. “If you say it’s fine, it’s fine.”
Shane exhales, relieved.
“But,” she adds, turning back to her tablet, “If this someone is buying my granddaughter’s birthday cake, I would like to know their name… eventually.”
“Mom,” Shane nearly chokes on the air.
“What?” she says, perfectly innocent, “I think it’s a reasonable request.”
“It’s… not like that.” He lies, dragging his hands over his face. 
“Mhm,” she says again, the same knowing tone as before, as from down the hall, Yuki squeals, and David’s warm laugh follows. 
Shane lifts his head, cheeks warm, heart unsteady.
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Ilya tosses another shirt into the suitcase without looking at it. It lands half-crumpled on top of a jacket he doesn’t remember grabbing. Packing for Russia always feels like this, rushed, restless, something he wants done before he has to think too hard about it.
“You pack like someone running away,” Svetlana says from the doorway, arms crossed.
“I am not running,” he mutters, shoving the shirt down with more force than necessary.
“Mhm,” she says, unconvinced. He ignores her and reaches for his tablet on the nightstand. The screen lights up, and he types with more care than he’s used all evening:
Montreal bakery custom cake delivery
“What is this?” Svetlana asks, leaning in before he can angle the screen away. 
“Nothing,” he says. She plucks the tablet from his hands before he can stop her.
“You are a terrible liar today,” she says, scrolling through the search.
“It is for Yuki,” he admits, unable to hide much from Svetlana. She’d been the one to move the ticket for him, to get the gifts. It’s a relief to have someone he can talk to about this.
“Ah. The small one and her father, Shane Hollander,” her expression softens as she offers the tablet back to him. He nods, taking the tablet back and scrolling again through the bakeries.
The first bakery looks promising; bright photos, cute designs, until he sees a single three-star review.
Delivery was late, and the cake was warm!
He closes the tab immediately.
“No,” he mutters, and Svetlana raises an eyebrow. 
“One bad review and you run away?” she asks, “You’re normally the ‘first result will do’ type.”
“Yes, normally,” he says, already looking at the next bakery, “But if cake is late or bad, it will ruin  everything.”
“You’re being dramatic,” says Svetlana, looking at him like he’s grown a second head.
“It is for her birthday,” he snaps, then softens, “It must be right. Hollanders should be happy.”
He opens another bakery’s page. Five stars overall. Good photos. Clean website. He scrolls to the reviews.
Cake was beautiful but too sweet.
“No,” he says again, closing the page.
“I hope Hollanders know how much you love them,” Svetlana teases, and Ilya waves her away. He’s not sure if love is the right word, but correcting Svetlana matters less at the moment; “Wave me away all you want. It won’t change anything.”
He ignores her, clicking another link. This one has near-perfect reviews. He scrolls slowly, reading each one like it’s a scouting report.
Best cake we’ve ever had.
Delivery was early.
Perfect for my daughter’s birthday.
Moist, not too sweet.
Beautiful colors.
He stops at a photo of a rainbow-swirled cake with pink frosting. It looks like something Yuki would scream about in delight.
“This one,” he says quietly, and Svetlana leans over his shoulder.
“It is very… bright,” she says, eyeing the photo he has pulled up.
“A pink strawberry cake will be easy for them if they can do this,” he says, voice firm as he bookmarks the link, intending to call in the morning to place the order.
“What happened to not getting attached?” asks Svetlana, eyeing him for a moment, her expression soft as she looks at him.
“Am n-”
“You are,” Svetlana cuts him off, “You talk about them often, even if you sometimes avoid their names, and you’re buying a birthday cake for a kid that isn’t yours.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens. He shoves another shirt into the suitcase, missing the corner entirely.
“Это просто торт.”
(It’s just a cake.)
“Sure,” Svetlana snorts, “And I’m the Queen of England.”
He doesn’t rise to it. He just reaches for another shirt, but his hand hesitates halfway. He drops it instead, fingers curling against his thigh, something tight pulling behind his ribs.
“Ilya…” Svetlana steps closer, her voice softening, “Ты же понимаешь, что это не просто.”
(Ilya… you understand this isn’t simple.)
“Я не… привязываюсь,” he mumbles, staring at the suitcase. At the mess he’s made. At the clothes he doesn’t want to take home.
(I’m not… getting attached.)
“You already are,” Svetlana says with that maddeningly gentle expression she does sometimes.
“Нет,” he says, shaking his head too fast.
(No.)
“You talk about them all the time,” she sighs, not frustrated, but sad, “Even when you try not to. Even when you pretend you don’t.”
He swallows hard. His throat feels tight.
“Yuki is… good,” he says quietly, “She is bright. Funny. She likes rainbows and… she likes me. I don’t know why.”
“And her father?” Svetlana asks, voice gentle, not teasing now. Ilya’s breath catches.
“Он… хороший,” he admits, looking away from her.
(He is… good.)
Svetlana waits; she always waits until he’s ready. Ilya presses his palms against the edge of the suitcase, grounding himself. 
“He is kind. He listens. He… sees things.”
“Sees you,” Svetlana says softly, and he flinches.
“Это не важно.”
(It doesn’t matter.)
“It matters,” she says, softly, and he shakes his head again, more forcefully. 
“Я уезжаю. Это всё.”
(I’m leaving. That’s all.)
“Leaving doesn’t erase what you feel,” Svetlana steps closer, placing a hand on his arm, and he goes still.
“Я не должна ничего чувствовать. Мне нельзя этого делать,” his voice drops to a whisper.
(I shouldn’t feel anything. I’m not supposed to.)
Svetlana’s expression softens even further; not pity, but recognition. Shared history. Shared wounds.
“Илья… мы оба знаем, почему ты так говоришь.”
(Ilya… we both know why you’re saying that.)
He closes his eyes, hating that she knows him, that she understands.
“Ты альфа. Он омега,” she continues, the words land like a stone in his chest, “Но вы оба мужчины.”
(You’re an alpha. He’s an omega.  But you’re both men.)
“В России за это нет места,” Ilya says, he swallows, jaw tight.
(There is no place for that in Russia.)
“Нас учили бояться этого,” she says, a soft expression, “Учили стыдиться.”
(We were taught to fear this. Taught to be ashamed.)
He opens his eyes, staring at the bright cake photo on the tablet, the one he bookmarked without thinking.
“Я не знаю, что делать,” he admits, voice barely audible. 
(I don’t know what to do.)
Svetlana smiles, soft and sad and proud all at once.
“Начни с торта,” she confirms, “We can figure out the rest later.”
(Start with the cake.)
He lets out a shaky breath, half laugh, half something else.
And for the first time, he doesn’t argue.
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The house smells like vanilla and the citrus cleaner his mom swears by. Shane stands in the middle of the living room, taking in the chaos with a kind of quiet awe.
Everything is perfect.
Yuki’s friends are already shrieking around the play area he set up. Hayden and Jackie are in the kitchen, trying to keep their kids from dismantling the fruit platter they’re trying to lay out. His dad is assembling a tiny craft table with the grim determination of a man who has accepted defeat but refuses to admit it. And his mom, of course, is orchestrating everything with military precision.
Shane exhales, letting the warmth settle under his ribs.
“Shane!” a bright voice calls. He turns just in time for Rose Landry to sweep him into a hug. She smells like expensive perfume and something soft and floral. She pulls back, hands on his shoulders, eyes bright and assessing in that way only an alpha can manage without being overbearing.
“You look good,” she says, studying him, “Relaxed, even. I like it.”
“It’s Yuki’s day,” Shane says with a laugh, “Hard not to be.”
Before Rose can reply, a small missile launches at her legs.
“AUNTIE ROSE!” squeals Yuki, and Rose laughs, scooping Yuki up with ease. 
“There she is! The birthday girl!” coos Rose, and Yuki beams, arms wrapped around Rose’s neck. 
“You came!”
“Of course I came,” Rose says, kissing her cheek. “I wouldn’t miss your big day.”
Shane watches them with a soft ache in his chest. Yuki adores Rose, always has, and Rose returns it with a kind of effortless, genuine affection that still surprises him sometimes.
He’d met Rose years ago while designing her home at his old firm, a project that briefly turned into dating before they both realized they weren’t compatible. They’d stayed friends, though, and Rose had slipped into his life as she’d always belonged there.
“Go play, sweetheart,” Rose sets Yuki down gently, “I’ll come find you in a bit.”
Yuki darts off, Rozanov jersey on full display because today is a special day.
“She’s glowing. You did well,” Rose says, giving Shane a knowing smile.
“She’s easy to make happy,” he replies, feeling his ears warm at her praise. Rose tilts her head, perceptive as ever, but lets it go, drifting toward the kitchen to greet his parents like she’s known them forever.
A knock at the door pulls him back. 
“I got it,” Shane calls, already moving to his front door. He wipes his hands on his jeans, suddenly nervous, and answers the door. A delivery driver stands there holding a large white box with a pink ribbon. Shane’s breath catches; the bakery name on the sticker is unfamiliar, but he knows who chose it.
“Delivery for Shane Hollander?” the driver asks. Shane nods, signs for it, hands suddenly too warm. He carries the box to the kitchen, setting it carefully on the counter. His mother comes over to inspect immediately, her discerning eye already focused and curious.
“Oh, that’s beautiful,” she says, already reaching for scissors. Shane lifts the lid, and the cake is perfect.
Pink frosting, smooth and glossy. Rainbow swirls along the sides. And on top is Snoopy, lying on his red doghouse, tiny sugar stars scattered around him.
He hears Yuki running over, instinctively kneeling to scoop her up so she can see the cake.
“It’s SNOOPY!” she squeals, reaching for the cake, but Shane stops her, “It’s pink, and it’s Snoopy!”
“Careful, Snowdrop.” Shane laughs, steadying her as she bounces in his arms.
“Whoever ordered this has excellent taste,” his mom beams. Shane swallows, throat tight.
“Yeah,” he says quietly, “They do.”
Rose appears beside him, leaning in to admire the cake. 
“That is stunning,” she says. Then, softer, her eyes on Shane, “Someone put a lot of thought into this.”
Shane’s breath catches, warmth blooming under his ribs. Rose glances at him, not prying, not pushing, just… noticing things.
“You okay?” she asks gently.
“Yeah,” Shane says, too quickly. Then, softer, “Yeah. I’m good.”
Rose doesn’t call him on it. She just squeezes his arm and moves to help his mom with the plates.
“Daddy, can you take a photo for Ilya?” asks Yuki, eyes bright, “I want him to see me and my cake!”
“Sure, Snowdrop, we can take a photo for him,” says Shane, gently placing her so she’s sitting on the counter next to the cake, pulling his phone out, and snapping a photo to send to Ilya later. After he sets Yuki back down, Shane stands there for a moment.
Watching Yuki bounce in place, watching his family laugh, watching the room fill with warmth. All he can think about is a man thousands of miles away now, choosing this cake for his daughter, taking something off his plate because he could, and adding Snoopy, because he remembered something.
The kids are finally seated, a small miracle in itself. Yuki and her friends sit around the craft table that his dad managed to assemble, each with a paper plate with slice of cake. The room hums with happy chatter, the kind that fills every corner of a house. Shane stands off to the side, leaning against the doorway, letting himself breathe for a moment. His chest still feels warm from all the excitement.
Rose drifts over, a glass of sparkling water in hand, eyes bright with curiosity.
“So,” she says casually, “Did you pick the cake or did your mom?”
“Uh…” Shane freezes for half a second too long, and Rose picks up on that in an instant and has her answer. 
“I figured as such, so who bought the cake?” Rose asks, her eyebrows lifting.
“It… showed up,” Shane offers, clearing his throat.
“Ah. So we’re dealing with a mystery suitor?” Rose’s smile widens, delighted.
“Rose,” Shane groans, heat crawling up his neck, “It’s not a suitor.”
“What?” she says, all innocence. “You get the perfect Snoopy cake delivered to your door by someone, and you don’t think it’s a courting gift?”
Before he can respond, Hayden appears, balancing a plate of cake and looking far too pleased with himself.
“What are we discussing?” he asks.
“Shane’s mystery suitor and the cake they bought him,” Rose says.
“There is no mystery suitor,” Shane groans, covering his face.
“Buddy,” Hayden says, clapping him on the shoulder, “That cake isn’t random. That was a ‘someone knows your kid’ cake.”
Shane makes a strangled noise. Jackie joins them, wiping frosting from her hands after cleaning Amber’s face with a practiced swipe. She takes one look at Shane’s expression, and the two alphas beside him, and raises an eyebrow.
“Oh,” she says, eyes shifting to the counter near them, “Are we talking about the cake?”
“No, we’re not,” Shane mutters.
“Yes, we are,” Rose and Hayden say in near-perfect unison.
“Well… I think I know who sent it,” Jackie says, giving Shane a knowing look while she bites back a smile.
“You KNOW?” Hayden demands, head snapping toward her so fast it’s a miracle he doesn’t pull something, “And you didn’t tell me?”
“Omega code,” Jackie shrugs, serene.
“I’m your husband!” Hayden looks personally betrayed.
“And I love you,” Jackie says sweetly, patting his chest, “But omega code outranks marriage.”
“I need omega friends,” Rose laughs, delighted.
“You’re an alpha,” Jackie says with a shrug before looking at Shane, “But it’s who I think it is, right? Are you two officially at the stage where they send gifts? Are they courting you?”
“I am not… this is not… Jackie!” Shane nearly chokes, heat crawling up his neck. Ilya Rozanov is not courting him; this isn’t the 1800s, people don’t court anymore, and again, Ilya Rozanov for sure is not courting him.
“Oh, so the not-a-date went well,” Jackie says, just smiling, warm and maddeningly perceptive. Shane is pretty sure at this point that Jackie has broken whatever omega code is.
“This is discrimination,” Hayden throws his hands up.
“It absolutely is,” Rose pats his arm, nodding her head in agreement.
“If he wants you to know, he’ll tell you,” Jackie says, “So, if it’s not courting, what is it? Because that cake was… intentional.”
“It’s a cake,” Shane groans. 
“Shane, it’s a statement,” Rose corrects.
“A very pink, very Snoopy-themed statement,” Jackie adds. 
“That cake took effort,” Hayden says, pointing his fork at him like he’s presenting evidence in court, “Nobody puts that much work into a stranger’s kid’s cake unless they’re trying to impress someone. Except maybe a suitor.”
“Please stop calling him a suitor,” Shane says, rubbing his face. His friends are like a dog with a bone.
“Oh my god,” Rose gasps, delighted, “It’s a him?”
Shane freezes, heat prickling under his skin.
“Rose,” Jackie says, her smile widening.
“What?” Rose says, hands up, “He walked right into that one.”
Hayden looks between them, scandalized. 
“So you all knew it was a guy except me?”
“Omega code,” Jackie repeats, serene as a monk.
“I’m your husband!” Hayden says again, louder this time, as if volume will change the rules.
“And I love you,” Jackie says, patting his cheek, “But I’m not breaking code for gossip.”
“I respect the integrity,” Rose laughs, “And no, I didn’t know until Shane just told us.”
“Can everyone please stop talking about courting and suitors and—”
“—and the fact that you’re blushing?” Rose supplies helpfully.
“I’m not blushing,” says Shane, groaning into his hands. 
“You’re absolutely blushing,” Hayden says, “You look like you ran a marathon in a sweater.”
“He looks happy,” Jackie tilts her head with a smile.
Shane goes still.
“He does,” Rose affirms, her voice softening.
“Yeah, man. You do.” Hayden nods, suddenly earnest.
“I know, it’s Yuki’s birthday.” Shane swallows, throat tight, repeating himself.
“Sure,” Rose says gently, “And maybe something else too.”
Before Shane can respond, Yuki shrieks with laughter from the table, more frosting smeared across her cheek like war paint. She waves at him again, fork in hand, eyes bright.
Shane waves back, warmth blooming in his chest.
“I’m happy,” he says quietly, still watching her.
Rose studies him for a moment, then smiles, soft, proud, and knowing.
“We can see that.”
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The house feels smaller than Ilya remembers.
Not physically, the walls are the same, the ceilings the same height, but the air is tight, stale, like it hasn’t been opened in years. Polina keeps everything clean, almost obsessively so, but even her careful order can’t erase the heaviness that lives in the corners.
Ilya stands in the entryway, suitcase still by the door, listening to the low, uneven murmur of his father’s voice drifting from the living room. The words are slurred, wandering, slipping between past and present with no warning.
He doesn’t move.
Polina had greeted him with a polite nod, a quiet “Проходи,” and a brief touch to his arm that felt more like formality than affection. 
(Come in)
She’s never been unkind. Just… distant, careful. As if she’s always aware of the space between them and has no intention of crossing it. She’d gone back to the kitchen without asking about his flight, without asking how long he planned to stay. She never asks questions he won’t want to answer or ones she already knows the answer to.
He should go see his father. 
He knows that, but his father has been talking about his mother a lot recently. It’s not the way she was, the way she died, the way Ilya remembers finding her. His father talks about her like she’s alive, like she’s upstairs, like she’ll walk into the room any moment, and every time Ilya hears it, something inside him curls tight.
He was taught, firmly, repeatedly, that what happened to her was an accident in which she took too many pills. It was just a mistake, a tragedy no one could have prevented.
He learned not to ask questions. He learned not to think too hard. He learned to swallow the truth that lived in his bones. But hearing his father call her name now, confused and hopeful, feels like being dragged backward through ice water.
He steps into the kitchen instead. Polina stands at the counter, slicing vegetables with quiet precision. She glances at him, her expression smoothing into something polite, almost formal.
“Хочешь чай?” she asks.
(Do you want tea?)
Her tone is neutral. Not warm, not cold.
“Нет,” Ilya says, sitting anyway. The chair creaks under him, the same chair he sat in as a boy, feet dangling above the floor.
(No.)
Polina nods once and goes back to her cutting board. The knife taps rhythmically, steady and controlled. She doesn’t fill the silence. She never has. From the living room, his father’s voice rises again.
“Где она…? Где…?”
(Where is she…? Where…?)
Ilya closes his eyes. Polina’s hands pause for a moment, but she doesn’t look at him. 
“Он… такой,” she says quietly.
(He’s… like this.)
Ilya nods, jaw tight. He should go in, sit with him, and pretend it doesn’t tear something open every time. But he doesn’t move.
He only comes now because he has to, because it would look bad if he didn’t, because he’s the son who left, and leaving doesn’t erase responsibility. Polina could handle it all with him just sending money monthly as he does, and his father’s pension.
Sometimes, and the shame of it burns in his stomach, he wishes his father would just… stop. 
Stop suffering. Stop forgetting. Stop dragging the past into the present. Stop keeping Ilya tethered to a house he never wanted to return to. He hates himself for thinking it, but he thinks it anyway.
Polina sets the knife down, her movements quiet, controlled. 
“Он будет рад тебя видеть,” she says, though her voice lacks conviction.
(He’ll be glad to see you.)
Ilya doesn’t answer. He stares at the table, at the faint scratches in the wood, at the place where his mother once rested her elbows while drinking tea she never finished.
The cold of the house settles into his bones.
He wishes, fiercely and silently, that he were anywhere else.
He forces himself to move, to get it over with. His feet feel heavy as he steps toward the living room. The living room feels darker than the hallway, curtains half-drawn even though the sky outside is pale and bright. His father sits in his old armchair, smaller than Ilya remembers, a blanket over his knees, staring at the muted television. The flickering light makes his face look older, hollower.
The scent hits him before the sight does; bitter birch tar, cold iron, the stale ghost of old tobacco. It’s weaker than it used to be, thinned out by age and illness, but still unmistakable. Still, the scent of the house he grew up in. The scent that clung to every coat, every doorway, every memory.
“Папа,” Ilya says quietly.
(Father.)
His father turns his head, slow and uncertain. For a moment, his eyes are cloudy, drifting. Then something sharpens, not clarity, but recognition.
“Ilya,” he rasps, “Ты пришёл.”
(You came.)
“Да,” Ilya says with a nod.
(Yes.)
His father studies him, eyes narrowing as if trying to place him in the right decade. Then he huffs, irritated.
“Она опять,” he mutters, waving vaguely toward the ceiling, “Сидит там. Не выходит.”
(She’s at it again. Sitting up there. Won’t come down.)
Ilya’s stomach tightens. He doesn’t need to ask who; he knows. His father keeps going, voice rising with frustration.
“Упрямая,” he snaps. “Всегда была упрямая. Как альфа.”
(Stubborn. Always was stubborn. Like an alpha.)
Ilya goes still; he never knew her like that. He only knew the quiet version, the soft-spoken, tired version. The version who smiled for him but never brightly enough to hide the shadows.
His father’s voice softens, almost fond.
“Сильная была,” he murmurs, “Слишком сильная.”
(She was strong. Too strong.)
Then his expression twists, something bitter surfacing.
“Но я сказал ей, если хочет быть со мной, должна…”
(But I told her, if she wants to be with me, she has to…)
His father taps the side of his neck, where his scent gland is. Ilya’s breath catches. The birch-tar scent seems to thicken in the air, memory and reality overlapping in a way that makes his skin crawl.
“Она сделала это ради меня,” his father nods, satisfied with the memory.
(She did it for me.)
His father says it as if it were an act of devotion. Like it was a gift she gave him, like it didn’t hollow her out from the inside.
Ilya’s hands curl into fists. He could never imagine asking that of someone; the thought alone makes his stomach twist. Changing a partner, reshaping them, cutting pieces off until they fit what society allows.
He would rather be alone forever.
His father keeps talking, slipping between past and present.
“После операции… стала тише,” he says, frowning, “Слишком тише.”
(After the procedure… she became quieter. Too quiet.)
Ilya looks away. He remembers that quiet, how she moved through the house like she was trying not to disturb the air. He remembers how she brightened around him, briefly, like a match struck in the dark, and how quickly the light faded again.
His father sighs, frustrated. 
“Скажи ей прийти,” he mutters, “Ты же её сын. Она тебя послушает.”
(Tell her to come down. You’re her son. She’ll listen to you.)
Ilya’s throat closes; he can’t speak. His father squints at him, confused by the silence. 
“Что с тобой?” he snaps, “Почему стоишь как чужой?”
(What’s wrong with you? Why are you standing there like a stranger?)
Because I am, Ilya thinks, because I never knew the woman you’re talking about, she stopped being that woman long before I was old enough to understand. Because whatever she gave up for you took something from her she never got back. 
But he says nothing.
Polina appears in the doorway, quiet as always. 
“Григорий,” she says gently, “пора лекарство.”
(Grigori, it’s time for your medicine.)
“Полина…?” his father blinks at her, irritation fading into confusion. 
(Polina…?)
“Пойдём,” she says with a nod.
(Come.)
He lets her help him up, leaning heavily on her arm. As they shuffle toward the hallway, his father glances back at Ilya.
“Скажи ей,” he mutters again, “Пусть перестанет прятаться.”
(Tell her. Tell her to stop hiding.)
Then he’s gone, and the room feels colder without him. The birch-tar scent lingers, faint and stale, like something that should have faded years ago but never did. 
Ilya stands there, staring at the empty chair, at the blanket slipping off the armrest, at the space where his father’s voice still echoes. He feels hollow and tired. He feels twelve again, standing in a house full of silence and being told not to ask questions. 
He presses a hand to his face, wishing fiercely, silently that he were anywhere else.
He pushes himself toward his room, climbing the stairs slowly, each step creaking under his weight. The air grows colder the higher he goes, the kind of cold that settles into old wood and never leaves. His room is at the end of the hall, the door still painted the same dull blue he chose when he was twelve.
He pushes it open.
The cold hits him first, then the quiet, then the faint, familiar scent of dust and old wood. The room is small, spare, and untouched. Polina never changed anything, not out of sentiment, he suspects, but because she didn’t see the point. He hasn’t lived here in years.
He steps inside.
The bed is neatly made, the blanket tucked tight the way his mother used to do it. The desk is bare except for a few old notebooks. And on the shelf above the radiator sit his old trophies, small, cheap, the kind given out at local tournaments. The gold paint is chipped on most of them.
He stands in front of them, staring. They’re nothing special, especially compared to the Stanley Cup he’s won before, but they’re his. Proof that he is good at something, before the world got bigger and colder and more complicated.
Something loosens in his chest. Not warmth, but the closest he’s felt since arriving. He sits on the edge of the bed. The mattress dips under him, springs creaking in protest. He leans forward, elbows on his knees, breathing slowly, trying to shake off the echo of his father’s voice.
His phone buzzes, and it startles him. The screen lights up with a name that makes his breath catch.
Shane Hollander
He taps the notification with a thumb that doesn’t feel entirely steady.
It’s a photo of Yuki sitting on a counter in denim overalls, the tiny Snoopy stitched on the front peeking out beneath her floral sweater. She’s planted right beside the cake, legs swinging, one hand braced behind her for balance as she leans toward the camera with a proud, slightly wobbly pose only a three-year-old could manage. Her grin is huge and bright, the whole kitchen warm and alive around her.
It feels like looking into another world, one where the air isn’t heavy, and no one is calling for ghosts, and no one asks you to carve pieces off yourself to fit.
Another message arrives, timestamped just after midnight in Montreal.
Thank you for getting the cake. She loved it and demanded we save you a slice for when you’re next in Montreal.
Ilya closes his eyes.
It’s early morning here, the kind of gray, heavy hour where the house feels more like a mausoleum than a home. And yet his phone glows warm in his hands, a small piece of another life, another place, another possibility.
He stares at the photo for a long time, thumb resting against the edge of the screen, telling himself he shouldn’t call. It’s late there. Shane should be asleep. But the house feels too quiet, too heavy, and the echo of his father’s voice is still lodged somewhere behind his ribs. He needs something to drown it out.
Something warm. Something real.
Before he can talk himself out of it, he taps Shane’s name. The call rings once, twice, three times, and he almost hangs up, but then the line clicks.
“…Ilya?” says Shane. His soft, tired voice feels warm even through the static. Ilya closes his eyes. He didn’t expect him to pick up. He didn’t expect the sound of Shane’s voice to hit him this hard.
“Да,” he says quietly. “It is me.”
There’s a rustle on the other end, fabric shifting, the unmistakable sound of someone sitting up in bed.
“Are you okay?” Shane asks, voice low, still thick with sleep. Not alarmed. Just concerned. Just gentle.
Ilya swallows. He could lie. He should lie.
“Tell me about party,” he says instead.
There’s a pause, a surprised one, then a quiet laugh, warm and a little sleepy.
“You’re calling to ask about Yuki’s birthday?”
“Yes,” Ilya says, too quickly. “I want to hear about it.”
Shane shifts, probably settling back against pillows. His voice takes on that late-night softness, the kind that feels like a blanket pulled up to your chin.
“It was good,” he says. “Really good.”
Ilya closes his eyes.
“Tell me,” he murmurs.
And Shane does.
“She ate so much cake I thought she’d vibrate through the ceiling,” he says, fondness thick in his voice. “That pink frosting was everywhere. She kept saying ‘more Snoopy, more Snoopy’ like the cake was going to run away.”
Ilya huffs a quiet breath, the closest he gets to laughing right now.
“She made everyone sing happy birthday twice,” Shane continues. “The second time she conducted us with a plastic spoon.”
Ilya can picture it. He can see the brightness, the noise, the warmth.
“She did arts and crafts with her friends,” Shane says. “Glitter everywhere. I’m going to be finding it in my rugs for a week.”
Ilya lets out a slow breath, something loosening in his chest.
“And the gifts…” Shane groans, but he’s obviously smiling. “She ripped them open like a tiny raccoon. Loved every single one. Even the ones she didn’t understand. She kept saying ‘this is my favorite’ after every box.”
Ilya’s lips twitch, a smile forming.
“She is… enthusiastic,” he says quietly.
“That’s one word for it,” Shane murmurs.
The room around Ilya is cold, still, silent, but Shane’s voice fills it, warm and alive and full of color. For a moment, he can almost pretend he’s there. In that kitchen. In that warmth. In that life.
Shane keeps talking, softer now.
“She asked about you,” he says. “A lot. Wanted to know when she might get to see you again.”
Something in Ilya’s chest twists, sharp and unexpected.
“I wish I were there. I hate being here,” he says, raw and quiet. He didn’t mean to say it. He didn’t even feel it rising. It just slips out before he can stop it.
Shane is quiet for a long moment, and Ilya feels too open, too vulnerable.
“Sorry,” he says, voice low. “I should not have said that.”
There’s a long stretch of quiet on the line, but it isn’t the kind that makes his skin crawl. When Shane finally speaks, his voice is steady in a way that makes something in Ilya’s chest ache.
“You don’t have to apologize,” he says, “Not to me.”
Ilya presses his thumb against the edge of the phone, staring at the chipped gold of his childhood trophies. He doesn’t trust himself to answer.
Shane breathes out, slow and even, like he’s trying to match Ilya’s rhythm.
“You probably have a lot on your plate,” he says gently. “So anyone would feel that way.”
Not a question, not a request for more. Just a soft place to land.
Ilya swallows, the words caught somewhere behind his teeth.
Shane keeps going, voice warm but careful, like he’s stepping into a room with the lights off.
“Being home can bring up a lot,” he says quietly, unaware of how true the statement is.
Ilya’s throat tightens. He stares at the chipped trophies, the dust, the cold walls. He still doesn’t trust himself to speak.
Shane shifts again, a soft rustle of blankets.
“And hey,” he adds, almost casually. “I mean, I haven’t known you long, but you sounded good here. In Montreal. When we had dinner together.”
The words come out like he’s not sure he should say them, not fishing, not hinting, just noticing.
Ilya’s breath stutters and Shane clears his throat, quieter now.
“Yuki keeps talking about you,” he says. “She’s already planning what she wants to show you next time she sees you.”
It’s said lightly, like he’s trying not to make too much of it. But something warm flickers in Ilya’s chest anyway.
There’s a small pause, and when Shane speaks again, his voice is softer, almost shy.
“If you ever want to stop by,” he says, “You can. No need to make it a big thing.”
It’s offhand, almost mumbled, like he didn’t mean to say it out loud. But Ilya hears it, feels it. An offer to a place he could go, somewhere that isn’t this house and where someone wants him.
He swallows hard.
“Montreal was boring,” he says quietly, a smile on his lips as he says it.
Shane lets out a soft, tired laugh, the kind that sounds like he’s smiling into his pillow.
“Yeah,” he murmurs. “But you didn’t seem to mind.”
“I liked the boring,” Ilya says, his voice drops barely above a whisper.
The silence that follows is gentle. It’s not heavy, not demanding.
Just… open.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
He pushes himself out of the chair too fast, the room tilting for a second before it steadies. His legs feel wrong, too light, too shaky, too warm, but they hold. He keeps his eyes on the carpet as he moves toward the elevators, trying not to draw attention, trying to look normal when nothing inside him feels normal anymore.
The elevator bank is only twenty feet away.
It feels like a mile. Each step sends a pulse of heat up his spine, a slow, dragging burn that makes his breath catch. He presses a hand to the wall as he walks, pretending he’s just adjusting his balance, pretending he’s not seconds from losing control in the middle of a hotel lobby.
The elevator dings, and he flinches.
A family steps out, two parents and a kid with a stuffed dinosaur, all of them laughing about something. Shane keeps his head down, shoulders tight, praying they don’t look at him, praying they don’t smell anything off him yet, that his scent patches are doing their job. He slips past them into the elevator, jabs the button for the seventh floor, and leans back against the wall as the doors close.
The moment they do, he lets out a shaky breath. The elevator hums upward, but it’s moving too slowly, way too slowly.
He presses the back of his head against the cool metal, trying to ground himself, but the heat keeps rising, coiling low and tight and wrong. He presses down on his scent blocker patch, as if pressure alone could keep it working, but he can feel his scent is thickening, pushing at the edges of his control.
“Not here,” he whispers to himself, voice barely audible, “Not here, not here…”
He squeezes his eyes shut, breathing through his teeth, trying to keep his body from tipping over the edge. The elevator climbs past the third floor, the fourth, the fifth. His fingers tremble around his phone, still open to the app, still showing the same words.
Your partner has missed their check-in window. Please remain calm and contact support if needed.
His stomach twists; the words feel like a verdict. He should have known better than to think he’d have a manageable heat. He should have expected this.
The elevator dings, and he stumbles out onto the seventh floor, the hallway mercifully empty. The carpet muffles his footsteps as he moves, fast but unsteady, one hand dragging along the wall for balance. The air feels cooler up here, but it doesn’t matter; his body is burning from the inside out.
Halfway down the hall, a wave hits him so hard he has to stop, bracing a hand against the wall, head bowed, breath shaking out of him in a rough exhale. His vision swims. His knees threaten to give.
“Come on,” he whispers, forcing himself upright, “Just a little more.”
His room is at the end of the hall. He reaches into his pocket for the keycard, but his fingers are clumsy, uncoordinated. The card slips once, twice, before he manages to get a grip on it. He swipes it through the lock, the colors flashing red.
His breath stutters, panic clawing up his throat like a hand. He tries a third time, but his fingers slip, the card skidding uselessly against the reader.
“Please,” he whispers, voice cracking.
He presses his forehead to the doorframe, trying to steady himself, but another wave hits, sharper, hotter, rolling through him like a fever breaking. The skin under his scent patch itches, screaming to be freed. His knees buckle, and he catches himself on the wall, breath shaking out of him in a rough, broken sound.
He’s losing control. His time is running out. He drags in a breath, desperate for air, for clarity, for anything that might help him hold on to himself, but then he smells it. Faint at first, barely there; a sharp, clean thread of cold air and pine cutting through the hallway like a blade.
He freezes.
The scent hits again, stronger, winter wind over warm skin, cedar and smoke, but deeper now, richer, threaded with something unmistakable. 
An alpha’s rut.
His whole body goes still, the word no echoing in his mind. He shouldn’t be turning toward it, and yet he is. The scent curls around him again, crisp winter wind over warm skin, edged with cedar and smoke, deepened by rut into something magnetic and impossible to ignore. A low, instinctive tug deep in his chest, like someone hooking a finger into the center of him and drawing him forward.
His breath shudders out of him as he breathes it in. It’s calming, steadying, and it ignites something in him. His head lifts, slow and involuntary, like his body is moving before his mind can catch up. The scent brushes against the frayed edges of his control, soothing and inflaming all at once.
He swallows hard, trying to force himself back toward his own door. 
He manages one step. Then another wave of heat slams into him, harder than the last, and his hand slips off the doorknob. His vision blurs. His breath stutters. His body leans, not toward safety, not toward his room, but toward that scent.
“No,” he whispers, shaking his head, “No, not—fuck—not that way…”
But the next inhale undoes him, the rut-scent hits deeper this time, sinking under his skin, threading through the rising heat, grounding him in a way that feels dangerously good. His knees go weak. His hand slips. His body tilts forward. And then he’s moving again.
Down the hall, his own door behind him, and toward the source. He doesn’t know how far he walks, ten steps, maybe twelve, before the scent sharpens, clearer, stronger, like he’s crossed some invisible threshold.
He stops, standing in front of another door. The scent is strongest here; cold air, pine, cedar, warmth under frost, all of it deepened by rut, potent and magnetic. It wraps around him, steady and sure, like gravity. His breath catches, chest tight, heat pulsing low and insistent. His fingers curl against the wood, not knocking, not touching, just… hovering.
He doesn’t know who’s inside, doesn’t know why the scent feels like a lifeline, doesn’t know why his body is begging him to stay right here.
He only knows one thing:
This is where the scent is, where his body wants to be, and he’s too far gone to walk away.
His fingers hover against the wood, trembling, the heat rising under his skin in a way that makes his thoughts slip sideways. He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be anywhere near this door. He should be inside his own room, behind a locked door, alone, safe.
But the scent is everywhere now; cold air, pine, cedar, warmth under frost, all of it deepened by rut into something sharp and magnetic. It wraps around him, steady and sure, tugging at him with every breath. 
He tries to step back, but his body doesn’t listen. His hand lifts instead, shaking, and before he can stop himself, he reaches up to his scent patch.
“No,” he whispers, voice barely there, “I shouldn’t…”
But his fingers are already peeling at the edge of the adhesive, and the patch comes off with a soft, traitorous sound. The air hits his skin, and there is a moment of relief; the skin that was itchy underneath feels free. Then his scent spikes instantly, sharp and hot and unmistakable, his breath catches in horror. He has nothing protecting him now.
A wave of heat slams into him, harder than any before, and his knees nearly buckle. His hand shoots out, bracing against the door to keep himself upright. His forehead presses to the wood, breath shaking out of him in a rough, broken exhale.
He should run, he should hide, he should get away from this door, from this scent, from this pull.
Instead, his knuckles lift, and he knocks. It’s a soft, desperate sound, barely more than a tap, but it echoes down the empty hallway like a confession. The moment it leaves him, regret crashes over him so hard he almost chokes on it.
“No,” he whispers, eyes squeezing shut, “No, no, no—”
He tries to step back, but he can’t; his traitorous body won’t move. His hand stays on the door, his breath stays caught in his throat. The scent clings to him like a tether, trapping him, not by force, but by instinct, by heat, by the gravity of something he doesn’t understand.
He can hear footsteps, a shadow shifts under the door, moving closer to him. Shane’s heart stumbles. This is probably his last chance to run, and he should run.
The footsteps stop. The lock clicks and then the door opens. Cold air rushes out, carrying the scent with it, stronger, sharper, overwhelming. Shane’s breath stutters, his vision blurring at the edges. A hand catches his wrist; it’s warm, steady, and unmistakably alpha’s. 
Before he can think, before he can attempt to protest, before he can even breathe an apology, he’s pulled inside, and the door shuts behind him.
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  The dining room looks the same as it did when he was twelve, the same heavy curtains, same stiff-backed chairs, same tablecloth his mother used to iron until the creases were perfect.
Only the people around the table have changed.
His father sits at the head, posture rigid, eyes unfocused. Some days he’s here. Some days he’s somewhere decades ago. Tonight, he stares at the untouched food on his plate as if trying to remember what it is.
Polina sits beside him, hands folded neatly in her lap between bites. She’s polite, distant, and careful. Always careful. She speaks only when spoken to, and even then, her voice is soft enough to disappear into the clink of cutlery.
Alexei sits across from Ilya, eating with the same irritated efficiency he’s had since they were boys. His jaw is tight. His eyes stay on his plate. He hasn’t said more than three words since Ilya arrived.
Beside him, his wife sits, her shoulders slightly rounded, her gaze lowered. She smiles when Mila speaks, but it’s small, fleeting, like she’s afraid to take up too much space. And Mila, ten now, sits between her parents. She’s quiet, but not in the same way the adults are. She watches. She notices. She feels the tension in the room like a draft under the door.
The only sound is the scrape of forks against porcelain.
Holiday music plays faintly from the living room, but it doesn’t reach the table. It never does.
Ilya cuts into his food, though he’s not hungry. The warmth from the plate doesn’t reach his hands. The air feels cold despite the heating, the kind of cold that settles in the walls, in the habits, in the way no one meets anyone else’s eyes for too long.
His father clears his throat suddenly, sharp and confused.
“Что… это?”
(What… is this?)
Polina touches his arm gently.
“Это ужин, дорогой.”
(It’s dinner, dear.)
He doesn’t respond.
Mila glances at Ilya, quick and cautious. He gives her a small nod, and her shoulders relax by a fraction. Alexei doesn’t notice, but he never does. The silence stretches, heavy and familiar.
His sister-in-law folds her napkin into smaller and smaller squares. Polina takes a sip of water she doesn’t need. Mila pushes potatoes around her plate, pretending not to watch the adults.
Ilya’s mind drifts to the Hollanders.
He thinks of Yuki, loud, bright, unfiltered. A child who doesn’t shrink herself to fit the room. A child who laughs with her whole body, who talks over her own excitement, who climbs into Shane’s lap without hesitation because she knows she’s wanted there.
He wonders what their holiday dinner looks like tonight.
They’re probably loud and warm.
He imagines Shane cutting Yuki’s food into smaller pieces even though she insists she can do it herself. He imagines her telling him about school, about friends, about something she saw on TV, all in one breath. He imagines Shane listening, really listening with that soft, crooked smile he doesn’t seem to know he has.
The contrast hits him harder than he expects.
He looks back at his own table. His father stares at the wall. Polina folds her hands tighter. Alexei sighs sharply, annoyed at nothing.
“Ты можешь есть тише?” Alexei mutters without looking up.
(Can you eat quieter?)
Ilya hadn’t made a sound. He sees his sister-in-law flinch almost imperceptibly. Mila sits very still, as if movement might break something. Ilya sets his fork down, appetite long gone. The scrape of Alexei’s plate, the stiff silence, the way Mila sits too still, it all presses against his ribs until he can’t take another breath in this room.
He clears his throat quietly.
“Извините,” he says, pushing his chair back.
(Excuse me.)
No one looks up except Mila. Her eyes flicker with something like worry, but she nods once, small and understanding. Ilya steps into the hallway, the air colder here, the walls lined with old photographs that never included him unless someone insisted. He moves past them without looking.
The bathroom door clicks shut behind him. For a moment, he stands there, hands braced on the sink, breathing in the faint scent of old soap and tile cleaner. The mirror above the sink is slightly fogged from the radiator heat, but he doesn’t look at himself.
He doesn’t want to see whatever expression he’s wearing.
He pulls his phone from his pocket, telling himself he’s just checking the time. Just giving himself a moment away from the table, he’s taking a moment to breathe.
But his thumb opens the airline app before he can think, and he looks at his flight back to Boston tomorrow afternoon. He scrolls to the “Change Flight” option, just out of curiosity, nothing more. The app loads slowly, the house’s old walls always kill the signal, but eventually the options appear.
There’s a morning flight, an early afternoon one, and then, tucked between two layovers, a route to Montreal with an arrival of 09:47 PM Montreal time tomorrow night.
His thumb hovers, knowing he shouldn’t, that he doesn’t need to, that he has no reason to. But the thought of staying here another night, another morning, another meal, settles like ice in his chest.
He taps the Montreal option, and the confirmation screen appears.
He hesitates only long enough to remind himself that Shane gave him an open invitation, and he’ll be able to make a child happy. Maybe make her father happy, too.
He presses Confirm, the screen flashes, and a new itinerary appears. He exhales, slow and shaky, the sound too loud in the tiny bathroom. He locks the phone and slips it back into his pocket.
He stays there a moment longer, letting the silence settle, letting his heartbeat slow. The radiator hums. Someone laughs faintly from the living room, probably Mila, having been permitted to go play, but not at the dinner table, never at the dinner table.
He straightens, inhales once, and steps back toward the cold dining room, though he doesn’t feel warmer, but he feels less trapped.
And for now, that’s enough.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The house is finally quiet, but not silent; it’s never truly silent. It’s the kind of soft, settled quiet that comes after a long holiday day. The dishwasher hums low behind him as he wipes down the counter, the overhead lights dimmed to avoid the harsh lighting that could harm his ability to sleep.
His parents turned in half an hour ago.
They’d meant to drive back to Ottawa after dinner tonight, but the weather warnings rolled in fast, and his dad had grumbled something about “black ice and idiots on the highway” before accepting the guest room.
Yuki is asleep too, though it was after she’d managed to get two bedtime stories between him and his dad, and then insisted on showing her new pajamas to the stuffed animals on her shelf before finally crawling under the blankets.
Shane smiles to himself as he rinses a mug. She’s impossible to say no to, and worst of all, she knows it too. He dries his hands on a dish towel and hangs it neatly on the oven handle. The kitchen smells faintly of cinnamon from the cookies his mom and Yuki had baked earlier, and the last of the pine-scented candle flickers on the counter.
He checks the locks on the back door out of habit, then moves to turn off the last light in the kitchen, blows the candle out, and is ready to head to his room and crawl into his nest.
His phone buzzes on the counter. He frowns; it’s too late for calls. Too late for most people to call unless something’s wrong, he picks up the phone quickly, and there's instant relief when he sees the name.
Ilya
He hesitates only a second before answering.
“Hey,” he says softly, keeping his voice low so it doesn’t carry down the hall, “Everything alright?”
There’s a breath on the other end, cold air, maybe wind, and then Ilya’s voice, quiet and rough around the edges.
“I’m here.”
Shane straightens, his heart stuttering. A quiet ‘no way’ runs through his mind.
“Here, where?”
Another breath, closer this time, like he’s speaking into the cold.
“At your door.”
Shane’s pulse jumps, quickly turning toward the front hallway, the house suddenly feeling too still, too warm, too small for the rush of something he can’t name. He crosses the living room in three steps, phone still pressed to his ear, and reaches for the lock.
He pulls the door open, and Ilya is standing there in the winter dark. Shane steps back from the doorway, ushering Ilya in quickly before any neighbor can glance out a window and wonder why a man is standing on his porch at nearly midnight.
“Come in,” Shane whispers, pulling the door shut behind them, “It’s freezing out there.”
Ilya steps inside, snow melting off his coat in tiny droplets. He looks around the dim entryway, the soft glow from the living room, the quiet hum of the house settling, and something in his shoulders loosens.
Shane keeps his voice low.
“My parents are here,” he says, almost apologetic, “They’re staying in the guest room.”
Ilya blinks, surprised. Then he smiles, small and entirely too confident for someone who just showed up unannounced.
“Oh,” he murmurs, “I’m great with parents.”
Shane’s breath catches. He absolutely should not find that funny, or charming, or anything, but he does. He swallows, trying to keep his voice steady.
“They’re asleep,” he says, “So… maybe don’t be great with them right now.”
Ilya huffs a quiet laugh, the sound low and warm in the dark.
“Of course.”
“Come on,” Shane says, gesturing toward the living room, heart thudding in his chest, “You can sit. Or… warm up. Or whatever you need.”
Ilya steps out of his sneakers, slow and careful, like he’s trying not to disturb the house. He shrugs out of his coat next, and Shane reaches for it automatically. Their fingers brush, and Shane feels the warmth of Ilya’s skin even through the brief contact.
He hangs the coat on the hook, trying not to think about how surreal this is. Ilya is here, in his house, in the quiet of the night, while his parents sleep down the hall and his daughter sleeps upstairs.
When he turns back, Ilya is watching him. It’s not an intense or guarded look; Ilya’s just looking at him. There is something soft there, but Shane isn’t sure what to label it.
Shane clears his throat softly.
“So… why did you come here?” he asks. Ilya’s gaze flickers away, toward the window where snow still falls in slow, heavy flakes.
“You invited me,” he says simply, and Shane feels his chest tighten. He remembers the words; they’d been casual, tossed out like nothing.
If you ever want to stop by, you can. No need to make it a big thing.
He hadn’t expected Ilya to take him up on it, or at least not like this and certainly not tonight.
“I did,” Shane says quietly, before looking up at Ilya again, offering him a smile, “You could have called first.”
“Flight was long, forgot about manners,” says Ilya, a quiet chuckle on his lips.
“Yeah, well… you’re here now,” Shane lets out a soft laugh, the kind that slips out before he can stop it.  He rubs the back of his neck, suddenly aware of how late it is, how cold Ilya looks, and how close they are standing. He clears his throat, trying to shift into host mode.
“Can I get you anything?” he asks. “Water, tea, something warm?”
“I’m fine,” Ilya shakes his head. Shane nods, but his mind is already racing ahead. He has no idea where Ilya is going to sleep. His house is technically four bedrooms, but not really.
The guest room is taken by his parents tonight. His office is technically a bedroom, but the couch in there is more like a bench with fabric attached. Yuki’s room is out of the question. His own room is even more out of the question. He tries to keep his face neutral, but the realization creeps up his spine.
Ilya watches him with a slight tilt of his head.
“You look like you are doing math.”
“Just thinking about where you’re going to sleep,” Shane lets out a quiet, embarrassed laugh.
“Is this a trick question?” Ilya asks, raising an eyebrow, amused.
“No,” Shane says quickly, “I just… I don’t have a spare bed right now. My parents are in the guest room, and my office couch is honestly terrible. I would not put my worst enemy on it.”
“I am not your worst enemy,” Ilya says, his voice soft.
“No,” Shane replies, softer than he means to, “You’re not.”
The words settle between them, warm and fragile. Ilya glances toward the hallway, then back at Shane.
“I can take the couch. I have probably slept on worse.”
“Yeah, but you should not have to,” Shane winces.
“I will be fine,” Ilya says with a small shrug. Shane hesitates, heart thudding. He wants to offer something better. He wants to make this easy for both of them. He wants something he cannot quite name.
“Let me at least grab you a blanket,” he says, “And a pillow. And maybe a heating pad. And—”
“Shane. It is fine,” Ilya’s quiet laugh stops him. Shane exhales, nodding even though it does not feel fine. It feels like something else entirely.
“Okay,” he murmurs. “Come on. I’ll set you up.”
He leads Ilya toward the office, trying not to think about how surreal this is. Ilya follows him down the short hallway, steps soft on the carpet, the house quiet around them. Shane pushes the office door open and flicks on the small lamp in the corner.
The couch looks even worse than he remembered. Narrow and flat, purely decorative rather than functional. He stares at it for a long moment, then glances at Ilya. Ilya is looking at the couch too, expression unreadable. Shane feels heat crawl up the back of his neck.
“This is not great,” he admits.
“It is fine,” Ilya says, “I can sleep anywhere.”
Shane opens his mouth to argue, then closes it again. He looks at the couch. He looks at Ilya. He looks at the couch again, and something in him snaps.
“You can take my bed,” he says. The words come out before he can stop them. Ilya blinks, surprised, then his mouth curves, slow and knowing.
“Your bed,” he repeats, voice soft, “And where will you sleep?”
“I can take the couch,” Shane feels his stomach drop, his eyes snapping back to the couch. Ilya steps a little closer, close enough that Shane can feel the cold still clinging to his clothes.
“You would give me your bed,” he says, “And sleep here.”
“Yeah,” Shane nods, throat tight. Ilya studies him for a long moment, eyes steady. Then he tilts his head slightly.
“Or,” he says quietly, “We could both sleep in the bed together.”
Shane’s breath catches; he forgets how to swallow.
“I mean,” Ilya continues, voice calm, “I assume it is large enough, and you would not be uncomfortable. And I would not be uncomfortable. And the couch is terrible.”
Shane stares at him, heart pounding.
“Ilya,” he says, barely above a whisper.
“It is practical,” Ilya lifts one shoulder in a small shrug.
Shane lets out a shaky breath, knowing he should say no, knowing he should think this through, that he should be careful. But Ilya is standing there in his hallway, snow still melting in his hair, looking at him like this is the most reasonable suggestion in the world.
And Shane hears himself say, very quietly:
“Okay.”
Ilya’s expression softens, something warm flickering in his eyes.
“Show me the bed,” he says, and Shane’s heart stutters all over again. Shane leads him up the stairs, careful to avoid the creaky step near the top. The house feels even quieter now, the quiet that makes him hyperaware of every sound he makes. Ilya follows close behind, footsteps soft, breath steady. Shane pushes open his bedroom door and turns on the bedside lamp.
The room is tidy, almost too tidy. His clothes are put away, his dresser top clear, and the air is warm with the familiar scent of cedar, maple, and something softer underneath. His bed is the real giveaway. The blankets are arranged in a careful nest, layers of soft fabric pulled into a shape that holds heat well. The pillows are fluffed and stacked in a way that makes sense only to him. It smells like him, steady and warm, with faint traces of Yuki from the nights she crawled in after a nightmare.
Ilya steps inside and stops. His eyes move slowly over the room, then settle on the bed. Something in his expression softens. Shane feels heat crawl up his neck.
“It’s comfortable,” he says, suddenly defensive and worried that the alpha might not want to be in his nest. He probably should have warned him before they got all this way.
“It looks comfortable,” Ilya replies, voice quiet, “Am honored you invite me into your nest.”
Shane feels warmth spread in his chest. He clears his throat, trying to regain control of the moment.
“Okay, so, ground rules. We are keeping this PG. My parents are downstairs, and Yuki is just down the hallway, and I want things to be normal.”
Ilya turns to him with a perfectly straight face.
“Of course. Why would it be anything but PG?”
“I’m serious,” Shane narrows his eyes. Ilya has a reputation as quite the ladies' man, and as much as Shane is trying to ignore the sinful pull he feels towards Ilya, tonight is not a good night for anything even close to that.
“I am also serious,” Ilya says, which is absolutely not true. Shane gestures at the nest, trying not to think too hard about it.
“You can take the left side. I usually sleep on the right,” he says, shifting in his slippers. Ilya walks closer, stopping at the edge of the mattress. He touches one of the blankets with two fingers, testing the softness, then glances back at Shane.
“You sleep on the right,” he repeats, as if committing it to memory.
“Yeah.”
“And I sleep on the left.”
“That is the idea.”
“Very PG,” Ilya nods, thoughtful.
“Ilya,” Shane warns, but he lets out a breath that is almost a laugh, making it sound like anything but.
“What?” Ilya says, completely innocent, “I am repeating your rules.”
Shane tries to focus on something practical.
“If you want space, I will stay on my side,” Shane says, “I mean it.”
“I know,” Ilya replies. His voice is softer now, “And if you do not want space, I will still stay on my side. Until you say otherwise.”
Shane’s breath catches. He feels the words settle in his chest, warm and careful.
“Okay, thank you,” he says quietly, “You probably want to shower and change. I have an en suite through that door.”
Ilya gives a small nod, moves to open the door, turns on the light, and looks into the bathroom. Shane finds himself staring at the expanse of the man’s back as he does.
“Shit, your bag is downstairs,” says Shane, forcing himself to look away, “I’ll go grab it, you just do what you need to.”
“What I need to?” echoes Ilya, his head turning to look at Shane again. Shane ignores the look he sees on the man’s face, instead turning to head downstairs before the alpha could tease him more.
Next to his door, Shane finds a worn duffel bag, the same one he saw Ilya grab when they’d snuck into the Metro’s arena, and Ilya bribed his way into getting them a few minutes to skate. He picks it up, expecting it to be heavy, but it’s light, carrying probably only clothes and nothing else.
Shane’s mind goes back to his and Ilya’s conversation after Yuki’s birthday, and tries not dwell on the light bag after a holiday spent with his family. He can try to ask Ilya about it, but not tonight, not when Ilya just got off like a 15-hour flight and had to get in a car on the icy roads to make it to Shane’s door.
Shane ignores the heat whispering under his skin when he thinks of the effort the alpha made, and instead, he climbs the stairs with Ilya’s duffel in hand, trying not to think about how warm his face feels.
When he reaches his bedroom, the door is still open a crack, just as he left it. The sound of running water reaches him before he steps inside.
The shower.
He hesitates, suddenly aware that he has no idea how long he took downstairs. He had meant to grab the bag and come right back, but he must have stood there longer than he realized, staring at the worn canvas and thinking too much.
He moves toward the bathroom door, which is pulled almost shut. Steam curls out from the narrow gap at the bottom. He lifts his hand and knocks softly.
No answer.
He pushes the door open just enough to slide the duffel inside.
The room is warm and fogged, the mirror completely blurred. The shower has already stopped. Shane freezes when he realizes Ilya is not behind the curtain. He is standing by the sink, half-dressed, towel slung low on his hips, hair damp and curling at the ends.
Ilya turns at the sound of the door opening. Shane’s breath stumbles. He grips the duffel a little too tightly.
“I, uh… brought your bag,” he manages, voice embarrassingly thin. Ilya steps forward, steam drifting around him. He reaches for the duffel, fingers brushing Shane’s for a moment that feels far too long.
“You took your time,” Ilya says, quiet and amused.
“I didn’t mean to.”
“I know,” Ilya replies, still soft. He takes the bag from Shane’s hands, the towel shifting slightly as he moves, “But you should remember your own rule.”
“My rule?” Shane asks, blinking, and Ilya’s mouth curves, slow and warm.
“PG,” he says, “You said we keep things PG.”
“Right… Yeah… PG…” Shane stamemers, feeling heat crawl up his neck. Ilya nods, perfectly innocent.
“Then you should probably close the door before you break your own rule,” Ilya teases. Shane’s heart jumps. He steps back quickly, pulling the door shut with a shaky breath, hoping Ilya cannot hear. He stands there for a moment in the dim bedroom, trying to steady himself, trying to remember how to breathe normally.
Shane crawls into his nest and pulls the blankets up to his chin, trying to look relaxed, trying to look asleep, trying to look like someone who is not falling apart over the man in his bathroom. He squeezes his eyes shut and forces his breathing to slow. He has no idea if it sounds convincing. He hopes it does. Or he hopes it doesn’t.
He can’t decide.
The bathroom door opens with a soft click. Steam drifts into the room, warm and scented with his own soap. Footsteps move across the carpet, slow and careful. Shane feels the mattress dip as Ilya sits on the edge, then shifts again as he climbs in. The nest adjusts around the new weight, blankets shifting, pillows settling. Shane keeps his breathing steady, even though every nerve in his body is awake.
And then for the first time, he smells him. It’s barely there, just a faint thread under the soap and steam, but Ilya’s scent is warm, steady, and the notes are too faint, enough so that he cannot place them yet.
Ilya has to be wearing a patch, even if it is a weak one. But what slips through is soft and grounding, like the scent equivalent of a warm hand on the back of his neck. Familiar in a way he cannot explain, but not familiar enough to make him question it.
He tells himself it is nothing. It’s just clean skin, just warmth, just exhaustion. He tries to sleep, but he cannot.
Minutes pass, or maybe seconds. Time feels strange.
Then the mattress shifts again, Ilya moves closer, not touching, not crowding, just easing across the invisible line Shane had drawn in his mind. Shane’s breath stutters, but he keeps his eyes closed.
Another moment passes, and then Ilya settles fully against him, slow and deliberate, like he is giving Shane every chance to pull away. His chest presses lightly against Shane’s back. His arm rests near Shane’s waist, not quite touching, but close enough that Shane can feel the warmth radiating from him.
And the scent, that faint, steady thread. It settles around him like another blanket. Shane’s breath catches.
He hopes Ilya does not hear it. He knows Ilya does. But Ilya says nothing. Instead, he shifts closer, the nest adjusting around them, and lets his arm slide the smallest bit forward until it rests against Shane’s side. The touch is gentle, steady, and careful.
Shane’s muscles loosen, his thoughts quiet, his heartbeat slows. The warmth of Ilya’s body, the slow rhythm of his breathing, the soft weight of his arm, the faint scent that feels like safety… it all settles around him.
He falls asleep like that, tucked into the nest, wrapped in warmth, with the faintest trace of Ilya’s scent settling around him in the quiet dark.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Ilya wakes slowly, the way he does after long flights and too little sleep. For a moment, he doesn’t know where he is. The room is dim, the air warm, the blankets soft around him. Then he feels the weight pressed against his chest, the gentle rise and fall of another person’s breathing, and everything settles into place.
Shane.
He’s curled into him, tucked neatly against Ilya’s body like he belongs there. Ilya stays still, barely breathing. He does not want to wake him. He does not want this to end. He lowers his chin slightly, just enough to breathe in.
Shane’s scent fills his lungs: warm maple, soft cedar, a hint of early autumn air, and something gentle and steady underneath, something that feels like home even though it should not.
It is unfiltered here, uncensored in his own space. It wraps around Ilya like a blanket, like something he has been missing without knowing it. There is a faint trace of Yuki, too, bright and small and sweet, but underneath that is Shane; pure and quiet and grounding.
Ilya closes his eyes.
He knows this scent, he is sure of it, but the memory sits just out of reach, like a word he cannot quite catch. He tells himself it must be from Yuki, from holding her, from being close to her back at the mall and at the Wild’s arena.
That is the only thing that makes sense.
Still, something in him stirs, something old and instinctive, something that feels like recognition. Shane shifts in his sleep, pressing closer. His forehead brushes Ilya’s collarbone. His hand curls lightly against Ilya’s shirt, fingers soft and trusting.
Ilya’s breath catches.
He has held people before, shared his bed before, woken up beside warm bodies and soft breaths. But never like this, never with someone who feels like this.
He lets his arm settle more fully around Shane’s waist, slow and careful so he does not wake him. Shane melts into the touch without hesitation, a quiet sigh escaping him as he burrows closer.
Ilya feels something in his chest loosen, something he did not know was tight.
He looks down at Shane’s hair, at the way it falls across his forehead, at the peaceful expression on his face. He memorizes it. He wants to keep it. He wants to wake up like this again. And again. And again.
He wants this forever.
The thought comes quietly, without force, without fear. It simply arrives, like it has been waiting for him to notice. He breathes in again, slow and deep, letting Shane’s scent settle into him.
He does not move or speak. He holds him, in the soft morning light, in the warmth of the nest, in a moment he wishes he could keep.
And for the first time in a long time, Ilya feels at peace.
Shane shifts against him, a small, sleepy movement that pulls Ilya out of his thoughts. At first it’s only a breath, a soft exhale against his chest. Then Shane’s fingers flex lightly against his shirt, curling in the fabric as if searching for something familiar.
Ilya goes still, afraid that one wrong move would disturb Shane.
Shane makes a quiet sound, something between a sigh and a hum, and burrows closer. His nose presses against Ilya’s collarbone. His legs tangle with Ilya’s under the blankets. His entire body settles into him like this is the most natural place in the world to wake up.
Ilya’s heart stumbles; he refuses to move.
Shane’s scent rises with the warmth of the nest, richer now that he is awake. Maple and cedar and that soft, steady note underneath. It fills the space between them, settles into Ilya’s lungs, sinks into his bones.
He breathes in again, slow and quiet.
Shane stirs, eyelashes fluttering. His voice is rough with sleep when he finally speaks.
“Morning.”
The word is soft, barely formed, but it lands in Ilya’s chest like something precious.
“Morning,” Ilya murmurs back.
Shane blinks up at him, still half asleep, still pressed against him like he has no intention of moving. His eyes are warm and unfocused, his cheek resting against Ilya’s chest. For a moment, Ilya lets himself imagine this as something ordinary. Waking up like this. Every day. Shane in his arms, soft and warm and trusting.
He wants it. Fuck, he wants it so badly it aches.
Shane shifts again, a slow, sleepy nuzzle that sends heat curling through Ilya’s stomach. He looks like he might say something else, something quiet and real, but then they both hear it.
A soft click, the faint scrape of metal, the unmistakable sound of a door handle beginning to turn.
Shane freezes, and Ilya’s arm tightens around him on instinct, protective and steady, even as his mind snaps fully awake. Then, before Ilya can say anything, Shane lifts his head a little, voice still thick with sleep.
“Snowdrop?” he calls, gentle and warm in a way that makes something in Ilya’s chest twist.
The handle pauses.
“Daddy?” comes the small voice from the other side of the door. Shane shifts, rubbing at his eyes with the back of his hand. He is still pressed against Ilya, still half-tangled in the blankets, still close enough that Ilya can feel every sleepy breath.
“I’ll be out in a minute, Snowdrop,” Shane says softly. There’s a tiny gasp of excitement, the kind only a four-year-old can make.
“Grandpa’s making pancakes!”
Ilya feels Shane smile against him. It is small, tired, and full of affection.
“Are you hungry?” Shane asks, his eyes flickering up to Ilya, who nods.
“Yes!” Yuki answers immediately, as if the question is ridiculous.
“Okay,” Shane says with a quiet laugh, then clears his throat, “Go tell Grandma and Grandpa that we… um… We’ll have a guest.”
There’s a beat of silence, then a delighted little squeal.
“A guest?”
Shane winces, just barely. Ilya feels the movement through his chest.
“Yes, Snowdrop. A guest.”
“Okay!” Yuki chirps, and her footsteps patter away down the hall.
The house falls quiet again. Shane exhales, long and slow, his forehead dropping back to Ilya’s collarbone for a moment before he seems to realize what he’s doing. He pulls back a little, cheeks flushed, hair mussed, eyes still soft with sleep.
Ilya watches him, unable to look away. Shane’s scent rises with the movement, warm and steady, curling around Ilya like something he could live in forever.
He wants to pull him close again. Keep him here. Let this morning stretch on and on. But Shane is already sitting up, pushing a hand through his hair, trying to gather himself. Ilya stays where he is, quiet and still, letting the warmth of the moment settle into him.
He knows it cannot last, but for a few breaths more, he lets himself pretend it can.
Shane pulls away slowly. It feels like every inch of distance costs him something. The warmth of him lingers against Ilya’s chest, fading too quickly. Shane sits up fully, pushing a hand through his hair, cheeks still flushed from sleep and the sudden interruption.
“I’m… sorry,” Shane says, voice low and rushed, looking at the door as he speaks, “About the chaos you’re about to walk into.”
“Chaos?” he repeats softly, blinking at him, still half wrapped in blankets, still feeling the ghost of Shane’s weight against him.
“My family. Breakfast. Yuki,” Shane lets out a breath, rubbing at his face, “And my mom is going to be… very herself.”
“Herself?” Ilya tilts his head, unsure if this is one of those idioms that he doesn’t know.
“She’s a devoted Metros fan, like, truly devoted,” Shane says, giving a small, helpless smile, “She watches every game. She knows every stat for every player. She has opinions about line changes from five seasons ago. She’s passionate, and she’s… very honest about it.”
Ilya waits, expecting something more to earn an apology in advance.
“And you’re the captain of the Raiders,” Shane says, flustered but fond as he gestures at Ilya.
Understanding settles in. Ilya feels a small smile tug at his mouth.
“Ah,” he says quietly, “That.”
“She’s not going to ask for a picture or anything, she’s not embarrassing,” he says as he stands, pacing a small, anxious line beside the bed, “She’s just… intense. And she’s going to bring up your reputation. And where she thinks you could improve. And she’s going to do it while offering you more pancakes.”
“I like pancakes,” Ilya replies, his smile softening.
“That’s not the point,” Shane stops pacing, staring at him.
“It is a little bit the point,” Ilya says.
“You don’t know my mom,” Shane huffs, half a laugh, half resignation. Ilya studies him for a moment. The affection in Shane’s voice is unmistakable. He is not annoyed. He is not embarrassed. He is proud of her, even when she is overwhelming.
“You find this endearing,” Ilya says. He watches Shane’s expression shift, warm and honest.
“Yeah. I do,” Shane admits. And then, after a beat, he looks away, rubbing the back of his neck,  “But I know it might make you uncomfortable. She doesn’t mean anything by it. She… cares a lot. And she’s going to have opinions about you. Strong ones.”
Ilya stands, slow and unhurried, watching Shane scramble around the room like a man trying to outrun his own heartbeat.
“I am not uncomfortable,” Ilya says.
“You say that now,” Shane snorts.
“I will say it later too.”
Shane shakes his head, flustered again.
“Okay, well… just… be prepared. She’s going to be polite. And curious. And she’s going to pretend she’s not judging you, but she absolutely is.”
“I want to know your mother,” he says, stepping closer, close enough that Shane has to tilt his head up a little, “And her opinions. I will make her like me.”
Shane’s breath catches.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
The door shuts behind him with a heavy click, and the darkness swallows them both. No light seeps from the hallway; the room is a black hole, heavy curtains blocking even the sliver of moon.
Shane’s eyes strain uselessly, shapes blurring into nothing, but scents cut through the disorientation like a blade. Cold air scent rushes over him first, sharp as winter wind whipping through pine forests, laced with cedar's earthy bite and a faint, ghostly trace of smoke, like embers long cooled. It's intoxicating, pulling at his omega instincts, deepening into something magnetic now, heavier, more primal, tugging at the desperate ache building in his core.
A hand gripping his wrist releases him, but the alpha doesn’t step back. His presence looms, rut-drunk and feral, breath coming in ragged, a low voice cuts through the dark.
“Кто ты?”
(Who are you?)
It’s rough, accusing, dragged out of a throat gone raw. It’s not asked out of curiosity, but out of suspicion or fear. Shane blinks, trying to focus, but the room tilts. He inhales deeply, the magnetic pull intensifying, that winter-pine-smoke aroma sinking into his lungs, stirring memories of past heats and how they dragged, how they hurt because he was alone.
He sways closer, hands reaching out blindly, brushing against a firm chest.
"Please," he whispers, voice breaking, "Take me. I need it… Fuck, I need you."
The alpha stiffens, frustration crackling in the air like static. Shane feels the tension in those muscles under his palms, the alpha's rut warring with caution. A large hand grips Shane's shoulder, firm but not cruel, holding him at arm's length in the pitch black.
“Кто ты?” the voice demands again, harsher this time, like a man bracing for something he’s been forced to expect. Shane sways, heat dragging at his limbs, his forehead brushing the alpha’s chest before he can stop himself. The scent hits him full force, and his knees nearly give.
He tries to speak. To give his name, offer an apology, anything really. But all that comes out is a broken, desperate sound. The alpha inhales sharply. It’s not a calm breath, a startled one, like he wasn’t expecting Shane’s scent to hit him back.
Shane’s fingers curl weakly into the fabric of the alpha’s shirt, not pulling, not clinging, just trying to stay upright. His thoughts slip sideways, scattered by instinct and need and the cold-warm scent that feels like the only solid thing in the room.
“You shouldn’t be here,” the alpha growls, but it’s strained, like he’s saying it to himself. The alpha’s breath is still warm against Shane’s temple when the grip on his wrist tightens, just enough to steady him, just enough to keep him from sliding down the wall.
Shane’s breath breaks on a soft, helpless sound. He doesn’t mean to make it; he doesn’t even know he’s making it. It just slips out of him, raw and desperate, pulled from somewhere deep under the heat.
The alpha goes still, and for a moment, neither of them moves. The room is dark, the air thick, the scent between them sharp enough to taste. Then the alpha speaks again, voice low and strained.
“Ты должен уйти.”
(You should leave.)
It doesn’t sound like a warning or a threat. Shane shakes his head, barely, unsure of what the alpha is saying. His forehead brushes the alpha’s chest again, and the scent hits him so hard his knees buckle. His fingers curl tighter in the alpha’s shirt, not pulling, just holding on.
“Please…” he whispers, his heat surges, slick trickling down his inner thigh, the alpha's scent deepening, pulling him under like a riptide. He shakes his head, even though the alpha can't see it, pressing forward instead.
The alpha inhales sharply, as if the sound physically hits him.
“Don’t beg,” he growls, but the growl is frayed at the edges, more plea than command. “If you beg, I—”
He cuts himself off, jaw tight, breath shaking. Shane’s voice breaks again, softer this time, almost a whimper.
"Don't make me leave. Please, alpha…"
For a heartbeat, it feels like the whole room is holding its breath. Then the alpha speaks again, quieter than before, the words dragged out of him like they hurt.
“Last chance,” he says, “If you want to leave… go now.”
Shane's heart hammers, the offer hanging between them, a final thread of restraint. But his heat surges, slick trickling down his inner thigh, the alpha's scent deepening, pulling him under like a riptide. He shakes his head, even though the alpha can't see it, pressing forward instead.
"Please… knot me, fuck me, anything. I can't wait," he whispers, and the alpha’s breath stutters.
The alpha hesitates one beat longer, breath ragged. Then a growl rips from his throat, primal and surrendering. He surges forward, hands framing Shane's face in the dark, and crashes their mouths together.
The kiss is fire, hot and devouring, all teeth and tongue, the alpha pouring his rut into it like a dam breaking. Shane moans into it, tasting salt and need, his hands clutching at the alpha's shoulders as the man dominates the kiss, claiming every inch. The scent envelops him, pine and cedar sharpening to something feral, smoke flaring faint but insistent, making Shane's head spin.
They stumble together, the alpha's body a solid force guiding him backward. Shane's back hits the wall, the impact jarring but welcome, pinning him there as the kiss deepens. The alpha's tongue sweeps in, demanding, and Shane yields, sucking on it greedily, his own tongue tangling in response.
Hands roam, Shane's fingers dig into fabric, yanking at the shirt, while the alpha's palms slide down to grip his hips, pulling him flush. Their reactions grind together through their clothes, hard and insistent, and Shane whimpers, the friction sending sparks up his spine.
"Ты мой," the alpha mutters against his lips, words foreign and guttural.
(You are mine.)
The sound vibrates through Shane’s chest, low and possessive, sending fresh slick to leak down his thigh. The alpha's mouth trails down Shane's jaw, nipping at his neck, teeth grazing the sensitive spot where scent glands pulse. Shane arches, exposed and aching, the cold-wind scent now a storm, magnetic and heavy, drowning out everything else.
The alpha's hands are everywhere, rough and urgent, tugging at Shane's shirt. Fabric tears slightly in haste, and cool air hits Shane's bare skin, raising goosebumps that the alpha's heat immediately chases away. Shane helps, shrugging out of the shirt, his own hands fumbling with the alpha's belt.
They strip in the dark, blind and frantic, clothes whispering to the floor in heaps. Skin meets skin, the alpha's chest is a furnace against him, though he doubts his own is cooler. Shane's nipples harden under roaming fingers, pinched and twisted until he gasps, the sensation arrowing straight to his gut.
"Fuck, you smell good," Shane breathes, nuzzling into the alpha's neck, inhaling that deepening rut scent again, pine sharpened to needles, cedar grounding it, winter wind carrying the faint smoke like a promise of warmth. It pulls at him, instinct screaming to submit, to be taken.
"Да, мой омега, ты пахнешь, как мой," the alpha chuckles, “Hot, wet for me.”
(Yes, my omega, you smell like mine.)
Shane shivers at the words, even if he doesn't catch every one. The alpha's hand dips lower, cupping his ass, fingers sliding through the slick coating his thighs.
"So ready," the alpha growls, one finger circling his hole, teasing the rim.
"Please…” Shane gasps, his hips bucking into it, needy, his erection smearing pre-cum against the alpha's abs as he does, “Fuck! Need you inside!”
“Not yet,” the alpha says, his breath hot against his ear. The alpha drops to his knees with a thud Shane feels more than sees, hands spreading Shane's thighs wide against the wall. Darkness hides everything, heightening every touch, every breath.
Hot breath ghosts over Shane's erection, then lower, and Shane's world narrows to that point of anticipation. The first lick is electric, the alpha's tongue flat and broad, lapping at the slick dripping from him, devouring like a man starved. Shane cries out, hands flying to grip what he assumes is the alpha's hair, thick strands tangling in his fingers.
The alpha eats him out with ruthless hunger, tongue plunging in deep, curling against sensitive walls. Slick flows freely now, the alpha slurping it up noisily, the wet sounds obscene in the quiet room.
"Вкусный," he murmurs between licks, voice muffled, the words lost on Shane but vibrating against him, sending jolts of pleasure through him.
(Delicious)
The alpha's nose presses against his perineum, inhaling deeply, that rut scent blooming stronger, heavier, pulling Shane under like a tide. Fingers join the assault, one breaching him, then two, scissoring while the tongue flicks over his rim, relentless. Shane's legs tremble, back arching off the wall as the alpha devours him, sucking and lapping like he can't get enough.
"Fuck… Alpha, yes, right there," Shane pants, hips grinding down, chasing the building pressure. The darkness amplifies it all. No sight, just the feel of the alpha’s mouth, the stretch of fingers, the magnetic pull of the scent wrapping around his senses. Smoke lingers faintly, like the alpha's been near a fire, mingling with pine's sharpness to make Shane's head fuzzy, heat coiling tight in his belly.
"Come for me, Omega. Let me taste," the alpha growls into him, the vibration pushing Shane closer to the edge. Shane obeys, orgasm crashes over him, his erection remains untouched, spilling cum onto the alpha's shoulder. Slick gushes, flooding the alpha's mouth, and he drinks it down, tongue working him through the aftershocks until Shane's a shaking mess.
But the alpha isn't done. He rises, body slick with sweat and Shane's release, hands gripping under Shane's thighs, effortlessly lifting Shane, his legs wrapping around his waist on instinct.
"Ты легкий,” he grunts, his erection, thick and hard, slides against Shane's ass, teasing his still-sensitive body.
(You are light.)
They move like this, the alpha carrying him blind through the dark, steps sure despite the blackout. Shane clings, nipping at the alpha's jaw, inhaling that intoxicating scent now deepened to something primal, instinct-pulling, making his spent body twitch back to life.
The bed looms suddenly, Shane feels the edge bump his calves, and the alpha lowers him onto it, mattress dipping under their weight. Shane sprawls back, legs splayed, pulling the alpha down with him. Their mouths meet again, kiss messy and heated, the alpha's stubble scraping Shane's skin. Shane traces the alpha's back, feeling corded muscles tense under his touch, while the alpha's fingers dig into his hips, bruising in the best way.
"Want to fuck you," the alpha rasps, erection nudging insistently at Shane's entrance, slick easing the way, "Deep. Knot you full."
"Yes, do it,” Shane begs, nodding frantically, arching his back, “Fuck me hard.”
The alpha thrusts in with one brutal snap of hips, burying himself to the hilt. Shane moans, the stretch burning sweet, filling the emptiness his heat craves. The alpha stills a moment, panting, then starts moving, slow at first, grinding deep, letting Shane adjust. But rut takes over quickly, thrusts turn into punishing, the heavy bed creaking under them, skin slapping in the dark. Shane meets every trust, nails raking down the alpha's back, lost in the rhythm.
"Такая тесная, словно жаждет мен," the alpha groans, pushing himself deeper still, "My cock in you, do you feel it?"
(So tight, like it's hungry for me.)
Shane nods, feeling every inch dragging against his walls, prostate sparking with each hit. The scent saturates the air, winter wind turned gale, pine and cedar magnetic, smoke a teasing undercurrent that makes Shane's instincts howl for more.
The alpha rolls them so Shane is on top for a moment, riding the alpha's erection with abandon, hands braced on that broad chest. The alpha's hands guide his hips, slamming him down, grunting praises in broken tongues.
"Хорошо, да… ride me," growls the alpha, as Shane's slick eases the glide, his own erection bouncing, leaking anew. The darkness makes it surreal, like fucking a force of nature, all sensation and scent.
(Okay, yes…)
The alpha pulls out of him briefly, flipping them again, this time pinning Shane face down, ass up. He re-enters from behind, deeper this way, hand fisting Shane's hair to arch his back.
"Мой," he snarls, hips snapping, the magnetic rut scent overwhelming, pulling Shane into subspace. Pleasure builds fast, coiling tight—Shane's close again, hole clenching around the thick length.
(Mine.)
"Knot," Shane begs, voice muffled into the pillow. The alpha's rhythm falters, growls turning feral, “Alpha, knot me, please!”
"Да, Омега, возьми мой узел. Я тебя полностью удовлетворю," the alpha roars as he slams into him, the knot swelling at his base, catching and locking them together.
(Yes, Omega, take my knot. I'll fill you up.)
It stretches Shane impossibly, pressing every nerve, and he comes undone, orgasm ripping through him, cum splattering the sheets. The alpha follows, thrusting shallowly as he floods him, hot pulses deep inside, knot pulsing deep inside Shane.
They collapse, both spent, the alpha's weight a comforting blanket. Shane pants, aftershocks trembling through him, slick and cum mixing where they're joined. The scent lingers, heavy and sated but not gone, pine-cedar-smoke a promise of more. The alpha nuzzles his neck, murmuring soft Russian that Shane doesn't understand, lips brushing his skin.
Minutes pass, knot holding firm, but Shane feels the alpha's erection twitch inside him, already hardening again. A low chuckle rumbles against his back.
"Not done, omega. Round two. You ready?"
Shane smiles into the dark, heat stirring anew, body arching back.
"Fuck yeah."
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  Ilya follows Shane down the stairs, careful with each step. The house feels warm in a way that settles under his skin, the kind of warmth that comes from people living closely together. Shane is already wearing soft gray house slippers, and Ilya glances down at his own feet, grateful Shane had quietly handed him a pair this morning. They are slightly small but warm, and he feels welcome when he wears them.
Before they even reach the bottom step, he hears Yuki. Her voice carries through the house, bright and animated, bouncing between the walls like sunlight.
“Grandpa, look! I’m stirring so fast!”
“Slow down, Snowdrop. You’ll spill it at that rate,” a deeper voice answers, amused and patient with her.
“I won’t spill, I’m a big girl.”
Shane huffs a soft laugh under his breath, the sound warm and fond. They step off the last stair, and the smell of pancakes reaches Ilya. Warm batter, butter, blueberries, something sweet and familiar. The kitchen is just around the corner, and he can hear the clatter of a spatula, the soft hum of someone he assumes is Shane’s mother, and the scrape of batter being mixed in a bowl.
Yuki’s voice rises again, full of excitement.
“Daddy is going to be so surprised. And I saved a seat for the guest,” she says, her head turning towards them. Her eyes go wide when she spots him, her mouth forming a perfect little O of delight. She is perched on a kitchen stool, tiny Snoopy slippers dangling off her feet as she kicks them excitedly.
“ILYAAAAA,” she squeals, launching herself off the stool like she has been spring-loaded, Snoopy slippers skidding across the hardwood, somehow staying on her feet, as she barrels toward him with all the force her small body can muster.
Ilya stops short, startled by the sheer joy on her face. She collides with his legs, arms wrapping around him in a hug that is far too big for someone so small. He steadies himself automatically, hands hovering before he lets them rest gently on her back.
“Snowdrop,” Shane says, half warning and half laughing, “You gotta slow down.”
But Yuki is already solely focused on Ilya, eyes bright and shining as she looks up at him.
“You’re here,” she says, breathless, as if this is the best thing that could have happened this morning, “Are you the guest?”
“Da, I’m guest,” he says softly as he kneels, bringing himself to her height, careful and deliberate. She beams, bouncing on her toes, Snoopy ears on her slippers flopping with each hop.
“Grandpa made pancakes. There are blueberries, syrup, whipped cream, oh, and chocolate chips!” she says, listing things on her fingers as she speaks. She stops for a beat, then gasps, looking at Ilya with her big doe eyes, “You’ll sit next to me, right? I always sit next to Daddy, but I want to sit with you… Please?”
Ilya blinks, not sure why her question hits him harder than he expected. He glances up at Shane, who is watching them with a look Ilya cannot decipher. Something soft. Something warm. Something that makes Ilya’s breath catch. Shane nods, though, signaling that he’s fine with him sitting next to Yuki.
“Come on!” she says, taking his hand and tugging at him to follow her. Yuki pulls him toward the kitchen with surprising strength for someone so small. Her Snoopy slippers patter across the floor, and Ilya follows, feeling strangely off balance. Not physically, but emotionally, as if he had stepped into a world he was never meant to see, let alone be welcomed into.
The kitchen is bright and warm. Steam rises from a pan on the stove. A plate of finished pancakes sits on the counter. Shane’s father stands at the stove in an apron, flipping something with practiced ease.
Shane’s mother is beside him, rinsing blueberries in a colander. She turns first, her eyes land on Ilya, and she stills for a second. Not in fear, not in shock. More like recognition or understanding. Her gaze flicks from Ilya’s face to the shirt he is wearing, then to Shane behind him, then back to Ilya again.
Her eyebrows lift the slightest bit.
Shane’s father turns a moment later, slower to register what he is seeing. His expression shifts from confusion to surprise, then to something more neutral as he tries to catch up.
But Shane’s mother is already stepping forward.
“Good morning?” she says, her eyes sizing him up, before looking back at Shane again. Ilya straightens instinctively, posture slipping into something formal.
“Good morning,” he says, trying not to sound as stiff as he feels. Yuki does not notice the tension. She beams up at her grandparents.
“Granny, Grandpa, look!” she says, smiling at them with wide eyes, “Ilya’s here!”
Shane’s mother’s eyes soften immediately as she looks at the little girl. She wipes her hands on a towel and steps closer, her expression gentle but sharp enough to take in every detail. She sees the slippers. She sees the pajamas. She sees Shane hovering behind him, cheeks faintly pink.
She sees everything.
“Well,” she says, her voice affectionate but strained, “Welcome, Ilya Rozanov.”
Shane’s father nods, still processing, but the man offers him a smile nonetheless. Yuki tugs on his hand again, oblivious to the adult undercurrents happening around her.
“He is sitting next to me,” she announces proudly. He sees Shane’s mother’s expression soften even more at that. Something warm flickers across her face, something that makes Ilya’s chest tighten unexpectedly.
“Then he should sit,” she says, “Our Snowdrop worked very hard on these pancakes.”
“Very hard,” Yuki echoes, nodding seriously.
“Sit, sit. Breakfast is almost ready,” says Shane’s father, gesturing toward the table. Yuki pulls him toward a chair, the one right beside hers. Ilya lets her guide him, still feeling the weight of Shane’s parents’ eyes on him and not judging. Not hostile. Just trying to understand what he is to their son and why he’s here.
He sits, and Yuki climbs into the chair beside him, swinging her legs, Snoopy slippers knocking lightly against the wood. Shane takes the seat on the other side of Yuki, his cheeks still faintly pink. Shane’s mother sets the blueberries on the table, glancing between the two men with a look that is far too knowing. Shane’s father brings the pancakes to the table, and both his parents slide into the seats on the other side of the table.
Yuki swings her legs under the table, already more interested in the plate in front of her than the adults circling the truth. She pokes at her pancakes with her fork, then nudges Ilya’s arm with the side of her hand.
“Cut it for me,” she whispers, as if this is a secret mission only he can complete. Ilya blinks, caught off guard, eyes moving to Shane, who gives him another encouraging nod. Ilya takes her plate gently. The small, ordinary task steadies him more than he expects. He cuts the pancakes into neat squares while Yuki watches with intense concentration, her Snoopy slippers tapping lightly against the chair.
Shane’s mother notices. She watches the way Yuki leans into him, the way he cuts her food without hesitation, the way Shane keeps glancing at them like he cannot help himself. She wipes her hands on a towel, folds it neatly, and rests both palms on the table.
“So,” she says lightly, though her eyes are sharp, “You two have known each other for a couple of months now.”
Shane stiffens, and Ilya keeps cutting pancakes.
“Yes,” Shane answers quietly, “Since the Mall of America incident.”
Shane’s mother hums, a sound that carries memory. She looks at Ilya again, and something in her expression shifts. It is not a look he knows well, but it makes him feel welcomed into something.
Yuki takes a bite of pancake, syrup already on her cheek.
“Granny, these are so good,” she says with her mouth full.
“Snowdrop, we don’t talk with our mouths full,” says Shane, his voice gentle as he corrects her. Shane’s mother smiles at her granddaughter, then turns back to the men.
“And you, Ilya Rozanov,” she says, her voice polite but far too perceptive, “You’re the man who stayed with my granddaughter when she was lost.”
Ilya nods once, small and careful.
“Yes, I kept her safe until I could bring her back to Shane,” Ilya confirms. Her eyes soften, but her mind is still working.
“And you have been in touch since then,” she says, not as a question but as a quiet conclusion.
“Yes,” Shane says, shifting in his seat, “We have.”
Yuki nudges Ilya again, pointing at a stubborn piece of pancake she cannot stab. He helps her without thinking, guiding her hand gently until she gets it.
Shane’s mother watches that too.
“And,” she continues, her tone gentle but direct as she looks at Ilya, “And you’re also the one who arranged Yuki’s birthday cake.”
“Yes. I wanted to help.”
Shane’s mother studies him for a long moment. Not judging. Not unkind. Just like she’s seeing him, then she smiles, warm and a little too knowing.
“I see,” she says, and Shane groans quietly. Yuki takes another bite of pancake. Shane’s father puts a pancake on Ilya’s plate. And Ilya sits there, feeling like he has been gently but thoroughly unwrapped, seen in a way he is not used to being seen, and somehow accepted anyway.
Shane’s mother watches him for a long moment, her eyes moving between him, Shane, and Yuki, who is now happily chewing on a blueberry with syrup on her cheek. The kitchen feels warm, almost too warm, like the air has thickened around him.
Shane’s father settles into his chair with a quiet sigh, folding his hands on the table. His expression is calm, curious, steady. The kind of look that makes Ilya sit a little straighter without meaning to.
Shane’s mother clears her throat softly.
“Ilya,” she says, her tone gentle but unmistakably direct, “I would like to ask you something important.”
Shane’s fork clatters against his plate.
“Mom,” Shane says quickly, “Please do not—”
She lifts one hand, silencing him with the ease of someone who has been doing it his entire life.
“What,” she continues, eyes on Ilya, “Are your intentions with my son and my granddaughter?”
Ilya blinks; he knows the word, but he’s not sure what it means here, looking at Shane, who looks like he is about to combust by the word spontaneously.
“Mom,” Shane says again, louder this time, “People do not talk like that anymore.”
Shane’s father lets out a quiet breath that might be a laugh.
“I think it is a fair question,” his father says mildly, before looking at Ilya, “Are you courting our son?”
Courting?
Ilya’s mind stutters. He has heard the word before, but for the life of him, he has no idea what it means. He looks down at his phone under the table, thumb hovering, trying to type quietly into Google.
“Oh my god,” Shane mutters, seeing him from the corner of his eye and burying his face in his hands, “Please stop Google it.”
Courting is the intentional, often traditional, process of getting to know someone with the specific goal of evaluating whether they are a good fit for marriage or a long-term, committed relationship. Unlike casual dating, it focuses on deep investment, family involvement, and vetting compatibility, typically involving clear, early communication about future intentions.
Ilya lifts his head, eyes wide, heart pounding in a way he cannot hide.
“I am courting Shane,” he says firmly. The table goes still. Shane’s mother tilts her head, studying him with a softness that feels like sunlight. Shane’s father smiles into his coffee. Shane makes a sound like a dying animal. Yuki, oblivious, claps her hands.
“Daddy, Ilya’s courting you!” she says proudly, as if she has any idea what any of this means. Shane’s mother’s expression softens into something warm and deeply knowing.
“Ilya,” Shane whispers, mortified, “You cannot just say that.”
“But it is true.” Ilya looks at him, confused. Shane’s mother hides a smile behind her hand. Shane’s father nods approvingly. And Ilya sits there, proud to have found the word for what he’s doing, even if he hasn’t fully understood it before this.
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Shane feels the words hit him like a physical thing.
I am courting Shane.
His entire body goes hot. His ears burn. His heart stumbles in his chest. He wants to crawl under the table, or maybe out the window, or maybe rewind time by ten seconds and stop Ilya from ever learning what the word “courting” means.
But it is too late.
His mother is watching with that soft, knowing look that makes him want to sink into the floor. His father is smiling into his coffee, as if this is the best entertainment he has had in years. Yuki is clapping as if she just witnessed a magic trick. And Ilya looks proud, earnest, and certain.
Shane swallows hard.
“Ilya,” he says quietly, trying to keep his voice steady, “Do you… Do you know what that means?”
Ilya turns toward him, eyes bright, posture straightening like he is preparing to give a report.
“Yes,” he says, “I googled.”
Shane closes his eyes for a moment. He knows he did. He saw him do it.
“What does it mean to you?” Shane asks because he needs to hear it from Ilya’s mouth, not from a dictionary. Ilya thinks for a moment, then speaks with careful sincerity.
“It means I am trying to win your heart,” he says, his voice steady and sure, “Show you I care, to give you things that make your life easier. Protect you, and Yuki, of course. To be someone you can rely on. It means I want to spend time with you. Learn more about you, make you feel safe. I am choosing you.”
Shane’s breath catches, his heart fluttering despite him. His mother’s hand comes up to her mouth, eyes softening even more. His father nods once, approving, a flash of relief on his face. Yuki leans against Ilya’s arm, syrup on her cheek, completely unaware of the emotional earthquake happening around her.
Shane feels like the room has tilted.
“Ilya,” he says, voice barely above a whisper, unsure how to process all this. He has avoided alphas who were not already safe for him ever since Yuki was born. Shane looks at Ilya, really looks at him, and sees no embarrassment, no hesitation, no shame. Just honesty, and the steady intention of a man who has already chosen him, quietly and without hesitation.
Shane’s mother clears her throat softly.
“That,” she says, “Sounds like a very good definition of courting.”
His father smiles; Ilya smiles proudly at her assessment; Yuki beams; and Shane is still trying to get his heart under control when his mother speaks again, her voice gentle but carrying that unmistakable edge of purpose.
“Ilya,” she says, “How long do you plan to stay in Montreal?”
Shane’s stomach drops; he hadn’t thought to ask that, and he knows this tone his mother has. He knows exactly where she is going with her questions, and he wants to stop her, but he also knows he can’t.
Ilya looks up from helping Yuki wipe syrup off her fingers.
“I do not have to be in Boston until next Friday,” he says. Shane’s fork almost slips from his hand, but he steadies himself. Next Friday, that is just over a week, a whole week with Ilya.
His mother nods slowly, absorbing that.
“And what,” she asks, her eyes moving between the two men, “Is your plan?”
Shane feels heat crawl up his neck.
“Mom,” he mutters, “Please—”
But Ilya answers before he can stop him.
“I want to spend time with Shane,” he says, as if it is the most obvious thing in the world, “And obviously Yuki.”
“I think what she means is, what is your long-term plan with Shane? You two live in two different countries, with you being in Boston and Shane here in Montreal,” Shane’s father says calmly, leaning back in his chair, thoughtful.
“I know,” Ilya nods. Shane’s mother folds her hands, her expression soft but serious.
“So how,” she asks, “Do you see this working?”
Shane’s pulse jumps. He wants to tell her to stop. He wants to tell Ilya he doesn’t have to answer. He wants to tell himself he is not ready for this conversation. But Ilya looks at him, steady and sure.
“I’m not so certain, but I want to be with him, and I think that part would be best figured out with Shane,” Ilya admits, his eyes moving to Shane, as if asking for his permission. “For now, I will come visit when I can, and Shane can come to Boston when he can.”
“Are you thinking of leaving Boston?” his mother asks, her expression tightening with concern.
“Mom, you can’t just ask him that,” sighs Shane, feeling overwhelmed by everything happening at the table.
“He has been with them since they drafted him. He should be loyal to them,” his mother says, frowning.
“He hasn’t made any decisions. He wants us to figure it out together,” says Shane, echoing Ilay’s words, “Plus, if he did leave Boston, it would show his loyalty to me.”
Shane watches as his mother shifts her attention to him. He can feel it before she even speaks. That soft, steady gaze has been reading him since he was a child.
“Shane,” she starts gently, “How do you feel about all of this?”
His heart stops. He knows she means it kindly; he knows she is not trying to trap him, she’s giving him space to speak. But the question hits him like a blow. How do you feel? He doesn’t know, or maybe he does, and that’s the problem. The truth is too big, too loud, too close.
His throat tightens, his palms go damp, his pulse jumps in his neck. He can feel Ilya watching him, steady and patiently waiting for the answer. He can feel his father waiting, calm and curious. He can feel his mother’s quiet expectation.
He can’t do this, not here. Not with everyone looking at him. Not with his heart still stumbling from Ilya’s words.
He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out, but then he sees it.
Yuki’s fingers are sticky with syrup again, her cheeks are smudged, and her hair is sticking to her face. She is licking her thumb, as if that counts as cleaning, and Shane seizes the lifeline.
“Yuki, Snowdrop, you’re a mess. Let's go get you cleaned up,” he says abruptly, pushing his chair back. His mother’s eyebrows lift as his father hides a smile behind his mug, both knowing him well enough to see through his escape. Ilya looks startled, then concerned, as if he thinks something is wrong.
Shane stands quickly, reaching for Yuki.
“Come on, Snowdrop,” he says, voice too bright, “Bathroom time.”
“But I want to stay with Ilya,” she protests, syrupy fingers reaching back towards the alpha.
“I know,” he says gently, “But you’re all sticky, and we were going to go sledding after Granny and Grandpa head home, but you wanted to show Granny your new snow gear, which we have to get you cleaned up to do.”
She sighs dramatically but lets him lift her from the chair. Her arms loop around his neck, syrupy hands pressing into his shirt.
“He’s avoiding the question,” he hears his father murmur behind him, amused.
“He’s overwhelmed,” his mother replies softly, and Shane winces. He carries Yuki up the stairs, grateful for the excuse to move, to breathe, to escape the question he cannot answer.
“Daddy,” Yuki whispers in his ear, “You’re over-whalm-ed?”
“A little,” he admits.
“What does that mean?” she asks, her head tilting.
“It’s like when you hear too many sounds at the same time, and you cover your ears. Daddy’s feelings get like that sometimes. I need a little quiet,” he replies, exhaling slowly, offering a small smile. Yuki breathes in before adjusting herself in Shane’s hold, freeing her hands and gently placing them on his ears.
“Better?” she asks.
“So much better,” Shane says, voice softening, tears threatening at the corners of his eyes, but swallows it down, instead focusing on getting Yuki upstairs.
Once she’s clean and dressed, he’ll head downstairs and face the questions he’s avoiding.
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The moment Shane disappears up the stairs with Yuki, the kitchen settles into a quieter rhythm. Ilya stays seated, posture straight, hands resting loosely on his thighs. He is not embarrassed. He is not ashamed. But something in his chest feels… off balance.
He replays the last few minutes with a level of focus that he should have had during film reviews.
Shane’s face is going pale. His voice is tightening. The way he couldn’t answer the question. The way he left so quickly. Ilya frowns slightly. He does not think Shane is angry. He does not think he did something inherently wrong, but he knows he is missing a piece of the puzzle.
Shane’s father is the first to speak.
“You didn’t cause that,” he says, voice calm and steady. Ilya looks up, meeting his eyes directly.
“I do not understand it,” Ilya admits, nodding. Shane’s mother nods, her expression softening.
“He wasn’t running from you,” she says gently, “He’s running from the question.”
Ilya absorbs that, slow and deliberate.
“He gets overwhelmed,” she continues, “Especially when his emotions get… big.”
Ilya’s brow furrows.
“Because of his past?” he asks, careful not to pry, but needing context. Shane’s father exchanges a glance with his wife before answering.
“What has he told you?” asks Shane’s father.
“Not a lot, I know he played hockey until he did not, but he still loves being on the ice. I know Yuki’s alpha father is not in the picture because it did not make sense,” offers Ilya, suddenly aware of how little he knows about Shane’s past.
“He’s had experiences that made him cautious,” Shane’s father says.
Ilya nods once, thoughtful. This makes sense, fits what he saw. Explains the way Shane’s breath caught when he said he was courting him and why the idea overwhelmed him.
Shane’s mother folds her hands, choosing her words with care.
“I know my son, he’s not afraid of you,” she says, “He is, however, afraid of what this could become. Afraid of getting it wrong. Afraid of letting someone close who might not stay.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens, not with anger, but with certainty.
“I will stay,” he says. Shane’s father gives him a small, approving nod, and his mother smiles, warm and knowing.
“I believe you,” she says, “But Shane needs time to believe it, too.”
Ilya exhales slowly, the tension easing from his shoulders. He’s not rattled or discouraged. He is learning Shane, the terrain, and where gentleness matters.
“I did not mean to push him,” Ilya says.
“You didn’t,” Shane’s mother replies, “He pushed himself. He thinks that once he gives his answer, he won’t be able to change it.”
Ilya glances toward the stairs, where faint laughter echoes down the hall, and he feels a sense of relief.
“I will give him time,” he says, willing to give Shane a lifetime to believe him, to trust him, to accept him.
Footsteps sound on the stairs before Ilya even sees them. Light, uneven ones first, Yuki’s, followed by Shane’s slower, steadier tread. Ilya straightens instinctively; something in him always settles when they’re near. Yuki appears first, rounding the corner with all the confidence of someone who believes the world is waiting for her entrance.
She is bundled in her snow clothes, pink and white and impossibly soft-looking, the hood framing her face like a little bear. Her cheeks are still faintly flushed from being scrubbed clean, and her mittens dangle from the sleeves by strings. She stops in front of him, plants her feet, and spreads her arms wide.
“Look, Ilya!” she announces, “I’m ready for snow!”
Ilya feels something warm settle in his chest. He nods, slow and deliberate, giving her the full weight of his attention.
“You look very warm,” he says, kneeling to wiggle one of the ears on her hood for a moment, “And very pink.”
She beams, delighted. Shane steps into view behind her, hair slightly mussed from bending over the sink, his expression still a little tight around the edges. But when he sees Yuki showing off, something in his shoulders loosens.
Yuki turns toward her grandparents next, bouncing on her toes.
“Granny, Grandpa, look!”
Shane’s mother laughs softly, hand over her heart.
“You look perfect, Snowdrop.”
Yuki is still twirling in her snow clothes, showing off her hood ears to anyone who will look. Shane hovers behind her, calmer now, though still a little pink around the edges. Ilya watches him with quiet attention, relieved to see the tension easing from his shoulders with each passing second.
Shane’s father steps away from the table and heads toward the front door, where the family’s coats hang neatly on hooks. He pulls his own down without ceremony.
“Well,” he says, slipping one arm into a sleeve, “I think Snowdrop here is ready to take on the backyard.”
“Yes!” Yuki gasps, delighted, “Yes, Grandpa, yes!”
Shane blinks, caught off guard.
“Dad, you said you and Mom were heading home after breakfast.”
His father waves a hand dismissively as he grabs his scarf.
“A couple of hours won’t hurt anything.”
Shane’s mother is already joining him at the door, pulling on her boots with a small, knowing smile.
“We’d love to take her out,” she says, fastening her coat, “And let you two talk.”
Shane goes still. Ilya feels the shift immediately; the way Shane’s breath catches, the way his eyes flick to him and then away. Not fear. Not avoidance. Just the sudden awareness that the room is about to get smaller.
Yuki runs to the front door, bouncing on her toes as her grandparents help her into her pink boots.
“Granny, Grandpa, I’m a snow bear! Look at my ears!”
“I see them, Snowdrop,” Shane’s mother says with a soft laugh. Shane steps forward, instinctively adjusting her hood, smoothing her hair where it’s sticking out. His hands linger for a moment, protective and gentle.
“Are you sure?” he asks quietly, looking at his parents.
“Positive,” his father says, zipping his coat up.
“We’ll be right in the yard,” his mother adds, “So take your time.”
Yuki waves wildly as her grandparents guide her out the front door.
“Ilya! After you and Daddy talk, you’ll come watch me make snow angels?”
“I will,” he says, and she beams at him as if he promised her the moon. The door closes behind them, muffling her excited chatter.
Silence settles in the kitchen.
Shane exhales, slow and shaky, and Ilya feels something in his chest tighten. It’s not with worry, but with the quiet certainty that this moment matters. He turns toward Shane, giving him space, time, and the steadiness he knows Shane needs.
Shane stands there, hands still in his pockets, breathing unevenly. For a moment, Ilya thinks he might stay quiet. Then something shifts behind his eyes, a familiar tightening, a flicker of calculation, and suddenly the words start coming.
“Okay,” Shane says, voice thin but gaining speed, “So if you are serious about courting me, then what does that even look like? You live in Boston. I live here. I have Yuki. You have your team. You cannot just fly back and forth forever.”
Ilya does not interrupt. He recognizes this. Shane is not spiraling emotionally. He is spiraling through logistics. Shane keeps going.
“And if you moved here, which I am not saying you should, you would have to leave Boston, and that has been your whole career. And if you did not move, then I would have to move, and I cannot uproot Yuki to a whole new country, and I do not even know if I could get a job here that fits around her schedule, and…”
He stops only long enough to breathe, then continues.
“And if we did figure that out, then what? You would be stepping into her life. You would be her other father, and that’s not small. It’s not something you can try out. And I do not know if you are ready for that. I do not know if anyone could be ready for that.”
His voice cracks on the last part, not with tears but with pressure. Ilya takes one slow breath, then another, knowing Shane isn’t done.
“And if you stay with me, if this becomes something, you might never be able to go back to Russia. Ever. I looked it up. For male omegas and male pairs, it’s not safe. You would be giving that up. You would be giving everything up. And I cannot ask you to do that. I can’t.”
He finally stops, chest rising and falling too fast, eyes wide and bright with fear that he’s trying to hide. Ilya lets the silence settle for a moment; it’s not heavy or tense. It’s just enough space for Shane to breathe. Ilya steps closer, his hand touching Shane’s shoulder before sliding to the small of his back, a gentle pressure that steadies without confining.
"Shane," he says, his voice low and rough, softened only for Shane, "I have thought about these things. Not all night, not all week, but enough. Boston is a city, not my soul. Yuki... she is part of you, so she matters to me already. And Russia? It was home once, but now? I build home where my heart pulls me."
Shane searches Ilya's face, the sincerity there cutting through the remnants of his doubt.
Ilya's hand lingers, his fingers brushing the curve of Shane's spine, tracing a simple pattern, feeling Shane’s muscles relax as he does. They’re standing close now, the kitchen's lived in, warm clinging to both of their skins. Shane's breath hitches as Ilya's gaze drops to his lips, then back up, dark eyes flickering with restrained hunger. The air between them thickens, charged like the moment before a storm breaks.
"You don't have to decide everything now," Ilya whispers, his breath ghosting Shane's cheek. The proximity is electric; Shane can feel the heat radiating from Ilya's body and the subtle shift of muscle beneath his shirt. Ilya's free hand lifts, hovering near Shane's jaw, waiting for the permission that Shane gives with a slight nod.
But it's Shane who moves first, a surge of emotions dancing through his face as he looks at Ilya: gratitude, desire, the raw thrill of being wanted.
He closes the gap, rising on his toes to press his lips to Ilya's. The kiss is immediate, Ilya's response a soft growl of affirmation as he pulls Shane flush against him. Their mouths move together, tentative at first, then deepening with a hunger that's been building unspoken. Ilya's hands frame Shane's face, thumbs tracing the line of his jaw, while Shane's fingers curl into the fabric of Ilya's shirt, anchoring himself to the solid warmth.
The world narrows to this: the taste of blueberries and syrup on Ilya's tongue and Shane’s maple scent rises warm between them, distinct from the fading sweetness of breakfast. Shane pulls back first just enough to catch his breath, forehead resting against Ilya's, their eyes locked in a gaze that promises more.
Ilya smiles, crooked in a way that softens his features.
"This," he murmurs, voice husky, "This is what courting looks like. One step, then another."
Shane laughs softly, his eyes again, softer now, more steady.
“You can really stay a week?” Shane asks, his voice barely above a whisper. The question is small, but the weight behind it is not. Ilya feels it land between them, like something fragile and important. He answers without hesitation.
“Da.”
“But… you should be back in Boston sooner,” says Shane, his brow furrowing.
“I do not have to be back until Friday,” Ilya replies.
“But you usually have to go back earlier,” Shane says, voice tightening again, “You probably have practice. Meetings. Conditioning. You cannot just skip all of that.”
“I can,” Ilya says simply. Shane stares at him, stunned.
“You’ll get fined.”
“Maybe next Friday,” Ilya says, “But not today, or tomorrow, or this week.”
“You’re willing to risk that?” Shane asks, his breath catching.
“For time with you?” he says, “Da.”
Shane’s lips part, but no sound comes out. His eyes flicker with something raw, something he is not used to letting anyone see.
“I told my coach I needed time,” Ilya continues, voice steady, “He asked if it was important. I said yes. He did not ask more.”
“You told him it was important?” Shane asks, doubt in his voice.
“Da.”
“And he just… let you?”
“He trusts me,” Ilya says, with a shrug, “And he knows I do not ask for things I do not need.”
Shane looks down, shoulders curling inward for a moment as if he is trying to protect something inside himself.
“You really want to stay,” he whispers.
“I do,” Ilya says, “I want to be here. With you. With Yuki. I want to understand your life. I want… You to understand mine.”
Shane’s breath shudders out of him.
“But… a whole week,” he says, almost to himself, “That is a lot of time.”
“It is not enough time,” Ilya sighs, “But it will be a good start.”
Shane looks up then, eyes bright and uncertain.
“And you are not worried about what your team will think?”
“They will think I needed time. That is all. And if they think anything else, then fuck them.”
“And you are not worried about what your family will think?”
“No,” Ilya says, voice firm, ready to repeat this as many times as Shane needs it, “I stopped worrying about what they think of me a long time ago. To them, I’m just a big cow that makes money.”
Shane lets out a shaky breath, almost sounding like a laugh. Outside, Yuki’s laughter rings through the snow, bright and wild and alive. Shane closes his eyes for a moment, steadying himself. When he opens them again, he looks at Ilya as if seeing him clearly for the first time.
“You really are staying,” he says softly.
“I am,” Ilya replies, “If you want me to.”
Shane’s answer is quiet, but certain.
“I do.”
And Ilya feels something in his chest settle, warm and sure.
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The cold air hits Shane’s face as soon as he steps outside, but instead of shocking him, it feels clean, clearing, lifting the last of the tightness from his chest. He isn’t feeling overwhelmed anymore; he’s warm under his coat, warm under his skin, warm in a way that has nothing to do with temperature.
Ilya walks beside him, close enough that their arms brush once, and Shane feels that warmth settle deeper.
Yuki spots them instantly.
“Daddy! Ilya! Come make snow angels!” she squeals, standing from where she’d been lying in the snow. Before Shane can answer, Yuki barrels toward Ilya with both mittened hands outstretched. She grabs his sleeve and tugs with all the force her tiny body can muster, “Come on! Grandpa is already doing it!”
Shane’s father is indeed lying flat in the snow, arms sweeping dramatically, laughing like he’s showing off for an audience. Ilya glances at Shane, a small, helpless smile tugging at his mouth, then lets himself be pulled. He kneels in the snow beside Yuki, then lies back fully, long limbs folding with surprising ease. Yuki flops down next to him, giggling as she starts flapping her arms.
Shane watches them, and something warm and steady blooms in his chest. It doesn’t scare him. It doesn’t overwhelm him. It just feels right.
A hand touches his arm. Shane turns to see his mother standing beside him, her expression soft and knowing.
“You look good,” she says quietly.
“I feel… good,” Shane says with a small laugh.
Her smile deepens as she looks at him.
“You look like you can breathe again.”
“I can,” he says, and it’s true, “I really can.”
They stand together for a moment, watching Ilya let Yuki instruct him on the “proper” way to make a snow angel. He listens with full seriousness, nodding at every mitten-pointed command. Shane’s father is laughing so hard he has to stop moving his arms.
“I might not be a fan of his team, but he looks like he fits here,” Shane’s mother says, nudging him gently. Shane swallows, eyes fixed on the scene in front of him. He doesn’t look away from Ilya. From Yuki. From the way Ilya lifts her into the air and spins her once, careful and sure, her laughter ringing across the yard.
“Yeah. He does,” Shane says, still watching Ilya and his father flail their arms in the snow when a high-pitched squeal cuts through the cold air.
“Daddy! Granny! Come see!” Yuki starts barreling toward them at full speed, her boots kicking up little sprays of powder with every step. She skids to a stop in front of Shane and his mother, breath puffing out in excited clouds, “Come look at our snow angels! We made so many!”
She grabs Shane’s glove with both of her tiny mittens, tugging with all her might. Shane lets himself be pulled, laughing under his breath as she nearly topples backward from the effort.
“Okay, okay, I’m coming,” he says, letting her lead him across the yard. His mother follows beside them, smiling in that soft, quiet way she gets when she’s watching Yuki be Yuki.
Yuki drags them to the center of the yard and throws her arms out dramatically.
“Ta-da!”
Shane stops, taking in the snow angels scattered across the yard. Some are small and perfect, clearly Yuki’s. Others are huge and uneven, clearly his father’s. And then there is one long, elegant imprint that could only belong to Ilya.
Ilya is still lying in the snow, propped up on his elbows, watching Yuki with a look that is half amusement, half awe. Snowflakes cling to his hair and coat, and his cheeks are flushed from the cold. Shane’s chest warms all over again.
“Look, Daddy!” Yuki says, pointing proudly at each of the angels, “That one is Grandpa’s, and that one is mine, and that one is Ilya’s. He made a big one because he is big.”
“She is not wrong. I am very big,” Ilya says with a soft laugh, nodding his head in agreement. Shane’s mother steps closer, her eyes sweeping over the chaotic field of angels.
“These are beautiful,” she says, and Yuki beams like she has just been handed a trophy.
Shane looks at Ilya again, really taking in the alpha lying in the snow beside his daughter. Letting himself be pulled into her world without hesitation. Smiling like this is exactly where he wants to be.
Something in Shane settles even deeper.
Yuki is still proudly pointing out each snow angel when she suddenly gasps, spinning toward her grandmother with wide, sparkling eyes.
“Granny! You have to make one too!”
Shane almost laughs at the look on his mother’s face. She adores Yuki with her whole heart, would walk through fire for her, but lying down in freezing snow is clearly a line she has no intention of crossing.
“Snowdrop, Granny is not getting on the ground,” she says gently, smoothing her gloves and keeping her expression soft but firm. “I will cheer for you, but I am staying right here.”
“But it’s fun!” Yuki argues, blinking at her, confused.
“I know it is,” his mother says, leaning down to brush a bit of snow off Yuki’s hood. “And you are very good at it, but Granny prefers to stay warm and dry.”
Yuki considers this, her little brows furrowing. Shane can practically see the gears turning.
Then Yuna adds, with perfect timing:
“But I will help you build a snowman.”
“A snowman?” Yuki asks, her entire face lighting up.
“A big one,” Yuna says, tapping her glove against Yuki’s nose, “Bigger than your daddy.”
“Hey,” Shane snorts, pretending to be offended.
“We’re making a snowman!” Yuki whirls around, arms flung wide. Shane’s father groans dramatically from the ground.
“I just made an angel!”
“You can rest later,” Yuki declares, tugging at his coat, “Come on, Grandpa, we need your muscles.”
“Well, if my muscles are needed…” His father sits up with a theatrical sigh.
“What do we do first, Снежинка?” asks Ilya, pushing himself to his feet, brushing snow from his coat. Yuki beams at him, delighted by his immediate cooperation.
“We need a big ball,” she says, stretching her arms as wide as they’ll go, “Really big. Bigger than you.”
“Bigger than me? That is very big,” Ilya says, raising an eyebrow as he straightens himself to show his full height.
“That’s why we need everyone,” Yuki says, already marching toward a patch of untouched snow. “Come on!”
“Go help before she decides she needs one of those carrots from the fridge,” his mother jokes, gently nudging him forward. Shane laughs under his breath and steps forward, joining the small crowd gathering around Yuki. Ilya meets his eyes for a brief moment, something warm and private passing between them before Yuki claps her hands and demands their full attention.
“Okay,” she says, planting her boots firmly, “We roll!”
And just like that, Shane finds himself pushing a growing snowball across the yard with Ilya on one side, his father on the other, and Yuki supervising with the seriousness of a foreman on a construction site. His mother stands nearby, brushing snow off the top of the forming ball, shaping it with practiced precision.
The cold bites at Shane’s cheeks. His gloves are already damp. His mother is laughing behind them. Yuki is shouting instructions. Ilya’s shoulder bumps his every few steps.
And for the first time in a long time, Shane feels completely, quietly happy.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
Shane wakes slowly, but not the way he usually does after a heat. There’s no pounding headache, no hollow ache in his chest, no cold sweat, and no shame curling under his ribs.
Instead, he feels… warm.
Warm and heavy and loose in a way he’s never felt after a heat. His muscles ache, but it’s the good kind; the kind that feels earned, the kind that settles deep and satisfied in his bones.
His body feels used, cared for, tended to. Not wrecked. Not hollow. Not alone. For a moment, he doesn’t know where he is. The room is dim, unfamiliar, the air thick with a scent that isn’t his.
Then he breathes in, and everything inside him goes still.
It’s everywhere. It’s on the sheets, the pillows, on his skin, in his hair, in his lungs. Cold air and pine. Cedar and faint smoke. A grounding, winter-sharp scent that settles low in his stomach and makes something inside him soften.
He inhales again, deeper this time, and his whole body shivers. It’s the alpha, the one from the dark. The one who held him up when his knees gave out. The one who took care of him.
Shane’s eyes flutter open, and that’s when he feels the weight behind him. A solid, warm body pressed along his back, an arm draped loosely around his waist like the man had fallen asleep mid-instinct. The alpha’s breath is slow and steady against the back of his neck, warm enough to make Shane’s skin prickle.
For a long moment, Shane doesn’t move.
He lies there, breathing in the alpha’s scent, letting it settle into him like warmth seeping into cold bones. His body feels good, better than it ever has after a heat. His muscles ache in a way that feels earned, not punished. His skin feels warm everywhere the alpha touched him. His instincts are quiet, content, curled up like a cat in a sunbeam.
He could stay like this. He could stay and pretend this is something real, see what the alpha does when he wakes. He could stay and feel that arm tighten around him, just a little, let himself have this, just for a few minutes more.
The thought slips in soft and dangerous.
He imagines the alpha waking slowly, breath brushing his neck, voice rough with sleep. He imagines the weight of that arm pulling him closer, not out of instinct, but out of want. He imagines turning toward him, seeing his face in the morning light, learning the shape of the man who made him feel safe.
His chest tightens. He wants that. He wants it so badly it scares him.
And then the truth hits him like cold water.
He came here, forced his way into a stranger’s space. He begged, begged to be knotted like he had no pride, no boundaries, no sense. Heat-drunk, desperate, out of his mind.
His breath stutters.
The warmth in his chest twists into something sharp. Shame crawls up his spine, hot and sudden, burning away the softness. His face goes hot. His stomach drops.
What is he doing? He can’t stay here. He can’t let the alpha wake up and see him like this. He can’t face the look on the man’s face when he realizes who he spent the night with, some stranger who stumbled into his rut and begged like he had no self-control.
Shane swallows hard, throat tight.
Carefully, slowly, he lifts the alpha’s arm from his waist. The man doesn’t stir. His breathing stays deep and steady, completely unaware that Shane is slipping away.
Shane sits up, wincing at the soreness in his thighs, the pull in his hips, the faint ache that feels… good. Too good. He pushes the thought away before it can settle.
The room is dim, the curtains still drawn. His clothes are scattered across the floor; his jeans in a heap, his underwear half under the bed, and his t-shirt…
He picks it up and winces. The collar is stretched, and one sleeve is ripped. The fabric smells like the alpha, like pine and cold air and smoke, and something in Shane’s chest twists hard.
He shouldn’t keep it or even want to.
He folds it anyway, hands shaking, smoothing the ruined cotton into a neat square he can tuck under his arm. It feels like a small act of control, something to anchor himself with before he slips out of this room and pretends none of this ever happened.
He turns to leave, but then he sees it.
A shirt draped over the back of a chair. Dark fabric. Soft. Unripped. Clean except for the scent soaked into it, deep and unmistakable. The alpha’s scent. Stronger than on the sheets, stronger than on Shane’s skin.
Shane freezes. He shouldn’t. He knows he shouldn’t. It’s not his. It’s not something he should take. It’s not something he has any right to. But his fingers move before his thoughts can catch up.
He lifts the shirt from the chair, the fabric warm from the room, heavy with scent. The moment it touches his hands, his breath catches. The scent hits him full force, grounding and sharp and warm all at once, and something inside him loosens in a way he doesn’t want to think about.
He tells himself it’s practical, after all, his own shirt is ruined, and he needs something to wear. That’s all this is.
He pulls the alpha’s shirt over his head. It’s a bit big; the alpha chest is broader than his, but otherwise it fits okay. Most importantly, it smells like safety. He doesn’t let himself linger on that thought.
He tucks his folded, ruined t-shirt under his arm, gathers the rest of his things, and moves toward the door. He pauses only once, hand on the knob, breathing in the scent one last time, eyes on the sleeping form on the bed.
Then he slips out of the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click.
He avoids thinking about that night again as much as he can. He folds the memory away the same way he folded his ruined shirt, neat and tight and hidden. He goes back to work, back to routine, back to pretending he’s fine. But the scent lingers in the alpha’s shirt, which he shouldn’t have taken and cannot bring himself to wash.
The ache in his body fades more slowly than usual. And a month later, standing in his bathroom with a pregnancy test on the counter, the memory he tried to bury rises all at once, sharp and undeniable.
Two pink lines.
Positive.
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  By the time Shane finishes loading the last of the lunch dishes into the dishwasher, the house has settled into a soft, warm kind of quiet. His parents left about half an hour ago, waving from the driveway while Yuki pressed her face to the window and blew them exaggerated kisses. The snowman in the yard still stands tall, lopsided and proud, with Yuki’s pink mittens hanging off a couple of sticks acting as hands.
He wipes down the counter, listening for Yuki. Her bedroom is the biggest room in the house. It used to be his, but once Yuki needed her own space, he moved into the smaller room and turned this one into a half-playroom, half-bedroom, and all hers. Her voice had been echoing from it only a few minutes ago as she tried to introduce Ilya to every squishy she owns.
“This is Marshmallow, and this is Marshmallow Two; they’re brothers. And this is Marshmallow Three, but he’s not related.”
Shane had heard Ilya hum in response, patient and amused, the way he is with her. Then her voice had gotten softer, slower, the way it does when her energy drops all at once, until there was only silence.
Not worrying silence, but nap silence.
Shane smiles to himself as he rinses a bowl. She always fights sleep until the moment she doesn’t. 
He is drying his hands when he hears footsteps behind him. Slow ones. Careful ones. He turns to see Ilya in the doorway, holding something small and pastel in one hand.
It is one of Yuki’s squishies, a tiny blue whale with sparkly eyes.
“She fell asleep,” Ilya says quietly. His voice is soft in a way Shane has not heard before. “In the middle of telling me about this one. She said his name is Bubble.”
“Yeah. That tracks,” Shane nods with a quiet laugh.
“She tried very hard to stay awake,” Ilya adds, stepping into the kitchen. “She said she needed to show me all of them so I would know who lives in her room.”
“That sounds like her,” Shane says, warmth blooming in his chest.
Ilya sets the squishy gently on the counter, as if it’s fragile. He leans against the opposite side of the island, watching Shane with a softness that makes Shane’s breath catch for a moment.
“She curled up in that little nest she has, the one with the canopy and all the pillows,” Ilya says softly. “She fell asleep before she could finish telling me about Bubble. I put a blanket over her. She did not even stir.”
“She loves to nap there,” Shane says, smiling. She had begged him to build her a cozy nest, and since then, it has been her go-to napping spot. “She crashes hard after big days like this.”
“It was a big day,” Ilya agrees.
“You can rest or sit or… whatever,” Shane says, reaching for a towel, folding it neatly.
“I want to help,” Ilya says simply, and Shane looks up. There is no insistence in Ilya’s voice. No pressure. Just quiet intention. The same intention he showed this morning. The same intention he showed when he said he was staying.
“Alright. You can dry,” Shane offers, handing him a clean towel.
Ilya takes it, brushing Shane’s fingers lightly in the process. The touch is small, but it sends a warm ripple through Shane’s chest. They fall into an easy rhythm: Shane washing the last few dishes that either wouldn't fit or couldn't go in the dishwasher, and Ilya drying them with careful, deliberate movements.
It feels domestic and comfortable, as if they have done it a hundred times.
“Thank you for helping with her. For… everything today,” Shane says, placing another plate on the drying rack for Ilya, who looks at him, eyes steady.
“I like being here.”
“I like you being here.” Shane swallows, heart tightening in a way that feels good, not overwhelming.
“Good,” Ilya’s expression softens, warm and sure. 
They keep working side by side, the kitchen quiet except for the soft clink of dishes and the faint sound of Yuki’s sleepy breathing drifting down the hall. Shane hands Ilya another plate to dry, and their fingers brush again. This time, neither of them pulls away.
Ilya dries the plate slowly, more slowly than before. His movements are deliberate, but there is something thoughtful in the way he folds the towel afterward, as if he is building up to something.
“Shane,” he says quietly.
“Yeah?” Shane looks up.
Ilya hesitates for a moment, eyes on the counter. When he speaks, his voice is softer than before.
“My mother would have liked you.”
Shane stills, he hadn’t expected that.
“She would have?”
“Yes,” Ilya nods once. “She liked people who were gentle. People who listened. People who cared for others without making noise about it.”
Shane feels something warm move through his chest. “She sounds kind.”
“She was,” Ilya says, and the word lands with a weight Shane cannot ignore, “She was very small, I think smaller than you. But she had a way of filling a room, even when she was quiet.”
Shane notices the past tense. He had noticed it the first time, and he hears it again now. Something inside him shifts, a quiet understanding settling into place. 
Ilya keeps going, eyes still lowered.
“She was an alpha before she met my father. Even after that, she did not do the soft things. Not often. But she had a way of making a room feel safe and warmer.”
“I can see that,” Shane says, swallowing down the rising question in his throat. He had seen that in Russia, two alphas are considered the same as two men, but he had also seen a type of surgery that claimed to remove someone’s alpha. He had not looked into it then, but now he wishes he had. He sees the pain in Ilya’s face and wants to know what his mother went through.
Ilya gives a small, almost private smile. 
“She would have liked how you are with Yuki. How you listen to her, how you let her be herself.”
“Thank you,” Shane says, his throat tightening at the wound Ilya is showing him and the compliment to his parenting, “That means a lot.”
Ilya nods, then folds the towel again, more for something to do with his hands than anything else.
“I do not talk about her often,” he says.
“You do not have to if you do not want to,” Shane offers, keeping his voice gentle. He doesn’t want to put pressure on him.
“I know,” Ilya says. “But I want you to know her. Even a little.”
“I want to know her,” Shane assures him, meaning it. He can tell from how Ilya speaks that he loved his mother dearly, that she mattered so much to him.
“She died when I was young,” Ilya says, “I was twelve. It was an accident.” He looks at Shane then, really looks, and something unguarded flickers in his eyes. “I found her.”
Shane’s breath catches. He had suspected, but hearing it is different. He steps a little closer, not touching, just offering presence.
“Ilya,” he says quietly. “I’m sorry for your loss”
“It was a long time ago,” Ilya says, nodding once, accepting the words without flinching. “But she is important, and I want you to know.”
“I can tell,” Shane says. “I am glad you told me about her.”
They stand there for a moment, the kitchen still warm around them, something having shifted into something real, something they now share. Shane takes a slow breath. He can feel the moment turning toward him, toward something he has not said out loud in a long time.
“Ilya,” he says softly.
“Da?” Ilya answers, lifting his head immediately, attentive in that quiet way he has.
“You asked me why I stopped playing,” Shane wets his lips, positive that Ilya would remember; it wasn’t that long ago, and their only date so far. Ilya does not move closer, but his focus sharpens. He is listening with his whole self.
“I was seventeen. Captain of the junior national team. We were running drills. I felt good. Strong. And then… everything inside me just shifted. I dropped to my knees in the middle of the ice, in front of everyone. I passed out, and when I woke up, I was in a hospital bed. I had been in and out for days. My body had gone through a full heat while I was unconscious.”
He feels Ilya’s gaze on him, steady and gentle.
“I thought I was a beta, but they told me I was an omega,” Shane says quietly, his breath shaky as he spoke, “That it was a Sudden Presentation. And then they told me I could not play anymore.”
He finally looks up. Ilya’s expression is soft in a way Shane has never seen before. Not pity. Not shock. Something deeper. Something like recognition.
“Only my parents and Hayden know what happened. I have never said it out loud like this, but I wanted you to know.”
Ilya sets the towel down slowly, like he is handling something fragile, looking at Shane with such a gentle expression that makes Shane’s heart flutter.
“Thank you,” he says, “For trusting me.”
Shane nods, feeling something warm and unsteady settle in his chest. They stand there in the quiet kitchen, two people who have carried their own private wounds for years, now sharing them in the soft light of a home that finally feels safe.
The quiet between them feels warm, steady, almost fragile in a good way. Shane can feel his pulse in his throat, but not in the panicked way he’s used to. More like anticipation. More like trust.
He takes a slow breath. 
“Ilya,” he says softly, and Ilya lifts his head right away, eyes steady. 
“Yes?”
Shane hesitates for a moment, then reaches up, fingers brushing the edge of Ilya’s scent patch.
“I want you to know… I am okay with you taking this off… If you want to.”
The words leave him gently, without pressure. It is an offer he has never made before, not to anyone. But with Ilya standing there, warm and open and careful, it feels right, and Shane wants to know what he smells like.
Ilya goes still, not in a tense or startled manner. Just still, like the moment matters.
His eyes soften, something warm flickering in them that makes Shane’s breath catch.
“I appreciate that,” Ilya says quietly, “Very much.”
“I trust you,” Shane admits, nodding as his heart thuds. Ilya exhales, a soft sound that almost turns into a laugh. He steps a little closer, enough that Shane can feel the warmth of him.
“Not yet, though,” Ilya says, and there is a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
“Why not?” Shane demands, disappointment flooding him instantly. Ilya lifts a hand, rubbing the back of his neck in a way that is almost shy.
“Because if I take it off now, you will smell like me. Completely. And I do not think you want that.”
“Why would that be a problem?” Shane frowns, confused. Shouldn’t Ilya want to scent him, to drown him in his scent if he’s courting him?
Ilya gives a small, crooked smile. 
“My scent is strong. Too strong for right now. Would drown yours.”
“I doubt it would drown my scent out that much,” replies Shane, embarrassingly feeling like an indignant child at Ilya’s refusal to share his scent.
“You say that now,” Ilya says, a quiet laugh slipping out, “But then you would walk into the living room later, and Yuki would ask why you smell like a very large wolf.”
Ilya lets out a quiet howl, which makes Shane laugh.
“She would not,” Shane snorts, the tension breaking instantly. 
“She would,” Ilya agrees, eyes brightening, “And then she would tell me to stop stealing you.”
“She probably would tell me to stop stealing you,” Shane laughs again, softer this time. 
Ilya’s smile fades into something gentler. 
“I want to take it off, and I will, but I want to enjoy your scent for now,” says Ilya, his hand reaching to gently glide his thumb over Shane’s scent gland. Shane feels something warm settle behind his ribs. Ilya’s voice drops, soft and certain, “I want to be careful with you.”
“I’m not made of glass,” laughs Shane, a soft expression as he looks at Ilya, tilting his head without thinking, offering more access before he even realizes he is doing it.
“I know you are not made of glass,” Ilya says, eyes warm, “If you were, you would have shattered the first time you looked at me like that.”
Shane feels heat rush up his neck. He tries to glare at Ilya, but it melts into something helpless and warm.
“You need to stop talking,” he whispers, voice low so he does not wake Yuki, “You’re impossible.”
“If I stop, will you tilt your head again?” Ilya asks, brows lifting in amusement. 
“I did not tilt my head,” Shane huffs.
“You did,” Ilya says, far too pleased, “Very cute.”
Shane lets out a quiet, strangled sound that is definitely not dignified. 
“You are the worst.”
“I know,” Ilya replies, smiling in that soft, infuriating way, “And you tilt your head anyway.”
Shane tries to swat at him, but Ilya steps just out of reach, laughing under his breath. The sound is warm, low, and entirely too fond.
“Stop,” Shane whispers again, cheeks burning, “I am trying to be serious.”
“I am being serious,” Ilya says, leaning in just a fraction, “I like when you do that.”
Shane feels his heart surge, warm and unsteady.
“Ilya…”
“Yes?” Ilya’s voice is all innocence, which only makes it worse.
“You are going to make me wake her up,” Shane whispers, flustered and breathless.
“Then be quiet,” Ilya says with a soft smile.
“You started this,” Shane retorts, staring at him, scandalized.
“I know,” Ilya says, eyes warm, “And you liked it.”
Shane opens his mouth to argue, but nothing comes out. He can feel the warmth of Ilya’s thumb still lingering on his scent gland, the closeness of him, the way the air between them feels charged and soft all at once.
“You’re impossible,” he says, clearing his throat, trying to gather himself.
“Yes, but only for you,” Ilya nods solemnly, though his eyes are still bright. Shane’s breath catches again, and he has to look away for a moment, because if he keeps looking at Ilya like this, he might forget Yuki is asleep down the hall.
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Dinner ends in a comfortable rhythm, the kind that settles into Ilya’s bones before he realizes it. Yuki chatters her way through the last bites, then hops down from her chair with the confidence of someone who knows exactly what comes next.
Bath time.
She grabs Shane’s hand first, then Ilya’s, tugging both of them toward the bathroom with a seriousness that makes Ilya bite back a smile. The routine moves quickly, familiar to her and new to him. Shane handles the water, Yuki supervises, and Ilya stands nearby, doing whatever small tasks she assigns him with great importance.
“Hold towel,” she instructs, and he holds the towel until told otherwise.
“Don’t let Daddy use too much shampoo.” He nods solemnly, as if this is a sacred duty, watching Shane wash the little girl’s hair.
The whole thing takes less time than he expects. She washes herself with the determined efficiency of a child who wants to prove she can, and Shane steps in only when she asks. Ilya helps rinse her hair, careful and slow, making sure the water does not run into her eyes. She beams at him like he has done something extraordinary.
Afterward, she pads down the hall in her towel, leaving tiny wet footprints on the hardwood. Shane follows with her pajamas, and Ilya trails behind, feeling strangely honored to be included in something so small and ordinary. She changes quickly, then plops herself onto the edge of her bed, hair damp and tangled from the towel.
“Brush time,” she announces. Shane sits behind her with the comb, but Yuki twists around immediately, eyes bright.
“Ilya can do it,” she declares, looking at him with hopeful eyes.
“You want Ilya to brush your hair?” Shane asks, blinking.
“Yes,” she says, as if this is obvious, and Ilya feels something warm bloom in his chest.
“I can try,” he says quietly. Shane hands him the brush, their fingers brushing for just a moment. The warmth of that touch lingers longer than it should.
Ilya sits behind Yuki, careful, deliberate. Her hair is soft and fine, still damp at the ends. He brushes slowly, the way his mother did when he was small. Gentle strokes, never tugging, always starting at the ends.
Yuki hums contentedly, swinging her feet.
“You are good at this,” she says.
“Thank you,” Ilya replies with a proud smile at her compliment. Shane sits nearby, watching them with an expression Ilya cannot quite name. Something warm. Something steady. Something that settles under his ribs and makes his chest feel too full.
When the brushing is done, Shane plugs in the hair dryer and hands it to Ilya.
“You’ll want to keep it on low,” Shane says softly. “And she likes it when you keep your hand near her ear so she knows it won’t get too loud.”
Ilya nods, doing exactly that. Yuki leans back against him without hesitation, trusting, relaxed. The dryer hums softly, warm air lifting the strands of her hair.
Shane watches them, his eyes soft in a way that makes Ilya’s breath catch. This is not a big moment; it is not dramatic or intense, but it feels like something important anyway. Yuki’s hair is finally dry, soft, and warm under Ilya’s hand. She hops off the bed with the sudden energy of a child who should be tired but refuses to admit it.
“Story time,” she declares, already marching toward her bookshelf. Shane lets out a quiet sigh that sounds like fond resignation. 
“Pick one,” he says. Yuki stops, turns, and blinks at him like he has said something outrageous.
“One for Daddy,” she says, holding up a finger, slowly putting up another, “And one for Ilya.”
“Snowdrop, that is two stories. It is already late,” Shane says, rubbing a hand over his face. She shakes her head with great seriousness. 
“Two stories. One each.”
“Baby, we can do one tonight,” Shane tries again, gentle but firm, “You can pick who reads it or we can read it together.”
“No,” Yuki gasps, scandalized, “Daddy reads Daddy’s story. Ilya reads Ilya's story.”
Ilya bites the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling. Shane shoots him a look that says, ‘Do not encourage her,’ but it is already too late. Yuki is at the bookshelf, pulling out two books with the confidence of someone who has made an unbreakable decision.
She marches back, holding them out like offerings.
“This one for Daddy,” she says, handing Shane a familiar, well-loved picture book, before handing Ilya another book, “And this one for Ilya.”
Ilya takes it carefully. The cover is bright and soft, something about a sleepy bear and a lantern. He feels something warm settle in his chest.
“Yuki,” Shane tries again, voice gentle, “We really don’t need two stories.”
“Yes, we do,” she replies, already climbing into bed, pulling the blankets up to her chin. Shane opens his mouth to argue, but she fixes him with the same stubborn look she used earlier when insisting she could blow on her own soup that they had for dinner. Ilya watches the exchange, amused and a little overwhelmed by how natural it feels to be included in this small battle of wills.
“Fine. Two stories. But short ones,” Shane sighs, defeated, and Yuki beams, victorious.
Ilya sits on the edge of the bed, book in hand, and Yuki scoots closer to him without hesitation. Shane settles on her other side, opening his book with a resigned smile. For a moment, Ilya just watches them, the soft lamplight catching in Yuki’s hair, Shane’s shoulder brushing his lightly as they both lean in.
Shane’s voice is low and steady as he reads, the kind of voice made for bedtime stories. Yuki curls between them, her head resting lightly against Ilya’s arm, her scent warm and sweet from the bath. The wildflower fluff in her scent is softer now, muted by the lavender shampoo Shane used. Something about it tugs at Ilya’s chest.
He holds his own book in his lap, waiting for his turn, listening to Shane’s voice fill the room. Shane smells like maple and cedar, warm and steady, the scent drifting toward him every time Shane turns a page. It mixes with the faint steam-warm scent of Yuki’s hair, creating something that feels like home in a way Ilya is not prepared for.
Halfway through the story, Yuki leans a little heavier against him. Her scent shifts, the wildflowers fading into the soft, sleepy sweetness she gets when she’s drifting off. Her breathing slows. Her fingers loosen around the blanket.
By the time Shane turns the next page, she is fully asleep. Shane pauses, glancing down. 
“Well,” he whispers, “So much for two stories.”
Ilya looks at the book in his hands, then at Yuki’s sleeping face. Her scent is warm and small and trusting.
“Maybe next time,” he murmurs, and Shane smiles softly. 
“She’ll hold you to it.”
They sit there for a moment, both of them watching her sleep. Shane’s scent shifts too, the cedar deepening, the maple warming. It must be the scent he gets when he relaxes, when the house is quiet, and he feels safe. Ilya breathes it in, something warm settling behind his ribs.
Shane closes his book quietly and sets it on the nightstand. Together, they ease themselves off the bed, moving slowly so they don’t disturb her. Shane tucks the blanket around her shoulders, brushing a curl from her forehead. Yuki doesn’t stir.
Ilya watches, chest tightening with something he cannot name, something warm and unsteady.
Shane steps back and nods toward the door. Ilya follows him out, both of them moving with exaggerated quiet. Shane eases the door closed until it clicks softly. The hallway is dim and warm. Shane’s scent lingers in the air, maple and cedar and something steady that makes Ilya’s breath catch.
“She really likes you,” Shane says softly. Ilya feels heat rise in his chest. 
“I like her too,” Ilya says. Shane looks at him then, really looks, and the warmth in his scent deepens, curling around Ilya like something he wants to lean into. Shane lingers for a moment outside Yuki’s door, listening to make sure she stays asleep. Ilya stands beside him, the quiet of the hallway settling around them like a soft blanket. 
“I should clean up now that she’s asleep,” Shane says quietly.
“I can help,” Ilya offers.
“You already did enough tonight,” Shane says, shaking his head.
“I did not do much,” Ilya tilts his head, amused.
“You did more than you think,” Shane huffs, a soft laugh as he starts down the stairs, and Ilya follows. The house feels different now, dimmer, quieter, wrapped in the kind of warmth that makes Ilya’s chest feel too full. Shane moves through the living room with practiced ease, picking up Yuki’s abandoned toys and folding the small blanket she left on the couch.
Ilya watches him for a moment, leaning against the doorway. Shane’s scent is calmer now, steady and warm, the kind of scent that makes Ilya want to step closer without thinking. Ilya cannot help the smile tugging at his lips. Shane's scent fills the room, sharp and grounding; cold air laced with pine and cedar, like winter wind brushing over warm skin.
It's impossible to ignore that undercurrent of frost hiding a deeper warmth, the mark of someone who's spent years holding himself together against the world. Earlier, during their talk, Ilya had caught the shift in it, the pine softening just a fraction, warmth bleeding through like sunlight piercing clouds. It stirs something instinctive in him, playful and insistent, urging him closer.
"You work too hard," Ilya says, his voice low, teasing. He pushes off the wall and steps into the room. He moves to Shane's side, close enough that their arms brush as Shane reaches to adjust a vase on the side table, "Let me help. Or... maybe distract you little bit."
Shane pauses, his hand stilling on the vase, his scent tightening in a way Ilya feels more than sees, and shoots him a sidelong glance. There's annoyance there, a flicker in his dark eyes, but it's undercut by something softer, reluctant. 
"Ilya, I'm trying to reset this before Yuki wakes up tomorrow and decides we need a fort down here," his voice is even, but Ilya catches the faint hitch, the way Shane's scent spikes, that cedar edge sharpening as if bracing against the proximity.
Ilya chuckles, a deep rumble in his chest, and doesn't back away. Instead, he picks up a stray coaster from the floor, holding it out to Shane but letting their fingers graze in the exchange. The touch lingers a second too long, Ilya's thumb brushing the back of Shane's hand, warm, callused from years of single parenting and whatever odd jobs keep them afloat. 
“Fort sounds fun,” Ilya says, voice low with amusement. He sets the coaster down deliberately slow, his gaze locking onto Shane's. The omega's eyes narrow, but he doesn't pull away, and Ilya feels the pull, that magnetic draw that's been building since breakfast, since the panic in Shane's eyes gave way to admission. Shane huffs, turning to fluff a cushion, but his movements are less focused now, distracted. 
"You're impossible," Shane glances toward the stairs, as if checking for Yuki, then back to Ilya. The room feels smaller, the warm light casting shadows that dance across Shane's face, highlighting the faint lines of worry etched there.
"You are strong, beautiful. Holding everything for Yuki, for yourself," Ilya murmurs, his words earnest, stepping behind Shane now, close enough that his breath stirs the hair at the nape of Shane's neck. He doesn't touch, not yet, but the air between them thickens, charged. 
Shane's scent blooms stronger, the pine crisp against the underlying heat, and Ilya inhales deeply, letting it ground him. Shane straightens, turning halfway to face him, and there's a spark in his eyes, annoyance, yes, but mingled with curiosity, the first threads of yielding. 
"Flattery won't get the living room clean," he retorts, but he doesn't move away, and Ilya takes the opening, reaching past him to 'help' with the blanket, his arm brushing Shane's side. Ilya lingers there, his hand resting lightly on Shane's hip for balance, though they both know it's a pretense. 
"Maybe not clean, but... other things," he asks, tilting his head, catching Shane's gaze again, holding it with that steady intensity alphas are known for. Shane's breath catches, his cheeks warming under the light, and Ilya sees the conflict in Shane’s eyes, though he’s unsure if it’s his advances or Shane’s own hesitation. Either way, it makes Ilya gentle, coaxing, "You deserve distraction, Shane. Let me?"
Shane's lips part, a retort forming, but Ilya leans in, closing the gap until their faces are inches apart. The annoyance flares brighter in Shane's eyes, but so does the want, that frost melting at the edges. 
"Ilya..." 
It's half-warning, half-invitation, and Ilya smiles, slow and knowing. Before Shane can say more, Ilya cups his jaw gently, thumb tracing the line of his cheekbone. 
"Tell me stop if you want," he whispers, the consent hanging unspoken but clear in his paused breath, his waiting eyes. Shane doesn't speak, but his body leans in, a silent yes, and Ilya closes the distance, pressing their lips together in a kiss that's soft at first, exploratory. Shane stiffens for a heartbeat, annoyed perhaps at the ease of his own surrender, but then he melts, kissing back with a hunger that's been banked for years.
The kiss deepens, Ilya's hand sliding to the back of Shane's neck, fingers threading into his hair. Shane's scent surges, the warmth under the frost blooming fully now, slick and inviting in ways that make Ilya's pulse race. He pulls back just enough to murmur against Shane's lips, voice dropping to a husky timbre. 
"You taste like winter, but so hot inside. Богиня, Shane, I want you to be wet for me," Ilya says, the Russian slips in, unbidden as arousal clouds his English, dirty words tumbling out in a mix, "Let me touch, make you moan quietly, da? No one hears us."
(Goddess)
Shane's eyes flutter, a soft sound escaping him, but then he surges forward, silencing Ilya with another kiss, fiercer this time, his hands fisting in Ilya's shirt. It's concession, annoyance giving way to need, and Ilya groans low, matching the intensity but keeping it gentle, mindful of the sleeping child upstairs. They stumble back toward the sofa, bodies pressing close, the tension coiling tighter with every brush of skin, every shared breath. Ilya's hands roam carefully, coaxing, tracing the lines of Shane's body through his clothes, building that fire without rushing.
But Shane breaks the kiss, breathing hard, his scent a whirlwind of pine-warmed desire. 
"Quiet," he whispers, glancing at the stairs again, even as he pulls Ilya closer. Ilya nods, understanding, his own words turning to murmurs in Russian-tinged English. 
"Da, quiet. Just us, любовь моя. Let me inside, feel how wet you get for me, how tight, how perfect."
(My love)
The words hang heavy, Shane's response a stifled gasp, but he kisses Ilya again, shutting down the dirty litany with lips and teeth. They sink onto the sofa, bodies aligning in the warm glow, Ilya's weight careful over Shane's, every touch a question answered with yielding. The room fades, the anticipation peaking as hands explore boundaries, gentle and insistent.
Then, from upstairs, a small voice calls out, sleepy and insistent. 
"Daddy?"
Shane freezes, reality crashing in, and he pushes Ilya away with firm hands, though there's no anger, just parental instinct. 
"Yuki," he breathes, scrambling up, straightening his shirt. Ilya sits back, chest heaving, but his eyes are soft, adoring, and there is barely any frustration; it’s more affection for the little girl who interrupted them. He adores her, the tiny whirlwind who's captured his heart as surely as her father.
"Go," Ilya says gently, smiling as Shane heads for the stairs. "We continue later. Pup comes first."
Shane pauses at the base, looking back with a mix of lingering heat and gratitude, his scent still warmed. 
"Thank you," and as he climbs, Ilya watches, the tension unresolved, a witty spark in his mind: courting an omega with a daughter means interruptions are part of the romance.
Ilya waits in the quiet living room for a moment, letting his breath settle. The warmth of the almost-moment between them still hums under his skin, but the interruption has softened it into something gentler. Something that feels less like heat and more like longing.
He moves toward the stairs, slow and careful, following the faint thread of Shane’s scent. It leads him down the hallway and toward Shane’s bedroom, the door half-open, lamplight spilling softly across the floor.
He pauses at the threshold.
Shane is sitting in the center of his nest, the one built into his bed with blankets and pillows arranged in a careful, instinctive circle. Yuki is curled tightly against his chest, her small hands fisted in his shirt, her face tucked under his chin. Her breathing is uneven, the remnants of a nightmare still clinging to her.
Shane looks up when he senses Ilya, his expression soft in the warm light.
“She had a nightmare,” he whispers, “She woke up crying for me.”
Ilya steps inside slowly, the sight tugging at something deep in his chest. The nest smells like Shane, cedar, and maple, warm and steady, but now it’s threaded with Yuki’s shaken wildflower sweetness, already settling again under her father’s scent.
“Is she alright?” Ilya asks quietly.
“Yeah,” Shane murmurs, brushing a hand through her hair, “She’s already back asleep; she just needed to be here.”
Ilya nods, taking in the scene, really seeing Shane’s nest for what it is. The nest is clearly well-loved, the blankets shaped by years of comforting a child who seeks safety in her father’s scent. It feels private and intimate, a place not meant for outsiders.
Yet he wants to be part of it.
He hesitates, then lowers himself onto the ottoman at the end of the bed, careful not to disturb the fragile quiet.
“Can I…?” he asks softly, gesturing to the nest. “Lay with you both?”
Shane blinks, surprised, but not in a way that pushes Ilya away. He shifts slightly, making room without a word. It is a quiet invitation, one that feels heavier than anything they shared downstairs.
Ilya climbs into the nest carefully, mindful of Yuki’s small form. The moment he settles, her hand reaches out in her sleep, brushing his wrist before curling loosely around his fingers. She doesn’t wake, but she sighs, her small body settling as if she recognizes him.
Shane watches the small gesture, his eyes warm and tired. Yuki’s breathing evens out, soft and steady, her small hand still curled loosely around Ilya’s fingers. Shane watches her for a long moment, brushing a thumb over her cheek, the tension in his shoulders slowly easing.
Ilya lies beside them, careful not to crowd, but close enough that their mingled scents blanket him. The nest feels like a heartbeat, steady and safe, and he lets himself breathe it in. Shane shifts slightly, adjusting Yuki so her head rests more comfortably against his chest. His scent warms, a quiet ripple of cedar and maple that brushes against Ilya like a question.
“Ilya,” Shane whispers, barely above a breath. Ilya turns his head, taking in the man’s features in the soft lamplight, “Could you, please, take off your scent patch?”
The request hangs in the air, gentle but weighted. Shane’s voice is steady, but there is something vulnerable beneath it.
“It might help her settle,” Shane adds, glancing down at Yuki, “Your scent calmed her back in Minnesota. It could help now, too.”
Ilya blinks, surprised. He had expected many things tonight, but not this. Not Shane asking again. Not like this. Not for this reason.
He studies Shane’s face, the quiet sincerity there, the way his hand rests protectively on Yuki’s back. He knows Shane wants to know his scent, but right now it’s not about him. It is not about heat or tension or the moment they almost had downstairs.
It is about Yuki, it is about trust. It is about being part of something he never thought he would be allowed to touch.
A slow smile tugs at his mouth.
“You use your daughter to get your way,” he murmurs, teasing, voice low so it does not disturb the sleeping child.
“I am not. Ilya, I am asking because it’ll help her,” replies Shane, his cheeks flushing.
“I know,” Ilya says softly, the teasing fading into something gentler, “I know, Shane.”
He reaches up, fingers brushing the edge of the patch at his neck. He hesitates only a moment, not out of fear, but out of the weight of what this means. Then he peels it away, slow and careful. His scent unfurls immediately, warm pine threaded with something deeper, something steady and grounding. It fills the nest like a soft exhale.
Yuki sighs in her sleep, her small body relaxing even further, her hand tightening around Ilya’s fingers for a moment before settling again.
Shane inhales without meaning to.
It is subtle, a small quiet breath, but Ilya sees the way Shane’s shoulders loosen, the way his spine softens, the way his eyelids flutter for a heartbeat. His scent reacts too, cedar warming, maple deepening, curling toward Ilya in a way that feels instinctive.
And then something shifts in Shane. He goes very still, his breath catching in a way that is not about desire or tension. His eyes widen just slightly, not enough for anyone else to notice, but enough for Ilya to see it.
Ilya does not know what it means, but something in his stomach twists, a quiet warning that something important has shifted.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Yuki’s breath is warm and steady against his chest, her small fingers curled in the fabric of his shirt. Shane keeps one hand on her back, rubbing slow circles the way she likes, the way that always settles her after a nightmare. The nest is warm around them, the blankets shaped to their bodies, the lamplight soft and golden.
Beside him, Ilya has drifted into a light doze. His breathing is slow and even, his body relaxed in a way Shane has never seen before. He looks peaceful. Safe. As if the nest welcomes him as easily as it welcomes Yuki.
Shane tries not to think too hard about what that means.
Ilya’s scent fills the nest now, no longer muted, no longer held back. Warm pine, deep and grounding, threaded with something steady that settles under Shane’s ribs. It mixes with Yuki’s wildflower sweetness and his own cedar warmth, creating something new, something that feels like a circle closing.
Shane breathes it in again, slow and careful.
And the world starts tilting again. He knows this scent, from years ago, back in a hotel room he left before dawn, and the alpha he had begged for help when his heat hit too fast and too hard, when he had been completely alone.
From the man he slipped away from while he was still asleep, terrified of what it meant, terrified of being seen, terrified of not being wanted.
His heart stutters, a quiet shock running through him. He goes still, barely breathing, afraid to disturb the fragile peace in the nest. But the scent is unmistakable. Even softened by time, even changed by life, it is the same. The same warmth. The same grounding pine. The same steady pull that had soothed him through fear and instinct and the overwhelming rush of that night.
He looks at Ilya.
The man is curled on his side, one arm tucked under his head, the other resting in Yuki’s small hand. His face is soft in sleep, unguarded. His scent wraps around them like a blanket, instinctive and protective in a way Shane remembers.
Shane’s chest tightens, his mind going to the alpha who held him through the worst of it. He remembers the gentleness, the steadiness, the way he had felt safe for the first time during a heat. He remembers waking before sunrise, panic clawing at him, and leaving quietly, slipping out of the room without a word.
He remembers the guilt, the ache. He remembers the scent fading behind him as he walked away.
And now that scent is here.
In his nest, beside him, beside his daughter.
His hand keeps moving on Yuki’s back, slow circles, steady and soothing, but inside, he is unraveling. His heart thuds too fast, too loud. His chest tightens, a slow, creeping panic curling under his ribs.
Ilya is Yuki’s alpha father.
The thought hits him so hard he almost flinches, opening a floodgate. He never told him, never even tried to find him. He left that hotel room before dawn, terrified and shaking, and he never looked back.
What if Ilya wants to take her? Would he even have the right to do so? What if Shane has been living on borrowed time without even knowing it?
His throat tightens painfully. He stares at the wall, willing his breathing to stay quiet so he does not wake Yuki or Ilya. His scent tightens, cedar sharpening at the edges, fear threading through it like thin smoke.
He cannot lose her. He cannot lose the only good thing he has. He cannot lose the child he carried alone, raised alone, and loved with every part of himself.
He swallows hard, but the panic keeps rising.
He tries to remind himself that Ilya is kind, gentle, good with him, good with her. But what if that makes it worse? What if that makes him want her more?
Shane’s is still racing, panic tightening every breath, when Ilya moves.
It is subtle at first. A small shift of weight. A quiet exhale. The kind of adjustment someone makes when drifting deeper into sleep. Shane barely notices it over the pounding in his ears. Then Ilya moves again.
This time, his body curls closer, instinct guiding him more than awareness. His arm slides across the nest, settling over Shane’s waist with a slow, unconscious certainty. His other hand shifts where it rests in Yuki’s small palm, fingers curling gently around hers.
Shane freezes, turning his head to look at Ilya. He’s still asleep; he’s not choosing this, but his instincts are.
Warm pine rolls through the nest, deeper now, richer, threaded with something unmistakably protective. It spreads like a soft tide, brushing against Shane’s cedar, smoothing the sharp edges of his fear. The air thickens with it, a quiet, grounding presence that settles over the three of them like a blanket.
Shane’s breath catches, knowing what this is. He knows what it means when an arm curls around an omega and a child without hesitation. He’s releasing calming pheromones unconsciously on pure instinct. He’s trying to soothe him and Yuki.
Yuki responds first.
Her small body relaxes completely, her fingers tightening around Ilya’s hand before going slack again. Her wildflower sweetness softens, settling into the warm, sleepy scent she only has when she feels completely safe.
Shane feels it too.
The panic in his chest loosens, just a fraction. The tightness in his throat eases. His heartbeat slows enough that he can breathe again. The cedar in his scent steadies, no longer spiking with fear.
It terrifies him because Ilya is not awake. He is not choosing to comfort Shane; his instincts are doing it for him. Shane thinks of going to knock on that hotel door, putting the alpha in a place where he couldn’t really say no, from what little Shane remembers.
And that means something Shane is not ready to face.
Ilya shifts again, pulling both Shane and Yuki closer, tucking them into the curve of his body as if they belong there. His scent deepens, warm pine and something steady, something ancient, something that feels like a promise whispered in sleep.
Shane’s eyes sting, the panic twists into something sharper, something that feels like grief. Because this is what an alpha does when he recognizes what is his to protect. This is what an alpha does when he senses fear in his omega. This is what an alpha does when he feels the presence of his child.
Shane swallows hard, his breath trembling.
Ilya’s arm is around them, his scent is wrapped around them, his instincts are claiming them without a word. Shane closes his eyes, holding Yuki a little tighter, trying to steady himself against the warmth pressing in on all sides.
He breathes in Ilya’s scent deeply, deciding he cannot run this time.
He needs to face this and pray to the goddess that Ilya meant what he said when he declared he was going to court him. He lies there, held in Ilya’s unconscious embrace, Yuki warm and safe on his chest, and his mind splits in two directions at once.
One path is soft, almost unbearable to look at.
If Ilya wakes and understands, if he is gentle, if he means what he said about courting him, if he wants them both… then maybe this does not have to end in loss. Maybe there is a world where Shane does not have to raise Yuki alone. Maybe there is a world where she has the alpha who held him through fear and instinct, the man whose scent she already reaches for in her sleep.
Maybe there is a world where Shane is not alone either.
The thought is so tender it hurts.
The other path is sharp and cold.
If Ilya wakes and becomes angry, if he feels betrayed, if he demands what is biologically his, if he decides Shane stole something from him… then Shane will have to run. He will have to pack a bag, take Yuki, and disappear before the courts or anyone else can intervene. He has done it before. He can do it again. He will do anything to keep her safe.
Even if it means leaving behind the first place that has ever felt like home.
Even if it means leaving Ilya.
Shane’s breath trembles, caught between hope and terror, between the warmth of the arm around him and the cold edge of what morning might bring.
He presses a kiss to the top of Yuki’s head, holding her a little closer; whatever happens, he will protect her.
If Ilya opens his arms, Shane will learn how to let him in.
If Ilya bares his teeth, Shane will run.
He prays to the goddess that it is the first.
And in the quiet of the nest, wrapped in pine and cedar and wildflowers, he waits for dawn.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
About Four, Maybe Closer to Five, Years Ago
Ilya wakes slowly, but something feels wrong. He feels warm and loose, his muscles relaxed, his mind clear in a way he has never known after a rut. There is no ache behind his eyes, no bone-deep exhaustion, no hollowed-out emptiness. He feels rested. He feels whole.
That alone is enough to make him sit up.
This is not how his ruts end, or they never have before.
Growing up, his father treated his ruts like a problem to be solved. Omegas were brought to him without names, without faces he was meant to remember. They were there to quiet him, to end the rut quickly, to keep him manageable. He learned early that ruts were something to endure, not something to feel.
But this morning feels different.
He breathes in, slow and steady, trying to understand why.
The scent in the room is faint, almost nothing. A ghost of warmth clings to the sheets beside him. He leans closer, inhaling again, but his own scent is everywhere, thick and heavy from the rut, drowning out everything else.
He can barely smell the omega at all, not even enough to hold onto.
A sharp frustration tightens in his chest. He presses his hand to the sheets where the omega had been. The fabric is cool now. The imprint of a body remains, but the scent is too faint to follow. Too faint to understand. Too faint to keep.
He closes his eyes.
He remembers flashes. A voice that steadied him when he was half feral. Hands that held him without fear. A body that met his strength without flinching. A warmth that soothed something deep inside him, he did not know could be soothed. He remembers how his rut quieted in a way it never had before. Not forced. Not rushed. Not managed.
Answered.
He pushes out of the hotel bed and tries again to catch the scent, desperate now, but all he gets is the heavy pine of his own rut, thick enough to smother everything else. The omega’s scent is there, but only in the faintest traces, like sunlight fading from snow.
He cannot track it. He cannot identify it. He cannot even remember it clearly. He does not know the omega’s name. He does not know what he looked like. He does not know why this one night feels different from every rut he has ever endured.
He only knows that he woke up feeling better than he ever has, and the omega who made that possible is gone.
A quiet disappointment settles in his chest, unfamiliar and unwelcome. He should not care. He has never cared before. Ruts are not about connection. They are not about wanting. They are not about waking up, hoping someone stayed.
But he flops back into the bed anyway, staring at the ceiling, breathing in the fading scent like it is the only thing anchoring him.
He wishes he had woken sooner. He wishes he had seen the omega’s face. He wishes he had something more than a scent he cannot hold onto. But most of all, he wishes the omega had stayed.
Ilya forces himself out of bed again. He has a flight to catch, a team waiting in Boston, a life that does not pause just because something inside him feels unsettled. He moves through the room on autopilot, gathering his things, folding clothes with the mechanical precision he learned from years of living out of suitcases.
The room still smells like him. Heavy pine, rut-thick, clinging to the walls and the sheets and the air. It makes it hard to think. Harder to breathe. He tries again to catch the omega’s scent, but it is already fading, slipping through his fingers like something he was never meant to keep.
He opens the closet to grab the last of his clothes.
Something is missing.
He frowns, checking again. He counts the shirts he brought. He checks the floor, the bathroom, the bed. He shakes out the sheets, just in case.
Still missing.
A plain black T-shirt. One of the soft ones he wears under his jersey. Nothing special. Nothing memorable. Nothing anyone would choose unless they needed something to wear home.
Unless they wanted something of him.
He stops moving.
For a moment, he just stands there, hand covering the small smile he cannot stop, staring at the pile of shirts beside his duffel where the missing one should be. His chest tightens in a way he does not expect. It is not the sharp frustration from earlier. It is something softer, something that feels almost like hope.
The omega took something.
Not much. Not meaningful. Not something he could ever use to find them again. It is a basic shirt, one he has dozens of, one he would not recognize if he saw it on someone else.
But they took it. They chose it.
He exhales slowly, the sound quiet in the empty room. He wishes it had been something else. Something he could identify. Something he could follow. Something that would let him hold onto more than a fading scent and a memory that feels like a dream.
But all he has is the empty space in his bag.
He folds the rest of his clothes and zips his duffel. He checks out of the hotel without looking back, the weight of the missing shirt sitting in his chest like a stone.
He tells himself it does not matter. He tells himself he will forget.
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  Ilya wakes to a small hand patting his cheek. It’s not hard or urgent, just insistent.
“Ilya,” Yuki whispers, “Breakfast is ready.”
He blinks, the room coming into focus slowly. The nest is warm around him, blankets rumpled from the night. Yuki kneels at his side, hair wild, pajamas crooked, her little face bright with purpose.
“Daddy said I had to come get you,” she adds, as if this is a very important mission. Ilya pushes himself up on one elbow, still half in the fog of sleep. The scent of the nest clings to him, cedar and maple and wildflowers, and something in his chest tightens at the memory of the night before.
“What did Daddy make?” he asks softly.
“Eggs,” she says, bouncing a little, “And toast. And he said you’ll need coffee.”
Ilya’s heart squeezes. Shane thought about him. Shane sent Yuki to wake him. Shane made enough breakfast for the three of them. He swings his legs over the edge of the bed and rubs a hand over his face. Yuki grabs his hand with both of hers and tugs him toward the hallway.
“Come on,” she insists. “Daddy said you can’t sleep forever.”
He lets her lead him, her maple scent bouncing with every step. As they reach the doorway, he glances back at the nest. The blankets still hold the shape of where Shane held Yuki in the night. The pillow still carries Shane’s scent. The space where he slept is still warm.
Something in his chest shifts.
Yuki tugs again.
“Ilya,” she says, “Daddy made the toast not burnt this time.”
He huffs a soft laugh and follows her down the hall, heart unsteady, breath catching on the warm scent of eggs and butter drifting from the kitchen.
The kitchen is warm when they step inside. The morning light spills across the counter, catching on the steam rising from the pan. Shane stands at the stove, spatula in hand, stirring the last of the scrambled eggs. His shoulders are tense in a way Ilya did not notice last night.
Yuki lets go of Ilya’s hand and runs ahead.
“Daddy, I got him,” she announces proudly. Shane turns, and for a moment, something flickers across his face. Relief, maybe, or fear? Or both?
His scent is steady on the surface, cedar and warmth, but there is a thin thread of something sharper underneath. Something Ilya cannot quite name.
“Good morning,” Shane says, voice soft but too controlled. Ilya steps closer, drawn by instinct more than thought. He wants to touch him. Just a hand on his shoulder, a brush of fingers at his wrist, something small to bridge the space between last night and now.
“Morning,” Ilya says quietly. Shane sets the spatula down and reaches for the toast, but his movements are too quick, too precise. He keeps his eyes on the counter, not on Ilya.
Yuki climbs into her chair, humming to herself, oblivious to the tension humming between the adults. Ilya moves toward Shane, slow and careful. He reaches out, meaning only to touch his arm, a gentle greeting, something warm and familiar.
Shane flinches. It is tiny, barely a shift, but his scent tightens for a heartbeat before smoothing over again. He pulls his arm in toward his body, pretending to adjust the plate, pretending he did not move away at all.
Ilya stops mid-reach, and Shane forces a smile that does not reach his eyes.
“Eggs are almost done,” he says, voice light in a way that feels wrong, “Toast too. And I made coffee.”
Ilya lowers his hand slowly, something in his chest tightening. He studies Shane’s face, the careful calm, the way he keeps his gaze fixed on the stove. He does not think Shane is angry. If anything, he seems afraid, though Ilya cannot understand the reason.
He steps back a little, giving Shane space, even though every instinct in him wants to close the distance.
“Thank you,” Ilya says softly. Shane nods, still not looking at him. Yuki kicks her feet under the table, cheerful and unaware.
“Daddy made the eggs fluffy,” she announces proudly, and Shane laughs, but it is thin, a sound stretched too tight. Ilya watches him, heart unsteady, realizing that something shifted in the night. Something he cannot see yet. Something Shane is trying very hard to hide.
And for the first time since waking, Ilya feels the faint edge of worry curl under his ribs.
Shane plates the eggs with a focus that feels too sharp for a quiet morning. Every movement is careful, almost rehearsed. He sets Yuki’s plate down first, then reaches for the toast, adjusting the slices even though they are already straight.
Ilya watches him, trying to understand the shift.
Shane’s scent is warm on the surface, cedar and something soft from the nest, but underneath it, there is a thin thread of tension; his snowy notes seem sharper. It’s not anger or discomfort, but something else. Something that tightens the air around him.
Yuki swings her legs under the table, humming as she picks up her fork. She doesn’t notice anything at all.
Shane does not sit right away. He wipes the counter even though it is already clean. He checks the coffee pot twice. He moves around the kitchen like someone trying to stay ahead of his own thoughts.
Ilya takes the seat across from Yuki, watching Shane out of the corner of his eye. He wants to ask what is wrong. He wants to reach out again, to touch his wrist or shoulder, to ground him if he’ll let him. But Shane is keeping distance. Not physically, but held tight inside himself.
Shane finally sits, but only after pouring coffee for Ilya with a hand that is steady in a way that feels forced. His scent tightens again, a quick pulse before he smooths it down.
“Thank you,” Ilya says quietly, and Shane nods without looking up.
Yuki takes a bite of her eggs and grins, and Shane smiles at her, but it is thin, stretched at the edges. His scent flickers again, a quick spike of something sharp before he smooths it down.
Ilya notices every shift. He notices the way Shane keeps his eyes on his plate. He notices the way Shane’s shoulders stay slightly lifted, never fully relaxed. He notices the way Shane’s fingers tap once against the table before he curls them into his palm. He notices how Shane’s scent tightens whenever he shifts, even the smallest movement.
Something happened in the night. Something shifted. Shane is trying very hard to hide it.
Ilya takes a slow breath, letting the warmth of the coffee settle in his hands. He does not ask. Not with Yuki here. Not when Shane is holding himself together with such fragile precision.
Instead, he watches and waits.
He lets Shane have the space he clings to.
Yuki chatters about her dream, about the snowman outside, about how she wants to show Ilya her new drawing later. Shane nods and hums in the right places, but his eyes never fully lift.
Ilya feels the worry settle under his ribs, quiet and steady.
Yuki finishes her eggs first, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, then remembers the napkin and uses that too, proud of herself for remembering.
“Daddy,” she says, already sliding off her chair, “Can I watch cartoons?”
Shane looks up, startled for a moment, as if he had forgotten she was there. His smile comes a second too late.
“Yeah, Snowdrop. Go ahead.”
She beams and runs toward the living room, Snoopy slippers sliding on the floor. Halfway there, she stops and turns back.
“Ilya, come with me,” she calls, bouncing on her toes. Ilya opens his mouth to agree; he would follow her anywhere, but Shane is already standing, gathering plates with a focus that feels too sharp. He moves quickly, almost too quickly, stacking dishes that do not need to be stacked, wiping crumbs that are not there.
Something is wrong, very wrong.
“I will come in a minute,” Ilya tells Yuki gently. She accepts this without question and disappears around the corner, humming to herself. The moment she is gone, the kitchen feels smaller. Quieter. The air shifts, the tension no longer softened by her presence.
Shane keeps his back to Ilya as he rinses the plates. His shoulders stay lifted, never settling. His scent tightens again, a thin thread of fear curling under the cedar warmth.
Ilya watches him, heart heavy. He stands slowly, giving Shane space without leaving the room. He picks up his mug, needing something to anchor his hands.
“Shane,” he says quietly, and Shane freezes for half a second. Not visibly, not dramatically, but enough that Ilya sees the tension ripple through his back. He does not turn around.
“I should clean this up,” Shane says, voice too light, too thin, “It will only take a minute.”
Ilya steps closer, but not close enough to crowd him. He keeps his voice soft.
“I can help.”
“No. It’s fine. I’ve got it,” Shane shakes his head quickly, his scent spiking again, sharp and frightened, before smoothing over. Ilya feels the worry settle deeper under his ribs. He wants to reach out. He wants to touch Shane’s shoulder, to steady him, to ask what happened in the night that changed everything.
But Yuki is in the next room, and Shane is holding himself together with fragile precision.
So Ilya stays where he is, hands loose at his sides, voice gentle.
“Alright,” he says. Shane nods without looking at him, shoulders still tight, breath too shallow.
And Ilya stands in the quiet kitchen, watching the man he cares for unravel in silence, knowing the real conversation will have to come when the little girl in the living room cannot hear.
Shane rinses another plate, movements too quick, too sharp. His shoulders stay lifted, never settling. The air around him feels tight, stretched thin. He reaches for a glass in the sink, fingers trembling just enough that Ilya notices. He tries to grip it, but the soap makes it slip. It knocks against the side of the sink with a sharp clatter.
Shane startles, and the glass slips from his hand and hits the basin again, harder this time. It does not shatter, but the edge catches his finger. Shane hisses and jerks back, cradling his hand against his chest.
Ilya is beside him before he even realizes he has moved.
“Shane,” he says, voice low and urgent. Shane steps back on instinct, but not fast enough. Ilya catches his wrist gently, turning his hand to see the cut. It is small, but bleeding, a thin red line across the pad of his finger.
Shane tries to pull away.
“It’s fine,” he says quickly, too quickly, “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”
His scent spikes again, sharp with fear, and Ilya feels something twist in his chest.
“You are bleeding,” Ilya says softly.
“It’s nothing,” Shane repeats, voice tight. He tries to tug his hand free again, but Ilya does not let go. Not tightly. Not possessively. Just enough to keep him from hiding the injury.
“Let me see,” Ilya murmurs. Shane goes still, breath caught in his throat. His eyes flick toward the living room, where Yuki’s cartoons play softly. He lowers his voice.
“Ilya, please,” he whispers, “I’m fine.”
He is not fine, not even close. His scent is too sharp, his shoulders are too tight, his breath is too shallow, hands are shaking. Ilya softens his grip, thumb brushing lightly against Shane’s wrist.
“You are hurt,” he says, quieter now, “Let me help.”
Shane swallows hard. His eyes stay fixed on the floor, as if looking at Ilya might break something open he cannot hold back.
“It’s just a cut,” he says, but his voice trembles at the edges.
Ilya sees how Shane is trying to hold himself together, with trembling hands and shallow breaths. He lowers his voice even further, gentle as he can make it.
“Shane,” he says, “Talk to me… please?”
Shane’s breath stutters, his scent tightening in a quick, frightened pulse. He shakes his head once, small and desperate.
“Not here,” he whispers, and Ilya understands. Not in front of Yuki, not while she is laughing at cartoons in the next room, not while he is still trying to pretend everything is normal.
Ilya nods, slow and steady.
“Okay,” he says softly but unmoving, “Later.”
Shane closes his eyes for a moment, relief and fear tangled together in his scent. Ilya reaches for a paper towel and wraps it gently around Shane’s finger. Shane lets him, finally, his hand trembling as the paper blooms red at the center. The cut is small, but the fear in Shane’s scent is not. It curls under the cedar warmth, sharp and unsteady.
Ilya keeps his voice soft.
“We should bandage this,” he says, “It will only take a moment.”
Shane shakes his head immediately. Too fast. Too forceful for such a small injury.
“No. It’s fine. I can do it,” his voice is thin, stretched tight, “You should go sit with Yuki.”
Ilya does not let go yet. Not until Shane tries again to pull his hand back. Even then, he releases him slowly, as if letting go of something fragile.
“Shane,” he says quietly, “It is bleeding.”
“I know,” Shane whispers, eyes fixed on the sink, “I’ll take care of it.”
He steps back, turning his body slightly away, as if shielding the cut from view. His shoulders stay lifted, never settling. His breath is shallow. His scent spikes again, sharp with something that feels like fear and shame tangled together.
Ilya watches him, heart heavy.
“You do not have to do it alone,” he says softly. Shane’s jaw tightens. He keeps his gaze on the counter, not on Ilya.
“Ilya… please,” the word is barely audible, “Go watch cartoons with her. I’ll be there in a minute.”
It is not a dismissal, but a plea. A plea to keep distance, to not look too closely, to let him hold himself together for a little longer. Ilya swallows, the worry settling deeper under his ribs.
“Okay… okay,” he says, voice gentle, “I will go sit with her.”
Shane nods once, quick and shaky, relief and fear tangled in his scent. He turns back to the sink, shoulders tight, head bowed over his hand as he rinses the cut again. Ilya hesitates in the doorway, watching the man he cares for brace himself against the counter, his breath trembling as he tries to steady hands that will not stop shaking.
He wants to go to him. He wants to help. He wants to understand. But Yuki is in the next room, and Shane is clinging to the last threads of composure he has left. So Ilya steps away, slow and quiet, giving Shane the space he asked for. 
The rest of the morning drifts by in small, quiet pieces.
Yuki curls against him on the couch, warm and soft, her hair tickling his arm as she watches cartoons. She laughs at something on the screen, a bright, bubbling sound that fills the room. Ilya smiles at her, smoothing a hand over her back, but his eyes keep drifting toward the kitchen.
Shane moves in and out of view, always busy with something. Wiping the already clean counter. Folding a dish towel. Checking the sink again. His shoulders never settle. His scent stays tight, sharp at the edges, smoothing only when he passes close to Yuki.
He does not come sit with them.
When Yuki asks for juice, Shane brings it with a smile that is too thin. When she asks him to watch a funny part, he stands behind the couch instead of sitting beside them. When she leans back to show him something, he touches her hair with a hand that still trembles.
Ilya sees all of it.
He sees the way Shane avoids his eyes. He sees the way Shane’s breath catches when their hands almost brush. He sees the way Shane’s scent tightens whenever Ilya shifts even slightly closer.
The hours pass quietly.
Yuki colors at the coffee table, and Ilya helps her pick up crayons. Shane hovers at the edges of the room, always moving, always doing something that does not need to be done.
When lunchtime comes, Shane cooks quickly, movements too precise. He barely eats. Yuki chatters happily between bites, telling Ilya about her favorite cartoon characters. Shane listens, but his smile never reaches his eyes.
After lunch, Yuki grows sleepy. She rubs her eyes with the back of her hand and climbs into Ilya’s lap without hesitation. Her small body curls against his chest, warm and trusting. Shane watches for a moment, something flickering across his face. Not jealousy. Not discomfort. Something softer. Something that hurts.
“I’ll take her,” he says quietly, but Yuki shakes her head and buries her face in Ilya’s shirt.
“No. Ilya,” she mumbles. Shane’s breath stutters. His scent tightens again, sharp and unsteady. Ilya stands slowly, cradling Yuki against him. She is already half asleep, her weight warm and heavy in his arms. 
Shane leads the way to her room, but he keeps a careful distance, as if afraid to brush against Ilya in the hallway. They settle her into bed together. Shane tucks the blanket around her, Ilya smooths her hair back from her forehead, and she is asleep within moments.
The room is quiet. Soft. Still.
Shane steps back first, retreating toward the doorway. His shoulders are tight again. His breath is shallow. His scent curls with fear he cannot hide. Ilya follows him into the hall and closes the door gently behind them. The moment the latch clicks, Shane turns away, already trying to escape back toward the kitchen, back toward something to do, something to keep his hands busy.
Ilya follows him down the stairs, reaching out and touching his arm once they’re back on the first floor. 
“Shane,” he says quietly, “Talk to me.”
Shane freezes, his shoulders lift, breath catches. His scent spikes in a sharp, frightened pulse.
“Ilya…” he whispers, voice thin and shaking, “Please. Not now.”
Ilya steps closer, slow and careful, giving him every chance to pull away.
“It is just us,” he says softly. “She is asleep. You do not have to pretend.”
Shane stands at the bottom of the stairs, shoulders tight, breath shallow, eyes fixed on the floor. His scent curls sharp and frightened under the cedar warmth, and Ilya feels it like a hand closing around his heart.
“Tell me what happened last night,” Ilya says softly. Shane swallows hard again, his throat works once, twice. He opens his mouth, but no sound comes out. His fingers curl into fists at his sides, knuckles white.
“I…” he starts, then stops. His breath catches. He shakes his head, eyes squeezing shut. Ilya steps closer, slow and careful, giving him every chance to pull away. Shane does not move.
“It is alright,” Ilya murmurs, “Take your time.”
Shane tries again.
“Ilya, I…” his voice breaks. He presses a hand to his mouth, shoulders trembling, “I don’t know how to say it.”
“You do not have to say it perfectly,” Ilya says, gentle and steady, “Just say it.”
Shane’s eyes open wide and terrified. He looks at Ilya as if expecting him to step back, to recoil, to change. Ilya does not move. Shane tries again.
“I was…” His voice cracks, he swallows hard, “I was the omega.”
Ilya blinks. He waits for more. For context. For meaning. Shane’s scent spikes, sharp with fear.
“In Montreal,” Shane whispers, voice barely audible, “More than four years ago.”
Shane’s hands shake. His shoulders shake. His breath shakes.
“I was the omega,” he repeats, as if Ilya might not have heard him the first time. Ilya stares at him, confusion flickering through him like a shadow.
“The omega…” he says slowly, “The one who…”
Ilya’s breath stills. He does not remember most of that rut, but he remembers the morning after. 
Shane nods, small and desperate.
“The one who knocked on your door,” he whispers, “The one who took advantage of you.”
The world tilts. Ilya’s confusion sharpens into something heavier, something that settles deep in his chest.
“How?” he breathes. Shane’s eyes fill with something raw and frightened.
“I don’t know,” he says, voice shaking, “I don’t know how you didn’t know. I don’t know how to explain it. I just… I was him, Ilya. I was the omega.”
Ilya feels the truth settle into place, heavy and impossible and real. He steps closer, slow and steady, voice soft enough to hold.
“Shane,” he says, “Look at me.”
Shane lifts his eyes, terrified. And Ilya asks again, quieter this time, removing the edge from his voice.
“How?”
Shane swallows again, throat tight. Ilya waits, steady and quiet, giving him room to speak.
“I didn’t… I didn’t plan to come to you,” he whispers.
“Come to me?” Ilya’s brow furrows. Shane nods, small and shaky.
“I matched with someone,” he says, “A specialist on an app. We talked for weeks. He seemed… safe.”
Ilya stays still, listening.
“We agreed to meet at a hotel,” Shane continues, voice thin, “Neutral ground. Somewhere, I wouldn’t feel trapped. Somewhere I could leave if I needed to.”
His hands shake harder.
“But he didn’t show up,” Shane says, “He ghosted me. No messages. No explanation. Nothing.”
Ilya feels something cold settle under his ribs. Shane looks down, ashamed.
“I waited for him too long,” he whispers, “My heat was starting, I was trying to get back to my room before it got bad, but I… I couldn’t think straight.”
His breath stutters. His scent spikes, sharp and frightened.
“I was at my door, but the key wasn’t working,” he says, “I couldn’t get into the slot correctly. Everything felt wrong.”
Ilya steps closer, slow and careful.
“Shane,” he murmurs, “You were alone.”
Shane nods, eyes shining.
“I was alone,” he repeats, “And then… I smelled you.”
Ilya’s breath catches. Shane’s voice drops to a whisper.
“I didn’t know it was you,” he says, “I didn’t know who it was. I just… I caught your scent in the hallway, and it felt safe. It felt like something I could follow.”
He presses a shaking hand to his chest.
“I didn’t choose it,” he says, voice breaking, “My body did. I followed your scent because I couldn’t think anymore. I didn’t even know where I was going until I was standing at your door.”
Ilya’s heart twists. Shane looks up at him, terrified.
“I knocked because I didn’t know what else to do,” he whispers, “I knocked because I thought if I didn’t, I would fall apart right there in the hallway.”
Ilya steps closer, voice soft enough to hold.
“Shane,” he says, “Look at me.”
Shane lifts his eyes, trembling. And Ilya asks, quieter this time, not accusing, not angry, just trying to understand.
“How did you know it was me afterward?”
Shane’s breath catches.
“I didn’t,” he whispers, “Not at first. Not until you took your patch off last night and the scent matched and everything in me… remembered.”
His voice breaks completely.
“Please don’t hate me,” he says. For a heartbeat, the world goes still. Shane stands in front of him, trembling, eyes wide and shining, scent sharp with fear. His hands are curled into fists at his sides, as if bracing for impact. As if expecting Ilya to step back. As if expecting the worst.
“Please don’t hate me,” he whispers again.
The words hit Ilya like a blow. Hate him? For this? For surviving? For seeking comfort in the only way he could in that moment? For coming to him when he needed help? For trusting him without even knowing why?
Ilya steps forward before he even thinks, slow and careful, giving Shane every chance to pull away. Shane doesn’t move. He stands frozen, breath caught in his throat.
“Shane,” Ilya says softly, “I could never hate you.”
Shane’s breath stutters. His scent flickers, sharp and disbelieving. Ilya lifts a hand, slow enough that Shane can see every inch of the movement. He touches Shane’s arm lightly, barely more than a brush, but Shane shivers at the contact.
“You did nothing wrong,” Ilya says, voice low and steady. “You were alone. You were scared. You followed a scent that felt safe. That is not something to be ashamed of.”
Shane’s eyes squeeze shut, a quiet sound catching in his throat. Ilya steps closer, close enough that Shane can feel his warmth, but not close enough to crowd him.
“You came to me because you needed help,” he says, “And I am glad you did. That I could help you.”
Shane’s eyes open again, wide and wet.
“You’re not angry?” he whispers.
“No,” Ilya says, gentle and certain, “I am not angry at you.”
Shane swallows hard, breath trembling.
“You don’t think I took advantage of you?”
Ilya’s chest tightens. He shakes his head slowly.
“No more than I took advantage of you,” he says, voice gentle, “You are strong. You are brave. You survived something frightening, and you found your way to safety.”
Shane’s knees almost buckle, but Ilya steadies him with a hand on his arm, light and careful.
“And I do not hate you,” he says again, softer this time, “Not for this. Not for anything you have told me.”
Shane’s breath leaves him in a shaky exhale, as if he has been holding it for years. For the first time since the morning began, his scent softens. Not fully. Not completely. But enough that Ilya feels something inside him loosen, too. 
Shane looks at him, terrified and hopeful all at once.
“Ilya,” he whispers, “I don’t want you to look at me differently.”
Ilya meets his eyes, steady and warm.
“I am looking at you,” he says quietly, “And I see the same man I saw yesterday. The same man I saw last night. The same man I see now.”
Shane’s breathing steadies only a little, just enough that he isn’t shaking apart. His scent is still thin and frightened, but no longer sharp enough to sting. Ilya keeps his hand on Shane’s arm, light and steady, giving him something to anchor to.
For a moment, neither of them speaks.
Then Shane’s eyes flick away, a small, helpless movement. His scent tightens again, not with panic this time, but with something heavier. Something he has been carrying alone for a long time.
“There’s… something else I need to tell you,” he whispers.
“You can tell me,” Ilya says, his chest tightening. Shane swallows hard. His throat works once, twice. He presses a hand to his chest, as if steadying himself.
“When I found out I was pregnant,” he says, voice barely audible, “I knew the alpha was the father.”
Ilya goes still as Shane keeps talking, the words coming in small, fragile pieces.
“I didn’t remember your face,” he says, “Or your voice. I didn’t remember anything except… how safe I felt. How gentle you were, even when you weren’t.”
Ilya’s heart twists. Shane’s eyes lift, wide and terrified.
“I knew the father was the alpha from that hotel room,” Shane whispers, voice thin. “I just didn’t know that alpha was you.”
The world shifts, Shane feels it, Ilya feels it.
Ilya’s breath leaves him in a slow, stunned exhale. His eyes go unfocused for a moment, like he’s seeing something far away; Yuki’s smile, her laugh, the way she curled into him without hesitation. The way her scent had felt familiar from the first second.
He understands.
Shane watches him, terrified. Waiting for anger. For rejection. For anything that will confirm every fear he’s carried for years.
“Ilya,” he whispers, voice breaking, “I didn’t know… Not until you took your patch off last night.”
Something in Ilya cracks open, it’s not with fear or confusion, but with joy so sharp it almost hurts. His vision blurs. He blinks, and a tear slips down his cheek before he can stop it.
Shane startles. 
“Ilya? Are you—did I—”
Ilya shakes his head quickly, wiping at his face with the back of his hand, but more tears follow, soft and unstoppable.
“No,” he says, voice thick. “No, Shane. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Shane stares at him, confused and frightened.
Ilya lets out a shaky breath, a small, helpless laugh breaking through the tears.
“I have a daughter,” he says, barely above a whisper. “I have a daughter.”
Shane’s lips part as Ilya presses a hand to his chest, as if steadying himself. 
“And she is perfect. You… you did everything alone. And she is perfect.”
Shane’s eyes shine.
“Ilya…”
“I’m not crying because I’m upset,” Ilya says, wiping his face again, failing to stop the tears. “I’m crying because I didn’t know I could have such a beautiful family.”
Shane’s breath catches as Ilya steps closer, slow and careful, giving Shane every chance to pull away. Shane doesn’t move. He stands frozen, watching Ilya cry as if he’s never seen anything like it.
“I have a family,” Ilya says, voice breaking, “You and Yuki. I didn’t know. I didn’t know I had this.”
Shane’s knees wobble. His scent warms, soft and aching.
“You’re really… happy?” he whispers.
Ilya lets out a soft, breathless laugh, another tear slipping free. “Yes. I’m happy. I’m so happy I don’t know what to do with it.”
Shane trembles, overwhelmed.
“Ilya… I don’t know what to do.”
Ilya steps closer again, slow and steady, his voice gentle.
“You don’t have to do anything,” he says. “Just let me hold you.”
Shane’s breath breaks. Ilya sees the hesitation flicker through him, the instinct to pull back, the fear, the habit of bracing for the worst. Then something in Shane loosens. His shoulders drop. His scent softens. He leans forward, only a fraction, but enough.
Ilya closes the distance.
He wraps his arms around Shane gently, carefully, as if holding something precious. Shane folds into him with a quiet, broken sound, his forehead pressing against Ilya’s shoulder, his hands clutching at the fabric of Ilya’s shirt. He is shaking. He is breathing too fast. He is letting himself be held.
Ilya holds him tighter, one hand sliding up to the back of Shane’s neck, the other steady at his waist. Shane melts against him, trembling, scent warm and overwhelmed and full of something that feels like relief.
“I have you,” Ilya murmurs, “You are safe.”
Shane lets out a soft, choked breath, the kind that tells Ilya how long he has carried this alone. They stand like that for a long moment, the house quiet around them, the weight of the morning settling into something new. Something real. When Shane finally speaks, his voice is muffled against Ilya’s shoulder.
“Everything is going to change.”
Ilya moves his hand in a slow, soothing stroke along Shane’s back.
“Da,” he says, “It will.”
Shane’s fingers tighten in his shirt.
“I am scared,” he admits, voice small.
“I know,” Ilya says, “I am too.”
Shane pulls back just enough to look at him. His eyes are red and shining, his face open in a way that makes Ilya’s chest ache.
“But you’re happy?” Shane asks, as if he still cannot quite believe it. Ilya nods, tears still clinging to his lashes.
“I am,” he says, “I am happy. And we will figure out the rest together.”
Shane’s breath trembles, but his scent warms, soft and hopeful.
“Together,” he repeats. Ilya lifts a hand and cups his cheek, thumb brushing lightly along the skin. Shane leans into the touch, eyes closing.
“You and me,” Ilya says quietly, “And Yuki.”
Shane’s breath shivers, but he does not pull away. And in that moment, with Shane in his arms and the truth between them, Ilya feels something settle deep inside him. A certainty he has never known before.
Everything is going to change, and for the first time in his life, he is ready for it.
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Shane is not sure when they move to the couch. 
One moment, he’s standing in Ilya’s arms, shaking and overwhelmed, and the next he is sinking backward into the cushions with Ilya following him down, slow and careful, as if asking permission with every inch.
And Shane gives it.
He ends up on his back, or close to it, with Ilya half on top of him, most of his weight settled along Shane’s side and chest. It should feel like too much. It should feel like pressure. It should feel like something he cannot handle.
It feels perfect, warm, steady, and heavy in a way that quiets every frantic part of him.
Ilya’s arm is draped across his middle, his head tucked near Shane’s shoulder, their legs tangled loosely. Shane can feel the rise and fall of Ilya’s breath against his ribs. He can feel his heat through their clothes. He can feel the way Ilya keeps adjusting, tiny shifts meant to make sure Shane is comfortable.
Shane presses closer, letting the weight settle fully.
Ilya’s fingers trace slow, grounding lines along his side. Shane’s eyes flutter shut. His breathing evens out. His scent softens into something warm and quiet. For the first time in years, he feels completely open and safe.
They stay like that for a long time, the house silent around them. Shane’s hand finds Ilya’s back, fingers curling lightly in the fabric of his shirt. He does not want to move. He does not want Ilya to move either.
Eventually, Ilya shifts just enough to look at him. His voice is soft, almost hesitant.
“Shane?”
Shane hums in response, too relaxed to form a full word.
“Do you have photos?” Ilya asks, “Of her growing up?”
Shane’s eyes open slowly. The question hits him in the chest, gentle and devastating all at once. He had not expected it. He had not expected Ilya to want that. He had not expected Ilya to ask with that kind of reverence, as if the memories themselves were something sacred.
Shane swallows.
“I do,” he says quietly, “I have a lot actually.”
Ilya’s hand stills on his side, warm and steady. 
“May I see them?”
Shane feels his throat tighten. His phone is on the coffee table, just out of reach. He hesitates, not because he does not want to show Ilya, but because the idea of sharing those moments feels like handing over pieces of his heart.
Ilya notices the pause. He lifts his head slightly, eyes soft.
“Only if you want to,” he says, and Shane exhales, a slow, shaky breath.
“I want to,” he says, “I want you to see her. All of her.”
He reaches for his phone, his hand trembling. Ilya shifts his weight just enough to let him move, then settles back against him, warm and solid, as Shane unlocks the screen. He opens the album that he has never shown anyone outside his family. 
The one full of tiny socks and ultrasound photos and blurry pictures of a newborn curled against his chest. Shane's thumb scrolls through the photo album on his phone, the screen casting a soft glow across the living room.
"There," Shane murmurs, tilting the phone so Ilya can see. 
The photo loads: Yuki as a newborn, tiny and wrinkled, bundled in a hospital blanket, her eyes squeezed shut. Shane's chest tightens just looking at it, the memory of that first hold flooding back. He still recalls the exhaustion, awe, and the fierce protectiveness that had rooted him to the spot.
Ilya leans in closer, his exhale a soft huff. 
"She looks like you. Little nose, freckles already," his accent sounds thicker, vowels stretching like taffy, "Богиня, Shane. She’s perfect."
(Goddess)
Shane swallows, nodding. 
"Yeah, she was... still is," he says, swiping to the next one, Yuki at three months, chubby-cheeked and grinning toothlessly. But then his thumb slips, landing on an older photo he didn’t realize he had in this album, one he hasn't looked at in long time.
It's him, pregnant, belly rounded under a loose shirt, hand splayed protectively over the swell. His face in the mirror reflection looks softer than, freckles stark against flushed skin, eyes tired but bright.
Ilya's breath catches. Shane feels it, the shift in the alpha's body; tension coiling like a spring. Ilya's fingers tighten on Shane's hip, not hard, but insistent. The air between them thickens, charged. Shane's scent stirs in response, that sharp bite of cold air laced with pine and cedar, undercut by a warmth that blooms under the frost, like winter wind brushing bare skin. 
"Shane," Ilya says, voice low, rougher now, "You... with her inside. Боже мой, so beautiful, so strong." 
(My god)
His free hand drifts up, tracing the line of Shane's jaw, thumb brushing his lower lip. The touch ignites something low in Shane's gut, a flicker he hasn't felt in years, not like this, not with another person. 
Shane sets the phone aside, screen going dark.
"Ilya," Shane starts, but the words tangle. Ilya's nose nudges Shane's neck as Ilya inhales deeply. His own scent rises in answer; cold winter wind whipping through evergreens, pine sharp and cedar grounding, with that faint trace of smoke, as embers banked after a long night. It wraps around Shane, familiar and pulling him under. 
"Your scent," Ilya murmurs, lips grazing the shell of Shane's ear, "It changed. Warmer, like fire under snow. I want to taste it all."
Shane's pulse kicks up. He twists slightly, meeting Ilya's gaze, eyes heated, pupils blown. 
"We can't wake her," Shane says, voice a thread. But his body betrays him, slick gathering, that omega response he can't suppress, lubricating him from within, warm and insistent.
Ilya nods slowly, his hand sliding under Shane's shirt, palm flat against his stomach. Skin to skin, the touch is electric. 
"I know. Quiet, da? Just us." He leans in, capturing Shane's mouth in a kiss that's deep from the start, no hesitation. Their lips move together, soft and unhurried, tongues brushing in a rhythm that speaks of years unspoken.
Shane sighs into it, hand fisting Ilya's shirt, pulling him closer. They kiss like they've been starving for it, like the four years apart were just a pause. Ilya's fingers trace lower, teasing the waistband of Shane's pants. He breaks the kiss, eyes searching Shane's face. 
"You want this? Me inside, filling you?"
The consent hangs there, simple and raw. Shane's breath hitches, but he nods, voice firm despite the heat pooling in him.
"Yes. Fuck, yes," he whispers, and Ilya smiles, fierce and tender, before diving back in, kissing him harder, teeth nipping at his lower lip.
Clothes come off in stages, quiet and deliberate. Shirts first, peeled away with minimal rustle. Shane's skin prickles in the cool air, freckles dotting his shoulders and chest like stars. Ilya pauses, eyes raking over him, then dips to kiss along Shane's collarbone, down to his chest. 
"So good," Ilya whispers, accent thickening with want, "You smell like mine. Want to breed this scent deeper, make it stick."
The words send a shiver through Shane; Ilya's implication is clear in the way his hand presses against Shane's abdomen, possessive. Not said outright, but the alpha's drive to claim, to fill, and to mark. Shane's slick eases the thought, and the body responds with a flood of heat. He arches into the touch, but Ilya catches his wrist when Shane's hand drifts toward his own arousal. 
"No," Ilya growls softly, pinning it above Shane's head, "I make you cum. Just me. You feel every bit."
Shane huffs a laugh, low and breathy, even as frustration sparks. He could flip this, but right now, he lets it go, sinking into the surrender. 
"Bossy," he mutters against Ilya's mouth.
"Da, for you." Ilya kisses him again, swallowing the sound, then trails lower. More kisses, endless, along Shane's jaw, his throat, mapping every inch. He lingers on Shane's cheekbones, feather-light presses where the freckles cluster, like he's worshiping them. 
"These," Ilya breathes, lips brushing one constellation, "Like stars, my stars." 
It's tender, almost reverent, and Shane's heart stutters, emotion twisting with the lust.
Pants follow, shoved down legs with careful tugs to avoid noise. Naked now, bodies pressed flush on the couch, Ilya's weight half over him, protective. Shane's legs part instinctively, slick, making his thighs slippery. Ilya groans quietly, hand sliding between them, fingers circling Shane's entrance, teasing the slick there. 
"Wet for me already. Богиня, Shane, you tight? Been too long?"
(Goddess)
"Years," Shane admits, voice hushed, hips lifting into the touch. Ilya's fingers press in, one then two, slow and stretching, curling just right. Shane bites his lip to stifle a moan, the burn familiar, but no toy could match the heat of Ilya's skin, the way he watches Shane's face like it's the only thing that matters.
Ilya works him open with patience, kisses peppering Shane's mouth, his neck, distracting him from the stretch. 
"Good boy," he murmurs, dirty edge creeping in, "Take my fingers. Imagine my thick cock filling you full. Want you dripping with my cum, keeping it inside." 
The words are filthy, borderline obscene, laced with that accent that makes them hit harder. Shane's body clenches around the intrusion, slick easing the way, arousal throbbing untouched.
When Ilya deems him ready, he shifts, positioning himself. His own hardness presses against Shane's thigh, hot and insistent, but he doesn't rush. Another kiss, deep and consuming, tongues tangling as he lines up.
"Quiet now," Ilya warns, eyes locked on Shane's, and then he pushes in, slow, inch by inch.
Shane's breath seizes, the fullness overwhelming after so long. He grips Ilya's shoulders, nails digging in, but keeps silent, only a soft whimper escapes, muffled against Ilya's lips. Ilya stills, letting him adjust, forehead pressed to Shane's. 
"Breathe. Ты... Идеален. So hot inside."
(You feel... perfect.)
They move together then, rhythm building in whispers and hushed gasps. Ilya's thrusts are measured, deep, each one angled to hit that spot that makes stars burst behind Shane's eyes. Kisses don't stop, sloppy now, desperate, Ilya's mouth claiming Shane's between rolls of his hips. 
Shane's hands roam Ilya's back, feeling the play of muscles, the faint scars from who-knows-what life. He could take control, flip them, ride Ilya until the alpha begged, but the thought only heightens the pleasure of yielding.
Sweat slicks their skin, scents mingling; Ilya's cold pine-cedar-smoke wrapping around Shane's warmer, frost-edged warmth, creating something heady, unbreakable. 
"Fuck, Shane," Ilya pants, voice a gravelly whisper, "Ты так приятно сжимаешь меня. Я хочу наполнить тебя, снова сделать тебя своим. Наполнить тебя каждой каплей."
(You squeeze me so good. I want fill you up, make you mine again. Fill you with every drop.)
The dirty talk coils tight in Shane's gut, pushing him closer. His arousal leaks against his stomach, untouched as Ilya promised, the denial sharpening everything. Ilya's hand braces on the couch arm, the other stroking Shane's side, thumb circling a nipple. 
Thrusts quicken, but still controlled, the couch creaks faintly, and they both freeze, listening. Upstairs, silence. Yuki sleeps on.
Ilya kisses Shane's cheekbones again, light as breath, then captures his mouth to muffle the building sounds. Shane's close, so close, body trembling. 
"Come for me," Ilya urges, low and commanding, "Without touch. Just my cock, da? Show me."
It hits Shane like a wave, orgasm ripping through without warning, clenching around Ilya, spilling untouched between them in hot pulses. He bites Ilya's shoulder to stay quiet, vision blurring. 
Ilya follows seconds later, burying deep with a stifled groan, flooding Shane with warmth that implied a claim sealing in the heat. They collapse together, breaths ragged but slowing. Ilya doesn't pull out right away, holding Shane close, kissing his temple. 
"Good," he murmurs. "So good, моя омега."
(My omega)
Eventually, he withdraws gently, a soft wet sound that makes Shane flush. Ilya reaches for the tissue box on the side table and cleans them both with careful swipes. 
First Shane, wiping slick and spent from his thighs, his entrance, tender and thorough, like Shane's fragility is a treasure. Then himself, efficient but unhurried. He tucks a throw blanket over Shane, a poor replacement for the alpha’s warmth.
"Rest now," Ilya says, voice soft, accent wrapping the words like a lullaby, "I’m here now, for you, for Yuki."
Shane exhales, body lax, the weight of years lifting just a fraction. Upstairs remains quiet; Yuki is still sleeping for now. In this quiet bubble, with Ilya’s scent grounding him, Shane feels the pull of more, mornings tangled like this, nights where he leads the dance. But for now, it's enough.
As Ilya presses one last kiss to Shane's freckled cheek, he watches him slowly rise from the couch. The room feels colder without him close. Shane pushes himself upright, palms pressed to the cushions, trying to steady the sudden rush of nerves in his chest.
Ilya stands in front of him, and for the first time, Shane really looks. It’s not in stolen glances, not in quick, embarrassed flicks of his eyes, not in the half-lit blur of a hotel room years ago.
He looks, drinking in the alpha as he dresses again.
Ilya is solid. Broad shoulders, straight spine, the kind of posture that comes from years of discipline and strength. His shirt stretches across his chest, the fabric pulled tight over muscle that looks carved rather than built. His arms hang loose at his sides, relaxed, but Shane can see the power in them, the quiet readiness.
His waist narrows, his hips strong and steady, legs planted like he could hold the weight of the world and not shift an inch. Shane’s breath goes thin; he never really saw it before, at least not like this. Not with the clarity of someone who knows what this man means to him now.
Ilya’s presence fills the room, warm and steady and impossible to ignore.
Ilya moves through the living room with quiet purpose, opening a window a crack, straightening a blanket, making sure the space feels normal again. Shane watches him, the blanket still wrapped around him, the air cooling against his skin now that Ilya’s warmth is gone.
He should lie back down and rest as Ilya told him to, but he cannot stop watching him. The way Ilya moves is different now; focused and protective. Already thinking about Yuki waking up and wandering downstairs.
Shane’s chest tightens.
He pulls the blanket closer around himself, then pauses. The fabric feels too loose, too temporary. He wants to feel steady on his feet, not wrapped in something that makes him feel fragile. He stands slowly, legs a little unsteady, and crosses to the pile of clothes near the couch. Ilya glances over his shoulder immediately, eyes softening.
“You do not need to rush,” Ilya says gently.
“I know,” Shane murmurs. “I just… want to be dressed.”
Ilya nods once, as if he understands exactly what that means.
Shane bends to pick up his underwear and steps into them, the cotton cool against his skin. He pulls on his sweatpants next, the familiar fabric grounding him. His shirt is wrinkled from being on the floor, but he pulls it over his head anyway, the soft cotton settling over his shoulders like a small shield.
He feels better once he is covered. When he looks up, Ilya is watching him. Not hungry. Not heated. Just present and warm. His gaze moves over Shane’s face, his shoulders, his hands, as if checking that he is alright.
“I’m okay,” Shane says quietly and Ilya nods again, slow and relieved.
Shane turns toward the hallway, the familiar weight of his clothes helping him breathe easier. He opens a closet door and reaches for the storage bin on the top shelf. The plastic is cool under his fingers, the lid slightly dusty from years of being put away. 
Behind him, he hears Ilya step closer, his presence warm and steady at Shane’s back. Shane lifts the bin carefully.
“I want to show you more of Yuki’s baby things,” he says, and Ilya’s voice comes soft behind him.
“I would like that.”
Shane smiles before moving back to the living room, setting the storage bin on the coffee table, and lowering himself onto the rug, legs folding beneath him. The plastic creaks softly as he lifts the lid, a faint smell of dust and old cotton rising up. Ilya kneels beside him without being asked, close enough that Shane can feel the warmth of him at his shoulder.
The first thing Shane pulls out is Yuki’s baby book. The cover is worn at the edges, and the pastel colors faded from years of handling. He runs his thumb along the spine before setting it gently on the table.
“This is hers,” he says quietly. “I filled it out as best I could.”
Ilya’s hand hovers near the book, not touching, just… present. His breath is slow, steady, as if he is afraid to disturb the moment. Shane reaches in again and pulls out a tiny onesie, pale yellow with a faded cartoon bear on the front. It looks impossibly small now. He holds it up between his fingers, the fabric soft from countless washes.
“She wore this home from the hospital,” Shane murmurs, “My mom bought it. I didn’t know what size newborns were supposed to be.”
Ilya’s eyes soften, something warm and aching flickering across his face. He touches the fabric's edge with two fingers, reverently.
“She was this small,” he whispers, and Shane nods, throat tight.
He sets the onesie aside and reaches deeper into the bin, fingers brushing against something darker, heavier. His breath catches before he even pulls it out. He knows the fabric by touch alone.
A black shirt, one he kept because of the scent. The one he shouldn’t have. The one that still feels like a secret pressed between his ribs. He lifts it slowly, the fabric unfolding in his hands. It’s soft with age; the collar has stretched slightly from being worn and washed too many times. He holds it in his lap, staring at it for a long moment before he can speak.
“This…” Shane swallows, “This was yours.”
Ilya goes still beside him, not tense, just surprised. Shane keeps his eyes on the shirt. 
“I didn’t mean to take it, but mine was ripped and… it smelled like you…”
He finally looks up.
Ilya is staring at the shirt with an expression Shane can’t read at first. It’s soft, warm, a little stunned, but then something else flickers through it. Something smug. Something playful. Something that curls at the corner of his mouth.
“You stole from me,” Ilya says, voice low.
“I didn’t steal it, I borrowed it and I just… couldn’t give it back,” Shane’s face heats.
“You kept my shirt for years.” Ilya’s smile grows, slow and wicked in the gentlest way. Shane opens his mouth and then closes it again.
“It… it was comfortable,” Shane admits.
“Comfortable,” Ilya repeats, amused. He leans in slightly, eyes bright, “You expect me to believe that was it?”
“Well it was,” says Shane, glaring at the fabric as if it is to blame for Ilya teasing him. Ilya reaches out, brushing the hem of the shirt with two fingers. 
“You kept something of mine,” he murmurs, “All this time.”
Shane swallows. 
“I did.”
Ilya lifts the shirt from Shane’s lap, holding it up between them. His smile softens into something warmer, something that makes Shane’s breath go thin.
“You know,” Ilya says, “If you wanted something of mine, you could have asked.”
“I didn’t know you,” Shane argues, his stomach flipping.
“You know me now,” Ilya says, voice warm and teasing, “And I am thinking you still want something.”
Shane’s breath catches. 
“Ilya… Yuki is going to be up any minute.”
Ilya chuckles softly, the sound low and pleased. 
“Do not worry, I can wait until later, maybe in the shower tonight,” he teases, and Shane finds himself swallowing. Ilya presses the shirt to his chest, fingers curling into the fabric, “I am flattered, actually.”
“Flattered?”
“Yes,” Ilya says simply, “You kept this, you held onto it, you remembered me.”
“Well, it’s hard to forget the father of my child,” Shane replies, looking down, overwhelmed.
“And you slept in it,” Ilya says, not a question, and Shane freezes.
“I… I never said that,” he says, feeling heat rise to his cheeks.
“You did not have to,” Ilya murmurs, pleased, “I can see it.”
“You couldn’t see anything,” Shane mutters, his heart thudding painfully.
“I can,” Ilya says, tapping his own chest with the folded shirt, “I can see you holding this. Wearing this. Thinking of the alpha who took care of you.”
“I wasn’t thinking of you,” Shane mutters, hating that Ilya seems to see through him.
“You were thinking of someone. And it was me,” Ilya’s grin widens at him. Shane opens his mouth to argue, then closes it, because he’s right. Ilya’s voice drops, warm and teasing. 
“You kept something of mine. Maybe you wanted me even then.”
“You’re very full of yourself,” Shane says, trying not to let Ilya see through him like he seems to be able to.
“Only because you make it easy,” Ilya laughs softly, the sound low and pleased. Shane swallows, heat curling low in his stomach. He should shut this down. He should redirect. He should do anything except what he does next. He leans in just a little, enough that Ilya’s breath brushes his cheek.
“Maybe I did want you,” Shane says quietly, “And maybe I still do.”
Ilya stops breathing, completely. His eyes widen, the teasing wiped clean, replaced by something raw, stunned, and soft. His hand tightens on the shirt, knuckles whitening. His mouth parts slightly, as if he’s trying to speak but the words won’t come.
Shane watches him, heart pounding. And for the first time, he realizes he has the power to fluster Ilya Rozanov, who finally exhales, slow and shaky.
“Shane,” he says, voice low and reverent, “You cannot say things like that to me.”
“Why not?” Shane asks, head tilting.
“Because,” Ilya says, swallowing hard, “I will fall over.”
“You’re already kneeling,” Shane’s lips twitch. Ilya lets out a soft, helpless laugh, pressing the shirt to his chest like he needs something to hold onto.
“You are going to kill me,” he murmurs, and Shane smiles, small and shy and a little proud.
“Good.”
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  Yuki’s soft breathing drifts down the stairs, a faint reminder that the house is not entirely theirs yet. Ilya stands in the quiet living room, the weight of the afternoon still warm in his chest. Shane is beside him on the couch, close enough that their shoulders brush, but not touching now. Not until Shane chooses it.
The truth sits between them, no longer sharp, no longer frightening; it’s just real and theirs.
Ilya exhales slowly, grounding himself. He has faced championship games with steadier hands than this. He has stood before roaring crowds, before cameras, before men twice his size trying to break him. None of it compares to the trembling in his chest now.
He has a daughter, a family, and now he has to help tell her.
Shane’s fingers twist in the hem of his shirt, a small, nervous movement he probably doesn’t realize he’s doing. His scent is warm but thin at the edges, like he’s bracing for something.
“Yuki deserves to know,” he says quietly, “I want her to know.”
“I do too,” Ilya answers, and the certainty in his voice surprises even him, “She should know she has two fathers who adore her.”
Shane nods, but worry curls under his scent.
“It’s the how,” he murmurs, “She’s four. She already thinks she’s got it all figured out.”
Ilya’s chest warms, thinking of Yuki, with her bright eyes and fearless certainty, who had looked at him and simply decided.
“She found me,” Ilya says softly, a small smile tugging at his mouth.
Shane huffs a breath, not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh.
“She’s going to think she was right all along.”
“She was,” Ilya says, and the truth of it settles deep in his chest, “She knew before either of us did.”
Shane looks at him then, really looks, and something softens in his expression.
“I just don’t want to confuse her,” he says, “Or make her think she did something wrong, or that anything is changing too fast.”
Ilya shakes his head gently.
“We will not confuse her. We will not take anything from her. We will tell her the truth in a way she understands.”
“Which is… what, exactly?” Shane asks, turning toward him. Ilya thinks for a long moment. He has faced crowds, cameras, men twice his size, but none of that compares to the weight of this.
“That she has two fathers,” he says slowly, “That she found me. That she was right.”
Shane’s breath catches.
“Just like that?”
“Yes,” Ilya says, voice steady, “Because it is true. She found me. She knew it was me. And she will understand that.”
“You really think she’ll understand?” Shane asks, eyes shining with something fragile and hopeful.
“I think,” Ilya says softly, “That she already does.”
Shane is quiet for a long moment. He’s not tense, not frightened, just thinking. His fingers twist in the hem of his shirt again, slower this time, like he’s working up to something heavier. His scent shifts, not sharp, not panicked, but threaded with worry.
“Ilya,” he says softly, “There’s something else we need to talk about.”
Ilya turns toward him, giving him his full attention.
“Of course.”
Shane swallows, eyes flicking toward the stairs as if checking that Yuki is still asleep.
“It’s not about telling her,” he says, “I want that, for her to know, to have you in her life.”
The words hit Ilya with a warmth so sudden he almost forgets to breathe.
“But…” Shane continues, voice thinning, “You live in Boston.”
Ah, there it is. The fear under the fear. Shane’s hands tighten in his lap.
“I don’t want to tell her you’re her father and then have her feel like she’s lost you. Or can only see you sometimes. Or think she did something wrong if you can’t be here.”
Ilya’s chest tightens. He hadn’t thought of it that way, not because he didn’t care, but because the idea of leaving them now feels impossible. Shane keeps going, voice barely above a whisper.
“I’m not asking you to move if you don’t want to. I’m not asking you to change your life, just… I need to know what you want. What are you thinking? What does this look like to you?”
He looks up then, eyes wide and vulnerable, not demanding, not pushing. Just asking for honesty. Ilya exhales slowly, grounding himself.
“Boston is only a place. A city. A team,” he says quietly. Shane’s breath catches as Ilya shifts closer, careful, deliberate, “What I want is to be in her life, every day if I can. As much as you will let me.”
“You said Boston is just a place,” Shane murmurs, his voice thin, not with fear of Ilya, but with fear of hoping too much, “And I believe you. But… Ilya, I live here. Yuki lives here. Her whole world is here.”
Ilya’s chest tightens; he knows what’s coming. He knows how much it costs Shane to ask.
“When your contract is up with the Raiders… would you ever think about moving here? To Montreal?”
The words land gently, but they land deep. Shane rushes to soften them, hands lifting slightly as if to take the pressure off.
“I’m not asking you to promise anything. I’m not asking you to give up your career. I just… I need to know if it’s even something you’d consider. Because if we tell her you’re her father, she’s going to love you so fast and completely. And I can’t let her lose you.”
Ilya feels the truth of that like a hand around his heart. He shifts closer, slow and steady.
“Shane,” he says quietly, “I would consider it. I want to be where you are. Where both of you are.”
Shane’s breath catches. Ilya continues, voice low and honest.
“When my contract ends, I will look at Canadian teams. I will look at what is possible. I will look at what it would mean to be here.”
Shane’s eyes shine with something fragile and hopeful.
“But,” Ilya adds gently, “I cannot play for the Metros.”
“Because of the rivalry?” Shane asks, blinking, startled.
“Because I would die before wearing that jersey and having Pike as my captain.” Ilya huffs a soft breath. Shane lets out a small, shaky laugh, the first real laugh since the night before, and the tension in the room softens.
Ilya reaches out, brushing his fingers lightly against Shane’s hand.
“I cannot promise everything,” he says, “But I can promise this: I will not disappear. I will not be a sometimes-father. I will not be a stranger, she won't see me only on holidays. Any time I’m not on the ice, I’ll be here. I’ll be home.”
Shane’s breath trembles.
“I want to be here,” Ilya says, voice steady, “With her. With you. And when the time comes, I will make choices that bring me closer, not farther.”
Shane’s hand is still warm under his when the sound hits them; a soft thump upstairs, then another, then the unmistakable pat-pat-pat of small feet heading straight for the stairs. Shane barely has time to inhale before Yuki appears at the top step, hair flattened on one side and sticking up on the other, cheeks warm and pink from sleep, one Snoopy slipper missing entirely.
She spots Ilya instantly, and her whole face lights up like sunrise.
“Ilya!” she squeals, already halfway down the stairs, “I need you!”
“You need me?” Ilya asks, straightening, startled.
“Yes,” she says, breathless with purpose, “Because you need to be the princess, but you’re not pretty enough yet.”
“Not… pretty enough?” Ilya blinks, his expression confused, 
“Not even close,” Yuki says with authority. Shane makes a strangled sound beside him, half laugh, half apology, but Yuki is already grabbing Ilya’s hand with both of hers, tugging with the strength of a determined four-year-old.
“Come on! I have sparkles and crowns and the pink dress that goes over your head. You need all of it.”
“I am not pretty enough?” Ilya repeats, looking at Shane as he presses a hand to his chest, feigning deep offense, “I am very pretty.”
“No,” Yuki says firmly, tugging harder, “But I can fix you.”
Shane loses the battle with his laughter, covering his mouth as his shoulders shake, and Ilya’s eyes widen with mock betrayal.
“This is abuse. I am being abused.”
“I don’t think the courts would agree,” laughs Shane.
“Ilya! Come on! We have to start now!” Yuki insists, tugging again, impatient. Ilya rises immediately, no hesitation, no resistance, letting her pull him toward the stairs like he’s been drafted into royal service.
Shane follows behind them, leaning against the doorframe as Yuki ushers Ilya into her room. Afternoon light spills across the floor, catching on glitter and crayons and a small plastic vanity overflowing with child makeup palettes clearly meant for play.
Yuki pushes Ilya onto a tiny pink stool that creaks under his weight.
“Sit,” she commands, as Ilya sits. Shane bites his lip to keep from laughing. Yuki climbs onto her tiptoes, rummaging through her vanity with the intensity of a general selecting weapons.
“Okay,” she announces, pulling out a sparkly eyeshadow palette, “First, we make your eyes pretty.”
“My eyes are already pretty,” Ilya retorts, looking at the little girl before him who has his eyes, “Just like yours.”
“Mine are very pretty, yours are not princess pretty,” she corrects, patting his cheek with one small, warm hand, “Hold still.”
She dips a tiny brush into a violently pink shade and begins sweeping it across his eyelid with absolute confidence. Her small fingers steady his face, her touch trusting and gentle. Shane watches from the doorway, his smile softening into something quieter. Something that makes Ilya’s chest ache.
Yuki switches to glitter. Then blush. Then a hair clip shaped like a star.
“You’re doing very well,” she tells him, patting his shoulder like a proud mentor.
“I am suffering,” Ilya says solemnly.
“No,” Yuki says, “You’re sparkly.”
Shane snorts again, and Ilya shoots him a look. 
“You are enjoying this too much.”
“I’ll go get some water. Before I choke,” Shane laughs, lifting his hands in surrender.  He steps away from the doorway, still smiling, still warm, leaving Ilya alone with Yuki, alone in a way that feels heavier than it should. Yuki climbs into his lap without hesitation, holding a tiny comb.
“Okay,” she says, settling in, “Now I fix your hair.”
Ilya swallows, something warm and fierce settling under his ribs.
“Okay,” he says softly.
Yuki settles in his lap like she’s always belonged there, warm from her nap, her scent drifting up in soft maple-snow-cream warmth threaded with sleepy cedar and the faintest spark of wildflower from excitement.
Ilya lets her, he’d let her do anything.
He watches her small hands move, careful and sure, and something in his chest loosens. This little girl, his daughter, is brushing glitter into his hair like it’s the most natural thing in the world.
He swallows.
“Yuki,” he says softly.
“Mm?” she answers, not looking up, tongue poking out in concentration as she tries to smooth a stubborn strand.
“I want to ask you something.”
“Okay,” she says, still focused on her task. Ilya hesitates, choosing his words with care. He doesn’t want to scare her. He doesn’t want to lead her. He just wants to understand.
“Do you remember,” he says gently, “When you came to me at the mall? You came up on the stage?”
“Yeah,” Yuki nods immediately, as if this is obvious.
“You do?” 
“Uh-huh,” She pats his head, satisfied with her progress, then reaches for a butterfly clip. “You were there.”
“I was,” he says with a soft laugh.
“And I had to find you,” she adds, matter-of-fact, as she clips the butterfly into his hair.
“You had to?” Ilya’s heart stumbles. 
“Yes,” she says, as if explaining something very simple to someone very slow. “Because I smelled you before, when Daddy was holding my hand. You smelled like…” She pauses, scrunching her nose as she searches for the right word, “Warm and like home. And like I was supposed to go to you.”
Ilya’s breath leaves him in a quiet, stunned exhale. Yuki continues, oblivious to the way she’s rearranging his entire world.
“I was scared,” she says, brushing his hair again. “There were lots of people. And it was loud. And suddenly Daddy was far. But you smelled like… like the place I needed to be. So I went to you.”
Ilya’s breath catches; he doesn’t trust his voice. He closes his eyes for a moment, overwhelmed by the simplicity of it. Her certainty. The instinct. The truth spoken in the language of a four-year-old. When he opens them again, Yuki is watching him with her big, bright eyes, his eyes, head tilted.
“Are you okay?” she asks, tiny hand touching his cheek.
“Yes, Снежинка. I am very okay.” Ilya nods, voice thick. She beams with satisfaction and climbs back into position, grabbing another clip.
“Good,” she says. “Because you still need more sparkles.”
Ilya lets out a soft, helpless laugh.
“Of course I do.”
Yuki finishes clipping the last butterfly into his hair and steps back, hands on her hips, evaluating him with the seriousness of a master artist.
“Okay,” she says, nodding to herself. “Now the dress.”
“Dress?” Ilya blinks.
“Yes,” she says, already spinning toward her closet, “The pink one. The princess one. The one that goes over your head.”
She yanks the closet door open, rummaging through a pile of tulle and sequins until she finds it, a tiny, glitter-covered dress that might fit the larger teddy bear Yuki has on her bed, but not a grown man.
She turns around, holding it triumphantly, then she freezes. Her eyes widen. Her mouth drops open. Her scent spikes with sudden, sharp worry.
“Oh no! It’s too small!” she whines, horrified, “It won’t fit you!”
Her voice wobbles. Her lower lip trembles. She clutches the dress to her chest like a lifeline.
“Ilya, you can’t be the princess if you don’t have a dress,” she says, panic rising fast. “You have to have the dress. You have to.”
Ilya’s heart twists. He moves slowly, gently, lowering himself to her level.
“Yuki,” he says softly, “Look at me.”
She does, eyes shiny, breath catching.
“It is okay,” he says, voice warm and steady, “We can fix this.”
“How?” she whispers, devastated, “It’s too small.”
Ilya glances around the room: glitter, crayons, stuffed animals, blankets.
Then he sees it: a soft pink fleece blanket folded at the foot of her bed.
He reaches for it.
“This,” he says, lifting it with a little flourish, “is perfect.”
“It is?” Yuki sniffles, looking at him curiously.
“Yes,” he says, already draping it around himself, “Watch.”
He folds one corner over his shoulder, tucks another under his arm, and ties the ends gently at his hip. The blanket falls in soft pink folds, draping like a toga, glitter catching in the fabric from her earlier work.
He straightens, lifting his chin with regal seriousness.
“Princess dress is ready,” he declares. Yuki gasps, a full-body, delighted gasp, her panic evaporating instantly.
“You made a dress!” she squeals, bouncing on her toes, “You made a princess dress!”
“Of course,” Ilya nods solemnly, “A princess must always have a dress.”
She launches herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck with all the force her tiny body can muster.
“You’re the best princess ever,” she says, like it is the truest thing she knows, speaking into his shoulder. Ilya closes his eyes, holding her carefully, something warm and fierce blooming under his ribs.
“Thank you, Снежинка,” he murmurs. “I try.”
Yuki is still bouncing on her toes, admiring her work, when footsteps sound in the hallway. Shane returns, hands empty, looking like he has been thinking very hard about something he is not ready to say out loud.
He steps into the doorway and simply stops. His eyes widen, then soften, then warm in a way that makes something unsteady move in Ilya’s chest.
Because there Ilya sits, covered in glitter, violently neon pink eyeshadow, butterfly clips scattered through his hair with a single star clip, a pink fleece blanket draped like a royal toga, and Yuki wrapped around his neck like a very proud koala.
Shane presses a hand to his mouth, but the laugh still escapes, soft and breathless.
"Oh my god," he whispers, "You look incredible."
"I am princess," Ilya says, lifting his chin with regal dignity. 
"He made the dress," Yuki says excitedly, her head nodding vigorously. Shane’s expression shifts, something warm settling behind his eyes. He reaches instinctively for his phone.
"You want picture?" Ilya offers with an arching brow.
"Only if you are okay with it," Shane asks almost sheepishly, caught.
"Take picture," Ilya says, adjusting the blanket with exaggerated elegance as he strikes a pose for Shane.
"Yes. Daddy, take a picture," Yuki gasps, and Shane laughs, the sound warm and helpless, and lifts his phone, “He is the best princess ever!”
"Smile," she commands, and Ilya does. Shane takes the photo, and something in his expression softens even more. He lowers the phone slowly, eyes lingering on Ilya in a way that makes heat curl low in Ilya’s chest.
"You look happy," Shane says quietly. Ilya’s breath catches. He glances down at Yuki, who is now digging through her toy box for something, humming under her breath.
"Da, I am," he says softly.
"I’ll send it to you," Shane offers, his smile turning gentle, almost shy.
"Good," Ilya says. The room feels different now, quieter around the edges, even with glitter everywhere and Yuki humming to herself as she digs through her toy box. Ilya adjusts the blanket-toga on his shoulder, more to steady himself than anything else.  Shane’s eyes follow the movement, warm and thoughtful. He lowers his phone, still looking at Ilya like he is holding something he does not quite know how to hold. 
For a moment, neither of them speaks, and then Shane exhales, soft and uneven. 
“Ilya…”
“Da,” Ilya looks up. Shane hesitates, the words gathering behind his eyes before they reach his mouth. 
“We should… talk. About… all of this,” he says, his gaze flicks to Yuki, then back to Ilya. There’s no fear in it, only something careful and hopeful.
“I know,” Ilya says, nodding once.
“I think she already feels something,” Shane says, eyeing Yuki searching through her toy box for something, “You can see it.”
“I feel it too,” Ilya says quietly.
“Yeah. I know,” Shane’s breath catches, just a little. They stand there, the conversation hovering between them, ready to begin. But before either of them can take the next step, Yuki pops up from behind her toy box with a triumphant gasp, holding a foam sword above her head like she has discovered treasure.
“Daddy,” she announces, marching toward them with great purpose, “You have to be a dragon.”
“A dragon?” Shane asks, blinking.
“Yes,” she says, as if this is the most obvious thing in the world, “So I can slay you. Because Ilya is the princess and I am the knight.”
She presses the sword into Shane’s hands with absolute authority. Shane takes it automatically, but his eyes never leave Ilya’s. There is a question there, a quiet one, a real one. Ilya feels it land. 
He shifts slightly, the blanket rustling. 
“We will talk to her,” he says softly, voice low enough that Yuki cannot hear, “Soon.”
“Yeah. We will,” Shane nods, something warm and steady settling in his expression. 
“Daddy, dragons don’t stand still,” Yuki insists, tugging on Shane’s pant leg impatiently. Shane finally looks down at her, then back at Ilya, cheeks pink with something that is not embarrassment.
“Right,” he says, “I’m a dragon.”
He kneels, letting Yuki position him like a prop. She is very serious about her staging. Ilya watches them, something warm and fierce blooming under his ribs again.  Shane glances up at him once more, and this time the look is clear.
We’re doing this. 
We’re figuring this out.
Together.
Ilya nods, just once.
“Daddy, roar.” Yuki pats Shane’s cheek. Shane gives the smallest, most half-hearted roar imaginable. Yuki sighs dramatically, “Daddy, that is not a dragon roar.” 
Yuki circles Shane like a tiny general inspecting her troops. She adjusts his shoulders, pushes his elbow up, then down, then up again. Shane tries to follow her instructions, but he looks more like a confused yoga student than a dragon.
“No, Daddy,” she says, exasperated. “Dragons are big. You have to be big.”
Shane lifts his arms higher. 
“Like this?”
“No,” Yuki says, shaking her head, “Bigger.”
Shane lifts them again, looking helplessly at Ilya, who bites back a laugh. 
“You must listen to your knight,” he says, voice solemn. Shane shoots him a look that is half amusement, half something warmer. 
“I am trying.” 
Yuki huffs, then turns to Ilya.
“Princess, you have to help me. Daddy is not being a good dragon.”
“I will help,” Ilya presses a hand to his chest. He rises from the tiny stool, adjusting the blanket-toga with regal seriousness. Glitter drifts from his shoulder like fairy dust. Yuki beams at him, proud and certain.
“Okay,” she says, handing him a second foam sword she has fished out of the toy box, “You have to stand here. And then we slay him together.”
“Together?” Shane asks, eyebrows lifting and Yuki nods firmly. 
“Yes. Because Ilya is the princess and I am the knight. And princesses fight too,” Yuki says, looking at Shane like he’s asking something ridiculous. 
Ilya’s heart twists at that. 
“Yes,” he says softly, “Princesses fight too.”
Yuki positions him beside her, tiny hand gripping his fingers with absolute trust. She raises her foam sword dramatically.
“Daddy,” she announces, “Prepare to be slain.”
Shane gives the smallest, most pitiful roar imaginable.
“Daddy, that is not a dragon roar,” Yuki groans.
“Shane. You must roar,” Ilya steps forward, his voice low.
Shane looks at him, cheeks pink. 
“I feel ridiculous.”
“You sound ridiculous with that roar,” Ilya says, deadpan, “Now Roar. With your chest.”
Shane inhales, then lets out a louder, more committed roar. Yuki gasps in delight.
“Yes. That’s a dragon!” Yuki squeals before charging forward, sword raised. Ilya follows, matching her pace, careful not to overpower her. Shane falls back dramatically, clutching his chest.
“Oh no,” he cries, collapsing onto the carpet, “I’ve been slain.”
“We did it!” Yuki shrieks with triumph, throwing herself onto his stomach, “We slayed the dragon!”
“He fought bravely,” Ilya says, kneeling beside them, placing a gentle hand on Shane’s shoulder. Shane looks up at him, breathless with laughter, eyes bright with something deeper.
“And you two make a very good team,” he says quietly.
Yuki climbs onto Shane’s chest, pushing her foam sword triumphantly in the air.
“We are the best team!” she declares, and Ilya feels something warm and fierce settle under his ribs again. He looks at Shane, and Shane looks back, the moment stretching between them. Yuki plants her foam sword on Shane’s chest like a flag, still buzzing with victory. Shane wheezes a laugh beneath her, one hand over his heart in exaggerated defeat.
Ilya kneels beside them, adjusting the blanket-toga where it has slipped from his shoulder. Glitter drifts from his hair, catching the light. He feels ridiculous and regal all at once.
Shane looks up at him. It isn’t dramatic, but it is steady. It’s intentional and full of something that makes Ilya’s breath catch. Yuki is still crowing about her victory, but the world seems to quiet around the edges again. 
Shane’s expression softens, the warmth in his eyes deepening into something that feels like a question. Ilya feels the answer rise in him before Shane even speaks.
“Shane?” he asks, shifting closer, lowering his voice so only Shane can hear him.
“Yeah,” Shane answers, swallowing with a single nod.  Yuki finally notices the adults are not paying attention to her triumph. She scrambles upright, foam sword clutched in both hands.
“Daddy?” she asks, looking at Shane with her big eyes. Shane sits up slowly, lifting her into his lap.
“I think we need to talk for a minute,” he says gently.
“About what?” Yuki tilts her head, curious. Shane looks at Ilya again, and this time Ilya understands exactly what he is asking.
He nods.
“About… who Ilya is,” Shane exhales, steadying himself. Yuki blinks at him, her sword lowering a little. 
“He’s the princess,” she says, as if this is obvious.
“Da, today I am princess,” Ilya smiles softly.
“But,” Shane says, brushing a bit of glitter from her cheek, “He’s also someone important.”
Yuki looks between them, eyes wide and open, waiting. Ilya shifts closer, sitting cross-legged on the carpet so he is level with her. He offers his hand, and she takes it without hesitation, her tiny fingers curling around his.
“Yuki,” he says gently, “Do you remember when you told me you smelled me before? Why you followed my scent back at the mall?”
“Uh-huh,” she nods immediately, “You smelled like home.”
Shane’s breath catches. Ilya feels it.
“That is because,” Ilya says softly, “I am your family.”
Yuki blinks, absorbing that.
“Like Daddy?”
“Yeah,” Ilya says, his voice  warm and steady, “Like Daddy.”
“So you’re my daddy too?” She asks, her eyes widen.
“Da, Снежинка. I am,” Ilya’s chest tightens. She studies him with the same seriousness she used when deciding where to put the star clip in his hair.
Then she nods, immediate and certain.
“Okay,” she says, as if this settles everything, “I want that.”
She climbs into his lap without waiting for permission, curling against him as she has always belonged there. Her scent rises, warm and maple-soft, threaded with the bright spark of joy.
Shane watches them, eyes shining. Ilya wraps an arm around her carefully, holding her as if she is something fragile and fierce all at once.
“Okay,” Yuki says, settling in. “But you still have to be the princess.”
“Of course,” Ilya laughs softly.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The house feels different after Yuki falls asleep. It’s not quieter, just softer.
Shane eases her bedroom door closed with the same care he uses when handling glass, waiting for the latch to click before he lets himself breathe. She had fought sleep with heroic effort, staying awake through his entire bedtime story and half of Ilya’s, her head slowly tipping sideways until it landed on Ilya’s shoulder. She had stayed there, warm and trusting, until her breathing evened out.
Shane had watched Ilya carry her to bed after dinner and their night routine, glitter still dusted across his cheekbones despite having tried to wash it off, the pink blanket no longer wrapped around him.
Something in Shane’s chest had twisted at the sight.
Now, in the dim hallway, Ilya is waiting for him. His hair still has a couple of butterfly clips that Shane can see in the hallway light. His eyes are soft, tired in a way that feels earned.
“We got her down?” Ilya asks quietly as if not believing it himself.
“Yeah,” Shane says.
“She likes when you read,” Ilya says, his smile warm. Shane feels heat rising in his chest. 
“She likes when you’re here,” Shane replies, and Ilya’s breath catches, just barely. Shane sees it. 
The two move to the living room without speaking, both of them instinctively keeping their voices low, as if the house itself is holding its breath. Shane sits on the couch. Ilya sits beside him, close enough that Shane can feel the warmth of him, but not touching.
For a moment, neither of them speaks.
Shane rubs his palms against his jeans, trying to steady the thoughts that have been circling his mind since this afternoon. He had stepped away earlier under the excuse of water, but really, he had needed a moment to think. To breathe. To imagine something he had never let himself imagine before. And he needed a moment to research it all. 
Ilya watches him with quiet patience, like he already knows something is coming.
“Shane,” he says softly, “You have something to say.”
Shane lets out a breath he didn’t realize he was holding. 
“Yeah. I do,” he says, turning towards Ilya fully now, meeting his eyes.
“I’ve been thinking,” Shane says, voice low, “About our conversation earlier. About everything.”
Ilya’s expression doesn’t change, but something in him goes still, attentive.
“And I think,” Shane continues, “I might have a plan. Something that could work. For you. For Yuki. For all of us.”
Ilya’s breath stutters, the smallest sound, but it hits Shane like a pulse of heat.
“A plan?” Ilya asks, voice barely above a whisper.
“Only if you want it,” Shane says quickly, “Only if you’re interested. I’m not trying to push anything on you. I just… I’ve been thinking about what your life looks like. What you’ve said you want.”
Ilya’s eyes soften, something warm and fragile flickering there. 
“Shane,” he murmurs, “Tell me.”
“Okay,” Shane says slowly, steadying himself, “I know you said you didn’t want to play for the Metros. But I’m assuming you don’t want to retire yet, right?”
Ilya gives a small nod.
“So,” Shane continues, “What if you go to Ottawa?”
Ilya blinks, like he hadn’t expected that.
“Ottawa?” Ilya repeats, brows furrowing like he’s trying to place the team.
“Yeah,” Shane exhales, “The team’s kind of shit, and they don’t have anyone with your caliber. But I’m pretty sure they’d pay your asking price. You’d probably be the first guy on their roster who’s actually won the Cup before.”
He forces his hands still, stopping himself from picking at the hem of his shirt.
“And I grew up there,” he adds, quieter now, “My parents are there. And even before… this…” He motions between them, the gesture small and uncertain, “I was already thinking about moving back when Yuki starts school.”
Ilya watches him, eyes steady.
“And I already have the cottage up there,” Shane says, “The one I take Yuki to in the summer. It’s set up for year-round living. It’s… it’s a real option. And you… We wouldn’t have to look for a home there at all.”
Ilya doesn’t move. He doesn’t speak. He just watches Shane with that steady, quiet attention that always makes Shane feel like he’s standing under a spotlight. Shane swallows, palms rubbing against his jeans again.
“There’s… more,” he says softly, “About the logistics. I looked it up earlier.”
Ilya’s brows lift, not in surprise, but in something gentler. 
“You Googled?”
“Yeah,” Shane admits, heat rising in his cheeks, “I wanted to know what it would actually take. Not just… hope it works out.”
Ilya shifts slightly closer, the couch dipping under his weight. 
“Tell me.”
Shane nods, steadying himself.
“Okay,” he says, exhaling slowly, “So, if you wanted to live here, really live here, you’d need permanent residency. And there are a few ways to get that, but the one that makes the most sense for you at this time is the skilled worker route.”
Ilya listens, eyes intent.
“You easily qualify,” Shane continues, “You’re a professional athlete. You’ve got years of experience. You’ve got a contract history. You’d score high on the system they use.”
Ilya’s breath catches, just barely.
“And if you sign with a Canadian team,” Shane adds, “That makes it even easier, because then you’d have a job offer from a Canadian employer. That bumps your chances way up.”
Ilya nods slowly, absorbing it.
“And once you apply,” Shane says, “You can live here while it processes. You’d have status; you wouldn’t be stuck in limbo. You’d be allowed to work and to stay.”
Ilya’s fingers curl slightly against his knee. Shane keeps going, voice soft but steady.
“And after a few years of living here, you can apply for citizenship. Dual citizenship is allowed. You wouldn’t have to give up anything that you don’t want to.”
Ilya’s eyes flicker, something warm and fragile in them.
Shane hesitates, then adds quietly: 
“And… Canada doesn’t care that you’re an alpha. Or that you’re with a male omega. None of that affects anything here, at least not for… our future.”
That lands. Shane sees it. He feels it. Ilya looks down for a moment, jaw tightening, then lifts his gaze again.
“You think this would work?” he asks, softly.
“I do,” Shane answers, “I really do.”
“And you want me here?” Ilya’s voice is barely above a whisper, and Shane’s chest tightens.
“Yeah. I want you here,” Shane says, willing to affirm his desire to have Ilya here as many times as the alpha needs, “But only if you want that too.”
Ilya closes his eyes for a moment, like he’s holding something delicate and enormous inside him. When he opens them again, they’re bright, steady, and full of something fierce.
“Shane,” he says quietly, “I want to stay.”
Ilya's gaze lingers on him, warm and intent, the kind of look that strips away the day's weight. He shifts closer, his hand finding Shane's thigh, thumb tracing slow circles through denim. The touch is electric, pulling Shane's focus sharply. 
Ilya's scent hits him then: cold air laced with pine and cedar, as if he's brought the outdoors in, a faint whiff of smoke clinging like the ghost of a campfire. It sharpens something in him, sends his pulse climbing. Shane inhales, feels it ground him, that winter wind scent that's pure Ilya, raw and unyielding.
"You plan so good, Shane," Ilya murmurs, voice low and rough, "You make everything... possible. Мне надоели мои собственные мысли." 
(I'm fed up with this mind of mine.)
He chuckles, the Russian slipping out like a secret, his free hand cupping Shane's jaw, tilting it for a kiss. Lips meet softly at first, Shane can taste the herbal tea they shared earlier over dinner, then deeper, tongues sliding in a rhythm. Shane leans into it, hand fisting Ilya's shirt, the glitter on his face brushing Shane's skin like tiny sparks.
"Ottawa, family... da, it feels right. I want this," he whispers, more to himself, but Shane hears him.
"Hold on. You've got glitter and clips in your hair, and you smell like you wrestled a pine tree. Shower first, yeah?" Shane says, already feeling some of the glitter on his own cheek. Ilya's laugh is soft, a rumble in his chest. 
"You no like glitter? It is for our daughter, not me," Ilya teases, but he doesn't argue, just nods, his fingers lingering on Shane's hip before he pulls away, "Come with? I carry you?"
Before Shane can protest, Ilya's arms scoop under him, effortless, like Shane weighs nothing. It's playful, but Ilya's strength presses close to him. Shane's legs wrap around Ilya's waist on instinct, arms looping his neck as Ilya climbs the stairs, each step deliberate.
The house creaks faintly, the daughter's door staying shut, and Shane's heart picks up, the scent of Ilya flooding him now, that cold bite of wind over pine, cedar grounding it, the smoke a whisper that makes Shane's skin prickle. They reach the bedroom, and Ilya's steps are quiet on the carpet. He doesn't set Shane down right away, just holds him there by the ensuite door, lips brushing Shane's ear. 
"You always smell good," he murmurs, the words vibrating against Shane's neck. Shane's breath catches. His own scent must be blooming, that mix of cold air and pine, cedar sharp like the edge of a blade, but undercut with warmth, like holding back a storm. 
"Shower," Shane says again, but his voice lacks conviction, fingers already threading through Ilya's hair, tugging at one of the clips. Ilya sets him down in the bathroom. The space feels small, with both of them here now. 
Ilya strips off his shirt without preamble, revealing the broad planes of his chest, muscles honed from endless ice time. Shane watches, heat building low in his gut as Ilya kicks off his slipers, then shucks his pants, standing there bare, his arousal evident, thick and heavy between his legs. The sight pulls at Shane, that familiar ache starting, slick gathering unbidden, easing the way inside him.
"You join?" Ilya asks, voice dropping to that gravelly plea, stepping into the shower and cranking the water. It cascades hot, cascades over his shoulders, and he turns, eyes locked on Shane, "Please, Shane. I need you. All day, talking and playing. Now I think only this, of you."
Shane hesitates, but the pull is too strong. He peels off his own shirt, then jeans, the cool air hitting his skin before the steam envelops him. He gently folds each piece of clothing and places it on the counter with care. 
Naked now, he steps under the spray, water pounding his back as Ilya crowds in close, bodies brushing. The shower is tight, forcing them together, Ilya's hands sliding up Shane's sides, thumbs circling his nipples until they peak hard. Their mouths meet first, kissing like it's the only language left.
Ilya's lips are soft but demanding, tongue sweeping in deep, tasting of mint and the faint salt of the day. Shane kisses back, hungry, one hand fisting Ilya's wet hair, the other gripping his ass, pulling him flush. They break only to breathe, then dive in again, Ilya's stubble scraping Shane's jaw, a delicious burn. 
"Fuck, I love your mouth," Shane mutters against his lips, and Ilya groans, nipping at his bottom lip.
"Я уже люблю тебя," Ilya whispers, before claiming another kiss, slower this time, tongues tangling, lazy as water streams between them. 
(I already love you.)
His hands roam, one cupping Shane's face, the other dipping lower, fingers tracing the split of his ass. Shane shudders, slick easing the touch, his body responding like it always does to Ilya, opening up. Ilya pulls back just enough, eyes dark and searching.
"You want this? Me inside? Tell me, Shane. I will beg if you make me," His voice is rough, accented plea laced with need, hand stilling on Shane's hip, waiting, thumb stroking gentle circles, giving Shane the out if he needs it. But Shane doesn't. He nods, presses forward, kissing Ilya hard to seal it. 
"Yeah. Fuck me, alpha."
Ilya's relief is a growl, and he drops to his knees in the spray, water pounding his back. His hands spread Shane's thighs, mouth following, lips pressing open-mouthed kisses to the sensitive skin inside. Shane braces one hand on the wall, the other in Ilya's hair, as that hot tongue finds him, lapping at the slick, deliberate strokes that make Shane's knees buckle. 
"Боже мой," Ilya mutters against him, voice muffled, "You taste so good, не буду ждать этого ещё четыре года. Taste like honey, so wet for me. I will eat you all night if you let me."
(My god… Won’t wait another four years for this.)
The words hit filthy, borderline desperate. His tongue circles, then thrusts shallow, mimicking what's to come, sucking gently at the rim until Shane's hips jerk forward. Slick flows freer, mixing with the water, and Ilya hums approval, one finger joining, pressing in slow, curling to find that spot that makes stars burst behind Shane's eyes. 
"Da, like that. Open for me, Shane. I want to fill you up, make you mine," Ilya growls, the implication hangs between them, something primal in Ilya's tone, the way his free hand grips Shane's thigh like he could mark him permanently right now, seed him full without saying it outright.
Shane moans, head tipping back, the tile cool against his shoulders. Ilya's mouth is relentless, tongue flicking, lips sucking, finger pumping steadily now, adding a second when Shane pushes back greedily. The pleasure builds sharp, coiling tight, but Ilya senses it, pulls back with a wet pop, standing to kiss Shane again. Their mouths clash, tasting of slick and salt, Ilya's arousal grinding against Shane's hip, hot and insistent.
"Turn," Ilya says, voice wrecked, hands guiding. Shane does, pressing palms to the glass door, the cold shock of it against his chest making him hiss. The shower's steam blurs the bedroom beyond, but it's intimate, exposed in the best way. Ilya fits behind him, body a wall of heat, kissing the nape of Shane's neck, shoulders, down his spine, "Beautiful. You take me so good."
One hand wraps around Shane's length, stroking firm, twisting at the head, while the other lines himself up, tip nudging slick entrance. They both pause, breathing ragged, Ilya kissing Shane's shoulder. 
"Ready? I go slow first."
Shane nods, pushing back, and Ilya sinks in, inch by inch, the stretch burning sweet, slick easing the way until he's buried deep. They both groan, Ilya stilling to let Shane adjust, forehead pressed to his back. Then movement, slow thrusts at first, building rhythm, water slicking their skin. Shane leans back, twisting to capture Ilya's mouth, kissing messily over his shoulder, tongues sliding as Ilya snaps his hips forward.
"Fuck, harder," Shane demands between kisses, and Ilya obliges, one arm banding Shane's waist, the other hand splaying on the glass beside his. The pace turns punishing, skin slapping wet.
"Da, take it, моя любовь," grunts Ilya, his free hand drops to Shane's arousal again, jerking in time, thumb smearing the bead at the tip.
(My love.)
They kiss constantly, Shane craning back, Ilya's lips finding his no matter the angle, deep, devouring, like they can't get enough. The glass fogs under Shane's palms, his body arching as pleasure spikes, Ilya's thickness hitting deep, grinding that spot with every thrust. 
"You feel… shit… I’m so full," Shane gasps, and Ilya bites his earlobe, voice a filthy whisper.
"I will fill you more. Want you dripping with me, Shane. Every drop inside, make it stay," the words edge that kink, Ilya's hips stuttering like he's holding back, chasing something raw. His hand speeds on Shane, and it tips him over, orgasm crashing hard, pulsing hot over Ilya's fingers, clenching tight around him.
"Блять," Ilya chokes out, following with a final deep thrust, spilling inside him, the warmth flooding slick and real. They slump against the glass, kissing lazily now, water cooling around them.
(Fuck.)
Later, after drying themselves, now in Shane’s nest, the house is quiet. Shane traces Ilya's jaw, the glitter washed away, and all the clips forgotten on the sink. 
“You’re going to need to teach me Russian,” Shane mutters. Ilya’s smile curves slowly and wickedly, the kind that always makes Shane feel like he’s being appraised and undressed at the same time.
“You want to learn Russian?” he murmurs, brushing his nose along Shane’s cheek, “You sure? I say things you will blush at.”
Shane snorts, nudging him lightly. 
“That’s exactly why I need translations. You keep muttering stuff that sounds filthy.”
“Only sometimes filthy,” Ilya huffs a quiet laugh, low in his chest. He shifts closer, their legs tangling under the blankets, the nest holding their mingled scents like a warm echo of everything that came before. His thumb strokes Shane’s hip, slow and deliberate.
“Okay,” Ilya says, voice dipping into something teasing, “I teach you one. Ты меня сводишь с ума.”
“Alright,” Shane says, “What does that one mean?”
Ilya smirks, leaning in just enough that Shane feels his breath. 
“It means… ‘you drive me crazy.’”
“Yeah, see, that’s exactly the kind of thing I need to know,” Shane laughs.
“You like it,” Ilya teases, brushing a kiss to Shane’s jaw. 
“Maybe,” Shane says, failing to sound unimpressed. Ilya’s expression softens at that, the teasing melting into something warmer. He lifts Shane’s hand, turning it palm-up, pressing a slow kiss to the center.
“Then one more,” he murmurs, voice low and steady, “Is something true.”
He kisses Shane’s palm again, slower this time.
“Это моё.”
“Okay… what does that one mean?” Shane asks, something in his gut stirring. Ilya’s given something away, and they both know it. Ilya’s thumb traces his knuckles, gentle and sure. 
“It means… ‘this is mine.’”
Shane goes still, the words settling in his chest like a weight and a promise all at once. Ilya leans in, forehead resting against Shane’s.
“Eto moyo,” Shane repeats.
“You say it like you mean it,” says Ilya, looking at him, searching for something in Shane’s eyes.
“I do,” Shane whispers, before closing his eyes and letting the truth blanket both of them. Ilya exhales, a soft, shaky sound that feels like relief. His fingers slip into Shane’s hair, grounding him.
“Good,” he whispers. “Then I teach you everything.”
For a long moment, they just breathe together, the nest warm around them, the house quiet in that deep, late-night way that makes everything feel closer. Shane keeps tracing the line of Ilya’s jaw, slow and thoughtful.
“Ilya,” he murmurs, voice low. Ilya hums, eyes half-lidded, thumb still stroking Shane’s hip. Shane swallows, steadying himself, “There’s… something we should talk about, before we get ahead of ourselves.”
Ilya’s eyes open fully, alert in that quiet, attentive way he always is when Shane speaks seriously. 
“Tell me.”
“Some of the things you said earlier and yesterday… they sounded like you were trying to get me pregnant,” Shane starts, and Ilya goes very still. Not tense, just focused. Shane keeps his voice gentle, “I’m not upset or even really opposed to it, but I think we should talk about it. ”
Ilya nods once, slowly. 
“We made a beautiful baby,” he says softly, “I hope we make more.”
Shane’s chest tightens, not with fear, but with something warm and overwhelming.
“Ilya,” he says, brushing his thumb over Ilya’s cheek, “I’m not saying no to more kids; in fact, I want that, but it would have to be after we’re settled, maybe once we’re in Ottawa and living together. You know, when everything is stable for Yuki and us.”
“Of course,” Ilya says, a breath leaves him in a slow exhale, as if he’d been holding it, “I can wait, I will not rush you.”
“And… I need you to know something else. Just so you understand the reality,” Shane adds. Ilya’s brows draw together, concerned but open. 
“Tell me.”
“Male omegas,” Shane says quietly, “Have a really low chance of getting pregnant in general. It’s higher during a heat and during an alpha’s rut. It’s not impossible, but it’s like… extremely low, but it’s pretty damn close to impossible.”
Ilya absorbs that, eyes steady on Shane’s.
“I see,” he says softly, an odd twinkle in his eyes, “We should be safe to keep trying then, da? Outside of your heat, since it’s not likely?”
“Ilya…” Shane sighs.
“I am joking, I cannot help but want you, you are my beautiful omega,” replies Ilya, kissing Shane’s forehead, “I won’t push you for real right now, not until you are ready.”
“Thank you,” says Shane, nestling into Ilya’s arms, and the silence settles over them both for a moment before Shane adds quietly, “You can keep saying it, though, I do think it’s kind of hot.”
“Shane,” whines Ilya, “You are a tease.”
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  His house feels wrong the moment he steps inside. It’s too quiet, too clean, too empty. He’s only been gone a week, but it feels like he left an entire life behind in Montreal. 
No tiny slippers by the door. No glitter stuck to the couch cushions. No maple-sweet scent drifting from a child’s hair. No Shane humming in the kitchen.
Just Boston, silence, and him.
Ilya drops his duffel by the door and stands there for a long moment, staring at the space like it might rearrange itself into something that feels like home. It doesn’t and, honestly, it never has.
He rubs a hand over his face. His fingers brush against a faint shimmer on his cheekbone, glitter still lingering after days. He huffs a quiet breath, the sound small in the empty room.
He already misses them in a way that feels physical. He knew he’d feel like this, but it aches nonetheless.
He moves through the house on autopilot, turning on a lamp, opening a window, closing it again because the air is wrong. He sits on the edge of the couch, elbows on his knees, staring at the floor.
His phone is on the coffee table, and he hasn’t turned it on yet, knowing that the second he does, he’ll call Shane. He reaches for it, but then his door opens.
Not knocks, just opens. Only one person does that.
Svetlana steps inside like she owns the place, just as she always has. She’s still in her work clothes, Raiders badge clipped to her bag, her hair swept up in a way that makes her looks like she walked out of a fashion editorial and into his apartment to scold him.
“Ты живой.”
(You’re alive.)
Ilya sighs. 
“Здравствуй, Света.”
(Hello, Sveta.)
“Не ‘здравствуй’ мне,” she drops her purse on the counter with a thud. “Ты пропал на восемь дней. Восемь. Ни звонка, ни сообщения. Я уже готовила пресс-релиз о твоей смерти.”
(Don’t ‘hello’ me. You disappeared for eight days. Eight. No call, no message. I was already drafting a press release about your death.)
“I was not dead,” he mutters in English.
“Очевидно,” she waves a hand. “Но ты мог бы сказать, где ты.”
(Obviously. But you could have told me where you were.)
He doesn’t answer. Svetlana narrows her eyes, sharp and assessing, the way she looks at players during media days when she knows they’re lying.
“Где ты был?”
(Where were you?)
Ilya looks at the floor, feeling like a child being scolded.
“В Монреале.”
(In Montreal.)
She blinks. Once. Twice. Then her eyebrows lift slowly, dangerously.
“Монреаль,” she repeats. “Ты ненавидишь Монреаль.”
(Montreal. You hate Montreal.)
“I do not hate it,” he says.
“Ты ненавидишь Метрос.”
(You hate the Metros.)
“I do hate the Metros,” he admits.
“И трафик. И фанатов. И—”
(And the traffic. And the fans. And—)
“I do not hate the cold,” he interrupts, already knowing where she’s going.
Svetlana stops mid-rant, eyes narrowing further. She studies him — really studies him — and something in her expression shifts. She leans in, takes a quick sniff, then pulls back, tilting her head.
“Ты пахнешь по-другому.”
(You smell different.)
Ilya goes still.
“Не плохо,” she adds, waving a hand. “Просто… мягче. Как будто ты слишком много думаешь.”
(Not bad. Just… softer. Like you’re thinking too much.)
He looks away, and Svetlana crosses her arms. He feels exposed under her stare.
“Кто он?”
(Who is he?)
“Что?” Ilya’s head snaps up.
(What?)
She rolls her eyes.
“Пожалуйста. Я работаю в маркетинге, я вижу всё. Ты исчезаешь на неделю, возвращаешься пахнущий сосной и счастьем, и выглядишь так, будто кто-то украл твой мозг и заменил его чувствами. Так кто он?”
(Please. I work in marketing, I see everything. You disappear for a week, come back smelling like pine and happiness, and you look like someone stole your brain and replaced it with feelings. So who is he?)
“Света…” Ilya presses a hand to his face.
(Sveta…)
“Это он? Отец-одиночка?” she gasps, and Ilya groans, hating how perceptive she is. She sits beside him, bumping his shoulder, perfume warm and expensive. “Рассказывай.”
(Is it him? The single dad? Tell me.)
He hesitates, not because he doesn’t want to tell her, but because he doesn’t know how to start. How do you explain something that feels too big for words? How do you explain a little girl climbing into your lap like she’s always belonged there? How do you explain a man looking at you like you’re something he wants to keep? That they’re both his?
Svetlana watches him, her expression softening.
“Ты скучаешь.”
(You miss him.)
Ilya closes his eyes.
“Да,” he says quietly. “Я скучаю по ним.”
(Yes. I miss them.)
Svetlana doesn’t look away. She never does. Her gaze is sharp enough to cut through armor, let alone whatever flimsy defenses he thinks he has left.
“Их?” she repeats, eyebrows lifting.
(Them?)
“Да,” Ilya sighs, exhaling long and slow.
(Yes.)
Svetlana tilts her head, studying him again.
“Рассказывай всё,” she says, moving to sit next to him on the couch.
(Tell me everything.)
He rubs a hand over his face. He doesn’t know where to start. Montreal feels like a dream he hasn’t woken up from yet; warm, bright, glitter-covered. Boston feels like the cold after stepping out of a sauna.
“Я… привязался.”
(I got attached.)
Svetlana doesn’t gasp or blink; she just lets out a soft, triumphant laugh.
“Ну конечно, привязался.”
(Well of course you did.)
“Что?” Ilya frowns, turning to look at her, disappointed she seems so blasé.
(What?)
She taps his chest with two fingers, sharp and affectionate all at once.
“Илья Розанов, ты попросил меня сделать целый подарочный пакет и заставил всю свою команду подписать альбом для автографов малышки. И ты позаботился о том, чтобы у её папы тоже были подарки.”
(Ilya Rozanov, you had me make an entire gift bag and made your whole team sign a toddler’s autograph book. And you made sure her dad had gifts too.)
He groans. “Света…”
(Sveta…)
She waves him off. “Не делай вид, что это сюрприз. Ты исчез на восемь дней, и теперь сидишь здесь, как щенок, которого забыли в аэропорту.”
(Don’t pretend this is a surprise. You disappeared for eight days and now you’re sitting here like a puppy someone forgot at the airport.)
He rubs his face, exhaling, a smile tugging at his lips.
“Это… важно.”
(It’s… important.)
“С тобой всё важно,” she says, gentler now. “Говори.”
(With you everything is important. Talk.)
“Он… не один.”
(He’s… not alone.)
“Я знаю. У него есть дочь.”
(I know. He has a daughter.)
“Да. Дочь.”
(Yes. A daughter.)
“И ты… привязался к ней тоже?” she leans forward, eyes narrowing with interest.
(And you… got attached to her too?)
“Она… моя,” he says, closing his eyes, bracing for her reaction.
(She’s… mine.)
Svetlana freezes, slowly turning her head, eyes widening.
“Что?”
(What?)
“Она моя дочь,” Ilya says, meeting her gaze.
(She is my daughter.)
Svetlana stares at him like he’s just told her the ocean is made of honey.
“Боже мой…” she whispers, and he nods, jaw tight.
(My God…)
“Она нашла меня. Чувствовала меня. И я… чувствую её,” Ilya says, smiling as he thinks of his family waiting for him back in Canada.
(She found me. She sensed me. And I… feel her.)
“Илья… это…” Svetlana presses a hand to her chest.
(Ilya… this is…)
“Я не знал. Никто не знал,” he shakes his head.
(I didn’t know. No one knew.)
“И теперь?” she asks, looking at him long and slow.
(And now?)
Ilya looks around the house. The cold, the emptiness, the silence. It all feels like a place he has already left behind.
“Теперь…” he breathes out. “Я не могу здесь жить.”
(Now… I can’t live here.)
“Ты уезжаешь?” Svetlana’s eyes sharpen.
(You’re leaving?)
“Я перееду в Оттаву,” he says with a nod.
(I’m moving to Ottawa.)
She stares at him for a long moment, then lets out a soft, disbelieving laugh.
“Ну конечно, переедешь.”
(Well of course you are.)
“Что?” he blinks.
(What?)
“Ты нашёл семью, Илья. Ты никогда не останешься в Бостоне после этого,” she says, patting his knee with affection and exasperation.
(You found a family, Ilya. You were never going to stay in Boston after that.)
He closes his eyes, the truth settling deep.
“Да,” he whispers. “Я больше не хочу здесь находиться.”
(Yes. I don’t want to be here anymore.)
Svetlana sits back, still staring at him as if trying to reconcile the words my daughter with the man in front of her. Then she straightens abruptly.
“Покажи.”
(Show me.)
“Что?” he asks, blinking.
(What?)
“Фотографию. Девочки. Быстро,” she says, gesturing impatiently at his phone.
(A photo. The little girl. Quickly.)
He hesitates only a second before reaching for his phone. The screen lights up, and the first thing he sees is the picture Shane sent him. He is wrapped in a pink blanket toga, glitter everywhere, and Yuki is beaming on his lap like she is presenting her masterpiece to the world.
His chest tightens, and he hands the phone to Svetlana.
She takes it and goes completely silent. Her eyes widen. Her mouth parts. She stares at the screen like she has been hit with a tranquilizer dart.
“Оh…” she breathes.
Ilya shifts, suddenly self-conscious.
“Это… после того, как она сделала меня принцессой.”
(This is… after she made me a princess.)
Svetlana does not laugh. She does not tease. She just keeps staring.
“Она… красивая,” she says softly.
(She is… beautiful.)
“Да,” Ilya’s chest tightens with pride.
Her expression changes instantly. Sharp. Sly. Wicked.
“Ну, красота точно от второго папы,” she says, flicking her eyes up at him.
(Well, the beauty clearly comes from her other father.)
“Света!” Ilya chokes.
(Sveta!)
“Что? Ты милый, Илья, но она как маленькая кукла. Это не от тебя.” She shrugs, entirely unrepentant.
(What? You are cute, Ilya, but she looks like a little doll. That is not from you.)
“Ты невозможная,” he groans into his hands.
Svetlana grins, delighted with herself, then zooms in on Yuki’s face again.
“Но глаза… вот это твоё,” she adds more softly.
(But the eyes… that is yours.)
Ilya swallows hard.
Svetlana studies the picture for another long moment, then hands the phone back, although she does not move away.
“Сколько ей лет?”
(How old is she?)
“Четыре.”
(Four.)
“Как её зовут?”
(What is her name?)
“Юки.”
(Yuki.)
“Она… какая?” Svetlana asks, absorbing that.
(What is she like?)
Ilya’s breath catches. No one has asked him that yet, not like this, not with the intention of knowing her. He looks down at his hands, then back at Svetlana.
“Она… смелая,” he says quietly.
Svetlana smiles.
“Как ты.”
(Like you.)
“Нет,” he shakes his head. “Она… лучше.”
(No. She is… better.)
Svetlana’s expression softens even more.
“Что она любит?”
(What does she like?)
Ilya feels something warm bloom in his chest.
“Снупи, искусство и блёстки. А ещё ей нравится играть в рыцаря.”
(Snoopy, art, and glitter. And she likes playing a knight.)
“Рыцарем?” Svetlana laughs, delighted.
(A knight?)
“Да. Она сказала, что я принцесса, но я недостаточно красивая.”
(Yes. She said I am the princess, but I am not pretty enough.)
“Она умная девочка,” Svetlana snorts, covering her mouth.
(She is a smart girl.)
Ilya smiles, helpless. Svetlana is still smiling at the photo when her gaze flicks up to him again. Sharp. Predatory. Amused.
“Ну?” she says.
(Well?)
“Что?” Ilya tilts his head.
(What?)
She gives him a look that says, do not play dumb with me.
“Расскажи мне о нём,” she says after a beat.
(Tell me about him.)
“О ком?” Ilya’s stomach flips.
(About who?)
“О папе, конечно,” Svetlana says with an eye roll.
(About the dad, obviously.)
“Света…” he groans.
(Sveta…)
“Думаешь, я этого не вижу? Ты смотришь на эту фотографию так, будто они твой весь мир,” she says, waving a hand.
(You think I do not see it? You look at that photo like they are your whole world.)
“Я… что?!” Ilya nearly chokes.
(I… what?!)
“Вот это реакция,” Svetlana grins, delighted.
(There it is.)
“Ты невозможная,” he mutters, rubbing his face.
(You are impossible.)
“Да, но я права,” she says, leaning back smugly.
(Yes, but I am right.)
Ilya glares at her, which only encourages her.
“Ну?” she presses. “Он какой?”
(Well? What is he like?)
“Он… добрый.” Ilya exhales, trying to steady himself.
(He is… kind.)
“Это я уже поняла,” Svetlana nods, unimpressed. “Ты говоришь о нём так, будто он спас котёнка.”
(I figured that out already. You talk about him like he rescued a kitten.)
“Света,” Ilya’s ears burn.
(Sveta.)
“Красивый?” she asks with a smirk.
(Handsome?)
“Я не…” he groans again.
(I am not…)
“Илья,” she interrupts, tapping his knee. “Ты покраснел. Значит, красивый.”
(Ilya. You blushed. So he is handsome.)
“Богиня,” he mutters, covering his face with both hands.
(Goddess.)
“Продолжай, влюблённый,” Svetlana laughs, delighted with herself.
(Go on, lover boy.)
“Я не…” Ilya drops his hands.
(I am not…)
“Ты провёл восемь дней в его доме, оставив свою никчёмную семью заботиться о его, о твоём, ребёнке. А теперь сидишь здесь, словно тебя выгнали из рая. Ты влюблён, и я хочу подробности,” she demands, looking at him expectantly.
(You spent eight days in his home, leaving your useless family to care for his, for your, child. Now you are sitting here like you have been kicked out of paradise. You are in love, and I want details.)
Ilya’s breath catches. He will not deny it. He cannot. He just did not think it was so obvious. Svetlana watches him for half a second, half a heartbeat, and then her eyes narrow with predatory delight.
“Вот и всё,” she says, triumphant.
(There it is.)
“Света…”
(Sveta…)
She leans forward, elbows on her knees, staring him down like he is a rookie who just admitted to breaking curfew.
“Когда?”
(When?)
Ilya blinks at her.
“Когда что?”
(When what?)
“Когда я познакомлюсь с ними, конечно!” she says, throwing her hands up in exasperation. Ilya nearly falls off the couch, startled by her quick acceptance.
(When I get to meet them, obviously!)
“Светлана.”
(Svetlana.)
“Не начинай,” she cuts in, pointing a finger at him. “Ты думаешь, я позволю тебе обрести семью и не познакомиться с ними лично?”
(Do not start. You think I am going to let you find a family and not meet them myself?)
“Это… рано,” he groans, unsure how Shane would feel about meeting Svetlana.
(It is… early.)
“Рано?” She scoffs. “Ты готов переехать в другую страну, но для знакомства ещё слишком рано?”
(Early? You are ready to move to another country, but introductions are too early?)
“Света,” Ilya rubs his face.
She softens, but only slightly.
“Илья, я хочу увидеть, кто сделал тебя таким.”
(Ilya, I want to see the people who made you like this.)
“Каким таким?” he mutters.
(Like what?)
“Мягким. Счастливым. Нормальным человеком.” She gestures at him broadly.
(Soft. Happy. A normal human being.)
He groans again, but she is not done.
“И я хочу увидеть девочку,” she adds, her voice gentler. “Твою девочку.”
(And I want to see the girl. Your girl.)
Ilya’s chest tightens.
Svetlana leans back, crossing her arms with finality.
“Так что, когда?”
(So, when?)
Ilya hesitates, and that is all she needs.
“Всё. Решено. Я еду в Оттаву, как только ты переедешь,” she declares, snapping her fingers.
(All right. Decided. I am going to Ottawa as soon as you move.)
“Ты… что?” Ilya stares at her.
(You… what?)
She smiles sweetly, which is always a threat.
“Я должна убедиться, что они достойны тебя.”
(I need to make sure they are worthy of you.)
Ilya drops his head into his hands.
“Богиня…”
(Goddess…)
Svetlana pats his shoulder, smug and affectionate.
“Привыкай, Розанов. У тебя теперь есть семья. А это значит, что у них есть и я.”
(Get used to it, Rozanov. You have a family now. Which means they have me too.)
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Yuki’s laughter rings through the living room, bright and unrestrained, the kind that makes Shane’s chest loosen no matter how tightly he’s been holding himself together. She and Amber are standing on the couch cushions, both wearing colanders on their heads like helmets. Amber is holding a wooden spoon like a staff. Yuki is clutching a stuffed astronaut dog.
“We are on the MOOOON,” Amber declares.
“No gravity,” Yuki whispers, then flops backward into the cushions.
Shane smiles despite the knot in his stomach.
“Careful, space cadets,” he tries to warn.
“We’re fine, Daddy,” Yuki says without looking at him.
Hayden hands Shane a mug of coffee and drops into the armchair across from him. Jackie settles beside him, tucking her legs under herself. She gives Shane a small, knowing smile, one that screams I know what you haven’t said yet.
“You look tired,” Jackie says gently.
“Long week,” Shane says.
Ilya has only been gone for a couple of days, and he has been calling and FaceTiming constantly, but it is not the same as having him close.
“Yeah, you’ve been… weird,” Hayden says, nodding.
Jackie shoots him a look. Hayden misses it entirely.
Shane takes a breath.
“I’m moving,” he says quietly.
Both of them freeze. Jackie’s eyes widen, but she does not look surprised. Hayden looks like someone unplugged him.
“Moving where?” Hayden asks.
“Ottawa,” Shane replies.
Hayden sits up straighter.
“Ottawa? Why Ottawa?”
Shane’s throat tightens. He glances at Jackie. She gives him the smallest nod of quiet encouragement.
“It’s for Yuki,” Shane says, “And… someone else.”
Hayden does not look shocked. If anything, he looks vindicated.
“Ah-ha,” he says, pointing at Shane with his mug, “I knew there was someone.”
Jackie inhales softly, but Hayden still does not see the whole picture. Shane looks down at his coffee.
“Hayden, my love,” Jackie says gently, “let him talk.”
Shane exhales, long and slow.
“It’s Ilya.”
Hayden freezes.
“Ilya… Rozanov?” he asks, voice cracking. Shane nods. Hayden stares at him for a long moment.
“The Ilya Rozanov?” he finally says, “The one who chirps me every time we play? The one who called my slapshot ‘a sad pancake’?”
Jackie covers her mouth to hide a laugh. Shane rubs the back of his neck. 
“Yeah. That one.”
“You’re dating him?” Hayden blinks several times. Shane hesitates.
“I… care about him.”
“He cares about you, too,” Jackie says, smiling softly.
“Did you know about this?” Hayden demands, glancing at Jackie.
“Some of it,” Jackie says with a small shrug.
Hayden throws his hands up. 
“How am I always the last to know everything in this house?”
“Omega code,” Jackie says, pulling Hayden’s hand to give him a quick kiss.
“Of course. Omega code,” Hayden mutters with an eye roll, then looks back at Shane, “But… Ottawa?”
Shane looks toward the couch. Yuki is now trying to convince Amber that moon unicorns are real.
“I grew up there, and they have really good schools,” Shane says quietly, “And he’s going to be there soon.”
“Oh,” Hayden’s expression softens, “Wait… does that mean he’s leaving the Raiders? Or is this some kind of long-commute situation?”
Shane hesitates, fingers tightening around his mug. Hayden is still staring at him as if he is trying to solve a math equation he did not know he had been assigned.
“So… Ottawa?” Hayden repeats, “Why would he be there?”
“Because he is going to be a free agent soon,” Shane replies simply.
“Wait. Free agent free agent? As in, he could sign anywhere?” Hayden asks, blinking.
“Yeah.”
“And he wants to go to Ottawa?” Hayden’s eyebrows shoot up, obviously surprised that Ilya is considering one of the worst teams in the league.
Shane looks toward the couch where Yuki and Amber are now pretending to collect moon rocks.
“He wants to be close. To us.”
Hayden’s mouth opens. Closes. Opens again.
“Oh,” he says finally, “Oh!”
“There it is,” Jackie says, patting her husband’s knee.
Hayden runs a hand through his hair, processing. 
“So let me get this straight. You are dating Ilya Rozanov. He is moving to Ottawa. You are moving to Ottawa. And I am just supposed to… what? Play against him like normal?”
“I mean… yes,” Shane says, confused as to how he and Ilya being together would change anything.
“Shane. He is your…” Hayden gestures vaguely. “Your person.”
Shane feels heat crawl up his neck. 
“Hayden, he’s…”
“No, I’m serious,” Hayden says, leaning forward. “I can’t chirp him anymore. I can’t hit him. I can’t even look at him the same way. What if I accidentally injure him? What if he injures me? What if he scores on us and I have to pretend I am not mad because he is your…”
“Hayden,” Jackie cuts in, touching his arm. “Breathe.”
Hayden inhales sharply, then points at Shane again.
“This is a conflict of interest.”
“It’s not,” Shane laughs despite himself.
“It absolutely is,” Hayden insists. “You are dating a rival captain. That is like if Jackie started dating the Guardians goalie.”
“Please. I have standards,” Jackie snorts.
Shane rubs his forehead.
“Look, I am not asking you to change anything. I just wanted you to know, since he is going to be in mine and Yuki’s lives.”
Hayden narrows his eyes.
“So if Ilya scores on us, am I allowed to be mad?”
“Yes.”
“And if I chirp him, will he tell you?”
“Probably. But you can tell me when he chirps at you, too.”
“Oh, I’m absolutely telling you,” Hayden says, lighting up like a Christmas tree, “Every single one. I’m going to text you from the bench.”
“You… what?” Shane blinks.
“If he calls my skating tragic again, you are getting a play-by-play,” Hayden nods, already committed. “If he says my slapshot is sad, you will know within seconds. I will be your eyes and ears.”
“You’re unhinged,” Jackie sighs, already offering Shane an apologetic look.
“I am helpful,” Hayden corrects. “This is valuable intel.”
“You are ridiculous,” Shane laughs, helpless.
“Ridiculously loyal,” Hayden says proudly.
“And dramatic,” Jackie adds, and Hayden points at her.
“Exactly.”
There is a beat of quiet, the kind that settles after a storm. Hayden leans back, still processing, still buzzing with energy. Then he sits forward again.
“Okay,” he says. “How did this even start?”
“How did what start?” Shane stiffens.
“You and Rozanov,” Hayden says, giving him a look that says he is not letting this go. “I want the story.”
“It was…” Shane stares into his coffee, thinking about it all. “Not one moment. It was a lot of small ones.”
“Details,” Hayden demands, wiggling his fingers impatiently.
Shane looks at them. Really looks.
His oldest friends. The people who held him up when he was pregnant and terrified. The people who have seen him at his worst and still show up.
He takes a slow breath.
“It started a long time ago. Longer than either of us realized,” he says quietly.
“A long time ago?” Hayden’s eyebrows shoot up, and Shane nods.
“He helped me. When I was… overwhelmed. He did not even know me. He just… helped.” Shane swallows, “And then we reunited in Minnesota, and he just kept showing up. Checking on me. Checking on Yuki. He is steady and gentle. And then he is holding her as if she were something precious. And then he is looking at me like I am something precious.”
“Oh, Shane,” Jackie’s expression softens.
“You are in love with him,” Hayden says, stunned.
“I… I don’t know,” Shane’s breath catches. He knows it is probably true, but he is unsure how to approach it. Jackie gives him a look that says he absolutely does. Shane looks down at his coffee. He is already this deep. He might as well lay it all out.
It will give him practice before he tells his mother and father.
“There is more.”
“More?” Hayden sits up straighter, and Shane nods.
“A lot more.”
“Whatever it is, you can tell us,” Jackie says, reaching for his hand.
“Ilya is… Yuki’s alpha father,” Shane says, eyes fixed on the mug in his hand.
“He is what?” Hayden’s jaw drops.
“He is her other father. The one from years ago,” Shane says quietly.
“Oh my god,” Jackie inhales sharply, eyes widening. 
Hayden looks like someone hit him with a hockey stick.
“So he is not just your boyfriend. He is Yuki’s… dad dad.”
“Yeah,” Shane nods.
Hayden throws his hands up.
“This is not just a conflict of interest. This is a full-blown franchise crossover.”
“Hayden,” Jackie snorts.
“No, I am serious,” Hayden says, pointing at Shane. “You are dating your daughter’s other dad. That is like… that is like if a soap opera and a sports documentary had a baby.”
“Please stop,” Shane groans.
Jackie squeezes his hand.
“How long have you known?”
“Not long,” Shane admits. “Yuki knew sooner. She found him. But I recognized his scent once I smelled it, and he was so over the moon to have us. He is hard not to… love.”
“That’s beautiful,” Jackie says, eyes softening even more.
“Okay,” Hayden nods slowly, still processing. “So you are dating him. He is Yuki’s alpha father. He is moving to Ottawa. You are moving to Ottawa. And I am supposed to play against him like nothing is happening.”
“Yeah,” Shane shrugs helplessly.
Hayden presses a hand to his forehead.
“I am going to need therapy.”
“You will survive,” Jackie teases.
“Barely,” Hayden groans.
Jackie laughs, then turns back to Shane.
“You miss him.”
Shane freezes. “What?”
“You have been walking around like someone stole your favorite sweater,” Jackie says, smiling.
“He has only been gone a couple of days,” Shane mutters, eyes dropping to his mug.
“And?” Jackie prompts.
“I miss him,” Shane admits, voice barely above a whisper.
“That is love, sweetheart,” Jackie says, squeezing his hand again.
Before Shane can respond, Yuki barrels into him, colander helmet sliding down over one eye.
“Daddy,” she says, breathless, “Amber says there are moon mermaids.”
“If Amber says it, it must be true,” Shane says, leaning toward her.
“They live in the craters,” Amber nods solemnly as she approaches the adults.
Hayden presses a hand to his chest.
“I cannot handle this level of cute.”
“Can we show Ilya the moon unicorns and moon mermaids when he comes back?” Yuki asks, leaning close to Shane’s ear.
“Yes, Snowdrop. We can,” Shane says, smiling at her request.
Hayden watches them, then looks at Shane with a softer expression.
“Okay,” he says. “I am still spiraling about playing against your alpha, but… I get it. And I’m happy for you.”
“We both are,” Jackie says with a smile.
Shane looks down at Yuki, who is now explaining lunar ecosystems to Amber with great seriousness.
He feels something warm settle in his chest.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Ilya exhales slowly as the call connects, the screen blooming with Shane's image like a secret unfolding. The Boston night presses against the windows of his bedroom, the king bed dominating the space, sheets still rumpled from the night before. 
Practice had been brutal, but now, stripped down to his sweats, he feels the pull toward home, toward Shane. It's selfish to call this late, but the day without their voices feels incomplete.
Shane appears, nestled in his nest, a fortress of quilts and pillows that Ilya left clothes for during his last visit. The lamp casts a warm halo, but it's the glasses that stop Ilya cold. They’re simple wire frames, the kind for close work, magnifying Shane's brown eyes into something piercing, intimate. 
"Whoa, you have glasses? Why hide those from me?" Ilya leans in, elbows on knees, the phone balanced on his thigh. Shane pushes them up, a half-smile tugging his lips, the exhaustion of solo parenting etching faint lines around his eyes. 
"They’re only for reading. Yuki had me knee-deep in 'The Very Hungry Caterpillar'. I read it like ten times before she finally went to sleep. My eyes are shot for the night," he sighs, adjusting in the nest, the blankets shifting with a soft rustle, and Ilya catches the cozy chaos: stuffed animals peeking out, a book he can’t quite see the title of just to the side of Shane. 
Their daughter is asleep down the hall, but Shane's vigilance shows in the quick glance he throws toward the door.
"You pull it off," Ilya says, voice dropping an octave, heat coiling low, "Makes you look... fuckable. Like I could walk into your library and bend you over the desk, ты в своих очках, пока буду трахать тебя до беспамятства." 
(Those on while I fuck you senseless)
The words are bold, but he tempers them with a grin, begging with his tone; let me see more, let me have this. Shane's flush creeps up his neck, visible even in the low light. 
"Flatterer. It's late, you should be sleeping before your game tomorrow," Shane insists, but he doesn't hang up, doesn't look away, and Ilya knows the pull is mutual.
"Sleep's overrated without you," Ilya replies, gentle, coaxing. He shifts, the sweats riding low, revealing the V of his hips, "Tell me what Yuki said today. Make me feel like I'm there." 
It's a bridge, easing into the want, but his eyes trace Shane's form, the way the tee clings to his chest. Shane relaxes, voice softening as he recounts: Yuki going back to daycare, Yuki's finger-painting session at home later, a blue smear on the wall he missed; her insistence on "helping" with dinner, which meant more salt than pasta. 
Laughter threads through, but so does the loneliness, the days stretching without Ilya's steady presence.
As Shane talks, Ilya inhales deeply, the room's scents stirring memories, imagining Shane's warmth cutting through the frost, pine, and cedar blooming with slick when aroused. His hand itches to touch, to close the gap.
"Sounds like a handful," Ilya murmurs when Shane pauses, his own hand drifting to rub his thigh, inching higher, "But you look cozy now. Wish I were there, burying my face in it. Smelling you." 
The words come easy, filthy-edged but soft, begging without demanding. Shane's breath hitches, eyes darkening. He shifts under the blankets, and Ilya catches the subtle shift of the blanket’s implication through memory; slick is probably starting to gather.
"Ilya... you're trouble. She's asleep, and you know these walls are thin."
"Then be quiet for me," Ilya says, voice a low growl wrapped in plea. He tugs his shirt off, tossing it aside, baring the broad planes of his chest, marked with faint scars from the ice. The room's chill pebbles his skin, but heat builds low in his gut. "Show me what you're wearing under there. Please, Shane. Let me see you."
There's a pause, Shane's gaze flicking to the door again, then back. Consent hangs unspoken in the air between them, in the way Shane's lips part, the slow nod he gives. 
"Okay," he whispers, voice threaded with need. He pulls the blanket back just enough, revealing loose sleep pants, the kind that hang low on his hips, and that tee riding up to show a strip of skin. No underwear line visible.
"Чёрт, ты прекрасен," Ilya breathes, palming himself through his sweats, the fabric tenting, "Glasses stay on. God, you look like you need to be bent over a desk, me fucking that slick right out of you. Keep looking at me like that." 
(Fuck, you're beautiful.)
He shifts the phone lower, giving Shane a view of his hand working slow circles, the outline hardening. The pine in the air sharpens his senses, mixing with the imagined cedar of Shane's skin, that warm frost melting into slick heat.
Shane bites his lip, hand slipping under his waistband. His eyes stay locked on the screen, glasses fogging slightly from his breath. 
"Ilya... it's been too long already," he whines, stroking himself, the motion hidden but implied, body arching just a bit in the nest. The quiet is deliberate, every sound muffled, but Ilya hears the soft hitch, the way Shane's scent would be blooming if he were here, cold air warming, pine thick with arousal.
Ilya groans low, pushing his sweats down, freeing his length to the cool air of the room. He wraps a hand around it, stroking base to tip, precome beading already. 
"Tell me how wet you are. Bet that slick's dripping for me, begging to be filled. I wanna knot you so bad, Shane. Наполню тебя своими щенками, так что ты будешь истекать моей спермой несколько дней подряд," The words spill out, begging with his eyes, voice gentle under the dirt, "Touch yourself like I'd do it. Slow, for me. Please."
(Pump you full with my pups, so that you're leaking with me for days.)
Shane's hand moves faster under the fabric, a soft whimper escaping before he clamps it down. He nods, glasses slipping again, and Ilya imagines the fantasies hitting him. Shane, as that forbidden professor, pinned in some empty lecture hall, Ilya's hips snapping deep, scent overwhelming. 
"Like this?" Shane whispers, pulling the pants down just enough to show the slick-glazed skin, his fingers circling his entrance, pushing in shallow.
"Yes, fuck, just like that,” Ilya's strokes match the rhythm, the faint smoke in the air like the aftermath of their bodies tangled, cedar and pine clashing in heat. He leans closer to the screen, breath fogging it. 
"Deeper, baby. Imagine it's me, stretching you open. You're so tight for your alpha. I’ve ruined you for anyone else," The coaxing turns pleading as his free hand grips the sheets, "You want that? My knot locking us together?"
Shane's eyes flutter, hand working in earnest now, two fingers sliding in with a wet sound that's barely audible over his bitten-off moan. The nest pillows muffle him as he shifts, careful of the noise, but his body betrays the need, hips lifting slightly, slick shining on his thighs. 
"Ilya... yes. Fuck, I need you," the glasses frame his flushed face, making him look wrecked, intellectual edge shattered by want.
Ilya pumps harder, the cold wind from the window raising goosebumps, but sweat beads on his chest. Shane's scent memory floods him, warmth under frost, like burying his nose in Shane's neck mid-fuck, inhaling that pine-cedar pull. 
"Look at you, taking it so good, bet you'd clench around me, milking every drop. I wanna fill you up, Shane, watch it drip out, then push it back in," his voice hangs heavy, whisperings of futures where knots lead to something lasting, the raw edge of possession.
Shane's free hand braces on his headboard, fingers curling into the fabric as he fucks himself deeper, the slick easing the way. His breaths come short, quiet gasps that Ilya strains to hear. 
"Closer... make me cum, Ilya. Please," the plea mirrors Ilya's own, the way Shane's eyes beg through the screen. Ilya angles the phone better, giving Shane the full view, his fist twisting on the upstroke. 
"Cum for me, my omega. Soak those fingers, pretend it's my cum flooding you," the dirty talk pours out, filthy and coaxing, his voice a rumble that vibrates through the connection. The room's scents swirl, winter wind carrying pine, cedar grounding it, smoke faint as a promise of fireside afterglow.
Shane's body tenses, a silent cry shaping his mouth as he shudders, slick pulsing around his fingers, spilling warm over his hand, his untouched erection spilling onto his stomach. The glasses stay on, fogged and askew, amplifying the raw vulnerability. 
Ilya follows seconds later, spilling over his fist with a choked groan, hips bucking into the sensation, imagining Shane's heat clenching around him, knot swelling to seal it all in. They both still, breathe syncing across the miles. Ilya wipes his hand on the sheet, pulling the phone close again, voice softening to that gentle coax. 
"Beautiful. Fuck, I love seeing you like that," Ilya sighs, and Shane smiles, spent and sated, adjusting his glasses with a shaky hand, the nest a comforting cocoon around him.
"Love you too," Shane murmurs, pulling the blankets back up, careful not to disturb the quiet house, "Get some sleep, alpha. We'll talk tomorrow, Yuki wants to say hi."
Ilya nods, the ache eased but not gone, scents lingering like a half-remembered dream.
"Can't wait. Night, Shane," The call ends, but the warmth stays, a promise of the house they'll share, where calls like this become reality.
In the quiet of his Boston bedroom, Ilya lies back, the cold air settling, pine and cedar fading into sleep. Shane's confession hits him after he’s cleaned up and settled. Shane said he loves him, said it so casually, like it’s the most natural thing. Warmth blankets him, ignoring the more logical part of his brain, trying to rationalize it away.
Ilya lies there in the dark, the Boston cold creeping back in as the warmth of Shane’s voice fades from the air. It is nearly midnight here, the kind of hour where the house feels hollow, and the city outside is nothing but distant hum.
He should sleep. He knows he should. But his mind keeps circling the same three words, the ones he almost missed in the haze of pleasure and exhaustion.
Love you too.
He presses the heel of his hand to his eyes, trying to steady the rush in his chest. It is too much. Too good. Too dangerous. He has never been loved like that, like this. Not without conditions or a cost.
He exhales, long and shaky, letting the scent of pine and cedar settle around him like a blanket. He falls asleep thinking of Shane’s voice, only to be jolted awake by the phone buzzing on the nightstand.
He frowns. It is late. Too late for anyone to call him, except Shane or maybe Yuki waking up and stealing Shane’s phone. But the name on the screen is neither.
Polina
His father’s wife.
A cold, instinctive dread slips into his chest, the kind that has nothing to do with the winter air. He glances at the clock. It is early morning in Moscow, and Polina never calls him.
“Да?” he answers, his voice is rough, sleep softened. There is a pause on the other end. A breath. A tremor.
(Yes?)
“Илья… ты не спишь?”
(Ilya… are you awake?)
“No,” he lies, “Что случилось”
(What happened)
Another breath. Another pause. The kind that tells him everything before she says a word.
“Это… твой отец,” she whispers, and his stomach drops.
(It is your father)
“What about him?” he asks, already knowing what she is going to say, “Что с ним?”
(What is wrong with him?)
Her voice breaks.
“Он умер,” she says. The world goes stiller than he thought it would at the news, everything freezing around him as Polina’s words echo, “Он умер ночью.”
(He died. He died in the night.
“Что… что вам нужно?” he asks, his voice even, steady in a way he does not feel, the cold settling deeper, swallowing the warmth Shane left behind.
(What… what do you need?)
There is a rustle on the other end of the line, the sound of someone sitting down or bracing themselves.
“Пока ничего не нужно,” Polina says softly. Her voice is steady in that way grief sometimes is, not calm, not composed, just emptied out, “Я просто… должна была сказать тебе.”
(For now, nothing is needed. I just needed to tell you.)
Ilya closes his eyes. The cold in his chest spreads, slow and deliberate.
“Спасибо,” he manages.
(Thank you)
Another small pause. He can picture her perfectly, sitting at the kitchen table, hands folded, the morning light barely touching the curtains. She has always been careful with him, always distant, always polite, even now.
“Я позвоню позже,” she says.
(I will call later)
“Хорошо.”
(Alright)
“Береги себя, Илья.”
(Take care of yourself, Ilya)
The call ends. The silence that follows is absolute. He lowers the phone slowly, placing it face down on the nightstand as if it might burn him. The room feels colder than before, the air thinner, the shadows deeper.
His father is dead.
He waits for something to hit him, a wave of grief, a punch of sorrow, anger, relief, anything. But nothing comes cleanly. Everything arrives tangled. He feels hollow, guilty for feeling hollow, angry for feeling guilty, and relieved in a way that makes him sick.
He presses both hands to his face, breath catching in his throat. He should cry. He should feel something sharp, something real. But all he feels is the echo of Shane’s voice, warm and soft and impossibly close.
Love you too.
And the cold that swallowed it whole.
He lies back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, the weight of two worlds pressing down on him, the one he is building, fragile and bright, and the one he came from, dark and heavy and impossible to outrun.
He does not know how long he stays like that, only that the warmth is gone.
And the night feels endless.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The last couple of days have been the normal routine, or at least, they sounded normal. Ilya called at the usual times, asked about Yuki and Shane’s day. He said goodnight in that soft, warm voice that always makes Shane’s chest ache. Nothing sounded entirely wrong, but something felt different. Shane told himself not to overthink it. Ilya gets quiet sometimes, gets tired, gets in his own head; he’s human after all.
He drops Yuki at daycare, kisses her cheek, and watches her run to her friends with her little backpack bouncing. He gets back into the car, turns the heater on, and flips the radio to the sports station out of habit. He is not really listening at first. His mind is still on Ilya, on the way he sounded two nights ago, warm and sleepy and so close he could almost feel him. He is thinking about calling him later, maybe sending a picture of him and Yuki together.
The radio host’s voice cuts through his thoughts.
“…and in Boston news, Raiders captain Ilya Rozanov is expected to take personal leave following a family matter…”
Shane’s hand freezes on the steering wheel.
“…sources confirm the passing of his father a few days ago in Moscow…”
Shane’s breath leaves him in a single, sharp exhale. He turns the volume up, heart pounding.
“…Rozanov has continued to attend team activities, though the organization says he will step away for several days. No further statement has been released…”
Shane does not hear the rest. His mind is already racing.
Ilya, the past few days, their calls, the goodnights. The way he said nothing. A quiet hurt blooms in his chest, sharp and bewildered. Why did he not tell him? Why did he pretend everything was normal?
But the hurt is swallowed instantly by fear. He pulls into his driveway without remembering the drive. The moment the car is in park, he grabs his phone with shaking hands. He calls Ilya. It rings. And rings. And rings. Shane presses his forehead to the steering wheel, eyes closing.
“Come on,” he whispers, “Please pick up.”
He tries again. And again. On the fourth try, the call connects.
There is no greeting, no hello, just breathing on the other end. It’s quiet and unsteady. Shane’s voice comes out soft, careful, already breaking.
“Hey… I heard on the news. What do you need?”
There is a long stretch of silence on the other end of the line. Not empty silence, but the kind that feels like someone trying to breathe through something too big for their chest. When Ilya finally speaks, his voice is rough and thin.
“Shane… fuck. I did not want you to learn that way.”
Shane closes his eyes, the hurt flickering again, small and sharp, but he pushes it down. This is not the moment for it. This is not about him.
“Ilya,” he says softly, steadying his voice, “I’m not worried about how I found out. I’m worried about you.”
Another breath. Shaky. Barely held together.
“I am sorry,” Ilya whispers, “I should have told you. I just… I could not. I did not know how.”
Shane’s chest aches. He grips the phone tighter, grounding himself.
“You don’t have to explain right now,” he says, “You do not have to say anything you are not ready to say.”
There is a faint sound on the other end, like Ilya trying to swallow something that will not go down. Shane keeps going, gentle and sure.
“Tell me what you need. Anything. Do you want me to come over? Do you want me to stay on the phone? Do you need food? Do you need company? Do you need quiet? Just tell me what will help.”
Another breath. This one breaks halfway through.
“I do not know,” Ilya says, voice barely above a whisper, “I do not know what I need.”
Shane nods even though Ilya cannot see it.
“That is alright,” he says, “Then let me help you figure it out.”
There is a soft, choked sound on the other end. Not quite a sob. Not quite a word. Just the sound of someone finally letting themselves be held, even from a distance. Shane’s voice stays steady, warm, and patient.
“Ilya. You’re not alone. Not in this.”
The silence that follows is different now. It’s not empty or cold. Just a man trying to breathe again. There is a long pause on the line, the kind that feels like someone trying to find words in the middle of a storm.
Shane keeps his breathing steady, keeps his voice soft, keeps every part of himself focused on the man on the other end of the call.
“Ilya,” he says again, gentle like he is with Yuki, “You don’t have to know what you need. Just tell me what feels right, right now.”
Another breath. Another silence. Then Ilya speaks, voice low and frayed.
“I want to be with my family.”
Shane’s chest tightens. He knows what that means. He knows who Ilya means when he says family now.
“Alright,” Shane says quietly, “Do you want me and Yuki to come to you, or do you want to come to us?”
There is a soft, broken sound on the other end. Not quite a sob. Not quite a word. Just the sound of someone trying not to fall apart.
“I want to come to you,” Ilya whispers, “I want to be with you and Yuki. I cannot… I cannot be here right now.”
Shane closes his eyes, relief and heartbreak tangling together.
“Then come here,” he says, “Come home.”
Another breath, shaky and uneven.
“I will take the next flight,” Ilya says, and Shane nods, even though Ilya cannot see it.
“Good,” he says softly, “Call me when you get there, I’ll stay on the phone until you are through security if you need me to. Whatever you need, Ilya. I am here.”
There is a quiet exhale on the other end, the kind that sounds like someone finally letting themselves lean on another person.
“Thank you,” Ilya murmurs, “I do not deserve you.”
Shane’s voice is steady, warm, and sure.
“You do, though, and you deserve to be cared for,” mumbles Shane. The silence that follows is no longer heavy. It is soft and trusting, the man on the other end choosing where he wants to go when the world falls apart.
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  The arrivals board flickers overhead, but Shane barely registers any of it. His heart has been lodged somewhere in his throat since the moment Ilya said he wanted to come home. He had called Shane the second he arrived at the Boston airport, just like Shane asked him to. His voice had been low and tired, but he kept Shane on the line until he reached security and had to hang up, talking about nothing and everything to stay grounded.
Then Ilya called again while waiting to board, quieter this time, the exhaustion bleeding through the edges of his words. Shane told him to try to rest, even for a few minutes. Ilya hummed in response, soft and frayed, like he was trying to pretend he was not afraid of being alone.
Now Shane is standing under the harsh airport lights, replaying those calls in his head. The way Ilya’s voice steadied when Shane spoke. The way he whispered, I will see you soon as if it were the only thing holding him together. Shane keeps checking the time, then the arrivals screen, then the time again. His hands will not stay still.
He has not seen Ilya in days. He has not seen him since before the news, before what he assumes is grief, before the silence between breaths on the phone. He keeps hearing that voice, thin, frayed, trying so hard not to break.
The flight number finally flips to LANDED, and something in him loosens and tightens at the same time. He moves closer to the barrier, weaving through people holding signs, families reuniting, business travelers dragging suitcases.
He stands where he can see the escalators, his heart pounding. And then there he is.
At first, Shane almost misses him. A baseball cap pulled low, a black mask covering half his face, and sunglasses despite the fluorescent lights. His shoulders are hunched, his posture small, as he tries to disappear into the crowd.
But Shane would know him anywhere.
Ilya steps off the escalator, scanning the crowd with quick, guarded glances. He shifts his duffel higher on his shoulder, shrinking into himself. Then his eyes find Shane. Even behind the sunglasses, Shane feels the moment when Ilya sees him. Something in Ilya’s whole body loosens, as if a string pulled too tight finally gives way.
Shane moves first. He does not think. He just goes.
“Ilya,” he says when he reaches him, voice low and steady.
Ilya drops the duffel, it hits the floor with a dull thud. He does not say anything. He reaches out, and Shane steps into his arms without hesitation.
The hug is quiet, desperate, the kind of embrace that feels like someone trying to anchor themselves to the only solid thing left in the world. Ilya’s forehead presses to Shane’s shoulder, breath shaking once, twice. Shane feels the mask brush his collarbone, and the hat brim bumps his cheek.
Shane wraps his arms around him, one hand sliding up to the back of Ilya’s neck, thumb brushing the scent patch he is wearing.
“I’ve got you,” Shane murmurs, “You’re here. You’re safe.”
Ilya exhales, a sound not quite a sob, not quite steady. They stay like that for a long moment, the airport noise fading around them, the world narrowing to the warmth between their bodies and the quiet, trembling relief of being together again.
When Ilya finally pulls back, he lifts the sunglasses just enough for Shane to see his eyes. Red-rimmed, exhausted, but clear. He looks at Shane like he is something he has been searching for in the dark.
“Take me home,” he says softly.
Shane nods.
“Always.”
He picks up the duffel, takes Ilya’s hand, and leads him toward the exit, toward the car, toward home.
The automatic doors slide open, and the cold air hits them immediately. Ilya flinches almost imperceptibly, the kind of reaction he probably does not even realize he has anymore.
Shane shifts the duffel on his shoulder and moves a little closer, close enough that their arms brush as they walk. The parking garage is dim and echoing, every footstep bouncing off concrete. Ilya stays close, head down, hat brim low. Shane unlocks the car with a soft beep, opens the passenger door, and waits.
Ilya hesitates for half a second, like he is remembering how to move through the world, then gets in. Shane sets the duffel in the backseat, circles, and slides into the driver’s seat.
The moment the door shuts, the world goes quiet.
Not silent, just contained. Small and safe.
Ilya exhales, long and shaky, the kind of breath someone only lets out when they are finally offstage. Shane starts the car, turns up the heat, and keeps his voice soft.
“Seatbelt.”
Ilya fumbles for it, hands clumsy with exhaustion. Shane reaches over without thinking, guiding the buckle into place. Their fingers brush, and Ilya’s breath catches. Shane pulls back slowly, giving him space.
The car warms around them, the vents humming. Ilya pushes his sunglasses up onto his hat, then pulls his mask down to his chin. His normally tanned face looks pale under the fluorescent garage lights, eyes red-rimmed and heavy.
“You want the hat off?” Shane asks quietly.
Ilya shakes his head.
“Not yet.”
Shane nods and pulls out of the parking space.
For a few minutes, neither of them speaks. The road out of the airport is familiar, but it feels different with Ilya beside him, small and folded in on himself, like he is trying to take up as little space as possible.
Shane glances over. Ilya is staring out the window, jaw tight, hands clasped loosely in his lap. His thumb keeps brushing the edge of the scent patch on his neck, a nervous habit Shane has only seen once before, the night Ilya first held Yuki.
“You doing alright?” Shane asks softly.
“I do not know,” Ilya says, swallowing.
“That’s okay.”
Ilya’s eyes close for a moment, lashes trembling.
“I am tired.”
“You can sleep if you want. I will wake you when we get there.”
Ilya turns his head, looking at him like he is trying to memorize something.
“If I sleep, will you still be here when I wake up?”
Shane’s chest tightens.
“Yeah. I am not going anywhere.”
Reaching one hand to gently pat Ilya’s leg, reminding him he is here. Something in Ilya’s shoulders loosens. He shifts slightly, leaning his head back against the seat, body angling just a little toward Shane, like gravity is pulling him that way.
The city slips by outside the windows, gray and cold. Inside the car, the heat builds slowly, warming Ilya’s hands, his cheeks, the tip of his nose. After a few minutes, his breathing evens out.
Shane glances over again. Ilya is asleep. It does not look deep or particularly peaceful, but asleep nevertheless.
His hat is tilted, his mask still around his chin, his mouth parted just slightly. One hand has fallen open on his thigh, fingers curled loosely. Shane adjusts the heat so it blows gently toward him, neither too warm nor too cold.
He drives carefully, every turn slow, every stop gentle, the way he used to when Yuki was a baby and the car ride lulled her to sleep. He wants Ilya to rest, to feel safe, to know he is not alone anymore.
When they pull into the driveway, Shane puts the car in park and sits for a moment, watching Ilya breathe. Then he reaches over and touches his shoulder lightly.
“Ilya,” he murmurs gently, “We are home.”
Ilya stirs at the touch, a small, confused sound catching in his throat. His eyes blink open slowly, unfocused at first, then narrowing against the softer light of the driveway. He looks around, disoriented, as if he cannot quite remember where he is or how he got here.
Shane keeps his voice low, warm.
“Hey. You fell asleep for a bit.”
He lifts a hand to rub his face, but his movements are sluggish and uncoordinated, as if his body is still catching up to the fact that he is awake.
“Sorry,” he murmurs, voice rough with sleep.
“You don’t have to be sorry,” Shane says gently, “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”
Ilya nods, but he doesn’t move. Not right away. He sits there, breathing, eyes half-lidded, like he is trying to gather himself piece by piece. Shane waits, patient, letting him take the time he needs. After a moment, Ilya reaches for the door handle, but his fingers slip. Shane steps out quickly, circles around, and opens the door for him.
The cold air hits again, and Ilya shivers, pulling his coat tighter around himself. Shane offers a hand without thinking, palm up, steady, and open. Ilya hesitates for a heartbeat, then places his hand in Shane’s. His grip is warm, but weak. Shane curls his fingers around it, grounding him.
“Watch your step, it’s icy,” Shane murmurs as Ilya climbs out of the car. Ilya sways once, just slightly, and Shane steadies him with a hand at his back. Ilya leans into the touch more than he probably realizes, his body instinctively seeking warmth, seeking something solid.
They walk up the short path to the front door, their hands still linked. Ilya’s steps are slow and heavy, as if each one takes effort. Shane unlocks the door, pushes it open, and guides him inside.
The house is warm, quiet, and familiar. Ilya stops just past the threshold, blinking as if the shift from cold to warmth is too sudden. His shoulders rise and fall with a shaky breath. Shane closes the door behind them, setting the world outside aside.
“You’re home,” he says softly. Ilya swallows, eyes drifting over the entryway, the shoes by the mat, the faint scent of laundry detergent and Shane’s scent, the little drawing Yuki taped to the wall last week. His face crumples for a moment, not into tears, but into something raw and unguarded.
“It smells like you,” he whispers, barely audible. Shane’s chest tightens.
“Yeah,” he says quietly, “It’s your home too.”
Ilya’s breath catches again, and he lifts a hand to his face, pressing his fingers to his eyes like he is trying to hold something in place. Shane steps closer, slow and careful, giving him space to lean if he wants to.
“Do you want to sit?” Shane asks, “Or shower? Or… breathe for a minute?”
Ilya lowers his hand, eyes glassy but steady.
“I want to hold you… and sleep,” replies Ilya, carefully reaching for Shane like he’s fragile, “Our Снежинка is at daycare, we will need to go fetch her later.”
“We have a couple of hours,” Shane assures him, his hand gently moving over Ilya’s arms, pulling the man closer, "I’ll set an alarm, and we can take a nap in the nest. You know she’s going to be over the moon to see you.”
Shane’s words seem to melt something in Ilya. His posture softens, his fingers curling lightly into the fabric of Shane’s shirt as if he is afraid Shane might disappear if he lets go.
“Come on,” Shane murmurs, brushing his thumb along Ilya’s arm, “Let’s get you comfortable.”
He guides him gently up the stairs and down the hallway, their steps slow and uneven. Ilya’s grip never fully loosens, his hand sliding from Shane’s sleeve to his wrist, then to his fingers, holding on with a quiet desperation that makes Shane’s chest ache.
The bedroom is dim, the curtains half-drawn, the nest already waiting on the bed: blankets layered in soft folds, pillows arranged in a loose circle, the faint scent of cedar and laundry detergent lingering in the air.
Ilya stops at the edge of it, blinking at the familiar shape as if he is seeing it through a fog.
“Let's get your coat off, okay?” Shane keeps his voice soft. Ilya nods, slow and small. Shane steps behind him, easing the coat from his shoulders. Ilya doesn’t help, doesn’t resist, stands there, and lets Shane take care of him. When the coat is gone, Shane reaches for the hat next, pausing.
“Can I?”
Ilya hesitates, then nods again. Shane lifts the hat gently, careful not to jostle him. Ilya’s hair is flattened on one side, sticking up on the other, and he looks so tired, so young, so breakable that Shane has to swallow hard. The mask comes next, tugged down fully and set aside. Ilya’s face is bare now, open in a way he rarely allows. His eyes flicker up to Shane’s, glassy and exhausted.
Shane climbs into the nest first, settling against the pillows, then opens his arms.
“Come here,” Shane whispers, and Ilya steps forward without thinking. He settles against him immediately, head tucked under Shane’s chin, one arm draped across Shane’s waist like he is afraid of drifting away if he lets go. Shane strokes a slow line down his back, feeling the tension still coiled beneath the exhaustion.
For a long moment, neither of them speaks. The room is warm, dim, quiet. Ilya’s breathing evens out, but he does not fall asleep. Not yet. Shane can feel it in the way his fingers twitch against his shirt, restless and uncertain.
Then, very quietly, Ilya says, “Shane.”
Shane hums in response, his hand still moving in slow, steady circles.
“I do not feel sad,” Ilya whispers, voice thin and frayed, “About my father.”
Shane stills, but only for a heartbeat. His hand resumes its gentle motion, grounding and patient against Ilya’s back. The man swallows hard, breath catching.
“I should. I know I should. He is dead, and I should feel something. But I do not. Not really,” Ilya confesses, his voice cracks, not with grief, but with shame, “I feel… hollow and guilty. And angry at myself for not being sad. What kind of son does not feel sad?”
Shane shifts just enough to press a soft kiss to Ilya’s temple.
“A son who was hurt,” he murmurs, recalling some of the things Ilya’s let slip in their various conversations, “A son who grew up in a cold home.”
Ilya’s breath shudders.
“It makes me feel like a bad person.”
“You’re not a bad person,” Shane says, firm but gentle, “You’re a person who wasn’t loved the way he should’ve been. And your dad was sick for a long time. Those things change how grief feels.”
Ilya presses his forehead harder against Shane’s chest, like he is trying to hide inside him.
“I keep waiting for it to hit me for something to break open. But all I feel is… relief. And then I feel sick for feeling that.”
Shane’s arms tighten around him, protective and warm.
“Relief is a kind of grief, too,” he says softly, “It means you can finally stop bracing for the next hurt.”
Ilya makes a small, wounded sound, muffled against Shane’s shirt.
“I do not know how to do this,” he whispers, “I do not know how to feel.”
“You don’t have to know,” Shane murmurs, “You just have to let yourself rest. The feelings will come when they come. And whatever they are, they’re allowed.”
Ilya’s fingers curl into Shane’s shirt, gripping tight.
“I am scared,” he admits, voice barely audible, like the words cost him something.
“I know,” Shane whispers, “But you’re not alone anymore.”
Something in Ilya finally gives. His body softens fully against Shane’s, the last bit of tension melting out of him. His breathing slows, deepens, and steadies. This time, when sleep pulls him under, he doesn’t fight it.
Shane holds him, awake in the quiet, one hand stroking through his hair, the other wrapped around his back. He listens to Ilya breathe, feels the weight of him, the trust of him, the fragile peace settling over them both.
He doesn’t sleep; he holds him.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Ilya wakes slowly, drifting up through warmth and the steady rise and fall beneath his cheek. For a moment, he does not know where he is. The room is dim, the air warm, the blankets soft around him. His body feels heavy, but not in the way it did before.
He breathes in, and the scent hits him first. Shane’s warm skin and maple, cedar sapling, and that cool, snowy note that always steadies him, threaded through with clean cotton and detergent.
His fingers curl into Shane’s shirt before he even realizes he is wrapped around him. One leg thrown over Shane’s, an arm draped across his waist, his face tucked against Shane’s chest as if he belongs there.
He blinks his eyes open.
Shane is awake. He is leaning back against the pillows, glasses perched on his nose, a book open in one hand. His other arm is around Ilya, fingers resting lightly on his shoulder, thumb brushing absentmindedly in slow, soothing arcs.
Ilya stares. Shane in glasses, in person, is… he swallows. Heat rises in his chest, low and warm, startling in its clarity. He has seen Shane tired, sweaty, laughing, flushed, soft with Yuki, sharp on the ice. But Shane quietly focused, glasses slipping down his nose, holding Ilya like it’s the most natural thing in the world. This does something to him; he is too tired to hide.
Shane notices him stir. He looks down, eyes softening behind the lenses.
“Hey,” he whispers, voice warm and low, “You’re awake.”
Ilya hums, the sound small and rough. His throat feels thick, but not with grief, with something gentler. He shifts slightly, tightening his arm around Shane’s waist without meaning to.
“How long?” he murmurs.
“A little over an hour,” Shane says, “You have more time before we have to go get Yuki.”
“You did not sleep,” Ilya says, blinking up at him. Shane smiles, small and crooked.
“No, but I didn’t want to move. You looked comfortable.”
Ilya’s chest tightens. He presses his forehead lightly against Shane’s ribs, breathing him in. The glasses catch the light when Shane tilts his head, and Ilya feels that warm pull again, low and steady.
“You are reading,” Ilya says quietly, voice still thick with sleep, eyes on the book in Shane’s hand.
“Yeah. Didn’t want to wake you. And I… like having you here.”
Ilya’s breath stutters. He lifts his head just enough to look at Shane properly. The glasses. The soft hair falling over his forehead. The steady, patient warmth in his eyes.
“You look…”
He stops, the words catching. Shane raises an eyebrow, amused.
“I look what?”
Ilya swallows. His face feels warm.
“Good.”
Shane’s smile deepens, slow and warm, like sunlight spreading across his face.
“Right, you liked the glasses on our call a few nights ago,” Shane laughs, brushing a hand through Ilya’s hair. Ilya closes his eyes at the touch, leaning into it. He feels more like himself than he has since the phone call. Still tired, still raw, but not drowning.
“Yes, waking up to you in them is incredible,” he sighs, wishing he did not feel like absolute shit so he could love Shane the way he craves in this moment. He shifts again, settling more fully against Shane’s chest, his leg sliding between Shane’s, his arm tightening around him.
Shane’s breath catches, just a little, and Ilya feels it. Feels the warmth of it. Feels the way Shane’s hand pauses for a heartbeat before continuing its slow stroke through his hair. Ilya exhales, soft and content.
“I could stay like this,” he murmurs, half into Shane’s shirt. Shane’s fingers curl gently at the back of his neck.
“Then stay,” he whispers, “As long as you want.”
Ilya lets out a slow breath, the kind that sinks all the way into his bones. Shane’s heartbeat is steady beneath his ear, warm and grounding. His fingers curl into Shane’s shirt again, softer this time, not out of fear but out of instinct.
He drifts, not fully asleep or fully awake. Just floating in the warmth of Shane’s body, the scent of maple and cedar and snowy coolness wrapping around him like a blanket. He feels Shane’s hand in his hair, slow and rhythmic, and the world narrows to that touch. His breathing evens out. His muscles loosen. His mind quiets.
He dozes. It could be minutes. It could be an hour. Time doesn’t exist here. What pulls him back is the faint shift of Shane’s body; the subtle inhale, the way his hand pauses in Ilya’s hair before resuming its gentle path.
Ilya blinks awake, slow and heavy. Shane’s glasses are still on, the book still open in his hand. He looks down at Ilya with that soft, steady warmth that makes something in Ilya’s chest ache.
“Hey,” Shane murmurs, brushing his thumb along Ilya’s temple, “I’m sorry. I have to wake you.”
Ilya makes a small sound, something between a hum and a protest, and burrows closer, pressing his face into Shane’s ribs.
“No,” he mumbles, voice thick with sleep, “Warm.”
Shane huffs a quiet laugh, the sound vibrating through Ilya’s cheek.
“I know. But we have to go get Yuki.”
Ilya’s fingers tighten in Shane’s shirt. His body feels heavy again, not with grief but with comfort. With the kind of exhaustion that comes after finally letting go. He forces his eyes open, blinking up at Shane. The glasses are still there, slightly crooked now, and the sight hits him again, low and warm.
“You are still wearing them,” Ilya murmurs, soft and almost accusing, like Shane has done something unfairly attractive.
“Didn’t want to move. You were holding on pretty tight,” Shane smiles, small and crooked. Ilya flushes, but he doesn’t let go. If anything, he presses closer, sliding his leg more firmly between Shane’s, his arm tightening around his waist.
Shane’s breath catches, just a little, and Ilya feels it.
“Come on,” Shane says gently, brushing a hand through his hair, “Let’s get you ready.”
Ilya groans, burying his face in Shane’s chest again.
“Carry me,” he half-heartedly demands, and Shane laughs under his breath.
“You’re not asleep anymore.”
“I could be,” Ilya mutters, already leaning into Shane’s warmth again. Shane shifts, sitting up a little straighter, and Ilya reluctantly follows, still clinging, still half draped over him like a sleepy cat. Shane cups the back of his neck, thumb stroking the warm skin there.
“You can lean on me,” Shane says softly, “But we do have to get up.”
Ilya sighs, long and dramatic, but he lets Shane guide him upright. His body sways, and Shane steadies him with both hands, warm and sure.
“Slow,” Ilya murmurs.
“Always,” Shane replies. They move together, Ilya leaning heavily into Shane’s side as they climb out of the nest. His legs feel unsteady, his head still foggy with sleep, and he keeps one hand fisted in Shane’s shirt as if letting go would send him drifting back into the dark.
Shane helps him stand, find his balance, and breathe.
“Coat,” Shane says gently, "Then shoes. Then Yuki.”
The name sparks something bright in Ilya’s chest. He nods, more alert now, the fog lifting as he straightens. His muscles remember themselves, the heaviness easing, but he stays close to Shane anyway, shoulder brushing his arm, fingers catching Shane’s sleeve whenever he moves.
He pulls on one of Shane’s sweaters properly, smooths the hem, and lets Shane help him with the last stubborn fold. His coat goes on next, and he slips his arms into it with more coordination than before. Shane steadies him only once, when Ilya leans in a little too close while shrugging the coat over his shoulders.
“Sorry,” Ilya murmurs, though he doesn’t step back.
“Don’t be,” Shane says softly.
Shoes are easier. Ilya bends, ties them himself this time, though he keeps one hand braced on Shane’s thigh for balance. Shane doesn’t comment, just rests a warm palm on Ilya’s shoulder until he’s done.
When they step outside, the cold air hits Ilya’s face, sharp and clean. He inhales, and something inside him wakes fully. His pulse picks up. His chest feels warm. Shane locks the door, and Ilya moves closer, slipping his hand into Shane’s without thinking. Shane squeezes once, thumb brushing the back of his hand.
They walk to the car like that.
Once inside, Ilya buckles his seatbelt with steady hands. He’s awake now, not jittery, not overwhelmed, just present. Clear. But he still leans toward Shane as the engine starts, his shoulder brushing Shane’s arm.
“You look better,” Shane says, glancing over at him.
“I feel better,” Ilya admits, “Still tired. But… better.”
Shane smiles, warm and relieved.
“Good.”
They pull out of the driveway. The heater hums softly. The city passes by in muted winter colors. Ilya watches the familiar streets, fingers tapping lightly against his thigh. Then it hits him all at once: the reality of where they’re going, the reality of where he is.
“We are going to get her,” he says, voice soft but bright. Shane glances over, smile widening.
“Yeah. We are,” Shane says gently, “She’s going to be so excited to see you.”
Ilya’s lips curve, small but real.
“She will scream.”
Shane laughs under his breath.
“Probably.”
Ilya turns his face toward the window, but he can’t stop the warmth spreading through him. His fingers twitch, then curl into a loose fist against his thigh. His chest feels full, not heavy or painful, just full.
“I missed her, missed you,” he whispers. Shane reaches over, brushing his knuckles along Ilya’s knee.
“She missed you, too; we both did.”
Ilya swallows, eyes stinging for a moment, not with grief, but with something gentler. Something like hope. The daycare comes into view, and his pulse quickens. He exhales, a trembling, excited sound.
Shane parks the car, the engine ticking softly as it cools. Ilya is already unbuckling, fingers quick and sure, but he waits for Shane before getting out. The cold air hits him again when he steps outside, but this time it feels sharp in a good way, like it’s waking up the last parts of him that were still foggy.
Shane locks the car, and Ilya moves closer without thinking, their arms brushing as they walk toward the daycare entrance. The building’s windows glow warm against the winter dusk, silhouettes of tiny chairs and cubbies visible inside.
There’s already a short line of parents waiting in the vestibule, puffy coats, tired smiles, diaper bags slung over shoulders. The familiar hum of end-of-day chaos filters through the inner door: laughter, squeals, the scrape of toys being put away.
Ilya’s heart kicks.
He steps into line beside Shane, close enough that their shoulders touch. Shane doesn’t move away. If anything, he leans in just a little, grounding him. Ilya’s fingers twitch at his side. He wants to hold Shane’s hand again, but he’s not sure if he should in public. Instead, he lets his knuckles brush Shane’s coat, a quiet point of contact.
Shane notices. His hand shifts, brushing lightly against Ilya’s in return. The warmth in Ilya’s chest spreads. Before he can say anything, a voice cuts through the air.
“Oh! Shane?”
Ilya turns to look down the hall, instinctively stepping a little closer to Shane. A woman steps out from the infant-room hallway, perfect hair, perfect coat, perfect smile. She beams at Shane like she’s greeting a celebrity.
Shane’s posture shifts. It’s not tense or afraid. It’s just guarded. And beneath the cedar-maple warmth of his scent, Ilya catches a faint cool note of discomfort, muted by the scent patch but unmistakable nonetheless to Ilya at this time. He doesn’t know this woman, but he instantly knows she's not someone Shane likes.
“Oh my goodness, it’s you,” she says, drifting closer, “I didn’t know you picked up at this time.”
Shane offers a polite smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.
“Hey… Angie, yeah, our schedule has changed a bit.”
Her gaze flicks to Ilya and lingers.
“Oh,” she says, surprise brightening her face, “You brought someone.”
Shane’s hand brushes the small of Ilya’s back, grounding, protective.
“This is Ilya,” Shane says, “Yuki’s other parent.”
The woman blinks, recalculating. Ilya can practically see something forming before her smile shifts into something syrupy, flirtatious, and practiced. She angles her body toward Ilya, lashes fluttering.
“Well,” she says warmly, “Welcome back. It must be quite the adjustment, stepping into things now.”
Ilya blinks at her, confused. Stepping into things? As if he were some replacement father figure? As if Shane has been doing this alone because he’s weak? He feels Shane stiffen beside him, just a breath, just a flicker of scent, and that’s enough.
Ilya’s voice is calm, soft, polite, and sharp.
“I have not been here,” he says, “But my love has done everything for our daughter; he is the reason our daughter is happy and safe.”
The woman blinks, thrown off.
“Oh! Of course, I didn’t mean—”
Ilya continues, still gentle, still quiet, but with an edge that could cut glass.
“He has been both a mother and a father; he is our home. I am only grateful he let me come back.”
Shane’s breath catches beside him, a soft, startled sound, and his scent warms, blooming with something tender and bright. The woman recovers quickly, plastering on a bright smile.
“Well, that’s wonderful,” she says, fluttering her lashes at Ilya, “I’m sure Yuki is very lucky to have such a strong male figure now.”
Ilya tilts his head, studying her. Strong male figure? As if that’s what she thinks this is. As if she’s trying to compliment him while dismissing Shane.
“She has Shane, he is a very strong man,” Ilya says. He feels Shane go still beside him, not tense, just moved. The woman’s smile falters. Ilya steps a little closer to Shane, their shoulders brushing, his hand finding Shane’s sleeve again,
The woman’s expression tightens, irritation flickering before she masks it again.
“Well,” she says, smoothing her hair, “I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to see you both.”
She retreats down the hall, though she keeps glancing over her shoulder.
Ilya exhales slowly, leaning closer to Shane.
“She was unpleasant,” Ilya says, still leaning into Shane’s warmth.
Shane snorts softly.
“You should’ve seen her with Jackie.”
“That is Hayden’s wife, yes?” he asks, mostly sure he’s right.
“Yeah, she normally picks up later, so we won’t see her today,” replies Shane, and Ilya hums, eyes drifting toward the classroom door. His pulse picks up again, excitement pushing away the last of the annoyance. The line moves again, and a redheaded woman appears in the doorway, smiling warmly at the next parent she calls in.
“That’s one of Yuki’s teachers, her name’s Charlotte,” says Shane, stepping forward with the line, “She’s also Yuki’s keyperson.”
“What is a keyperson?” asks Ilya, keeping close to Shane.
“She basically knows everything about Yuki and advocates for her,” replies Shane, a gentle smile on his face, “You know it was Miss Charlotte who realized that Yuki gets overstimulated by loud noises and sticky things on her hands and told me.”
“Sounds like she’s good at what she does,” Ilya says softly, his emotions pulling in every direction. He’s excited to see Yuki again, to be with his family, but in a way, this makes him feel heavy to see how much he’s missed.
“Yuki Hollander’s dad?” the teacher calls, and Shane leads him into the classroom. Ilya follows, pulse quickening as he steps into the toddler room for the first time. The scent of crayons, apple slices, and finger paint hits him immediately.
He doesn’t see Yuki right away, his eyes scanning for her as he takes in the tiny chairs, various cubbies, and hooks where the kids' things are stored. He spots a drying rack full of artwork, one piece looks like a mermaid-dog, and he’s willing to bet it's one of Yuki’s creations.
His chest tightens. This is where she spends her days, a place she laughs and grows.
The teacher, Miss Charlotte, closes the door behind them and turns with a curious smile.
“Hi Shane,” she says, her eyes shifting between the men, “And you are…”
Ilya looks at Shane, unsure how he wants to introduce him, and as Shane opens his mouth to answer, a shriek slices through the room.
“DADDY ILYA!”
Ilya barely has time to register the sound before a small, fast blur launches itself across the floor. Yuki barrels into him with all the force her tiny body can muster, arms flung around his legs, face pressed into his coat. He drops to his knees instantly, arms wrapping around her, breath catching hard in his throat.
“Снежинка,” he whispers, voice cracking on the word. She pulls back just enough to look at him, her little face flushed and glowing, eyes huge with joy.
“You’re back!” she squeals, bouncing even as she clings to him, “You said it wouldn’t be long, and it wasn’t.”
Ilya’s heart breaks open in the best way. He cups her cheeks gently, brushing his thumbs over her warm skin.
“I am here. I’m here,” he whispers, the words grounding him as much as comforting her. Yuki throws her arms around his neck, squeezing with all her might.
“Ah, so he’s Daddy Ilya,” muses Miss Charlotte with a smile, “She’s been talking about her new Daddy Ilya, but I thought it might be a dog since I know she’d been pleading for one.”
“We’re not getting a dog anytime soon,” Shane says quickly, smiling at Ilya, before turning back to Miss Charlotte, “This is Ilya, my partner… he’s Yuki’s other parent.”
Ilya feels a warmth blossoming in his chest. For a moment, the reason for his early visit escapes his mind entirely, as he focuses on Shane and his daughter.
Miss Charlotte steps closer, still smiling at the sight of Yuki wrapped around Ilya like a koala. She adjusts the clipboard in her hands, her tone warm and practiced.
“Well,” she says, “Since someone is very busy hugging her Daddy Ilya, I’ll do her handover while you hold her.”
Yuki tightens her grip around Ilya’s neck as if she heard her name and refuses to be put down. Ilya shifts her slightly on his hip, one arm supporting her, the other smoothing her hair. She tucks her face into his shoulder, still buzzing with excitement.
“She had a good day. Ate most of her lunch, we did skip sensory play, it was too sticky, but she was fine with painting while her friends played,” Miss Charlotte says with a smile, looking at the drying rack, “She does have a drawing of a mermaid dog that's drying that you’ll be able to take home tomorrow, it’s still a bit wet.”
Ilya’s breath catches as he looks at the painting, the wild colors, the uneven brushstrokes, the unmistakable Yuki-ness of it, and something inside him twists at how easily he recognized it from across the room.
“I hope you three have a good evening,” says Miss Charlett, looking between the two men for a moment before turning to Shane, “I’ll let the office know that you might be adding someone for pick up and delivery, that way they have the paperwork ready for you.”
“Oh,” Shane says, his eyes going big for a moment before he nods, “Thank you, we’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Good night,” Ilya says before trailing after Shane toward the door on the far side of the room. They step out of the classroom, Yuki still wrapped around Ilya like she’s afraid he might disappear if she loosens her grip. Her little boots bump against his hips as he adjusts her higher, one arm under her legs, the other supporting her back.
Shane holds the door for them, smiling as Yuki buries her face in Ilya’s neck.
“Someone missed you,” Shane murmurs, and Ilya’s chest tightens as he holds their child close.
“I missed her more.”
Yuki beams at him over Ilya’s shoulder, looking at Shane.
“Daddy!” she says, stretching her arm towards him. Shane moves closer to them, offering her his hand without a second thought. She then turns back to Ilya, patting his cheek with her other hand, “Daddy Ilya!”
Ilya’s heart squeezes.
“Снежинка,” he whispers, kissing her temple. They walk toward Shane’s car. Yuki chattering nonstop in that breathless toddler way, half-sentences, excited squeals, words tumbling over each other.
“We had apples and grapes, and then we played in the snow, and then Amber got her fingers stuck together while I painted, and Miss Charlette sang to us, and we danced, and we cleaned up.”
“You had a very big day,” Ilya laughs softly.
Shane unlocks the car and opens the back door.
“Okay, Snowdrop. Time to get buckled,” Shane says, reaching for Yuki, who only clings tighter.
“No! Daddy Ilya, carry me home!” she demands, and Ilya freezes.
“He can’t carry you home, but he can get you into your car seat,” offers Shane, looking up at him, eyes warm behind the glasses, and Ilya swallows, throat tight.
“I… yes,” he says, voice soft, the words catching on the swell in his chest. He settles her gently into her car seat, carefully adjusting the straps until she’s secure, and Shane gives him a nod to confirm it’s correct. Yuki keeps one fist tangled in his coat until the very last second, then grabs his sleeve instead.
“Daddy Ilya, sit next to me,” she demands, and Shane laughs.
“He can’t sit back here, Snowdrop. But he’ll be right in front of you.”
Yuki huffs, unimpressed, but accepts it. Ilya climbs into the passenger seat, twisting around immediately to look at her. She beams at him, kicking her little boots against the seat. The heater hums softly as the car pulls out of the parking lot, Yuki kicking her little boots against the back of Ilya’s seat, still buzzing with excitement.
“Daddy Ilya! Daddy Ilya! Daddy Ilya!” she sings, swaying in her seat like it’s the next Baby Shark.
“Снежинка… can I ask you something?”
“Yes!” Yuki nods eagerly, her whole body bouncing with the force of her enthusiasm.  Ilya reaches back, brushing her knee gently.
“You have Daddy,” he says, nodding toward Shane, “He is Daddy.”
“Daddy!” Yuki nods.
“And I…” Ilya hesitates, breath catching. He glances at Shane, whose eyes are steady behind the glasses, focused on the road ahead, “I would like it if you called me Papa. Just Papa.”
Yuki tilts her head, thinking very hard, brows scrunched, lips pursed, like she’s solving a puzzle that only exists in her own mind. Then she beams.
“Papa!”
“Yes,” Ilya says, his breath escaping in a shaky exhale, "That is me.”
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The house settles into that soft, warm quiet that only comes after Yuki’s bedtime routine, the hum of the heater, the faint scent of bubble bath, the gentle rustle of pages turning down the hall. Shane stands in the doorway of Yuki’s room, leaning his shoulder against the frame, watching the two people who make his chest feel too full.
Ilya sits on the toddler bed, the book open across his lap. Yuki is curled against his side, one small hand fisted in his shirt like she’s anchoring herself to him. Every few lines, she interrupts him with a question or a squeal or a comment that has nothing to do with the story, and Ilya takes each one with infinite patience.
He reads slowly, lingering on every word like he’s trying to hold the moment still. Shane feels something warm and painful twist in his chest.
Ilya needs this. He needs her. He needs the quiet, the closeness, the proof that she’s real and here and his. So Shane doesn’t interrupt. He doesn’t remind him it’s late. He doesn’t tell him she’s already drifting toward sleep. He just watches.
Yuki yawns, a big, dramatic one, and snuggles deeper into Ilya’s side.
“Papa,” she mumbles, half-asleep, “Turn the page.”
Shane sees the way Ilya’s breath catches, a tiny sharp inhale, before he presses a kiss to the top of her head and keeps reading. Shane feels his stomach twist, loving the sight of Ilya fitting into their life with ease, but he also sees the shadows under it, the reason why Ilya’s here right now.
The moments when Ilya’s eyes go distant and the heaviness that creeps in when he thinks no one is looking. They need to talk about what Ilya needs, but not while he’s holding their daughter, as if she’s the only thing keeping him upright. Soon, though, they’ll have to.
The story ends. Ilya closes the book gently, careful not to make a sound. Yuki is already half-asleep, her breathing slow and even. He shifts, easing her down onto her pillow, brushing her hair back from her face with trembling fingers.
“Спокойной ночи, Снежинка,” he whispers. She doesn’t answer, but her fingers twitch toward him in her sleep.
(Good night, Snowflake.)
Ilya stays there for a long moment, just watching her, his hand hovering above her cheek like he can’t quite bring himself to pull away. Shane steps forward quietly and lays a hand on his shoulder. Ilya startles just a little, then relaxes into the touch.
“She’s out,” Shane murmurs.
“Yes,” Ilya says, nodding, eyes still on her.
“Come on,” Shane says softly, “Let’s give her space to sleep.”
Ilya rises slowly, like he’s peeling himself away from something sacred. Shane guides him out of the room, closing the door halfway behind them. In the dim hallway light, Ilya looks tired, not physically, but in that deep, emotional way that comes from carrying too much for too long. Shane brushes his thumb along Ilya’s cheekbone, a gentle touch meant to anchor him.
“We’ll talk,” Shane says quietly, "If you’re ready.”
Ilya’s eyes meet his, dark, vulnerable, full of something raw and aching. Shane carefully reaches for Ilya, who leans into his touch, and Shane leads him into the living room, the lights dimmed low, the house warm and still. The quiet feels different now, not the soft bedtime hush from before, but something heavier, waiting.
Ilya sinks onto the couch like the weight of the day finally catches up to him. He sits with his hands loose in his lap, fingers twitching like he’s not sure whether to fold in or reach out. Shane sits beside him, close enough that their knees touch, giving him space but not distance.
For a moment, neither of them speaks.
Shane watches the way Ilya’s shoulders rise and fall with slow, careful breaths. The way his eyes stay fixed on nothing, unfocused and far away. The softness from bedtime still clings to him, but underneath it, the heaviness is back.
He knows that look; he’s seen it all evening, slipping in between smiles.
“Hey,” Shane says quietly, turning toward him, “What do you need right now?”
Ilya lets out a breath, not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh.
"What I need,” he repeats, like he’s trying the words on his tongue. Then he gives a crooked, brittle smile, “I need to not go back to Russia for my father’s funeral.”
Shane’s stomach drops. It’s said lightly, tossed out like a joke, but the weight of it hits the room like a stone. Ilya’s voice doesn’t match the words, too soft, too tired, too raw. His eyes flick toward Shane, searching for something, maybe bracing for something.
Shane doesn’t look away. He reaches out, covering Ilya’s hand with his own. Ilya’s fingers go still under the touch.
“You shouldn’t joke about that,” Shane says gently, and Ilya swallows, throat tight.
"I am not joking. I can go. I just…” he says, voice thin around the edges. He shakes his head, eyes dropping to their joined hands, "It is cold there. Everything is cold. The house. The people. My brother.”
Shane’s chest tightens. He knows pieces, enough to understand the shape of the hurt, not the depth.
“Ilya…” he starts, but Ilya keeps going, the words spilling out in a low, tired rush.
“If I go, I go alone,” he says, "I cannot bring you. I cannot bring Yuki. And I would be there alone. No comfort. No warmth. Just him,” his jaw tightens, "Just Alexei.”
Shane’s breath catches. He squeezes Ilya’s hand, grounding him.
“You don’t have to put yourself through that.”
Ilya lets out a shaky exhale.
"But if I do not go, I am the bad son. Again. And if I do go…” His voice cracks, barely audible, "I have to leave the only people who make me feel like I am not alone.”
Shane shifts closer, their shoulders touching, his thumb brushing slow circles over the back of Ilya’s hand.
“You’re not alone,” he murmurs, "Not now. Not ever.”
Ilya’s breath trembles. He leans into Shane, just slightly, like he’s testing whether the support is real, and it is. Shane wraps an arm around him, pulling him gently into his side. Ilya goes willingly, head resting against Shane’s shoulder, the tension in his body loosening by degrees.
For a long moment, they sit like that; quiet, steady, breathing in sync. Shane knows that Ilya’s right; he and Yuki aren’t able to join him in Russia without revealing their relationship. But there has to be something he can do. He tries to imagine what he would want if he were in Ilya’s shoes.
Shane sits with him for a long moment, their shoulders touching, Ilya’s head resting against him like he’s finally letting himself lean. The weight of what Ilya just said still hangs between them, heavy, cold, too big for one person to hold. Shane smooths his thumb over the back of Ilya’s hand, grounding both of them.
“Ilya,” he says softly, an idea coming to him, “If you have to go… is there anything that would make it easier? Anything you need?”
Ilya’s breath stutters, just slightly. He doesn’t pull away, but his fingers curl in, like he’s bracing for something. Shane keeps his voice gentle.
“I was thinking… maybe I could put together a care package. Something you can take with you. Things from the house, things from us,” he hesitates, then adds, “You know… something Yuki and I could scent for you. So you’d have us with you in some way.”
For a heartbeat, Ilya goes very still. Then he lifts his head, just enough to look at Shane, eyes dark, tired, and suddenly bright with something else. Something warmer. Something mischievous.
“A care package,” he repeats, voice low, “With your scent.”
“If you think it would help.”
Ilya’s mouth curves, not into a real smile, but into that soft, teasing shape Shane’s learned he does when he’s trying to cut through his own tension.
“And what would you put in it, hm?” he asks, leaning in a little, “One of your shirts? Something you sleep in? Something you have sweated in?”
“Ilya,” he gasps, his ears go hot instantly. Ilya hums, pleased, the sound vibrating against Shane’s shoulder.
“You offer me your scent, and then you blush when I accept it. Very unfair.”
Shane tries to glare at him, but it’s impossible when Ilya is looking at him like this, tired and hurting and still trying to flirt his way out of the ache in his chest.
“I meant something comforting,” Shane says, though his voice is softer than he intends, “Something that makes you feel safe.”
Ilya’s teasing fades just a little. His eyes soften.
“You make me feel safe,” he says quietly, "You and Yuki. That is why I do not want to go.”
Shane’s breath catches, and Ilya leans in again, this time resting his forehead against Shane’s temple.
“But if you want to give me a shirt that smells like you,” he murmurs, “I will not refuse.”
Shane huffs out a breath, half a laugh, half an exhale of relief.
“I’ll give you whatever you need.”
Ilya’s fingers tighten around his.
“Then stay close,” he whispers, "That is what I need most.”
Shane shifts, pulling him in fully, letting Ilya fold into him like he’s been waiting all day to do it.
And for a long moment, they sit like that, quiet, warm, wrapped around each other, while the house holds its breath around them.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The hotel room is too quiet.
Not the soft, lived-in quiet of Shane’s home, this is the sterile hush of a place meant for sleeping, not grieving. The air smells faintly of industrial cleaner and of the radiator's stale heat. The walls are beige, the curtains heavy, the bedspread stiff and unfamiliar.
Ilya sits on the edge of the mattress, the care package resting beside him like a lifeline.
The funeral is over. Alexei is gone from his life; he tried to fight him after he told him he would no longer give him any funds. His brother tried to fight him, but when Ilya refused to engage, he stormed off after he promised to set up a trust for his niece's future.
He should feel lighter, but he doesn’t.
He feels scraped out.
He exhales slowly, rubbing a hand over his face before pulling the box into his lap. The cardboard is warm from where he’s been holding it, and for a moment, he sits there, fingers resting on the lid, breathing in the faintest trace of home.
Shane, warm cedar, maple warmth, that grounding steadiness that always settles Ilya’s pulse, and beneath it is a soft, sweet, unmistakable Yuki’s scent, maple snow cream, cedarwood, pine needles, and the faintest spark of amber that Ilya’s only caught coming off her a couple of times.
His chest tightens as he opens the box. On top is a folded blanket, soft, familiar, saturated with Shane’s pheromones. The scent hits him immediately, warm and steady, wrapping around him like an embrace. His breath catches, eyes closing as he presses the blanket to his face.
It smells like safety, like home, like the life he wants to run back to.
He sets it aside carefully, like it’s fragile. Next is a stack of clothes, all warm, and things he’s seen in Shane’s closet. Shane’s handwriting is on a sticky note stuck to the top of the shirt.
In case it’s cold. Or in case you miss me.
Shane.
Ilya huffs out a breath, not quite a laugh, not quite a sob. He runs his thumb over the ink, imagining Shane writing it, imagining the way his brow furrows when he concentrates.
He lifts a shirt. Shane’s scent blooms from it; the warm cedar, maple sap, that quiet grounding note that always settles Ilya’s nerves. He presses it to his chest, holding it there for a long moment, letting the warmth seep into him.
Then he sees it.
A small, well-loved Snoopy plush, its fur worn down in places, one ear slightly bent, the stuffing uneven from years of being hugged too tightly. Yuki’s favorite squishy.
His breath breaks.
He picks it up with his free hand, like it’s something sacred. The little plush is warm from the blanket it was wrapped in, smells like her, and makes his chest ache. There’s something tucked under Snoopy’s arm; not a note, not really.
It’s a piece of construction paper, folded twice, covered in scribbles with markers. Swirls of purple and blue. A lopsided heart. A stick-figure family: one tall, one medium, one tiny with big hair. And in the corner, in big uneven letters that wobble across the page:
PApA ♡ Yuꓘi
Ilya’s vision blurs instantly. He presses the squishy and the drawing to his chest, curling around them, shoulders shaking with a breath he can’t quite release. The hotel room feels even colder now, the silence sharper, the distance unbearable. He whispers into the worn fabric, voice cracking.
“Снежинка… my little snowflake… my family…”
He sits there for a long time, holding the squishy, wrapped in Shane’s blanket, surrounded by the scent of the only place he’s ever felt safe. He’s done the hard part. He’s survived the funeral. He’s cut Alexei out.
He doesn’t mean to call. He is still sitting on the edge of the hotel bed, wrapped in Shane’s blanket, Snoopy squishy pressed to his chest, the drawing resting beside him like a fragile piece of his heart. His phone is on the nightstand, screen dark, but his hand reaches for it before he is even aware he is moving.
He needs to hear Shane’s voice, just for a moment, to remind himself that he’s real. He presses the call button. It barely rings once.
“Ilya?” Shane’s voice is warm and immediate, as if he were already holding the phone. “Hey. I am here.”
Something in Ilya’s chest loosens painfully, and he swallows.
“Hello, Hollander,” his voice sounds rough and scraped raw. Shane hears it instantly. Of course he does.
“You okay?” Shane asks softly. Ilya closes his eyes. The hotel room feels too big, too empty, too cold. He curls a little tighter around the blanket.
“No,” he says honestly. “But I will be.”
There is a quiet exhale on the other end. Not relief, not worry, something gentler.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Ilya hesitates. He could talk about the funeral. About Alexei. About the fight. About the way the cold seeped into his bones the moment he stepped off the plane.
But instead, what comes out is:
“Do you know any agents in Canada?”
There is a beat of silence. Not confusion, just Shane recalibrating.
“Agents?” he repeats. “Like a sports agent?”
“Yes,” Ilya rubs a hand over his face, “My Russian agent is not pleased that I want to go to Ottawa. He says it is a bad idea. He says many things. Mostly yelling.”
Shane hums, thoughtful.
“Do you want a Canadian agent?”
“I want someone who does not yell at me for wanting to be near my family.”
The word family hangs there, warm and terrifying. Ilya feels it settle in his chest.
“I do not know any agents personally,” Shane says, his voice softening, and Ilya’s stomach sinks a little before Shane continues, “But Hayden should know a few.”
Ilya blinks.
“Hayden? As in Pike?”
“Yes,” Shane says, “He has been in the league long enough, and he could make friends with a Grizzly bear if he wanted to. If anyone can point you toward a good Canadian agent, it’s him.”
Ilya lets out a slow breath; he did not realize he had been holding his breath.
“You would ask him.”
“Of course I would,” Shane says, like it is the easiest thing in the world, “You don’t have to do any of this alone.”
Ilya presses his forehead to the Snoopy plush, eyes stinging again.
“I know,” he whispers. “I just needed to hear you say it.”
Shane’s voice drops, warm and steady.
“Ilya, do you know when you’re coming back to North America? I know you’ve got games and hopefully the playoffs, but we’ll have some time with you in between before you.”
Ilya closes his eyes, breathing in the scent of cedar, maple, and amber, letting it fill the hollow places inside him.
“I’m leaving tomorrow, will have to go back to Boston for the game,” he murmurs, “If the Raiders do well, then it will be the end of June that I’ll be home, but if we do badly, it will be April.”
“I would never root for you to lose, but I won’t lie to you, the idea of getting you back two months earlier would be amazing,” Shane admits, then a long pause, before Shane adds quietly, “It lines up with my next heat too.”
Ilya feels his mouth dry; the day before, he had totally forgotten for a moment, weighing what Shane is offering to him.
“Fuck, Desjourneys is going to be furious when I stop making goals and leave the puck open,” he finally says.
“If you start losing on purpose, I will leave you,” Shane says quickly, and Ilya believes him wholeheartedly.
“I was joking, I would never lose on purpose. I cannot have my mate leave me because I lost on purpose to spend his heat with him,” Ilya assures, “But you know my rut is also in April, could put our second pup in you.”
“I’m aware,” replies Shane, and Ilya can hear him shifting on the other end, “And you know we’ll have other heats and ruts, even if we miss this one.”
“True,” Ilya says, a smile spreading across his face at Shane’s confident tone, “But it will mean having to wait a whole year to mark you; it's unfair that I have to choose between that and the cup.”
Shane laughs; it’s warm, and it melts all the remaining unease he feels.
“If you make it into the playoffs, we can buy couple rings,” Shane offers. Ilya groans; the idea of him and Shane wearing matching rings does something to him.
“We are getting rings regardless,” he declares, “We are doing that next time I’m in Montreal or first thing when we’re in Ottawa.”
Shane hums, a quiet agreement to Ilya’s demand. Ilya smiles as he presses his forehead to the Snoopy plush, and for the first time since he arrived, the room feels almost warm.
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  The locker room is loud, too loud.
Everyone is celebrating, shouting, spraying water bottles, slapping backs. The Raiders have officially clinched their playoff spot, and the entire team is riding the high of it. Everyone except Ilya.
He sits on the bench in front of his stall, still half in his gear, jaw tight, expression flat. His stick is propped between his knees, and he stares at it like it personally betrayed him.  
Cliff notices first.
“Oh no,” he says, pointing dramatically, “Look at him, look at his face. He’s pissed.”
“I am not pissed,” Ilya says, shooting Cliff a glare.
“You’re scowling like someone stole your lunch money.”
“I do not have lunch money.”
“Exactly,” Cliff says, “That’s how bad it is.”
A couple of rookies wander over, grinning but looking confused.
“Captain, you okay?” one asks, “You look like we lost.”
“We did not lose, we won,” Ilya says before muttering, “Unfortunately.”
The room erupts instantly.
“Oh my god,” someone cackles, “He really just said ‘unfortunately’.”
“He hates us.”
“He hates hockey.”
“He hates success.”
“He hates joy.”
“I do not hate joy,” Ilya mutters as Cliff drops onto the bench beside him.
“You hate the joy of winning and not being able to go home to that omega we all know you’re texting.”
“Shut up,” Ilya snaps, glaring, but there’s no heat there. Cliff softens just a little.
“Hey. We know it’s been a rough few months. With your dad and everything else,” starts Cliff, and Ilya’s jaw tightens. He does not want to talk about this here or now, but Cliff isn’t done, “And we know you’re leaving us after this season… So we get it.”
The words land heavily; they’re not accusing or bitter. Just true. Ilya looks away.
“I have not signed anything yet,” he replies. Hayden had given Shane a few Canadian agent names, all of whom were excited to take him, but most were hesitant to take on a star player who wanted to move to the division’s worst team.
“You don’t have to,” Cliff says, “We can see it. You’re already halfway out of here in your head.”
Someone across the room calls out, “We’re gonna miss you, Captain!”
Another adds, “But we’re still gonna chirp you until the day you leave! And probably on the ice too!”
“I hate all of you,” Ilya groans, trying and failing to stop the smile tugging at his mouth.
“You love us,” Cliff replies.
“I only tolerate you because I have to,” Ilya sighs, long and as if he is suffering, pulling off his gloves. His phone buzzes in his bag, and even before he sees who it is, he knows.
Shane
His chest loosens, and Cliff sees the shift in his expression and groans.
“Oh my God, he’s glowing again. Someone put a towel over him.”
One of the rookies leans in, curious, “Is that your partner texting you?”
“Oh yeah,” Cliff says before Ilya can answer, “That’s definitely his omega; clearly they own his entire soul now.”
Ilya ignores them all and reaches for his phone. Shane texted a simple "Congrats on making it to the playoffs," and for the first time all night, he smiled. The room explodes.
“He just smiled!”
“Someone take a picture!”
“Should we send it to his omega?”
“Shut up,” Ilya says, but there is no heat in it.
Cliff nudges him again, softer this time.
“We’re happy for you, you know.”
Ilya looks at him.
“Really,” Cliff says. “We’re gonna miss the hell out of you, but as long as it makes you happy.”
Ilya swallows, throat tight. Cliff watches him for a moment, the grin fading into something softer, something more thoughtful. Then he elbows Ilya lightly in the ribs.
“So,” he says, casual in the way people are when they’re about to cause trouble, “Are you planning to bring your partner out to meet us at least once before you ditch us?”
Ilya freezes, though the rest of the locker room does not. Someone is still yelling about going out for drinks. Someone else is arguing about who gets aux. But inside Ilya, everything goes very still. He turns his head slowly.
“What?”
Cliff raises both hands.
“I’m just saying, you’re leaving us, and we’re all kinds of sad about it. Don’t you think we deserve to meet them at least once?”
“No,” Ilya says immediately. Cliff snorts.
“No? That’s it? No explanation?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” Ilya says, as if that settles it. It doesn’t. Cliff leans in, eyes bright with mischief.
“Are they shy?”
“No.”
“Are they mean?”
“No.”
“So are they imaginary?”
“Shane is not imaginary,” Ilya glares. The rookies perk up like meerkats.
“Shane?” one repeats, “Their name’s Shane?”
“Wait, your omega’s a guy?”
The question hangs in the air for half a second.
The locker room doesn’t go silent; it’s far too loud and chaotic for that, but something shifts. A few heads turn. A couple of rookies blink like they’re trying to do math. Someone drops a water bottle. Inside Ilya, everything goes sharp.
He turns his head slowly toward the rookie who asked, expression flat, voice steady.
“Yes,” he says, “He is a guy. His name is Shane. And he is my omega.”
There is no hesitation, shame, or apology, just truth. The rookie opens his mouth, not in a malicious way, more in a confused, oh-shit-did-I-step-in-something way, but he doesn’t get a chance to say anything.
Cliff is already on his feet, looking through the other players.
“Okay,” Cliff announces loudly, clapping his hands once, “Ground rules: nobody says anything stupid or weird or anything that makes me have to fight you in the parking lot later.”
The room laughs, but Cliff’s eyes are sharp. He points at the rookie.
“That face you’re making? Unmake it.”
The rookie straightens immediately.
“I wasn’t— I didn’t mean— I just didn’t know—”
“Great,” Cliff says, patting him on the shoulder hard enough to make him wobble, “Now you do. Moving on.”
He turns back to Ilya, grinning like he’s trying to lighten the air again.
“Captain’s omega is a guy. Cool. Love that for him. Love that for us. Love that for the league. Anyone got a problem with it?”
A chorus of voices answers at once.
“Nope.”
“Not at all.”
“Good for him.”
“Congrats, Captain.”
“Dude, we literally don’t care.”
“Can we see pictures?”
“Yeah,” Cliff says, elbowing him, “Come on, Russian Terminator. Show us one photo.”
“Why do you call me this?” Ilya frowns.
“Because you’re built like a tank and have the emotional range of a brick,” Cliff replies, blinking.
“I do not understand reference.”
Cliff stares at him for a long moment before speaking again.
“You’ve never seen The Terminator?”
“No.”
“What do you mean, no? You love action movies!”
“I do,” Ilya says, confused, “Fast and Furious, John Wick, Mission Impossible, Predator, Die Hard. All good.”
“You’ve seen Predator but not The Terminator?” Cliff says, looking personally betrayed.
“Yes.”
“Do you know who Arnold Schwarzenegger is?”
“Yes. He is governor.”
“He was governor. He was also The Terminator,” Cliff makes a strangled noise, before putting his head in his hands, “You’ve been called Russian Terminator for years, and you didn’t know why.”
“I thought it was because I am good at hockey,” Ilya says simply with a shrug. Cliff stares at him like he’s witnessing a natural disaster.
“You are a menace.”
“I am a hockey player,” Ilya corrects.
“Exactly,” Cliff mutters, “Now show me the omega.”
“No.”
“Just one.”
“No.”
Cliff opens his mouth to argue again, but then Ilya’s phone dings. They both glance down automatically.
The preview image fills the top of the screen before he can swipe it away. It’s Shane in a soft, worn T-shirt, his hair mussed, eyes half-lidded with exhaustion, with Yuki asleep on his chest, tiny hand curled in the fabric, wearing her little Rozanov jersey. They’re lounging on the couch, and Shane’s message jokes about Ilya’s biggest cheerleader falling asleep.
Ilya’s breath catches; it’s the most beautiful thing he has ever seen. Cliff leans over his shoulder before Ilya can even blink; his eyes widen. His mouth falls open. His brain visibly short-circuits.
“Oh my god,” he whispers, “He’s a single dad.”
“What?” Ilya blinks. Cliff gestures wildly at the screen.
“Your omega. He has a kid. He’s a single dad. Captain, you’re dating a single dad.”
Ilya opens his mouth, and that’s when he makes the mistake. He says, quietly, instinctively:
“She always falls asleep on him like that.”
“Captain, why do you sound like you’ve seen this a hundred times?”
“Because I have,” Ilya huffs. Maybe not a hundred times, but enough. He’s seen Yuki nap and sleep when visiting Shane, not to mention the photos Shane’s sent him of the little girl.
“Oh my god,” Cliff says, his jaw dropping, “You’re already stepping up.”
“What does this mean?” Ilya asks, frowning.
“You’re Dad Number Two!” Cliff crows, “I bet you’re already doing the school runs and the bedtime stories and the ‘don’t eat that, it’s not food’ speeches—”
“I am not—” Ilya sputters. He’s not had to tell Yuki not to eat something, at least not yet.
“You totally are,” Cliff says, delighted, “Look at you. Russian Terminator turned Soft Domestic Dad.”
“I am not soft.”
“You are so soft.”
“I am not Dad Number Two,” Ilya snaps, “I am her Papa!”
The words hit the air like a slap. The locker room doesn’t go silent; it’s always too loud and chaotic for that, but it tilts. Every head swivels toward him, and Cliff’s eyebrows shoot so high they nearly leave his face. There’s a collective, stunned beat, but then…
“Oh my god,” one winger breathes, “He’s already calling himself Papa.”
“Captain’s not just stepping up, he’s sprinting,” another chimes in.
“He’s Dad Number One now,” one of the rookies nods solemnly.
“I am not—” Ilya starts, but it’s too late, his team has already decided.
“Russian Terminator… Papa Edition,” Cliff says, clutching his chest dramatically.
“It is not Papa Edition,” Ilya growls.
“You literally just said you’re her Papa,” Cliff fires back, delighted.
“I said truth,” Ilya mutters, crossing his arms, “I am her Papa.”
The team collectively melts.
“Awwwwww.”
“He’s so serious about it.”
“Look at him, he’s already protective.”
“Single dad omega is so lucky.”
“Captain’s gonna be the best stepdad ever.”
“I am not stepdad,” Ilya’s eye twitches as he glares at his team.
“Right, right,” Cliff says, nodding sagely, “You’re Papa, we heard you.”
“That is not—”
“Captain, this is beautiful. Truly, I’m proud of you,” Cliff says, throwing an arm around his shoulders before he can finish.
“For what?” Ilya demands.
“For stepping up,” Cliff says, as if it’s obvious.
“She is—” Ilya starts with jaw clenched, but Cliff barrels right over him, beaming.
“And speaking of showing up,” he says, “I have a very important question.”
“What?” Ilya asks, narrowing his eyes. Cliff straightens, clears his throat, and puts a hand over his heart like he’s about to propose.
“Can I be Uncle Cliff?” he says solemnly, and the room erupts.
“YES!”
“UNCLE CLIFF!”
“He’d teach her to swear!”
“He’d teach her to fight!”
“He’d teach her to chirp!”
“Exactly. I would be the best uncle,” Cliff points at them proudly.
“You will not teach her to swear,” Ilya stares at him, horrified.
“You can’t stop me, I’m Uncle Cliff," Cliff declares, far too much confidence.
“You are not—”
“Say yes to it, Rozy,” Cliff grins.
“No.”
“Say yes.”
“No.”
“Say yes.”
“No.”
“Say no if you mean yes.”
“No… fuck you,” Ilya growls, glaring at Cliff, who looks far too pleased with himself. The chanting of “UNCLE CLIFF” is still echoing off the walls when Ilya decides he has had enough and stands abruptly.
“I am going to shower,” he announces, and the room cheers like he just scored a hat trick.
“Papa needs a break!”
“Let him go, he’s overwhelmed!”
“Single dad omega’s gonna be so happy!”
“Russian Terminator needs to recharge!”
Ilya groans and escapes before anyone can shout something else stupid. The shower is blissfully loud, hot water pounding against tile, drowning out the chaos outside. He stands there longer than he needs to, letting the steam loosen the tightness in his chest.
He loves the idiots on his team, he really does, he’s going to miss them more than he can admit. But right now? He needs quiet, he needs Shane.
By the time he’s dressed and slipping out the back exit toward the players’ lot, the noise of the locker room has faded into a distant roar. His car is cold, the leather stiff, but the moment he shuts the door, the silence wraps around him like a blanket.
He exhales, then he pulls out his phone. Shane’s photo is still open; Yuki curled on his chest, tiny jersey bunched under her chin, Shane’s tired smile soft and warm. Ilya’s heart squeezes as he hits call.
It rings once, twice, then Shane picks up, voice low and warm with exhaustion.
“Hey. You okay?” Shane greets him, his voice low and quiet.
“No,” Ilya says immediately, because he has no filter left, “I miss you. I miss Yuki. I miss home.  I am going to miss your heat.”
There’s a pause, a very unimpressed pause.
“Ilya,” Shane says slowly, “Did you just call me to complain about making the playoffs?”
“Yes," Ilya scowls at the windshield. Shane exhales like he’s counting to ten before he responds.
“You know, normal people celebrate that, right?”
“I am not normal,” Ilya mutters.
“Yeah, no kidding.”
“I want to come home,” he says, the words come out heavier than he means them to. He’s made the playoffs before, many times, and has even won the cup a couple of times, but this year, the win feels hollow around the edges. There’s no father to call to try to get the cold man’s clipped congratulations, which always carried more critiques than praise, no familiar disappointment. It's just silence. It’s moments like this when he feels guilty for not missing him and for wishing he had been someone worth missing.
And the only place that feels like home is hundreds of miles away in another country.
“You’ll be home in a couple of months,” Shane says, firm but gentle, “You made the playoffs.”
“I hate playoffs.”
“You don’t hate playoffs.”
“I hate being away from you.”
Shane goes quiet for a moment, and Ilya can hear the soft rustle of fabric, probably him adjusting Yuki on his chest. When he speaks again, his voice is softer.
“I miss you too,” he admits, “But you and your team worked hard for this. You’re not allowed to pout your way out of the playoffs.”
“I am not pouting.”
“You’re absolutely pouting.”
“I am Russian Terminator,” Ilya insists, his tone mocking the stupid nickname.
“You’re acting like a Russian baby,” Shane snorts.
“I am not baby.”
“You called me to complain about winning.”
“They are annoying,” Ilya groans and drops his head back against the seat.
“Your team?”
“Yes.”
“But you love them.”
“I tolerate them.”
“Sure you do.”
“They think you are a single dad,” whines Ilya.
“I mean… technically they’re not totally wrong,” replies Shane, “I’m just not single anymore.”
“They think I am stepdad,” Ilya huffs.
“I mean, legally speaking, we’ll have to have you adopt Yuki, or we can petition the court to add you to her birth certificate,” replies Shane, calm as ever.
“They think Cliff is uncle.”
“Oh god,” Shane chokes on a laugh, “I mean, if you want him to be Uncle Cliff, he can be, Yuki will love anyone you love.”
Ilya closes his eyes for a moment. His father never loved anyone like that, never loved him like that, never held him with warmth, never softened for him. But Shane and Yuki do, they’re the light in the dark he grew up in.
“I want to come home,” Ilya sighs, long and suffering with no relief granted from his mate.
“I know, and you will,” Shane’s voice softens again, “But not tonight, not until you finish what you started.”
Ilya closes his eyes. He knows Shane is right; he hates that Shane is the only voice that can cut through the noise, the guilt, the hollow places, and make him feel anchored again.
“Okay,” he murmurs.
“Good,” Shane says, “Now drive safe and text me when you get home.”
Ilya nods even though Shane can’t see it.
“Send me more photos, maybe of you in nest, maybe without a shirt.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Shane laughs quietly, and then their call ends. Ilya sits there for a moment, staring at the dark windshield, the warmth of Shane’s voice still lingering in his chest, keeping him warm for now.
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The news breaks late. The Raiders were eliminated in the conference finals. One step from the finals, close enough to taste it, close enough that Shane knows Ilya will be furious at himself even though he shouldn’t be.
Shane feels the twist in his chest. Not disappointment in Ilya, never that. Just the ache of knowing how hard he fought, how close he came, and how competitive the man is, he has to hate losing when he’s that close to the end.
But he knows how badly Ilya has wanted to come home.
Right now, Shane has a different challenge ahead of him. He’s sitting cross-legged on the living room rug with Yuki in his lap. Her hair is still warm from her bath, and she is clutching her Bluey plushie by the ear. She wiggles until she is settled against him, then looks up with the expectant seriousness only a four-year-old can manage.
Shane smooths her braid and takes a breath.
“Snowdrop, we need to talk about something important.”
“Is it snacks?” she asks, tilting her head.
“No,” Shane says, smiling despite himself, “It’s about moving.”
“Moving what?” she blinks at him.
“Us,” he says gently, “We are going to move to a new house.”
Yuki considers this for a long moment, then nods decisively.
“Okay, I’ll bring Bluey.”
“Of course," Shane nods.
“And my paints?”
“Of course,” Shane nods, smiling at her.
“And my bed?”
“We can keep your bed,” Shane says, “We’ll take it with us.”
“And my bath,” she adds, nodding.
“Well,” Shane hesitates for a moment, “The new house has its own bath.”
“But I like my bath,” Yuki frowns at him.
“I know,” Shane says, kissing the top of her head, “But the new bath will be nice too.”
She thinks about this for a long moment.  
“Okay, I'll bring the water.”
“You don’t have to bring the water, Snowdrop,” Shane bites back a laugh.
“But I like my water,” she replies, looking at him like he’s telling her something ridiculous.
“It is the same water,” he assures, and she narrows her eyes, deeply suspicious.
“Is it?”
“Yes, I promise,” Shane assures, but she looks unconvinced, but she lets it go. Shane takes another breath, “We are moving because Ilya’s coming home soon. And when he does, we are all going to live together, but in a new house and in a new city.”
Yuki’s face lights up.
“We’re going to live with Papa?”
“Yeah,” Shane says softly, “Papa’s going to live with us.”
“Papa lives with us forever!” she wiggles in excitement.
“Yeah, Snowdrop, forever,” Shane confirms, his throat feeling tight.
“Can Papa sleep in my bed?” she asks, beaming.
“No, Papa will sleep in my bed,” Shane replies with a laugh. Yuki looks at him, mulling this over for a moment, before nodding solemnly.
“Okay, Papa can sleep in your bed.”
“Glad we have your approval,” Shane snorts.
“When is Papa coming home?” Yuki asks, leaning back against him, small and warm and trusting.
“Soon,” Shane whispers, “Very soon.”
“I’ll show him my new room,” she hums, content.
“He’ll love that,” Shane wraps his arms around her, holding her close.
“And I show him my bath,” she adds with a nod.
“Definitely.”
“And my water.”
“Definitely your water,” Shane laughs into her hair.
“Papa’s gonna be happy,” she says, beaming. Shane closes his eyes, thinking of Ilya’s voice on the phone when he made it to the playoffs. His exhaustion, his longing, and the way he said I want to come home like it was the only truth he had left.
“Yeah,” Shane says softly, “Papa’s going to be really happy.”
Yuki smiles, satisfied.
“Okay,” she says, “We move now.”
Shane laughs.
“Not tonight, Snowdrop.”
“Tomorrow?”
“No, but soon, after Papa’s back home.”
She nods, curls into his chest, and whispers, “I can wait for Papa.”
Shane holds her a little tighter for a moment before continuing her bedtime routine. It takes a while to get Yuki settled. She insists on brushing Bluey’s teeth, and then story time negotiations begin; she always wants one more story. Tonight, she decides that she wants to tell her story, which is mostly about Bluey and Snoopy going to the moon, where Ilya builds them a rocket ship.
By the time she finally drifts off, curled around her plushie, her breath soft and even, Shane feels the kind of tired that sinks into his bones. He tucks her blanket up to her chin, kisses her forehead, and whispers a soft goodnight.
The house is quiet when he steps into the hallway, the quiet that makes him aware of every space, every room waiting to be filled, every corner holding its breath. He pads into the living room, rubbing a hand over his face. He should clean up the toys scattered across the rug. He should pack another box. Maybe even check the email from the realtor who he’s going to work with to rent out this house.
Instead, he sinks onto the couch and lets his head fall back, letting himself melt for a moment. He misses Ilya, misses him in a way that feels physical, like a muscle pulled too tight. He lets himself start to let his eyes drift shut, but then he hears it.
A soft click, his front door unlocking.
Shane’s entire body goes rigid, and he’s on his feet in an instant, heart pounding, adrenaline flooding his system. He grabs the nearest heavy object, a ceramic vase Yuki painted at daycare, and holds it like a weapon.
Someone is in his house. He moves toward the entryway, silent, ready to swing. He watches as the door opens and a large silhouette steps inside his home. Shane’s grip tightens on the vase, ready to fight. But then the hallway light catches the man’s face; Ilya.
Shane’s breath leaves him in a rush, replaced by a surge of fury so sharp it almost knocks him over.
“You asshole,” he hisses, lowering the vase but not his glare, “You scared the shit out of me.”
Ilya drops his bag immediately. His eyes widen, then soften with something like apology and exhaustion all tangled together.
“I am sorry,” he says quietly, “I thought you would be asleep and I did not want to wake you. I took the first flight home.”
Shane’s anger collapses under the weight of relief. He puts the vase on the closest table and crosses the room in three strides and shoves at Ilya’s chest, not hard, just enough to make a point.
“You can’t just show up like this without warning,” he says, voice shaking. His hands are still shaking, adrenaline refusing to let go, “I would rather you wake me, or you could have texted. Something other than making me think someone just broke into our home.”
“I know,” Ilya murmurs, “You are right, I should have called, but I just… I needed to be home.”
Shane’s breath catches. Then Ilya pulls him in, arms wrapping around him with a force that steals the air from his lungs. Shane melts into him, burying his face in Ilya’s shoulder, inhaling the familiar scent of him, warm and sharp and grounding.
“Welcome home,” Shane whispers, “Asshole.”
Ilya lets out a quiet laugh, but pulls him closer, like he’s afraid Shane might disappear if he loosens his grip. Ilya’s arms are still wrapped around him, warm and solid, when Shane, after a long while, pulls back enough to look him in the eye.
“Okay,” Shane says, “I have questions.”
“Now?” Ilya blinks.
“Yes, now,” Shane says, because if he doesn’t ask them now, he’ll explode, “Did you say goodbye to your team?”
“Yes,” Ilya says, “I said goodbye.”
“To all of them?”
“Yes.”
“Properly?”
Ilya hesitates for a moment.
“I think so.”
“I thought Cliff Marleau was throwing you a goodbye party,” Shane narrows his eyes, recalling Ilya complaining about how instant Cliff was being about this party. Ilya sighs like a man who has suffered greatly.
“He wanted to. I told him no.”
“You told him no?” Shane stares at him.
“Yes.”
“Just no?”
“Yes.”
“Ilya, that’s a dick move,” Shane sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose, “He’s one of your best friends, you should let him say goodbye to you.”
“Why?” Ilya asks, looking genuinely confused, “I do not want a party, I wanted to come home.”
“That’s not the point,” Shane says, exasperated, “Cliff was planning something nice for you, something that shows he cares.”
“He planned chaos,” Ilya corrects, “He said he will make ‘Russian Terminator Retirement Bash’, but I am not retiring.”
“Okay, but still, shouldn’t you let the man give you a proper goodbye?” Shane asks, and Ilya frowns, thinking for a moment.
“I promised to invite him and maybe other players to our housewarming in Ottawa,” Ilya admits, pausing for a moment, searching Shane’s face, “I hope that is okay.”
“It’s fine, good even, but what about your house?”
“I gave Svetlana the keys,” Ilya shrugs like it’s nothing.
“You… what?” Shane blinks.
“I gave her keys,” Ilya repeats, “Told her to send only trophies and clothes. Rest, she can do whatever she wants.”
Shane stares at him, computing what Ilya said before he speaks again.
“You told Svetlana she can… do whatever she wants with your house?”
“Yes.”
“Like… sell it?”
“Yes.”
“Or redecorate it?”
“She will not redecorate,” Ilya says confidently, “She hates that house, too far away from things she would say.”
“Ilya, you can’t just abandon an entire house,” Shane presses a hand to his forehead. He assumed Ilya would sell the house, even assumed it would be from here, but this… this was out of left field.
“I am not abandoning it,” Ilya says, stepping closer, voice softening, “I am leaving it with someone who knows what to do with it.”
Shane’s breath catches. Ilya mentioned Svetlana before; he knows how close the two are, but it’s a relief to know Ilya has someone from before him whom he can trust and lean on.
“Ilya,” Shane whispers, throat tight.
“I wanted to be here,” Ilya murmurs, “I wanted to come home; everything else can wait.”
“You’re impossible,” Shane exhales, the last of his irritation melting under the weight of Ilya’s sincerity.
“I know,” Ilya says, leaning in until their foreheads touch, “But I am home.”
Shane closes his eyes, letting himself sink into the warmth of it.
“Yeah,” he whispers. “You’re home.”
“Now, can I have a quiet moment with you?” Ilya’s hands slide to his waist again, slow and careful.
“Maybe,” Shane huffs a soft laugh, “If you promise not to give away any more property without telling me.”
“I promise to tell you next time,” Ilya replies.
“Next time?” Shane repeats, amused and exasperated in equal measure.
“Yes,” Ilya says, pulling him closer, “Next time.”
And finally, Shane lets himself lean in. He feels Ilya inhale deeply as Shane's lips meet his, the scent of cold air clinging to his skin like a fresh snowfall, laced with the sharp bite of pine and the grounding depth of cedar.
It's been months since he's been home with them, and Shane didn’t realize how touch-starved he’s felt until right now, with Ilya pressing closer, his hands firm on Shane's hips, the faint memory of smoke from the arena's lingering haze still ghosting his senses, but here it's drowned out by Shane, by home.
They break apart only when Shane glances toward the stairs, his expression shifting with careful parental caution. Yuki's asleep upstairs, their four-year-old tucked in after a long day of questions about why Papa's been gone so long and Shane explaining that they were moving.
"We can't wake her," Shane murmurs, his voice low, eyes flicking to the door leading to his home office, "Come on. Let's take this somewhere else."
Ilya follows him with ease, and the house is silent except for the soft creak of floorboards under his feet, the winter wind rattling the windows like an impatient guest. Shane's office is a converted spare room at the end of the hall, cluttered with bookshelves crammed with legal texts and a massive oak desk that doubles as a drafting table for Shane's architecture sketches. The door clicks shut behind them, and Shane flips the lock, leaning against it with a smirk.
"We missed my heat, but I’ve been thinking about this, about you…" he says, his scent blooming stronger now; cold air sharpening into pine, cedar grounding it, that warmth seeping through like sunlight on snow.
"Me too," Ilya admits, stepping closer until he's crowding Shane against the door, his scent fills the space, winter wind carrying pine needles and cedar bark, the faint smoke a whisper from nights spent huddled in hotel rooms with teammates. He’s clearly missed this as he kisses Shane again, harder this time, tongues sliding together in a rhythm that's been building for weeks. Shane's hands fist in Ilya's jacket, pulling him in, and Ilya groans low in his throat, the sound muffled against Shane's mouth.
But Shane pulls back, eyes gleaming with mischief.
"We haven't seen each other in so long, let's make it fun. Boss-employee roleplay? Right here?" he nods toward the desk, his voice dropping to a teasing rhythm, "You're the overworked intern who's been slacking off while the boss was away."
Ilya chuckles, the sound rough, clearly not having expected this, but more than willing to participate.
"Fine, but we’ll have to keep it quiet, right? Yuki's got ears like a hawk," Ilya says, pressing closer to Shane, before he straightens, trying to channel authority as his accent thickens with arousal.
"Mr. Hollander," he says, adopting a stern tone that comes out more playful than commanding, "You have been avoiding my emails. What is the excuse this time?"
Shane bites his lip to stifle a laugh, slipping into character effortlessly. He adjusts his shirt collar, all mock seriousness.
"Sir, the project's behind schedule because, well, you've been gone. Delegating to a skeleton crew doesn't help."
Ilya's attempt at a glare falters; he steps forward, loosening a non-existent tie with clumsy fingers.
"That's no excuse. I expect results. Strip. Show me how committed you are," the words tumble out awkwardly out of Ilya’s mouth. Roleplay isn't his strong suit; his previous hookups had just been sex, but Shane's eyes darken, and that's all the encouragement Ilya needs.
Shane arches a brow, his scent shifting, that warmth intensifying under the frost.
"Strip? Bold move for an intern who's barely lasted a week without screwing up," he pushes off the door, moving towards his desk, "You're the employee here, bad at it, too… fold your clothes, neatly, and put them on the bench there. Boss's orders."
Ilya pauses, then grins, the switch flipping easily.
"Yes, sir," he shrugs off his jacket, folding it with deliberate care over the back of the desk chair, though his fingers itch to toss it. Shane watches, arms crossed, and Ilya feels exposed already, the air in the room thick with their mingled scents, his cold pine cutting through Shane's warmer cedar.
Next comes the shirt, pulled over his head, revealing the planes of his chest, still faintly marked by the season's bruises. He folds it precisely, stacking it on the jacket, his already half-hard in his pants from the anticipation.
"Pants too," Shane directs, his voice firmer now, slipping on his glasses from their case that’s sitting on his desk. He perches them on his nose, the lenses catching the lamplight, and Ilya's breath hitches. Shane knows what these do to him and how Ilya loves it; he made that very clear.
Ilya complies, kicking off the slippers that have become his, before unbuckling his belt. The leather whispers as he slides it free, folding it neatly despite the growing ache in his groin. Jeans drop, and he steps out, quickly picking them up to fold them into a crisp square, making sure Shane sees before adding them to the pile.
His boxers follow last, tented fabric peeled away to reveal his thickening erection, heavy and curving slightly upward. Naked now, he stands there, his scent sharpening, winter wind whipping through pine, cedar smoke faint but insistent.
Shane's gaze rakes over him, hungry.
"Good boy. Now, on your knees. Show your boss how sorry you are for the delay," he settles against the edge of the desk, unbuttoning his shirt but leaving it half-open, teasing. Ilya moves clothes and drops without hesitation, the carpet rough under his knees.
Ilya nuzzles against the zipper of Shane’s pants before tugging the zipper down with his teeth, eyes meeting Shane’s, as he frees Shane's already leaking at the tip erection. Ilya wastes no time, licking a broad stripe from base to head. Shane groans softly, hand threading into Ilya's golden curls, guiding but not forcing.
"Fuck, that's it," Shane breathes, glasses slipping slightly down his nose, "Suck your boss's dick like you mean it. Make up for every missed deadline."
Ilya takes him in, lips stretching around the girth, tongue swirling over the underside. He bobs slowly at first, slowly hollowing his cheeks, sucking harder, one hand cupping Shane's balls, rolling them gently. Shane's hips buck, a quiet curse escaping him, and Ilya hums around the length, vibrations pulling another muffled moan.
But Shane tugs his hair, pulling him off with a wet pop.
"My turn. Can't have the employee doing all the work," he slides off the desk edge, urging Ilya to stand, then pushes him back onto the chair. Shane kneels now, glasses still perched, and Ilya's erection twitches at the sight, Shane, so composed, so in control, glasses on his face, mouth hovering inches away. Shane starts with kisses, soft along his inner thigh, then licks the pre-cum gathering at Ilya's tip. He takes him deep, throat relaxing around the head, and Ilya grips the chair arms, head falling back.
"Shit, Shane… your mouth. Чертовски вкусно."
(So fucking good.)
Shane works him with surprising expertise, tongue flicking the slit, hand stroking what he can't swallow. Ilya's scent spikes, cedar and smoke filling the room, mingling with Shane's warmth. Shane feels him watching through half-lidded eyes. Hopefully, loving how the glasses frame Shane's face, how his cheeks hollow with each pull. It's filthy, the wet sounds echoing softly, and Ilya can't seem to hold back the dirty words bubbling up.
"Gonna fuck you so deep later, fill you up until you're dripping. Make you take every inch like the needy boss you are."
Shane moans around him, before he pulls off just long enough to gasp.
"Keep talking like that, and I'll make you beg for it," Shane teases, then he's back, sucking harder, until Ilya's hips stutter, chasing release, but Shane stops, standing with a wicked grin, wiping his mouth, "Not yet, put me on the desk and follow through with the commitment you just made."
Ilya nods and clears the desk with a sweep; the few papers and pens that were there clatter onto the floor. He lifts Shane easily, settling him on the edge, glasses still in place. Shane spreads his legs, pants shoved down and kicked away, shirt hanging open. Ilya folds those pants neatly per Shane’s previous orders, earning an approving nod, before shedding Shane's shirt the same way.
Naked now except for the glasses, Shane looks debauched, skin flushed, his erection hard against his stomach. Ilya steps between his thighs, hands roaming over his chest, down to grip his ass, spreading him. Shane slicks already, welcoming his alpha. Ilya dips fingers in, finding him soaked, thrusting shallowly.
"So ready for me. I have been waiting months to stretch this hole."
Shane arches, breath hitching.
"Then do it. Fuck your boss like you own the company."
Ilya lines up, pressing the head against Shane's rim, watching it yield. The slide in is slow, and tight heat envelops him, inch by inch. Shane's glasses fog slightly as he gasps, hands clutching Ilya's shoulders.
"Fuck, you're huge,” Shane groans, having almost forgotten how big Ilya is, “Fill me up, alpha."
Ilya bottoms out and stills, savoring the grip. Their scents swirl, cold wind and pine from both, Ilya's cedar smoke threading with Shane's frosted warmth. He starts thrusting, steady at first, the desk creaking under them. Shane's legs wrap around his waist, pulling him deeper, and Ilya leans in, capturing his mouth in a messy kiss.
The pace builds, Ilya's hips snapping forward, skin slapping softly, quiet enough not to wake Yuki, but urgent. He breaks the kiss to growl against Shane's ear, words filthy and edged with that deep want.
"Gonna pump you full, make it so your heat doesn’t matter," he growls into Shane’s ear, who whimpers, hand slipping between them to stroke himself, glasses askew but still on. Ilya grows at the sight, the visual pushing him harder. He hooks Shane's legs over his shoulders, angling to hit that spot inside, and Shane cries out, pulling Ilya’s hand to his face, muffling the sound against Ilya's palm.
"Quiet," Ilya murmurs, but his own control frays, thrusts turning brutal, desk edge digging into his thighs. Sweat slicks their skin, scents peaking still; winter air sharp, pine resinous, cedar earthy, smoke a distant haze.
Shane comes first, spilling over his hand with a choked groan, body clenching around Ilya like a vice. It's enough to tip Ilya over, burying deep as he unloads, hot pulses filling Shane, the slick mixing with his release. They stay locked like that, breathing ragged for a moment.
Ilya can't stop touching him, even as they catch their breath on the desk. His hands trace Shane's sides, thumbs brushing nipples, hard from the cool air seeping through the room. The room smells like them now, layered, Ilya’s pine-cedar smoke blending with Shane's warmer variant, the cold wind from outside sneaking in like an accomplice. It's intoxicating, grounding him after the chaos of the finals, the long flight, the ache of absence.
Shane shifts, wincing slightly at the soreness, but his eyes are bright, sated.
"I thought you would fight me a little. Good to know my alpha is a good boy," he teases, fingers carding through Ilya's hair. The alpha laughs, low and rough, nipping at Shane's collarbone.
"Learned from the best, but you in those glasses. Fuck, I could go again just looking at you."
Shane's scent flares, warmth cutting the frost, and he pushes Ilya back playfully.
"Down, boy. If Yuki has a nightmare, she’ll come looking for me, and if she sees you, she’s going to be over the moon. I want a shower before that," Shane sighs, but he doesn't move, pulling Ilya down for another kiss instead, lazy and deep. They linger like that, trading soft touches, until reality creeps in, the creak of the house settling, the distant hum of the fridge. Ilya helps Shane off the desk, steadying him, and they dress in companionable silence.
Once clothed, they slip out of the office, hand in hand, pausing at the stairs to listen. Silence. Relief. Upstairs, they peek into Yuki's room, her curly hair obviously escaping the braid Shane’d done before bed. Bluey clutched tight. Shane's expression softens, looking at Ilya with a soft smile that the alpha returns.
In their bedroom, they undress again, clean themselves, before sliding under the covers. Ilya spoons Shane from behind, arm over his waist, nose buried in the nape of his neck. The scents mingle one last time; cold air fading into shared pine and cedar, smoke a memory, warmth enveloping them both.
"Love you," Shane says, his chest tight with the confession.
“I know,” mumbles Ilya, his voice laced with sleep.
“What do you mean you know?” demands Shane, sitting up and turning to look at Ilya.
“You said it after phone sex,” he replies, a crooked grin on his face, “I made you cum from a distance, and you said you love me.”
“I don’t remember that.”
“You do not remember that I made you cum?” asks Ilya with a frown.
“No, that I do remember, I don’t, however, remember telling you that I love you,” Shane replies, replying that night in his mind.
“Are you taking back the only warmth I had that night? Very cruel of you, Shane Hollander,” Ilya sighs dramatically, “You know, your ‘love you too’ kept me sane during my last time in Russia.”
“That kept you together and not Yuki and my carebox?” Shane retorts, softening as he looks at Ilya for a moment, “You know she lent you her Snoopy, that’s a big honor, you know. She hasn’t even lent it to me before.“
“It is a very big honor, it’s in my bag downstairs, will return to her in the morning,” Ilya replies, his eyes getting distant for a moment, “Having you two with me in that way was the only reason I could go back, but your ‘I love you too’ helped me carry on.”
Shane can see the heaviness in Ilya’s expression, a quiet shift he hadn’t intended with this confession.
“Ilya,” he says softly, lying back down and moving close so he’s tucked into Ilya, “I might not remember saying it, but I did mean it, even then. I love you.”
Ilya meets his eyes, his hand reaching up to cup Shane’s face. His thumb gently traces Shane’s jaw.
“I love you too.”
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Ilya wakes slowly.
For the first time in months, he wakes without an alarm, without the hum of a hotel HVAC unit, without the ache of travel in his bones. Instead, there is warmth pressed along his front, a steady breath against his collarbone, and the soft weight of Shane curled into him as if he belongs there, which he does.
Ilya tightens his arm around Shane’s waist, pulling him closer. Shane murmurs something in his sleep and tucks his face into Ilya’s chest, and Ilya feels something in him loosen, something that has been wound tight since the moment he left home.
This is home, this warmth, this man.
He breathes in slowly. Shane’s scent is softer in the morning, warm cedar and something sweet underneath, like sunlight on snow. It settles in Ilya’s lungs, grounding him in a way nothing else ever has. He could stay like this forever.
He should get up, though he’s less sure what he should do after he gets up. He can’t cook, so he can’t make breakfast. He could probably make coffee for Shane. So he stays exactly where he is, holding Shane, letting the morning light creep across the room in slow, gentle strokes.
Then he hears it: soft footsteps, a tiny yawn, the faint rustle of pajamas, just before the door creaks open. Shane stirs, but Ilya is already awake, already turning his head toward the sound. Yuki stands in the doorway, hair a wild halo, Bluey dangling from one hand. She rubs her eyes with the other, blinking sleepily.
“Daddy,” she whispers, and he feels Shane shift against him, half awake, but then Yuki’s gaze lands on Ilya. Her eyes go wide, her mouth drops open, and Bluey hits the floor.
“Papa?” she asks, the word is so small, so hopeful, that Ilya feels his chest crack open.
He sits up slowly, careful not to jostle Shane too much.
“Good morning, Снежинка.”
Yuki gasps like she’s seen a miracle, then she launches herself across the room and into the nest. Ilya barely has time to open his arms before she’s climbing into his lap, into his chest, wrapping her arms around his neck with all the strength her little body can muster.
“Papa, your home,” she says into his shirt, voice muffled and trembling with excitement. He didn’t realize how much he missed the weight of her until now. Ilya closes his eyes and holds her tight, one hand cradling the back of her head, the other wrapping around her small back.
“Yes. I am home.”
Shane blinks awake beside him, groggy and confused for half a second before he smiles, soft and warm, watching them. Yuki pulls back just enough to cup Ilya’s cheeks in her tiny hands.
“You’re here forever now?”
Ilya’s throat tightens.
“Forever,” he promises, and she beams, then immediately crawls over him to poke Shane’s shoulder.
“Daddy, Papa’s home!”
“I see that, Snowdrop,” Shane laughs, still half asleep. Yuki wiggles between them, settling herself right in the middle, one hand on each of their chests like she’s anchoring them together.
Ilya looks at Shane over her head, Shane looks back, and in that quiet morning light, with Yuki pressed between them and the house finally feeling full again, Ilya thinks he has never been more at home in his life.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Shane has been pacing for so long that the hardwood floor near the kitchen island is starting to feel warm under his feet. He’s not sure when the spiral started; maybe when he saw the stack of mismatched plates because they’re still only half unpacked, or when he realized he forgot to buy napkins, or when he remembered all the personalities that were about to be in his home, their new house.
Which suddenly feels too small, too messy, too unfinished, too everything.
“What if they hate it?” Shane mutters, running a hand through his hair for the twentieth time. “What if it’s too modern or too boring for the kids, too… I don’t know, too… What if—”
A small plastic dinosaur hits his ankle.
Yuki is sprawled on the living room rug, surrounded by a kingdom of toys, humming to herself as she makes Snoopy ride a triceratops like a rodeo bull. She does not look remotely concerned about the impending social apocalypse.
“Snowdrop,” Shane says weakly, “Can you please keep the toys in one area?”
“Okay,” she replies cheerfully, not looking up as she picks up her toys and runs back toward where most of her other toys are.
Shane resumes pacing.
“What if the food is wrong? What if I didn’t get enough? What if I got too much? What if—”
“Shane.”
Ilya’s voice cuts through the panic like a warm hand on the back of his neck. Shane turns to find him leaning against the doorway, arms crossed, watching him with the kind of patient amusement that should be illegal.
“You are overthinking,” Ilya says.
“I’m not overthinking,” Shane lies. “I am thinking exactly the right amount.”
Ilya raises one eyebrow.
“You are thinking enough for the whole neighborhood.”
“Ilya, this is our first time hosting anything here,” Shane groans. “My parents are coming, the Pikes, Rose, Svetlana, and Cliff. That’s a lot of people and a lot of kids here, in this house. What if—”
“Shane,” Ilya says, stepping forward, placing both hands on Shane’s shoulders. His palms are warm, steady, grounding.
“It will be fine.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do,” Ilya says simply. “Because they are coming to see us.”
“But what if they don’t like each other?” Shane swallows.
“They will,” Ilya says with the confidence of a man who has never once worried about social dynamics in his life. “Your parents are kind. Your friends are kind. Svetlana is… Svetlana. She will charm everyone. And Cliff will talk too much, make jokes, and eat everything. It will be fine.”
Shane presses his lips together.
“You’re very calm about this.”
“I am calm because you are not,” Ilya says, leaning in to kiss his forehead. “One of us must be.”
Shane closes his eyes for a moment, letting himself breathe.
A small hand tugs on his pant leg.
“Daddy,” Yuki says, holding up her Bluey like an offering. “Bluey says you need a hug.”
“Bluey says that?” Shane stares at her.
“Yes,” Yuki nods solemnly. “She says Papa’s right.”
“Smart toy,” Ilya smirks.
Shane sighs, defeated by both his child and a cartoon dog.
“Okay,” he says quietly. “Okay. I’ll try to calm down.”
“Good,” Ilya says, squeezing his shoulders. “And if you cannot, I will calm you.”
Shane tries to take a steadying breath, but it shudders on the way out. His heart is still thumping too fast, his thoughts still ricocheting around his skull like loose screws in a dryer.
“Ilya, I just—” he starts, but Ilya is already stepping closer.
“Come here,” he murmurs. Shane doesn’t resist when Ilya guides him in, hands warm on his shoulders, then sliding up to cradle the back of his neck. It’s not forceful. It’s not even firm. It’s just… steady, certain. Shane exhales shakily.
“I’m fine. I’m just—”
“No,” Ilya says softly, “You are not fine.”
And then Shane feels it, the shift. It’s subtle at first, a soft warmth blooming in the air between them, like the moment before snowfall when the world goes quiet. Then it deepens, threads of cool pine and winter wind curling around him, smoothing the edges of his panic. Ilya’s pheromones surround him, calming, grounding, familiar.
“Ilya…” Shane’s breath catches.
“Breathe,” Ilya murmurs, leaning his forehead against Shane’s, “Just breathe.”
Shane does. The scent wraps around him, not overwhelming, not pushing. It’s just there, like a hand on his back guiding him gently toward stillness. His shoulders drop before he even realizes it. His chest loosens. The frantic buzzing in his head quiets, replaced by something warm and steady.
Home.
He swallows hard.
“You’re doing that on purpose.”
“Yes,” Ilya says, “You need it.”
“You can’t just scent me like I’m a panicked cat,” Shane lets out a soft, helpless laugh. Hating how accurate that description feels.
“I can,” Ilya says, brushing his thumb along Shane’s jaw, “And I will.”
“It’s cheating,” Shane closes his eyes, leaning into the touch.
“Yes,” Ilya agrees. “But it works.”
It does. God, it does. The house doesn’t feel too small anymore, or as messy or unfinished. It feels lived in, warm, like it’s theirs.
A small thump sounds from the living room, Yuki dropping another toy, probably, and Shane opens his eyes, calmer now, the world no longer tilting under his feet.
“Better?” Ilya asks, and Shane nods.
“Yeah. Better.”
Ilya presses a soft kiss to his temple.
“Good. Now we finish getting ready. Together.”
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  The house feels steadier, Shane feels steadier. He’s still nervous, of course, but the buzzing panic has quieted to something manageable. Ilya is adjusting the stack of plates on the counter, methodically, trying to look busy and calm.
Then the doorbell rings, and Shane freezes.
Yuki freezes too, but in a very different way; her head pops up like a startled meerkat, eyes wide, Snoopy hugged tight.
“Daddy,” she whispers, tugging on his pant leg, "Someone’s here.”
Her voice is soft, excited, but she doesn’t move toward the door. She knows the rules, so she waits.
“I know, Snowdrop,” Shane forces a breath, "Stay with Papa.”
Yuki nods immediately and scurries to Ilya, pressing herself against his leg, her eyes on the door. Ilya rests a reassuring hand on her head, grounding them both.
Shane walks to the door, his heart thumping again and anxiety flickering. What if this isn’t right? What if Yuki gets overwhelmed? What if his parents don’t like the new house? He opens the door.
A woman Shane hasn’t met stands on the porch, wrapped in a stylish coat. Her cheeks are pink from the cold, and she’s already smiling warmly. She holds two gift bags and a bakery box, looking both elegant and genuinely excited.
“Hello,” she says, her voice bright but gentle.
Shane blinks, glancing instinctively toward Ilya for confirmation.
“Svetlana, you are early,” Ilya calls from behind him, and her smile widens.
“Ilya, I am punctual.”
“Oh, yes, you’re right on time,” Shane says quickly, stepping aside, "Come in.”
She steps inside and looks around the entryway with quick, appreciative eyes, as if she’s taking everything in. When she sees Ilya, her whole face softens.
“You look tired,” she says, the words soft, not loud. She steps closer, and as she speaks, her hand hovers just for a heartbeat at Ilya’s elbow, her thumb brushing lightly over the edge of his sleeve before dropping away. Her eyes crinkle at the corners, the tiniest of smiles appearing for an instant before she turns her attention to the small figure peeking around his leg. Yuki is looking at her with big, curious eyes, and Shane can faintly smell wildflowers blooming off of her as the little girl looks back at Svetlana.
“And you,” Svetlana says softly, crouching down to Yuki’s level, “must be Yuki.”
“You know my name?” she whispers, clutching Snoopy tighter with obvious excitement at this new person. Svetlana smiles, warm and sincere.
"Of course I do. I have been very excited to meet you.”
Yuki’s shoulders relax. She steps out from behind Ilya’s legs and holds up her Snoopy doll.
“This is Snoopy.”
Svetlana gasps softly, delighted but not dramatic.
"Snoopy is perfect.”
Then she stands up and turns to Shane, her eyes lighting up with recognition. Shane isn’t sure if he should feel nervous or flattered. He feels both proud to be known and worried about being judged by someone important to Ilya.
“And you,” she says warmly, “Must be Shane.”
Shane straightens a little, surprised by how much it matters that she knows him.
“Yeah. Hi.”
“Ilya has told me a great deal about you,” she says, her smile softening into something almost conspiratorial. "It’s very good to meet the man who makes him mushy."
Behind her, Ilya mutters something in Russian that sounds like a complaint. Svetlana ignores him completely, and Shane feels something in his chest loosen. She hands Shane one of the gift bags she’d brought.
“This is for you. And this,” Svetlana bends, kneels to Yuki’s level, holding the bag out, “Is for you.”
Yuki gasps, quickly moving from behind Ilya’s legs to take the gift.
“For me?”
“Yes,” Svetlana says, "You can open it now if your Daddies say it’s okay.”
Yuki looks up at Shane, eyes huge, clutching the gift bag like it might disappear if she blinks.
“Daddy?” she whispers, "Can I?”
“Go ahead, Snowdrop,” Shane says with a nod.
That’s all she needs. She sits on the floor right away, sets Snoopy aside, and puts the gift bag in front of her. For a brief second, the adults watch her—Shane lets out an involuntary breath, Ilya glances at the scattered paper towels as if bracing for impact, Svetlana's hands press together in anticipation. Then Yuki explodes into motion. She doesn't just open the bag, she tears into it, sending tissue paper everywhere as she digs in with total focus.
Svetlana watches with her hands clasped under her chin, delighted but quiet, letting Yuki have the moment. Yuki gasps, her whole body reacting. She pulls out a Bluey art set, a sturdy little case with Bluey and Bingo on it, filled with markers, crayons, stickers, and a tiny sketchpad. There’s even a sheet of Bluey temporary tattoos inside.
“BLUEY!” Yuki squeals, her whole face lighting up. Svetlana beams back at her.
"I hoped you would like it. Ilya told me you love Bluey and drawing.”
“I do!” Yuki says, nodding hard enough that her hair bounces, "I do! Look, Daddy! Look, Papa!”
She holds the case up proudly, treating it like something very special. Shane feels his chest relax even more.
"Wow, Snowdrop. That’s amazing.”
Ilya crouches beside her, brushing a hand over her hair.
"You will make beautiful art.”
Yuki sits down on the rug right away and carefully opens the case. Snoopy sits next to her, like a little helper. Svetlana watches her for a moment, then turns to Ilya with a confident smile.
"I told you I’d become her favorite," Svetlana says, folding her arms with a satisfied look.
“Favorite after Shane and me,” Ilya says. His voice is softer now, and as he speaks, a tightness crawls up his throat, as if the words taste unfamiliar in his mouth. He glances sideways, jaw working, trying to keep his tone light. Svetlana tilts her head, eyes sparkling.
“Mm. We will see.”
Ilya narrows his eyes, but this time there’s a small, rueful smile.
“There is nothing to see. She loves us most.”
“Of course she does,” Svetlana says sweetly, “For now.”
Shane can’t help but snort, and both of them turn to look at him. Ilya gives him a look that’s a little betrayed but mostly playful.
“Shane?”
“What?” Shane says, grinning, “She brought her something with Bluey, it’s a strong opening move.”
“Thank you, Shane,” Svetlana says, beaming with triumph.
“You are taking her side?” Ilya asks, but there’s no bite to it, just a gentle protest.
“I’m not taking sides,” Shane says, even though he absolutely is. “She knows her audience.”
“I am honored by your support,” Svetlana says, and Ilya shakes his head, a reluctant smile on his lips. Yuki, ignoring the adults, carefully peels open the Bluey sticker sheet like it’s something special.
“Papa,” she calls without looking up, “Look! Bingo has a flower!”
“Yes, Снежинка. It is very nice,” Ilya says, his heart already melting. Svetlana leans toward Shane and whispers to him in a stage voice.
“See? Already distracted. I am winning.”
Ilya rolls his eyes, then shakes his head in mock dismay.
“You are not winning, but you are very determined.”
“We will let Yuki decide,” Svetlana lifts her chin, and this time,
Ilya only says, “She always does.”
“Papa,” Yuki says, holding up a crayon triumphantly, “This one is BLUE!”
Ilya softens again.
“Yes, Снежинка. Very blue.”
Svetlana gives Shane a look that seems to say, ‘watch this,’ and then brightly says:
“Yuki, do you want to show me your room?”
“YES!” Yuki gasps, already scrambling to gather her new art set, Snoopy, and half her block tower.
“Wait,” Ilya says, his head snapping up to look at her, but it’s too late. Shane tries not to laugh as Ilya stares at Svetlana as if she’s just done something shocking.
“You are doing this on purpose,” he accuses, but there’s no real heat behind it.
“I am bonding with your daughter.”
“She is my daughter,” Ilya insists, but now there’s a flicker of vulnerability in his eyes.
"And she likes me," Svetlana says, letting Yuki lead her away. Ilya stands for a moment, watching Yuki tug Svetlana down the hall, a flicker of uncertainty on his face. He tries to shrug casually, but his fingers fidget with the seam of his jeans. Shane steps over, speaking quietly.
“She’s just excited to show off all the things you and she put up, Ilya.”
“I know. Sometimes it is just…” Ilya trails off with a sigh, a small, real smile breaking through, “Hard not to want to be her favorite.”
Shane squeezes his arm.
“You always are,” he says, warmth in his voice, “You know Yuki loves you more than anyone.”
“She loves you more,” Ilya huffs, unconvinced.
“Okay, she loves both of us more than anyone,” Shane amends, smiling, “But she’s allowed to like other people too.”
Ilya looks away, jaw tight, like he’s trying very hard not to admit he knows that. Shane squeezes his arm.
“Hey,” he says softly, and Ilya glances back, “She’s excited, and Svetlana’s excited. You know, no one else stands a chance at ‘Papa of the Year’ in this house.”
Shane nudges Ilya gently, giving him a little half-smile, voice wrapping warmth and reassurance around the words.
“I’m willing to bet she’ll come running back to you before dessert.”
Ilya nods, his shoulders loosening a fraction.
“And,” Shane adds, leaning in just a little, “You’re still my favorite.”
That gets him. Ilya blinks, the tension cracking at the edges.
“Always?”
"Always," Shane says, and when he leans in, Ilya lets himself believe it. Ilya gives a slow, reluctant smile. He tries to hide it, but can’t. Shane feels warmth in his chest. He reaches up and gently brushes his thumb along Ilya’s jaw, not realizing he’s doing it until Ilya leans into the touch.
For a moment, the house is quiet. Yuki’s excited chatter drifts faintly from down the hall. Svetlana’s voice follows, amused and indulgent. The clatter of markers and blocks echoes like distant rain. But here, in the living room, it’s just the two of them.
Ilya’s eyes soften, the last of the sulk melting away.
“You make it very hard to stay upset,” Ilya says quietly.
“That’s the idea,” Shane teases, voice gentle and affectionate. Ilya looks at him for a moment, his gaze warm and steady. Then he leans in and kisses Shane. It’s not a deep kiss, just a soft, grateful one, a quiet thank you.
Shane exhales against his mouth, surprised by how much he needed it too. His hand slides up to the back of Ilya’s neck, thumb stroking the hair there, pulling him just a little closer. Ilya kisses him again, barely more than a brush, but it sends a soft shiver down Shane’s spine.
“You’re impossible,” Shane murmurs, smiling against his lips.
“I know,” Ilya says, equally soft, “But you like me anyway.”
“Unfortunately,” Shane laughs quietly.
Ilya’s smile grows, proud and gentle, and he leans in for another kiss. The doorbell rings, and Shane pulls back, his lips still tingling and his heart warm. Ilya stays close for a moment, eyes half-closed, as if he’s thinking about kissing Shane again before they return to the party.
The bell rings again, and Shane huffs a quiet laugh.
“I should… get that.”
“Yes,” Ilya says, though he doesn’t move away immediately. His hand lingers at Shane’s waist, thumb brushing once before he lets go, “Before they ring again.”
Shane nods, still a little dazed, and turns toward the entryway. He smooths his shirt, runs a hand through his hair, and opens the door.
His parents stand on the porch. His mom’s face lights up instantly, her whole expression softening into that familiar, overwhelming warmth. His dad gives a small, steady smile, the kind that always makes Shane feel like everything will be okay.
“Hi, sweetheart,” his mom says, already stepping forward like she might hug him before she’s even fully inside.
“Hey, come in.” Shane’s breath catches. His mom steps in first, brushing off her coat with quick, practiced hands. She barely pauses before reaching out to give Shane a brisk, comforting shoulder squeeze, almost as if she can calm his nerves by touch alone. 
Her eyes are already bright with excitement as she scans the room. His dad follows behind her, his stride steady and controlled. Instead of words, he offers Shane a quiet nod, slow and deliberate, a look that always makes Shane feel like everything is going to be okay. Ilya moves to his side, his shoulders a little too straight, his hands a little too still.
“Yuna, David,” he greets, his movements a bit awkward as he greets them politely. Since that family breakfast when Ilya made his intentions known, he’s joined a couple of family dinners. Ilya and his father bonded over the New Yorker, and his mother loves being able to talk to a professional hockey player about all her opinions.
Yuna doesn’t hesitate; she steps right in and gently cups Ilya’s face between her hands like she’s done it a hundred times.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she says, voice warm and full, “You look tired. Are you eating enough?”
“I—yes? I think so?” Ilya blinks, startled by her quick affection. David claps him on the back with the kind of firm affection that leaves no room for escape.
“You’re looking good, son. Strong. How’s the shoulder?”
"Better. Much better. Thank you for asking," Ilya says, straightening up and slipping into polite-athlete mode. But Shane notices how Ilya’s eyes soften, his shoulders relax, and he leans into the warmth. He’s not used to being fussed over.
Yuna turns to Shane next, brushing imaginary lint off his sweater.
“You look flushed. Have you been running around? Did you remember to eat breakfast? You get pale when you forget.”
“Mom, I’m fine,” Shane sputters.
“You’re warm,” she insists, pressing a hand to his cheek.
“I’m fine, really,” Shane assures, offering her a smile. Yuna nods, then loops her arm through Ilya’s again, like it’s the most natural thing in the world. “Let me see the place. I want to know if you’ve been taking care of yourselves.”
"Looks good in here. Clean. Organized," David says, glancing around and sniffing the air. "Smells like crayons already?"
“Yuki’s been busy,” Shane laughs.
Yuna’s face lights up.
“Where is our girl?”
“She’s in her room, probably introducing Ilya’s friend Svetlana to every squishy she owns,” Shane says with a smile, glancing in the direction Yuki ran. Yuna’s face lights up even more. “Let me call for her before you go hunting for her.”
He steps toward the hallway and raises his voice just enough to carry.
“Snowdrop! Granny and Grandpa are here!”
There’s a moment of silence, then a delighted shriek and the sound of tiny feet pounding down the hall. Yuki appears, racing around the corner at full speed, Snoopy bouncing under one arm, her hair flying behind her.
“GRANNY! GRANDPA!”
Yuna drops into a crouch just in time to catch her. Yuki slams into her arms with the force of a small meteor, giggling wildly as Yuna hugs her tight and peppers her cheeks with kisses.
“Oh my goodness, look at you,” Yuna coos, pulling back to admire her, “You’ve grown again, and it’s only been a few weeks.”
“I grow a lot!” Yuki beams.
Shane laughs, feeling warmth in his chest, and then notices someone moving at the end of the hall.
Svetlana appears next to Ilya, looking calm and collected, as if she’s just finished a tour led by a very excited four-year-old. She’s holding a small stuffed octopus that Yuki must have given her, and she smiles warmly at Shane’s parents.
“Hello,” she says, stepping forward, “You must be—”
A knock at the door cuts her off; it’s firm, like someone who knocks with their whole personality. Shane exchanges a look with Ilya, who sighs softly, already knowing, “I’ll get it,” Ilya says, stepping toward the door. He opens it to find Cliff Marleau on the porch, balancing a case of beer in one hand and a bakery box in the other. Cliff is slightly out of breath, cheeks pink from the walk, and his hair is messy from the wind. tousled.
“Hey!” Cliff says, smiling widely, “Sorry if I’m interrupting, but I brought beer. And, uh… pastries. I panicked and bought pastries.”
Ilya stares at him for a long, flat second, then his eyes narrow, not unkindly, but with the exact expression of a man who has known Cliff long enough to be both fond and exasperated.
“You panicked,” Ilya repeats, deadpan.
“A little,” Cliff winces.
“You panicked… in the bakery?” Ilya says, stepping aside to let him in, “This explains many things.”
“Look, man, I didn’t want to show up empty-handed,” Cliff huffs a laugh, relieved, “And the lady behind me in line was judging me.”
“She was correct to do so,” Ilya says, but there’s a tiny smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
Shane sees Cliff relax, probably knowing Ilya well enough to realize the teasing means affection. Cliff steps inside, shifting the beer so he can take off his shoes.
“Ilya, buddy, you could just say thank you.”
“I did,” Ilya says, completely straight-faced, “In my heart.”
Svetlana snorts softly behind him.
“Oh! Hey, Svet,” Cliff brightens when he sees her before his eyes catch what’s in her hands, “What do you have there?”
“It’s my welcome gift,” Svetlana says, holding up the tiny octopus.
“She gave you the good one,” Cliff says with a grin.
“I am aware,” Svetlana confidently says. Before she can say more, Yuna steps forward, still holding Yuki on her hip, her expression bright with recognition.
“You must be Cliff Marleau,” she says warmly, “A forward for the Raiders. You had a beautiful assist in that last game.”
Cliff freezes like someone just hit pause on him.
“Oh,” Cliff says, blinking, “Uh—thank you. Wow. Hi.”
He shifts the beer awkwardly, suddenly realizing he’s standing in front of parents with messy hair and a box of pastries he bought in a hurry.
“It’s lovely to meet you finally, Cliff,” She offers with a smile. Cliff brightens a little too much.
“Well, it’s lovely to meet you, Mrs. Hollander. You look way too young to be a grandma.”
Shane chokes on air.
“Flattery will get you nowhere,” Yuna laughs, delighted.
“Worth a try,” Cliff grins. Ilya steps in smoothly, placing a hand on Cliff’s shoulder and steering him forward like a misbehaving shopping cart.
“Stop flirting with Shane’s mother,” he says, voice dry, “She is married.”
“Good to know,” David laughs, gently placing a hand on Yuna’s shoulder. Cliff clears his throat, trying to recover.
“Sir, big fan of your… uh… parenting…”
Shane pinches the bridge of his nose. He can see that Svetlana looks like she’s watching a nature documentary, clearly amused. Cliff turns to Shane next, eager to move on.
“Hey, man. Congrats on the house. It’s beautiful. Very… you.”
“Thanks, Cliff,” Shane says with a smile, looking at Ilya, who looks annoyed, shoulders a little too straight, a bite of cold pine edging the air around him.
“And you look great,” Cliff adds, then immediately regrets it, “Not like… like great great. Just like… healthy. Alive. You know. Good.”
Ilya’s pine scent sharpens again. It isn’t loud or aggressive, just a cool, possessive hint that Shane notices, like a warning Ilya is trying not to show.
Shane feels it, warmth and amusement in his chest, even as Cliff keeps talking.
“Stop flirting with Shane,” Ilya says, his voice barely not a growl as his hand tightens on Cliff’s shoulder.
“I’m not flirting!” Cliff squeaks.
“You are,” Ilya says calmly, “Badly.”
Svetlana snorts and, before Cliff can dig himself deeper, Yuki leans forward in her grandmother’s arms, staring at him with the intense curiosity of a small owl.
“Papa,” she whispers loudly, frowning at Cliff, “Who is he?”
Ilya’s grip on Cliff relaxes, instead moving to gently take Yuki from Yuna, his scent calming the moment she’s in his arms.
“This is Cliff. He is my friend, and we played hockey together.”
“He plays with you?” Yuki says, eyes widening as she looks at Cliff.
“Sometimes,” Ilya says, “And sometimes he even listens.”
“Rude,” Cliff gasps.
“Should he sign my book?” Yuki says, looking between Ilya and Shane for confirmation.
“Book?” asks Cliff, looking curiously.
“It’s an autograph book she has, it’s very cute, and she already had me sign it,” says Svetlana, looking proud.
“Autograph book? Is it blue with like Disney all over it?” asks Cliff, looking at Yuki.
“Yeah,” Shane confirms, with a nod.
“Holy shit, Captain Softie!” Cliff laughs, lighting up as he claps Ilya’s shoulder, “You had the whole team sign that book at the start of the season!”
“Watch your language,” snaps Ilya, glaring at Cliff.
“Shi– Sorry, don’t repeat that, kid,” says Cliff, quickly looking at Yuki with an apologetic look, “I already signed the book back in like October.”
“You’re already in my book!” Yuki beams at him, all the apprehension she had for Cliff entirely gone.
“Yeah,” Cliff  says, melting a little, “Nice to officially meet you, Yuki.”
“Do you want to meet my squishies?” she asks, nudging Ilya to put her down, which he does right away. Cliff’s eyes widen, surprised and a little nervous, as if he’s just been given an important job by a very serious child. He looks at Shane for help, but Shane smiles.
"You should say yes," Svetlana says, holding up the small gift Yuki gave her. Ilya pats Cliff’s shoulder, his scent finally relaxing now that everything’s okay.
“Go, you cannot be Uncle Cliff if you do not,” Ilya says with a laugh.
“Yeah, okay!” Cliff says, beaming, “Lead the way, kiddo.”
Yuki grabs Cliff’s hand and starts pulling him toward the hallway, but then she stops suddenly. She stands completely still, tilting her head toward the front window as if she’s heard something. Shane looks where she’s looking. Outside, through the glass, a familiar SUV has just parked. He sees Hayden getting out and heading to the door, and then Amber appears as the door slides open.
Yuki gasps, a sharp, happy breath that seems to fill her whole body. The air around her feels bright and sweet, like it always does when she’s truly excited.
“AMBER!” she squeals, and before anyone can react, she bolts straight for the door.
“Yuki!” Shane’s heart jumps as he tries to react in time to stop her, but it’s too late. She throws the door open, breaking a rule she’s never broken before, and launches herself outside just as Amber hops down from the car.
“AMBER!”
“YUKI!”
The girls meet in the middle of the walkway, throw their arms around each other, and squeal with excitement, even though it’s only been a week since they last saw each other. Hayden closes Amber’s door just in time to see the noisy reunion and winces at the noise.
“Every time,” he mutters, “They act like they’ve survived a long-distance relationship.”
Jackie walks around the car and gives him a look that is both fond and exasperated.
“Oh, please. You were the one moping because Amber was ‘devastated’ she wouldn’t see Yuki for a whole seven days.”
“She was devastated!” Hayden bristles.
“She cried for maybe thirty seconds,” Jackie says, patting his chest as she passes him, “You cried for longer.”
“I did not cry,” Hayden insists.
“You sniffled, babe,” Jackie retorted with a laugh. Hayden opens his mouth, then closes it again.
“It was allergies.”
“Sure,” Jackie says, already walking toward the house.
Behind them, the Pike twins, Jade and Ruby, are already out of the car, moving with the confidence only ten-year-olds have. Their little brother Arthur follows quietly, hands in his sleeves and eyes shy as he looks at the crowd.
"Hey, guys," Shane says, stepping forward.
"Hi, Uncle Shane!" the twins shout together, running in for hugs. Ruby wraps her arms around his waist, and Jade hugs him around the ribs. They’ve gotten good at hugging him from both sides at once. Arthur hangs back a step until Shane’s able to crouch a little and opens an arm for the eight-year-old.
“Hey, buddy.”
Arthur’s face brightens just enough, and he steps into the hug, small and warm and careful. Shane’s parents step forward, smiling warmly at the kids.
The twins head off toward the living room, and Arthur shyly moves toward Shane’s parents. Hayden finally looks past the busy group of kids and sees Ilya and Cliff standing together near the entryway.
He stops dead.
“Oh, fantastic,” Hayden sighs, throwing his hands up, “The enemy has arrived.”
“I live here,” Ilya deadpans, not even blinking.
“Yeah, man,” Cliff snorts, immediately moving into wingman mode, “Wrong house to make that entrance at.”
“Semantics,” Hayden says with a wave of his hand, “You two are still menaces.”
“We are off-season,” Ilya says, crossing his arms, “You cannot call us the enemy when there is no game.”
“Oh, I can,” Hayden says. “You two cause trouble recreationally.”
“Recreationally?” Cliff gasps, offended. “I’ve been told I’m a professional menace.”
“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” Hayden says with a laugh. Cliff looks ready to argue, but Ilya stands beside him, looking both competitive and amused.
“Hayden, you are only upset because Cliff scored more goals than you last season.”
“He scored ONE more goal than I did, and for the record, I have the overall better stats for the season!” Hayden says, scandalized.
“Hayden, don’t take the bait,” Jackie says, passing by with Arthur’s gator, not even slowing.
“Thank you,” Hayden says, smiling at her, “At least someone here respects me.”
Cliff takes a breath, ready to make another joke, but Shane steps in. His voice is calm but firm, a gentle warning that quickly settles the growing tension between the three men.
“Okay,” Shane says, voice firm but still gentle, much like he speaks to Yuki, “Be nice, this is a housewarming, not a chirp-off.”
Hayden opens his mouth to argue, but Jackie gives him the look, so he shuts it.
Cliff tries to sneak in one last chirp.
“I mean, technically—”
But Ilya clamps a hand on his shoulder, his expression serious.
“Shane said we stop, so we stop.”
“Stopping,” Cliff agrees with a nod.
“Thank you, Ilya,” Hayden smirks.
“I am only following Shane’s orders,” Ilya says with a shrug, moving to stand close to Shane, staring at him for a long moment.
“Good boy,” Shane says, and Ilya straightens with pride, which makes Shane laugh. He feels a warm happiness as the tension fades, replaced by the usual friendly chaos of kids laughing and adults teasing. Everything feels like it’s falling into place.
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Ilya barely has time to enjoy the warm curl of pride in his chest, Shane’s “good boy” still humming pleasantly through him, before something small and determined slams into his thigh. He looks down to see Yuki and Amber, both staring up at him with identical, terrifying purpose.
“Papa,” Yuki says, already grabbing his hand, “We need you.”
“It’s important,” Amber adds with a nod.
“What is important?” he asks, letting himself be pulled back inside by the two little girls.
“You have to be the dragon,” Yuki explains.
“A big dragon,” Amber adds.
“I am not sure I am big enough to be a dragon,” Ilya blinks.
“You’re the most qualified!” Yuki assures him.
“You’re tall,” Amber nods vigorously, and that settles it. They drag him into the living room, where Yuki’s blocks are still scattered from her earlier play. He watches as she and Amber move Shane’s carefully placed pillows and blankets until they have a makeshift nest.
“That’s your cave,” Yuki explains.
“This is your treasure,” Amber says, holding out a stuffed unicorn to him. Ilya nods, taking the stuffed animal.
“So I sit in next and protect the treasure?” he asks, already moving to the center of the nest.
“Yes,” they say in unison, almost offended he even asked.
"Okay," he says, settling into the nest. Both girls beam at him as he sits, the stuffed unicorn tucked in his lap. Ilya sits cross-legged, back straight, hands folded around the plush like he’s guarding something precious.
“So,” he says, trying to be helpful, “What game are we playing?”
“We’re going to try to get the treasure,” explains Yuki.
“If you ask nicely, I could just give you treasure,” offers Ilya, unsure what the girls want him to do exactly. They both freeze, looking at him like he’s said Santa Claus isn’t real.
“No!” Yuki cries, scandalized.
“You can’t just give it to us!” Amber says, clutching her chest.
“Okay, I don’t give you treasure,” he says with a nod.
“You’re the dragon, and dragons didn’t give up treasure!” explains Yuki.
“You have to stop us,” Amber adds.
“I see,” he says slowly, understanding what they want, “So you will try to take it, and I will not let you have it.”
“Yes,” they say in unison. Ilya nods, glancing at Shane, who is inside talking with Svetlana about something Ilya can’t hear. Judging by how excited they both look, he guesses it’s hockey.
“I will make this hard for you two, but no hurting each other, okay?” he states, eyes snapping back to the girls.
“Gentle hands,” agrees Yuki with a nod, Amber nodding with her.
“Gentle hands,” Ilya echoes, having heard Shane say it to Yuki a couple of times when she sometimes gets a little aggressive during playtime. He extends both of his pinkies to the girls, “Pinky promise?”
Yuki quickly wraps her pinky around his, leaning in to kiss his finger, and Ilya, having learned that this is a crucial step to seal the promise, leans forward to kiss her finger. Amber follows Yuki’s lead after watching the two.
“Okay, we start now?” says Yuki, her eyes twinkling.
“We start,” Ilya nods, bracing himself for the upcoming attack. The girls exchange a look before they pounce on him. Amber tries to climb over his knee, while Yuki tries to tunnel under his arm; both giggle so hard they keep falling over each other.
Ilya shifts, blocking them with one forearm, curling protectively around the unicorn.
“Rawr,” he says, and both girls scream with delight.
“Again!” Yuki demands.
“Louder this time!” Amber insists.
"Rawr!" Ilya says, louder this time, and the girls collapse into giggles. Round one ends with neither of them getting close to the unicorn.
Round two begins immediately. They try “sneaking,” which mostly involves tiptoeing in circles around him while whispering loudly about their plan. Ilya pretends not to hear them, but he hears everything. Amber lunges first, and Yuki does the same. Ilya shifts his weight, blocking them both with a single knee.
“Papa!” Yuki whines as she laughs, “You’re too good at this!”
“I am the dragon,” Ilya says, “It is my job.”
Round three, they try teamwork; Amber distracts him by poking his cheek, and Yuki tries to grab the unicorn from behind, but she ends up shoving at him harder than she should have. Ilya catches her wrist gently.
“Gentle hands,” he reminds her, letting go of her quickly.
“Sorry,” she says, chastened, but then immediately tries again. He blocks her again, and the girls shriek in defeat. Round four, they finally succeed, but only because Yuki trips, falls into his lap, and Ilya is more focused on making sure she’s okay than on noticing Amber snatching the unicorn.
“We got it!” she cheers, Yuki, joining her, forgetting about her reddening knee from her trip.
“My treasure!” Ilya gasps dramatically, playing his part and unwilling to take the girls' win from them. The girls dissolve into hysterics and return the unicorn so they can do it again.
And again.
And again.
Hours pass like this: rounds of giggling chaos, failed plans, triumphant shrieks, and Ilya’s dramatic dragon noises. He never lets them win on purpose. They earn every victory, and they love him for it. At some point, Cliff wanders in, sees what’s happening, and heads straight for the kitchen instead.
Eventually, there is a knock, and Shane moves to the front door. Ilya doesn’t look up at first; he’s too busy blocking Amber’s attempt to scale his shoulder, but he hears the shift in the girls’ breathing before he hears the voice.
“Sorry, I’m late! Traffic was a nightmare.” Rose Landry steps into the living room, hair perfect, makeup flawless, wearing a coat that probably costs more than Ilya’s first car.
“AUNTIE ROSE!” shrieks Yuki, their game abandoned instantly as she races to Rose, Amber following suit. Ilya blinks, stunned. One moment, he’s the center of their world, and the next, he’s just part of the background.
“Hi, my loves!” Rose laughs, kneeling to catch both girls as they crash into her, “Did you miss me?”
Ilya exhales and leans back on his hands, watching the girls cling to Rose with both fondness and a quiet ache. He reminds himself that Yuki’s happiness is what matters, even if it stings to let her go for a moment. He smooths his expression and tries to steady himself. This, he thinks, is what a family should look like: messy, imperfect, loud, and warm.
Nothing like what he grew up with.
It’s his first time meeting Rose. He watches the easy way Yuki clings to her, and he can’t help but feel the old tug of insecurity; a little protective, a little unsure of his place. He reminds himself: Yuki’s love isn’t a competition; it just feels like one sometimes.
Shane greets Rose warmly and hugs her, and Ilya feels a flicker of something sharp. He knows their history and the memories Shane has shared with him. Before he can dwell on those feelings, Shane catches his eye, gives him a small, private smile, and gestures for him to come over. Ilya stands, brushes stray pillow fluff from his jeans, and keeps the unicorn tucked under one arm as a reminder of his recent defeat and his place here.
“You must be Ilya! I’ve heard so much about you,” Rose says, looking up as he approaches, her smile bright and warm.
“Hello,” Ilya says, polite but reserved, his eyes searching Rose’s face for any sign of judgment or comparison. Rose grins, “I’ve been so excited to meet you, especially after seeing the cake you got for Yuki’s birthday.”
“I wanted to help,” Ilya says, his chest warming despite himself, “The cake seemed right.”
"It was adorable and super yummy!" Rose says with a smile, and Ilya tries to smile back. He doesn’t say more, but his hand tightens around the unicorn, grounding himself. Shane notices right away and puts a gentle hand on Ilya’s lower back, grounding him more, reminding him he’s not alone.
“If you three will excuse us just for a moment,” Shane says, gently ushering Ilya towards the hallway, away from Rose and the girls. Just out of sight, Shane faces him, expression soft and impossibly fond.
“Ilya,” he says gently, “You’re kind of… glaring at Rose.”
“I am not glaring,” Ilya says immediately, but he knows he is. He tries for a shrug to make him seem more nonchalant.
“You’re absolutely glaring,” Shane says, folding his arms.
“This is just my face,” Ilya grumbles, but he can’t quite hide a wry smile.
“Ilya,” says Shane, using the same gentle tone he used earlier to break up chirping hockey players.
“I am not a child, do not use that tone with me,” Ilya says, though the words come out more like a sulky joke than a real complaint.
“Ilya,” Shane mewls, and Ilya straightens automatically, just a little embarrassed, “You’re upset about something and glaring at my friends, so either you talk to me, or I will put you into timeout.”
“Timeout?” Ilya asks, brow raised, latching onto the distraction.
“Are you choosing the timeout option?” Shane pushes.
"Depends on what timeout is," Ilya says, waggling his eyebrows in a way that’s more flirty than defiant. Shane narrows his eyes at him, and Ilya’s bravado fades. "Sorry, I do not like Rose."
“What? Are you not a fan of the X-Squad?” Shane asks, teasing.
“No, not a fan of another alpha having knotted you,” Ilya mutters, looking away. There’s no accusation in his voice, just a soft, honest discomfort. Shane is quiet for a long moment, then lets out a sudden laugh. Ilya’s eyes snap to Shane, who has his hand over his mouth, “Are you laughing at my pain?”
"No… a little," Shane admits, dropping his hand and smiling at Ilya, "You’re jealous over what was probably the worst sex either of us ever had. I mean, I threw up all over her mid sex because of her scent, Ilya."
Ilya huffs, but his mouth twitches.
“I'm not jealous of that part. But—” he stops, searching for the words for a moment, “I do not like that she knows something about you that I am still learning. It is not the act, but it is… the knowing.”
“You know everything that matters now,” Shane says, softening as he steps closer. Ilya almost smiles.
“Yes, but not the way she did,” he grumbles, a little more sheepish than before. Shane’s eyes sparkle with understanding.
“Wait here,” he says, something clicking for him. Ilya nods, watching Shane disappear around the corner, out of sight, and, perhaps more importantly, out of Rose’s orbit for a moment. He folds his arms and waits, trying to look casual.
He hears heels approaching and instantly knows it’s Svetlana. She rounds the corner, spots him, and her eyes narrow.
“Ilya Rozanov,” she says, voice low and dangerous, “Why didn’t you tell me Rose Landry was going to be here?”
“I did not know,” Ilya says, sighing.
“You did not know?” Svetlana repeats, scandalized, “You live here, how could you not know?”
“I did not ask Shane who he was inviting,” Ilya mutters, pouting again, and Svetlana throws her hands up.
“Unbelievable. Rose Landry is in this house, and you know she’s my hall pass! The one alpha I would let know me if she asked? Preferably, I would be the top, though… but regardless, you gave me no warning, and I didn't have a chance to prepare.”
“Prepare what?” Ilya asks, genuinely confused.
“Myself!” she snaps. “I would have dressed better if I knew she was going to be here!”
“You look fine,” Ilya says, glancing over her.
“I look fine for normal people,” Svetlana sighs, “But not for movie star Rose Landry. I needed at least twenty minutes to ascend into my sexiest self.”
“I am sorry?” he offers weakly.
“You should be,” she says, but she’s already softening, stepping back and eyeing him, “Why are you standing here like a statue? What did you do?”
“Nothing,” Ilya says quickly.
She eyes him again, moving closer, brow raised.
“Did your omega put you in timeout?”
“He did not put me in timeout,” Ilya insists, with a little dignity.
“You’re literally standing in a corner,” Svetlana says, amused.
"I’m waiting," Ilya says, trying not to glare at her.
“For what?”
"For Shane," he admits, and Svetlana bursts out laughing.
“What did you do?” she teases.
“I glared,” he admits, eyes flicking back toward the living room, hoping Shane will come back soon.
“At who?”
“…Rose.”
“You glared at her? She’s been here five seconds!” she hisses, smacking his arm.
“That is rude!” Ilya growls, rubbing the spot, but he’s more embarrassed than angry. Svetlana crosses her arms, studying him with exasperated affection.
“Are you jealous?”
“I am not jealous,” he says, but it’s almost a sigh.
“Oh, you so are. What, are you upset you’re not the most famous person Shane knows?” she teases.
“I am trying to stop,” Ilya admits, quietly. It sounds like he’s genuinely trying.
"Good," she says, patting his cheek. "I’m trying to make a good impression on her, so stop glaring."
Before he can respond, Shane reappears at the end of the hall, eyes soft when he sees Ilya still exactly where he left him. Svetlana smiles, pats Ilya’s shoulder, and walks by.
"He was a good boy, didn’t move while I teased him," she reports as she passes Shane, who laughs, and Ilya feels the tension ease.
“Did she tease you a lot?” Shane asks, coming back to him.
“Rose is her hall pass, and she is upset I did not tell her she would be here,” Ilya explains.
“Oh? I’m pretty sure Rose is straight. She’s never dated a woman,” Shane says, glancing after Svetlana.
“Shane…” Ilya groans, not loving this conversation. Shane smiles, moving in front of Ilya, his voice softening.
“I brought something for you. Close your eyes and give me your left hand,” instructs Shane, and Ilya does as he’s told, a smile already sneaking onto his face as he feels Shane’s warm hand slip something onto his finger. He opens his eyes: a delicate wildflower ring, the thin stem woven into a loop with a tiny white flower. It looks fragile and beautiful. Shane ducks his head, suddenly shy, “I know it’s not a real ring, but I wanted you to have something for today.”
Ilya looks at the ring, then at Shane, his chest full, his earlier worries blurring away.
“It’s perfect,” he says quietly, voice only for Shane. “I am never taking it off.”
Shane smiles, relief and affection shining in his eyes. Ilya leans just a little closer, dropping his voice.
“You know, I am not really jealous of Rose, only with your history and only because you are mine now,” his eyes brighten with a playful glint, “You’re the only one I want. And the only one whose ring I wear.”
Shane slips his hand into Ilya’s, grounding them both as the noise of the party swells and fades around them.
“Do you feel better now?” Shane asks, still smiling at him.
“Rose Landry never got a right… right?”
“You’re the only adult I’ve made a ring for,” Shane assures him.
“Good, don’t make rings for anyone else,” Ilya says with a nod. Shane laughs again, leaning against him.
“Come on, we should get back out there,” Shane says, brushing a thumb along his jaw. Ilya nods, though he keeps looking at his hand as they walk back toward the living room. His fingers keep drifting to the ring, adjusting it, making sure it hasn’t wilted or fallen off. It feels like a promise—fragile, handmade, and somehow more precious than anything he’s ever worn.n.
The noise of the party swells around them again: kids laughing, adults talking over each other, the clatter of dishes from the kitchen. Shane squeezes his waist once before slipping away to check on something with his parents, leaving Ilya standing near the coffee table.
He lingers there, fingers unconsciously straightening the flower ring on his hand. He can’t help it. Every time he looks at it, something warm blooms in his chest again. Cliff, sprawled in the armchair and trying to look casual but failing, watches Ilya with a squint.
“Hey, big guy,” Cliff calls, bouncing his knee, “What’s that?”
He gestures at Ilya’s hand.
“Shane made me a ring,” Ilya says, holding his hand up, pride and wonder mingling in his voice. Cliff leans forward to look, then sneezes and keeps sneezing.
“Cliff?” Ilya asks, brow raised, moving his hand away for safety. Cliff waves a hand in front of his face, eyes already watering.
“What—what is that? Why does it smell like—like—” he sneezes again, nearly doubling over.
“It is a flower,” Ilya says, offended on behalf of both Shane and the flower, “It is delicate.”
“It’s attacking me!” Cliff sneezes again, louder.
“It is not attacking you,” Ilya replies, clutching his hand protectively to his chest, but his amusement shows, “Maybe you are just allergic to romance.”
Cliff groans, grabbing a napkin from the coffee table and pressing it to his nose. Svetlana walks by with a drink, barely glancing at him.
“You’ll live,” she says dryly, moving on toward the backyard where Rose and the girls are playing.
“Ilya, get that thing away from me!” Cliff pleads, half-laughing, half-miserable.
“No,” Ilya says, a smile pulling at his mouth, “It is my ring and my house.”
“I’m gonna die at your housewarming,” Cliff groans, collapsing back into the chair, “Death by clover. Tell my fans I went out bravely.”
Ilya rolls his eyes, but his scent is warm and content. Across the room, Shane looks over, sees Cliff sneezing, and shakes his head with a fond laugh. Ilya straightens the ring, feeling the promise of it with each touch.
The chaos of the party hums around him. Cliff is still sniffling, kids shriek in the backyard, and Rose laughs at something Svetlana says, but Ilya barely hears any of it. He keeps touching the flower ring, making sure it hasn’t wilted. 
Each time he looks at it, something steady and good grows in his chest. He doesn’t notice Jackie until she quietly lowers herself onto the couch he’s found himself on. For a moment, they sit, Jackie’s calm, steady presence a small island of peace in the noise.
She finally glances at his hand.
“That’s a pretty ring,” she says softly.
“Shane made it,” Ilya answers, sitting up a little straighter.
“I figured,” Jackie says, smiling, “Yuki was obsessed with flower rings for a while, and Shane worked really hard to learn to make them with her.”
The thought warms Ilya to the core. He pictures Shane, hands careful and clumsy with wildflowers, practicing over and over to make something small and perfect for Yuki and now for him.
“He made this one for me,” Ilya murmurs, still a little surprised by it. Jackie lets the moment settle before speaking again, her voice gentle but direct.
“Ilya, can I ask you something?”
“Of course,” he says, turning toward her.
“You love Shane,” she says, not as a question.
“Yes,” Ilya answers, certain.
“And you love Yuki.”
“Very much.”
Jackie nods. Then her expression softens, her words serious but kind. She glances off toward the backyard before speaking.
"You know, I remember a night when Amber was maybe three or four months and had a fever that just wouldn’t break. I was so tired I thought I could hear the clock ticking from the other room. Hayden was on the road, my other three were asleep, the dishes piled up, and Amber wouldn’t let me put her down. At two in the morning, I sat on the kitchen floor and held her while she cried, and I nearly cried too. But that’s what it’s like sometimes, loving your kid and your family. You stay up when you think you can’t anymore, you hold them even when everything feels messy and impossible. And somehow, that’s when you know, really know, you’d do anything for them, even on the hard days."
“Loving them is the easy part,” she says quietly, “Being a partner and a parent, that’s the part that takes work. The kind you don’t always see from the outside.”
Ilya’s fingers are still on the ring, listening to every word Jackie says. Jackie continues, her voice low enough that only he can hear.
“There will be nights when Yuki won’t sleep. Days when she’s sick, and you’re exhausted. Moments when Shane will need you in ways that aren’t going to be romantic or sweet, you know, ways that are going to be messy and overwhelming for both of you.”
Ilya swallows, listening.
“And there will be times,” Jackie adds, “When you’ll have to put their needs before yours, no matter how tired or clueless you might be.”
She turns to him fully now, her expression open and kind.
“I’m not asking if you want to be there for them, I know you do. I’m asking whether you understand what it means and whether you’re sure you’re ready for that? I know it might be a bit late, but I feel like, as someone who loves Shane and Yuki, I… I want to know you’re ready for it all.”
Ilya looks down at the flower ring again, delicately made with love, and something in him settles.
“I know I will make mistakes,” he says quietly, “But I want to be here. For both of them. For the good and the hard moments. I am ready for it all.”
“Good,” Jackie smiles, approval shining in her eyes, “That’s all any of us can do.”
She pats his knee, then stands to check on the girls outside. Ilya watches her go, then looks across the room at Shane, still talking to his parents, laughter in his eyes, ginger ale in hand. Ilya touches the flower ring one more time, the party’s warmth swirling around him, and for the first time tonight, lets himself believe he truly belongs.
As Jackie’s words echo in his mind and he watches the gentle chaos around him, Yuki laughing with her friends, Shane’s voice mingling with the family, he feels a quiet relief settle in his chest. He doesn’t feel fear that she doesn’t approve, or doubt that he’s welcome. He knows her concern comes from wanting him to be ready, to be steady for this life, for Shane and Yuki.
The knot of uncertainty loosens, replaced by a fragile, growing confidence: he’s wanted here, not just as a guest, but as family.
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  “We should go ring shopping today,” Shane says as he steps out of his office. He’s just finished his latest sketch for a client and sent it off for review, so the rest of his afternoon is free.
“What?” Ilya asks, sitting up. He had been sprawled out, watching an R-rated action movie while Shane worked. Yuki is with Shane’s parents ahead of the family dinner.
“We have a few hours to kill,” Shane says, wondering if he's moving too fast. Ilya is excited about getting rings, though he's been caring for the wilting flower ring Shane made him. Still, maybe the alpha doesn't want rings now. “Plus, you’re meeting your team tomorrow night. A flower ring might not be the best.”
Ilya’s face lights up, a slow smile breaking into laughter. He springs to his feet, charged with energy, fingers fidgeting in excitement.
“Give me five minutes, I can not go out in sweatpants,” Ilya says, hurrying to the bedroom. Five minutes later, he’s back in jeans, holding a hat and scent patches. “I grabbed a patch for you. Come here, I’ll put it on.”
Shane smiles and steps closer to Ilya, tilting his neck. Ilya breathes him in before adjusting Shane’s shirt to reach his scent gland. His fingers are warm as he gently presses the patch onto Shane’s skin.
The warmth of Ilya’s fingers lingers, sending a shiver down Shane’s spine. That gentle touch quickens his pulse. Ilya steps back, grinning, adjusting his hat like he’s about to embark on a secret mission.
“Ready?” Shane asks.
“Da,” Ilya nods so quickly it’s almost funny, “Let us go.”
Shane grabs his keys and wallet, feeling anticipation. Ilya is at the door, holding it open with flair, eyes gleaming with pride. Shane rolls his eyes, lips twitching as he brushes Ilya’s arm.
Late afternoon sun warms everything, softening the world. As they walk to the car, Ilya stays close, his energy thrumming between them. Their hands brush once, twice, then Ilya squeezes Shane’s fingers tight, relief and happiness flickering in his smile.
Shane pretends not to smile.
The drive is easy, light traffic sliding by, the city streets familiar and unchanged since Shane was a kid. The quiet inside the car is weighted with anticipation, not awkwardness. Ilya keeps sneaking glances, cheeks a little flushed, gripping his thigh as if to ground himself. When they reach the small shopping district, Shane parks in a back lot, away from crowds. Ilya pulls his hat lower, gaze flickering with nerves, and Shane automatically reaches over to fix it with a smile.
“You wear this hat a lot,” Shane says. He’s pretty sure that in Ottawa, at least, fans probably won’t flock around Ilya as they would have in Boston.
People in Ottawa probably already love him, and he knows they love the sport, but the Ottawa Centaurs don’t have the same excitement as the Boston Raiders. Shane feels a bit guilty for taking Ilya away from a winning team. As someone who grew up in Ottawa, he hopes Ilya can help the Centaurs have their first great season.
“I am trying to hide a little,” Ilya mutters.
“I know, but you’re cute about it,” Shane says softly. Ilya’s ears turn pink, but Shane pretends not to notice. They walk to the jewelry store, a small, warmly lit shop between a bakery and a clothing boutique. The bell above the door chimes as they step inside. The shop’s quiet hum surrounds them.
The shop is warm and quiet, the kind of place where time slows. Soft light shines on rows of rings, each catching the light differently. Shane goes to the gold bands first and reaches into his pockets, trying to look casual even as his stomach flips.
He wants something simple and warm, something that won’t clash with the gold cross Ilya wears every day. The cross is the last thing he has from his mother, and probably where he’ll keep the ring when playing. Shane leans over a display of brushed-gold bands, checking out the subtle textures, ridged edges, hammered finishes, and soft matte surfaces.
Nothing looks right. He doesn’t want something too plain; he wants people to see the rings and know that Ilya and Shane are a set. He’s so focused that he almost misses Ilya moving toward a different case. He follows Ilya’s gaze to a display filled with nature-inspired rings.
He walks over to Ilya, who is staring at a ring that seems made for him. It’s a gold band with delicate floral engravings: tiny leaves and blossoms carved into the metal with incredible detail. It’s elegant but not too fancy. It reminds Shane of the flower ring he made for Ilya weeks ago.
It’s like a grown-up version of that fragile little wildflower. Ilya’s eyes go wide under the brim of his hat, lips parting as he breathes out a soft, awed sound.
“Shane,” he says softly, “I think it is perfect.”
“Yeah, it’s… beautiful.”
“It looks like the one you made me,” Ilya murmurs, voice almost reverent. Before Shane can respond, Ilya lifts a hand to get the attendant’s attention, “Excuse me, we would like to look at this ring here, please.”
“Of course,” the attendant says, smiling as she unlocks the case and sets the ring on a velvet pad. Up close, the details are stunning: tiny flowers curl around the band, each petal etched with care. “What do you think, sir?”
“Do you have others from this set or similar rings?” Ilya asks. The attendant nods and goes to get the rings. Shane’s chest tightens as she brings out matching pieces and lays them on the counter in front of Ilya.
He looks over all of them before picking another ring, this one bolder. It’s a gold band with small teal gemstones set in the center of each engraved flower. The stones catch the light like drops of water, bright and striking against the warm gold. Ilya points at it right away.
“This one,” he says, turning to Shane, “This one is for you.”
“For me?” Shane blinks, looking at the ring Ilya has picked out.
“They are a bit different, but they look like a set to me,” Ilya says, “What do you think?”
Shane swallows hard, looking at the two rings. They’re exactly what he wanted: not identical, but clearly a set. And if Ilya wears his ring on his necklace during practice or games, it will just look like part of the necklace.
“I think they’re perfect,” says Shane, smiling at Ilya, before looking at the sales attendant, “We’ll take these two.”
“Wonderful, do either of you know your ring size? If not, we can get you measured,” says the attendant, moving to put the other rings away.
“I have no idea,” Shane admits. He’s never gotten a ring before, at least not one he could size.
“No worries, we’ll get you measured. I’ll check if we have your sizes in store. If not, we offer free resizing with purchase,” the woman says. She takes out a measuring tape and motions for Shane’s hand. “I don’t want to assume, but which finger do you plan to wear the ring on?”
“They are our couple rings,” says Ilya before Shane can say anything.
“Traditionally, couple rings are worn on the fourth finger of the left hand along with any future wedding rings, but some couples choose to wear them on the right to help distinguish the two,” the woman offers, and Ilya looks at Shane, waiting for him.
“Right hand,” Shane says, offering her his hand before he can overthink it. Ilya nods and puts out his right hand to be measured after Shane. They have to wait because the shop doesn't have Ilya’s ring in his size. The attendant offers to call them when it’s ready, but Ilya shakes his head right away.
“We will wait,” he says, voice barely above a whisper, as if leaving the ring behind for even a moment is unthinkable. Ilya presses his fist to his chest, eyes unwaveringly fixed on the attendant, unwilling to let go.
“We can wait next door,” he suggests, nodding toward the bakery, “Coffee? Something sweet for you? We’ll come back for the ring once she calls us.”
“Okay, we will have a coffee date while we wait,” Ilya says, brightening right away. Shane’s heart flutters again. They step out into the cooler afternoon air and walk the few steps to the bakery. The bell chimes as they open the door. The bakery smells like warm sugar and fresh bread. The display case is full of pastries dusted with powdered sugar and glazed fruit.
Ilya presses closer to the glass like a kid.
“Shane, look!” he says, pointing at some croissants, “They have chocolate.”
“You want one?” Shane asks, smiling at Ilya.
“I want two,” Ilya says solemnly. They order a black coffee for Shane, one with lots of cream and sugar for Ilya, and two chocolate croissants. They find a small table by the window, with mismatched chairs and a tiny vase of flowers. Ilya sits next to him, their shoulders touching. His hat is low, but his whole face is relaxed and happy. He tears into his croissant carefully, then pauses, eyes going wide.
“Shane,” he says, mouth full, “This is the second-best thing I have ever eaten.”
“What’s the best thing?” asks Shane, brow raised in mock seriousness. Ilya motions at Shane with an easy, conspiratorial grin, and it takes Shane a second to catch his meaning. Heat floods Shane's face, but his lips can’t help but twitch into a smile. “You’re such a pervert.”
“Da, but,” Ilya reaches over, his finger tracing the ring already on Shane’s right hand, “I am your pervert.”
Shane knows he shouldn’t laugh at that, but he does, smiling as he looks at the alpha next to him, his alpha. They settle into a comfortable quiet and watch people outside walk by with shopping bags and strollers. Inside, the espresso machine hisses softly, and the smell of freshly baked goods fills the air. Shane watches the steam curl from his coffee. Their fingers are loosely intertwined.
“Are you excited about meeting your new team?” Shane asks, leaning into Ilya as they watch people pass outside. Ilya hums, a low, thoughtful sound, and tears off another piece of his croissant. He chews slowly, eyes drifting toward the window but not really seeing anything.
“I am… excited,” he says finally, “But also nervous.”
“Nervous?” Shane echoes, turning to look at him. Ilya nods, still watching the street.
“Centaurs are not a good team.”
“They’re one of the worst teams in the league,” Shane says with a soft, humorless laugh as guilt eases into him.
“Da,” Ilya agrees, completely serious, “Probably the worst.”
He takes a sip of his overly sweet coffee, then sighs.
“But they also seem kind. Every time I played against them, they were respectful enough. No dirty hits or cheap shots on purpose. They play hard even when losing,” Ilya pauses, his brows pulling together, “I like that.”
Shane feels a warm feeling settle in his chest.
“You respect their effort?”
“I respect heart,” Ilya corrects gently, “And they have a lot of heart even though they do not have a lot of wins.”
“They haven’t had you on their team before,” Shane says, squeezing his hand. He sees Ilya’s ears go pink again.
“Shane…”
“It’s true,” Shane says, leaning his shoulder into Ilya’s. “You’re not just a good player, you’re a good leader. Your team in Boston loved you for that.”
Ilya looks down at their intertwined fingers, thumb brushing over Shane’s ring.
“I hope so, I want to make them winners. I want…” he hesitates, voice softening, “I want Yuki to cheer for the team that wins sometimes.”
Shane laughs, warm and fond.
“She’ll cheer for you no matter what.”
“Da,” Ilya says, smiling, “But winning is nice.”
Shane watches him for a moment, noticing how he sits slightly hunched to hide his size, his hat shadowing his eyes, and how he keeps touching Shane’s ring like he can’t quite believe it’s real.
“You’re going to be good for them,” Shane says quietly, “And you have your family here if you need us.”
Ilya’s breath catches, a tiny hitch Shane wouldn’t have noticed months ago, before he started to learn to read the smallest changes in Ilya.
“My family,” Ilya repeats quietly, like he’s testing the shape of the words. His thumb keeps brushing over Shane’s ring, slow and reverent, as the action grounds him, “I like how that sounds.”
“Good, because it’s true,” Shane says, leaning his shoulder into him again and pulling Ilya’s hand to his mouth to kiss it for a second. Ilya swallows, eyes still on their hands.
“In Boston, I had teammates. Coaches. Fans. But…” he hesitates, searching for the right words, “I did not have a home that feels like a home or a family who loves me.”
“You have that now,” Shane says, feeling his throat going warm.
“I want to be worthy of it,” Ilya nods, but his voice stays soft.
“Ilya,” Shane says, turning fully toward him, “You’re incredibly worthy of it, more than worthy of it.”
Ilya’s eyes flick up, wide and earnest under his hat. For a moment, he looks vulnerable, like someone who’s spent years being strong for everyone else and is still learning how to let someone else be strong for him. Shane squeezes his hand.
“But you don’t have to earn us, Ilya. You’re part of this family because we love you. Not because of wins or losses.”
Ilya exhales, slow and shaky, and leans into Shane until their shoulders press together more firmly.
“Спасибо,” he murmurs.
(Thank you.)
They sit like that for a while, finishing their drinks and food, making quiet conversation about the people walking by. They stay that way until Shane’s phone buzzes on the table.
“Is my ring ready?” Ilya asks, straightening instantly, eyes bright.
“Looks like it,” Shane says, sitting up straight and collecting their empty dishes. Ilya stands so fast his chair scrapes the floor, nearly knocking over the tiny vase of flowers.
“Come, Shane,” he says, grabbing his hand with both of his in a way that makes Shane think of Yuki when she’s excited for something, “We have to go now.”
Shane laughs as Ilya pulls him toward the door, barely able to hand the dirty dishes to a worker before Ilya pulls him outside.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Ilya stands outside Monk’s Bar with his hands in his jeans pockets, feeling the warm early summer air on his skin. The sun is still up, streaks of pink and gold across the sky, and laughter and music drift out through the open windows. He’d already been added to The Centaurs’ team chat. Zane Boodman, the left winger for the team, had put an open invitation out to the team to welcome Ilya here tonight.
His stomach twists, not unpleasantly, but sharply, like the moment before stepping onto the ice for a playoff game. He wishes Shane could be here with him, but this was supposed to be a team members-only event. Ilya looks at the gold ring on his right hand, catching the last bit of sunlight. He takes a breath, feels steadier, and pushes open the door to step inside.
Inside, Monk’s is warm and loud. The air smells of beer and citrus cleaner from the tables, and ceiling fans turn slowly overhead, creaking softly as they circulate the air. A few regulars look up, but most of the noise comes from a table off to the side. There, Zane Boodram is already half-standing, one hand on a pint glass and the other waving over his head.
“ROZANOV!” Zane booms, grinning so wide it looks like it hurts, “Get your ass over here!”
Before Ilya can react, Zane weaves through the tables, moving like he knows every corner of the bar. He reaches Ilya in three long strides and pulls him into a hug that smells of beer, smoke, and sunscreen.
“You’re finally here,” Zane says, clapping him on the back hard enough to jolt his ribs, “About damn time.”
Ilya barely has time to breathe before another voice joins in.
“Zane, dude, let him go, you’re gonna break him.”
Wyatt Hayes shows up behind him, his blond curls a bit sun-bleached, holding a pint like it’s part of a joke.
“Hey, man, it’s good to see you again,” Wyatt says, giving Ilya a warm smile, “Welcome to Ottawa.”
Ilya exhales, feeling some tension leave his shoulders. Before joining the Centaurs last year, Wyatt was the last likable guy on the Toronto Guardians after Ryan Price retired. Sometimes, when he went out with his old team in Toronto, they’d run into Wyatt, who would sometimes join them, so he knows Wyatt in passing. Wyatt steps back, glancing at the gold ring on Ilya’s right hand.
“Nice ring,” he says casually, “Is it a fashion choice or will Bood’s wife have another WAG on her hands?”
Wyatt’s question hangs in the air for a beat, light and teasing but not unkind. Ilya clears his throat.
“It is not fashion,” he says, a little stiff, a little shy, “I have a partner.”
“Oh! Nice! Good for you, man,” says Wyatt, smiling at him. He nudges Zane with his elbow, “Hear that? Cassie’s gonna have another WAG to deal with.”
“Cassie’s gonna lose her mind. She loves new people,” Zane snorts, a wide smile on his face, “Full warning, she’s been learning to knit, so she’ll probably knit your partner a baby blanket even though you’re not having a baby… you're not having a baby, are you?”
“No, we do not need a baby blanket,” Ilya says quickly, his ears burning. He wants more kids with Shane; they’ve both discussed it in length. Shane knows that he would love to put another of his pups into him, and Shane assured him that it’s something he wants too.
“That’s not how Cassie works,” Wyatt laughs, “She knitted one for Lisa, and currently we’re actively avoiding having kids until Lisa feels more secure at her new job. I think right now it’s just the only thing Cassie knows how to make.”
“Yeah, she’s trying to learn how to make a hat, but for now, small blankets are her thing,” Zane laughs. Before Ilya can answer, someone else approaches, moving more slowly and steadily. Evan Dykstra, hat backwards even indoors, hands in his pockets. Ilya has played against him for years, but this is the first time they’ve stood this close without helmets or gloves between them. Dykstra gives him a single, solid nod.
“Good to have you here, man,” he says, simple and sincere. Zane slings an arm around Ilya’s shoulders and steers him toward the table.
“Come on, sit. We ordered wings, nachos, and something Wyatt swears is edible.”
“It’s edible,” Wyatt protests, “It’s cauliflower bites. They’re good!”
“They’re an abomination,” Zane says cheerfully.
“They’re fine,” Dykstra shrugs. Ilya sits down, still a bit overwhelmed and surprised by how quickly the group’s noise and warmth surround him. The open windows let in a soft breeze that smells vaguely like rain, someone at the bar argues about baseball, and a server brings another round of drinks to their table.
“So, Rozanov, you settling in okay? Ottawa treating you good?” asks Zane, picking up his drink.
“Da, very good,” Ilya nods, smiling into his own drink.
“Are you living alone or with… a roommate?” Wyatt asks, leaning forward with his chin in his hand. Ilya hesitates, not because he’s hiding anything; he already told them he’s taken, but because he’s not sure how much Shane would be okay with him sharing about them.
“I live with my partner,” he says, deciding that much has to be okay.
“Damn, you’ve moved in together already?” Zane whistles, “Have you two been together a while?”
“It’s…” Ilya pauses, not sure how to explain, “It’s complicated, but they are… the one? I think that’s the right word. I don’t plan to be with anyone else ever.”
“The one?” Zane’s eyebrows shoot up so fast it’s almost comical, “Damn, Rozanov doesn’t mess around.”
“That’s adorable, actually. I love that for you,” Wyatt’s dimples deepen as he smiles at him.
“Good to know you’ve got someone in your corner,” Dykstra says, nodding in approval. Ilya’s ears get hot again. He takes a sip of his drink to hide it, but Zane is already leaning forward, elbows on the table, eyes bright with curiosity.
“So what’s their deal?” Zane asks, “Are they from Ottawa? Where did you meet them? Are they a hockey fan? Do they know you’re a menace on the ice?”
“I am not a menace,” Ilya blinks.
“Dude. You absolutely are,” Wyatt snorts.
“You elbowed me in the ribs once,” Dykstra adds calmly, “On purpose.”
“No, that was an accident,” Ilya says, “And you got in the way.”
“So it wasn’t,” Dykstra says, but he’s smiling.
“Anyway, back to your partner,” Zane says, waving his hand as if that would bring everyone back to this conversation, “Tell us something, anything really. We need to know what kind of person willingly puts up with you.”
Ilya hesitates, wanting to choose his words carefully. Shane is private, gentle, and soft in ways Ilya wants to protect. He remembers Shane saying that in Canada, no one will care that they’re both men, that it won’t matter, and Ilya wants to believe that. He takes another sip of beer, letting the cold bitterness settle on his tongue. He gives himself a moment to gather his courage.
“My partner…” he begins slowly, choosing each word with care, “He is very kind and patient. And he makes me feel…” he searches for the right word, “Safe.”
He waits a beat, expecting them to recoil or question if he used the wrong pronoun.
“Sounds like a good guy,” Zane says, nodding immediately and completely unfazed, “Make sure to bring him to my next barbecue. Cassie will want to add him to the WAG group chat.”
“When is the next barbecue? Caitlin has been asking me to get more of that barbecue you make,” Dykstra says, looking at Zane.
“I can just bring you a bottle whenever you would like, you don’t have to wait for the next barbecue,” offers Zane, “But probably just before we go back into training, like as a goodbye to our break.”
“When you get the invite, make sure you and your partner come hungry; this man makes enough food to feed an army,” laughs Wyatt, and the table starts to settle into an easy rhythm again. Wings go around, glasses clink, and the low hum of Monk’s fills the spaces between their voices. No one seems surprised by them, and Ilya lets out a slow breath he didn’t know he was holding and lets himself relax into the conversation.
Zane wipes sauce off his fingers with a napkin, then leans forward, eyes bright with renewed curiosity.
“Alright, Rozanov,” he says, tapping the table for emphasis, “You can’t just drop ‘he’s the one’ and then leave us hanging.”
“I left you hanging?” asks Ilya, looking around the table, unsure what he’s done.
“Yeah, do you have a photo of your partner?” Wyatt asks, and Ilya freezes for a moment, surprised. He expected questions and curiosity, but he didn’t think the first thing they’d ask for would be a photo of Shane.
“A photo?” he repeats.
“Yeah,” Zane says, waving his hand like it’s obvious. “Come on, man. We gotta see the guy who’s got you all soft. I mean, our wives have all been caught on film once or twice, but this is the first I've heard that you have a partner or husband or mate or whatever.”
Ilya’s face warms with excitement and a bit of pride. He feels a quiet thrill at being able to talk about Shane openly, without worrying that it will get back to his brother somehow, not that it matters anymore. He does not plan ever to go back to Russia, and he's already had two and a half pints of beer, so fuck it.
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. His thumb hovers over the photos, the ones Shane took of him and Yuki at the park, the one of Shane laughing in the kitchen without a shirt, the one of Shane asleep on the couch with Yuki curled on his chest. He picks a recent photo of Shane, one where he looks soft and warm, just like himself. He took it a couple of mornings ago. Shane is sitting on the back porch, sunlight in his hair, smiling at something Yuki said to him before running off to play.
He turns the phone around and sets it on the table.
“This is my Shane,” Ilya says proudly, “Isn’t he perfect?”
“No way,” Zane says, leaning in, eyebrows shooting up, “That’s your partner? He’s way too hot for you, man.”
“Yeah, Rozanov,” Wyatt laughs into his pint, “You’re punching so far above your weight I’m getting altitude sickness.”
“I am not punching,” Ilya mutters, offended.
“You absolutely are,” Wyatt says, grinning.
“Good for you,” Dykstra nods. Ilya can’t help but sit a little straighter, warmth spreading in his chest. They’re teasing him, but it feels like being welcomed in, not pushed away. Zane finally tears his eyes away from the photo and grabs another wing.
“Alright, alright. Enough about how Rozanov somehow seduced a man who looks like he walked out of a skincare commercial.”
“I did seduce him,” Ilya says proudly, lifting his drink to his lips.
“Oh my god, look at how proud he is,” Wyatt laughs.
“Of course,” Ilya says, leaning back in his chair, feeling smug, “I am very proud.”
Zane signals the server with a dramatic flourish.
“Another round for the table!”
“Another?” Ilya blinks. He’s not against drinking all night, but it’s been a while, and usually he’d be in a club with loud music, too busy to feel tired.
“Don’t worry, we’ll get you home safe,” Zane says, “And we’re celebrating.”
“Celebrating what?” Ilya asks.
“The fact that you’re not a menace off the ice,” Dykstra says.
“I am not a menace,” Ilya mutters, but he’s smiling. The server brings fresh pints and sets one in front of him. The glass is cold, with condensation running down the sides. Ilya wraps his fingers around it, the chill grounding him. He takes a long drink, longer than he meant to, and sets the glass down with a soft thud.
“Oh yeah. He’s settling in,” says Zane, a smile on his face.
“He is, but he’s gonna be plastered by midnight,” Wyatt says.
“I am not drunk,” Ilya insists, knowing he’s at best buzzed at this point.
“Yet,” Wyatt clarifies, and Dykstra nods in agreement. Ilya narrows his eyes at them, but the corners of his mouth betray him.
“I can drink,” he says, reaching for his pint again. Zane grins like a man who has just found his evening’s entertainment.
“That’s what we’re counting on,” Zane laughs, and the table bursts into laughter, the noise rising with the clink of glasses and the hum of Monk’s. Ilya takes another drink, warmth spreading through his chest and limbs.
He likes these guys. Maybe being on the NHL’s worst team won’t be so bad after all.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
It’s 1:18 AM when Shane pulls into the nearly empty parking lot outside Monk’s. The neon sign buzzes faintly, the windows glow warm, and the muffled roar of late-night laughter spills into the quiet street. He kills the engine and sits for a moment, rubbing a hand over his face.
He’d known, of course, that Ilya wouldn’t be home early. Not tonight, not when this is his first real night out with some of his new team. Shane had insisted that Ilya call him if he felt too drunk to drive, and he’d stayed up with the intent to fetch Ilya.
He’d even ensured he wouldn’t have to juggle an over-tired toddler and a possibly drunk Ilya. He’d tucked Yuki into the guest bed at his parents’ house hours ago, kissed her goodnight, and told them, “We’ll be back for breakfast.” His mother had smiled knowingly, and his father had said, “Drive safe.” Neither had questioned it.
Shane steps out of the car, locks it, and heads toward the bar. The moment he opens the door, the late-night atmosphere hits him: warm, humid air; the smell of beer and fried food; the low thrum of music; the kind of laughter that only happens after midnight.
He scans the room, and it takes him three seconds to find Ilya.
He’s at a table with three of the Ottawa Centaurs, cheeks flushed, posture loose, smiling in a way Shane doesn’t get to see often enough. His hand is wrapped around a half-finished pint. His phone is on the table, screen unlocked and bright from what Shane can see as he makes his way towards him. As he gets closer, he can see that Ilya’s screen shows a photo of him.
“Shane!” Zane Boodman calls, waving like they’re old friends. “Don’t worry, Rozanov is still alive!”
Ilya whips around in his seat, eyes lighting up as if someone just flipped a switch inside him.
“Shane!” he says, delighted and drunker than Shane’s ever seen him before, reaching out for Shane the way their toddler does. “You came for me.”
“Of course I did,” Shane says, moving into Ilya’s arms without much thought. Ilya beams, wrapping an arm around Shane’s waist as he gestures at the table with a sweeping, wobbly motion with his free hand.
“These are some of my new teammates. They are very nice and loud,” Ilya says, his arm staying wrapped around Shane’s waist, warm and heavy.
“We might have over-served him,” says Wyatt, looking at Ilya.
“He’s very drunk,” Dykstra adds with a nod.
“I am not drunk,” Ilya gasps, scandalized. Shane looks down at him, flushed, with glassy eyes and a faint wobble in his posture, and feels something in his chest soften, almost ache.
“You’re drunk,” he murmurs. Ilya leans his forehead briefly against Shane’s shoulder, like the words were a comfort.
“You are right, I am drunk,” Ilya agrees with a nod as Shane brushes a thumb along the back of his neck.
“Oh, so when he says you're drunk, you're drunk,” teases Wyatt.
“Shane is smarter than all of you. If he says I am drunk, then I am drunk,” states Ilya with a nod.
“Sounds like you’re ready to go home?” Shane asks softly. Ilya nods immediately, but his hand tightens on Shane’s shirt, like he’s anchoring himself.
“Yes. I want to go home with you.”
“Okay,” Shane says, something warm and fierce blooming in his chest, “Let’s get you up.”
“We’ll help. He’s… uh… dense,” Zane offers, standing with a slight wobble.
“I’ve got him,” Shane says with a shake of his head, calm and certain. He’s sturdy from consistent workouts, though his most consistent workout as of late has been nights spent wrapped up with Ilya.
Shane slides his hand from Ilya’s waist to the back of his ribs, fingers spreading wide, steady and sure. Ilya leans into him immediately, his whole body softening like he’s been waiting for this touch all night.
“Okay, big guy,” Shane murmurs, voice low and warm, “Up we go.”
Ilya makes a small, surprised sound, half-laugh, half-breath as Shane moves him into a standing position so he can guide him out. Ilya provides little help, making Shane practically pick him up.
“You are very strong,” Ilya says, as if this is brand-new information, leaning in closer to Shane.
“Damn,” Wyatt whistles, “You really just picked him up like a sack of potatoes.”
“I am not potatoes,” Ilya mutters, leaning fully into Shane’s side.
“You’re fine,” Shane says, adjusting his grip so Ilya’s weight settles naturally against him. “I’ve got you.”
Ilya’s full weight presses into him, warm and heavy, but Shane barely has to adjust. His body knows how to hold this man, his arms know where to go, and his balance shifts naturally.
“Man, he’s gonna be useless tomorrow,” Zane laughs, watching with a sloppy grin.
“He’ll survive,” Shane says, brushing a thumb over Ilya’s hip in a gesture that’s more instinct than thought.
“He’s in good hands,” Dykstra says with a nod. Ilya lifts his head, eyes soft and glassy.
“The best hands,” he says, slurring just enough to make Shane’s chest tighten. He swallows, emotion rising unexpectedly.
“Come on,” he murmurs, “Let’s get you home.”
Ilya nods, but his legs don’t quite cooperate. His first step is more of a drift, his second a wobble. Shane tightens his arm, guiding him with a strength that feels effortless.
“I am helping,” Ilya insists, gripping Shane’s shirt with surprising determination.
“You’re doing great,” Shane says gently, even though he’s doing ninety percent of the work. They start moving toward the door, slow, steady, Ilya’s weight tucked securely against Shane’s side. Every few steps, Ilya leans his head against Shane’s shoulder, like he’s checking to make sure he’s still there.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Shane presses a kiss to the top of his hair.
“We’ll take care of his tab, tell him to text us if he’s alive tomorrow!” Zane calls behind them.
Wyatt adds, “Or you can text us if he’s dead. Either way.”
“Goodnight,” Dykstra calls, the sound of a glass lifting. Shane doesn’t look back. His focus is entirely on the man in his arms. Outside, the cool night air hits them, providing relief after the noise inside. Ilya shivers once, then presses closer, his breath brushing Shane’s collarbone.
“Shane?” he murmurs.
“Yeah?”
“I love you,” Ilya says, slurred but earnest, like a confession he’s been holding in all night. Shane’s breath catches, he tightens his hold, guiding Ilya the last few steps toward the car.
“I know,” he whispers. “I love you too.”
Ilya sighs, content, and lets Shane settle him against the car door, steadying him with one broad hand.
"Come on, you overgrown teddy bear," Shane mutters, half-laughing as Ilya stumbles against him, broad shoulder knocking into Shane's side. Ilya’s hand moves to his neck, index finger slipping under the edge of his scent patch. He pulls it free, dropping it to the ground, and suddenly the air is saturated with pine, smoke, and want. It's intoxicating, wrapping around Shane's senses, stirring the omega's instincts even as he plays the responsible one.
Ilya grins down at him, eyes a little glassy but focused, that trademark smirk pulling at his lips.
"Shane. My Shane." His voice rumbles low, hand sliding from Shane's arm to his waist, fingers digging in possessively. Shane expected this; teammates' nights out always end with Ilya a touch more tactile, more insistent. It's not annoyance that bubbles in Shane's chest; it's fondness, laced with the familiar heat of wanting.
Before Shane can move away, Ilya’s hand comes up, warm and careful, fingertips brushing Shane’s jaw. He leans in, eyes searching Shane’s face for permission. Shane nods, pulse fluttering. With gentle precision, Ilya slips his fingers beneath the edge of Shane’s scent patch and peels it away. For a second, neither of them breathes. The patch falls to the pavement, forgotten, and in the space between them, Shane’s scent unfurls, sharp, familiar, unmistakably his. Ilya’s eyes flutter closed as he inhales, the moment intimate and grounding, like a promise made without words.
"Car's right there," Shane says, voice a little rough, nodding toward his car parked under a flickering streetlamp. He pries Ilya's hand off, but the alpha just laughs, a deep, throaty sound that vibrates through them both. They make it to the passenger door, Shane fumbling with his keys while Ilya leans in too close, breath warm against Shane's neck.
"You smell like home," Ilya murmurs, nuzzling into the crook of Shane's shoulder. Shane's scent blooms in response: cold air and pine mirroring Ilya's, but undercut with cedar warmth trapped under frost. It's sharp, unyielding, the kind of aroma that screams stability, the scent of someone who's spent years piecing himself together brick by brick. Ilya inhales deeply, and Shane feels the first slick trickle of arousal between his thighs, his body betraying him even as he shakes his head.
"Not now, buckle up for now." Shane shoves him gently into the seat, slamming the door before rounding to the driver's side. The engine coughs to life, and they pull out onto the quiet streets, the city a smudge of lights in the periphery. Shane keeps his eyes on the road, but Ilya's not content to sit still. The alpha's hand finds Shane's thigh almost immediately, squeezing through the denim, thumb tracing lazy circles that inch higher with every stoplight.
"Ilya," Shane warns, voice steady but his pulse kicking up, "Hands to yourself. I'm driving."
The touch is electric, sending sparks up his spine, but consent's their line in the sand, at least it has been, especially with Ilya like this. Shane's not about to let a buzzed alpha push boundaries, no matter how much his omega side craves it. Ilya chuckles, undeterred, leaning over the console to press his lips to Shane's ear.
"Can not help it. You drive me fucking wild." His fingers slip under the hem of Shane's shirt, palm flat against bare skin, rough calluses from hockey sticks scraping just right. The scent in the car thickens; Ilya's pine and smoke mingle with Shane's frosted warmth, turning the space into a pressure cooker. Slick eases between Shane's legs, soaking into his boxers, and he shifts in his seat, gripping the wheel harder.
"Stop," Shane says firmly, grabbing Ilya's wrist and pinning it to the armrest. "You're drunk, and I'm not playing games until you're sober."
It's not frustration, it's love, the quiet kind that's shaped every boundary between them.
Ilya huffs but relents, settling back with a dramatic sigh, though his eyes stay locked on Shane, hungry and intent. The drive stretches, tension coiling like a spring. Ilya behaves for a stretch, fiddling with the radio, humming off-key to some old rock tune, but then his hand's back, this time on Shane's knee, petting upward with shameless intent.
"Feel that?" Ilya whispers, voice gravelly. "This is me, wanting you. Always you."
Shane swallows hard, the road blurring for a split second.
"Ilya, seriously. Wait till we're home." But the alpha's persistence is a drug, each touch peeling back layers of restraint. They hit a red light, and Ilya takes advantage, twisting to bite at Shane's neck, teeth grazing the sensitive spot below his ear. Slick floods Shane's thighs now, his entrance clenching emptily, body screaming what his mouth won't say yet.
"Fuck," Shane breathes, accelerating when the light changes. They’re almost to the house, and Shane is mostly sure he can make it. He mostly does, but once they do get home, he parks haphazardly, killing the engine, and turns to face Ilya. The alpha's already unbuckling, crowding into Shane's space, hands roaming again, one cupping his jaw, the other sliding to his hip.
"Inside," Shane orders, slipping out of his hold and moving to haul Ilya from the car. The alpha follows, but not without wrapping an arm around Shane's waist, pulling him flush as they stumble up the walk. Ilya's scent envelops him, that crisp winter wind, pine sharp as a blade, cedar steadying it all, the faint smoke a tease on the tongue. Shane's own aroma spikes in response, warmth bleeding through the frost, drawing Ilya in like a moth to flame.
They barely make it through the door before Ilya's on him, backing Shane against the wall in their entryway. Lips crash together, Ilya's tongue demanding entry, hands everywhere, tugging at Shane's shirt, palming his ass through jeans.
"Want you," Ilya growls against his mouth. "Need to be inside you, fill you up. Make you mine, Shane. Put a pup in you."
The words hit like lightning; Ilya's alpha drive, raw and primal, fills Shane's gut with heat. But Shane pushes back, hands on Ilya's chest.
"No. Not like this. You're still drunk. Can you even prove you're with me, that you know what you're saying?"
Ilya stills, breath ragged, eyes searching Shane's face. He pulls back just enough, hands framing Shane's cheeks, thumbs stroking gently.
"Shane, my omega. The one who makes me coffee every morning, makes all the plans, and calls me out on my bullshit. I know exactly who I am with and what I want." His voice clears, the alcohol haze lifting as his focus sharpens. "I always want you. Sober, drunk, half-dead from practice; doesn't matter. You are it for me."
Shane searches those eyes, hears no slurring of Ilya’s words, no confusion, just Ilya, steady as ever. Consent clicks into place, the barrier crumbling.
"Yeah?" Shane whispers, leaning in. "Then show me."
Ilya's response is immediate, a hungry sound rumbling from his chest as he hauls Shane closer, mouths fusing in a kiss that's all teeth and tongue. They strip each other in the hallway, shirts yanked over heads, belts clattering to the floor. Ilya's body is a wall of muscle, scarred from games and practices, skin hot under Shane's palms. Shane’s body is solid and strong, shaped by years of disciplined routines, and Ilya worships every inch, hands mapping him like territory to claim.
Naked now, they tumble toward the bedroom, Ilya's cock hard and heavy against Shane's thigh, leaking pre-cum that smears sticky trails. Shane's slick eases the way, his entrance twitching in anticipation. Ilya scoops him up effortlessly, alpha strength on full display, and no longer swaying from the bar. He deposits Shane on the bed, the mattress dipping under their weight.
"Spread for me," Ilya demands, voice rough, and Shane does, knees falling open to expose himself. Ilya's gaze darkens, nostrils flaring at the sight of Shane's slick entrance, glistening and ready. The alpha kneels between his legs, hands gripping Shane's thighs, spreading him wider. "Вся мокрая и заебись красивая."
(Soaking wet and fucking beautiful.)
Shane's breath hitches as Ilya's mouth descends, tongue lapping at the slick coating his inner thighs before zeroing in on his entrance. The first broad stroke has Shane arching, fingers twisting in the sheets. Ilya eats him out like a man starved, tongue thrusting inside, curling to taste every drop. Shane moans, hips bucking, the wet sounds obscene in the quiet home, and Shane is thankful for his forethought. Ilya's scent permeates everything, pine and cedar grounding the haze, that faint smoke adding an edge, while Shane's warmth unfurls, filling the air with promise.
"Fuck, Ilya—yes, right there." Shane's voice breaks, pleasure coiling tight. Ilya's hands knead his ass, thumbs pulling him open for deeper licks, nose bumping his balls. Slick drips down Shane's crack, and Ilya chases it, sucking greedily, humming vibrations that make Shane's toes curl.
But Ilya doesn't let him come, not yet. He pulls back, lips shiny, eyes feral.
"Not without me inside you." He climbs up, positioning himself, the blunt head of his cock nudging Shane's entrance. No barriers tonight; they've talked this through, the risk heightening the thrill. They’re both ready, even excited about the possible consequences, even if unlikely outside of his heat.
"Slow," Shane pants, even as he hooks a leg around Ilya's hip, pulling him in. Ilya groans, sinking in inch by inch, the stretch burning sweet. He's thick, filling Shane, bottoming out with a shared gasp. They stay like that, locked together, Ilya's forehead pressed to Shane's, breaths mingling.
Then Ilya moves, pulling back and thrusting deep, setting a rhythm that's punishing and perfect. Shane claws at his back, nails digging into sweat-slick skin, meeting every snap of hips. The bed creaks, headboard thumping the wall, but neither cares. Ilya's hand slips between them, wrapping around Shane's cock, stroking in time with his thrusts.
"You're so tight," Ilya grits out, pace quickening, "Gonna fill you up, Shane. Breed you with another pup—fuck, imagine another you running around."
The words push Shane higher, his entrance clenching around Ilya's length, slick squelching with every plunge. Shane's orgasm builds, white-hot, crashing over him as Ilya angles just right, hitting that spot inside. He comes with a shout, spilling over Ilya's hand, body shuddering. Ilya follows seconds later, thrusting deep, flooding Shane with heat. He can feel it pulsing inside, thick and claiming, the alpha's growl vibrating through them as he grinds, ensuring every drop stays put. They collapse, spent, and Ilya's weight is a comforting blanket. Minutes stretch as they lie still, Ilya's hands roaming lazily now, petting Shane's sides, lips brushing his temple.
"Love you," Ilya murmurs, sober clarity in every syllable, "Always."
Shane smiles, curling into that warmth, scents entwined like their bodies.
"Yeah. Me too."
Eventually, Ilya pulls out only to roll them so Shane's draped over his chest. Cum leaks from Shane's entrance, a messy reminder, and Ilya swipes a finger through it, pushing it back in with a possessive glint.
"Stay full for me, it might take," Ilya mumbles, pressing lips against Shane’s shoulder. Eventually, they clean up, showering together, hands wandering again, but it's softer this time, Ilya's mouth on Shane's neck, scenting him thoroughly. Back in bed, naked and tangled, Ilya spoons him, arm banded around Shane's waist, hand splayed over his stomach.
"Think it'll take?" Ilya asks, voice hopeful. Shane chuckles, lacing their fingers.
“It’s not likely, but it’s not impossible,” Shane says, doing the math, “It wouldn’t be ideal though to possibly give birth while you’re off playing an All-Star game.”
“I would tell them that my mate is going to give birth and I can not go,” Ilya assures, with a nod.
“I’d rather you go, I mean, you always look like you're having a blast,” replies Shane, “Besides, if it’s up to me, I’d rather have you knock me up in like July or August, that should put my due date after the hockey season.”
Ilya’s thumb strokes slow circles over Shane’s stomach, the touch almost absent-minded, like he’s already imagining something there. His breath is warm against the back of Shane’s neck.
“July or August,” he murmurs, tasting the idea, “You want to schedule a baby like a dentist appointment.”
“I’m not scheduling it. I’m just saying it would be convenient,” Shane snorts.
“Convenient,” Ilya repeats, amused, “You are trying to plan your pregnancy with the hockey season.”
“I’m trying to time it so you don’t miss any games,” Shane retorts, feeling his ears warm. Ilya huffs a soft laugh, tightening his arm around Shane’s waist.
“You think I care about a stupid game more than you?”
“No, but you always look like you’re having fun on the ice,” Shane says, “I don’t want you to miss out on anything.”
“I do have fun playing,” Ilya admits, before kissing the back of his shoulder. “But I would be proud to miss any game to be with my mate giving birth? That is better than any game.”
“You say that now,” Shane says, rolling his eyes, but he’s smiling.
“I say that always,” Ilya counters, nuzzling into his hair, “But still you are funny. Planning a baby as if you are planning a grocery list.”
“I’m being practical, even if my heat doesn’t really align for either,” Shane sighs into his pillow.
“You are being adorable,” Ilya corrects, voice warm with affection, “You want me to knock you up on schedule.”
“Ilya—” Shane groans.
“It is okay,” Ilya says, kissing his neck again, softer this time, “I like it when you plan things. Means you want this with me.”
“Of course I want this with you,” Shane says, reaching back, finding Ilya’s hand, and threading their fingers together.
“Good,” Ilya hums, pleased, “Because I want you to do this with you too. Any month or season, it does not matter to me.”
“I know,” Shane says, squeezing his hand.
“But,” Ilya adds, teasing creeping back into his voice, “If you want July or August… I can try to be very efficient.”
“That’s not how it works,” Shane laughs, burying his face in the pillow.
“Maybe not,” Ilya agrees, pressing another kiss to his shoulder, “But I like that you think about our future.”
“Of course I do,” Shane says, relaxing fully into him, warmth blooming in his chest.
“Then whenever it happens, we will be ready.” Ilya’s voice softens, all teasing melting into sincerity. Shane turns his head just enough to brush his cheek against Ilya’s arm.
“Yeah, we will be.”
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  Ilya pulls the car into the driveway of Yuna and David’s home on the outskirts of Ottawa, the late June sun hanging low and lazy, casting lengthy shadows over the well-manicured lawn. Yuki is singing along to a song from the playlist Shane made for her, her tiny hands holding her Snoopy.
He keeps Yuki in the car a moment longer, wanting to savor these last minutes with her before they spend a few days apart while Shane goes through his heat. There’s comfort in the shape of her happiness behind him, in the childish hum of her voice, the way she clutches Snoopy like she never means to let go. He’s ready and even excited to care for his omega, bracing himself for the intensity of Shane’s need.
Still, part of him aches at the thought of missing Yuki’s small routines; the morning calls for help with socks, her bedtime request for one more story, the easy affection that fills the space when she’s there. But there’s something more tangled underneath it: a sharp guilt that he wants both things at once, that a part of him can barely stand to leave Yuki while another part is hungry for the closeness with Shane. The pull between being a partner and being a parent makes him feel stretched thin, like he’s never enough for either of them.
He wonders if letting himself look forward to caring for Shane means betraying the gentle constancy of Yuki’s everyday love, or if missing Yuki means he isn’t fully present for his omega. The guilt and longing wind together tightly in his chest, making him hold on just a minute longer, even as time keeps moving them forward.
Yuna Hollander, however, knocks on the car window, and Yuki squeals in delight to see her grandmother.
“Papa, it’s Granny!” From the driver’s seat, he can see Yuki waving excitedly as he opens his door.
“I saw you pull up and I just couldn’t wait,” Yuna offers, smiling at him, “How’s Shane?”
“He has a fever, and his scent is very strong,” Ilya offers, moving to get Yuki out of her car seat, something he’s gotten a lot better at.
“My poor baby,” Yuna sighs, and Ilya can see the worry on her face, but it softens as she looks at him, “At least he has you to help me through it this time.”
Ilya stands a little taller in his confidence, proud to be seen as someone who can care for his omega, especially by Shane’s mother.
“I will take good care of him,” Ilya promises, clicking the last of the buckles on Yuki’s car seat, freeing the four-year-old. Yuki runs right to Yuna, who scoops her up and gives the little girl a quick nuzzle.
“Granny! Papa and Daddy said I get to stay over!” Yuki shares excitedly, before looking at Yuna with the most serious expression, “Can we have cheese curds? Daddy always says no.”
“You and I had cheese curds yesterday while your daddy worked,” Ilya says with a frown. Yuki turns to look at him like he’s saying something totally irrelevant to what she said.
“But Daddy always says no,” Yuki repeats, before looking at Yuna again, “Please, Granny?”
“Not tonight, Snowdrop. Your grandfather and I already started dinner, but maybe another night while you’re here,” Yuna says, her easy manner reminding Ilya of Shane. Yuki pouts, glances at Ilya, and lets out a sound that’s part growl, part sigh.
“Okay, no cheese curds,” Yuki agrees with a nod, “But can I have root beer?”
“I think we can do a small root beer,” agrees Yuna, moving to put Yuki down. “Why don’t you head inside? Your grandpa is excited to see you.”
“Grandpa!” squeals Yuki, dashing off into the house as Ilya grabs her backpack packed for her sleepover at her grandparents.
“I’ll take that,” says Yuna, moving to take it.
“Thank you,” Ilya says quietly. Yuna takes Yuki’s backpack with an appreciative smile. Suddenly, the driveway feels too quiet, and the lack of Yuki’s chatter hits him harder than he expected.
“Drive safe,” Yuna says, touching his arm in that gentle, motherly way he’s still not used to, “And tell Shane we love him.”
“I will,” Ilya promises. Yuna hesitates, studying him with that sharp intuition Shane inherited.
“And you take care of yourself too, Ilya,” she says. He nods, not trusting his voice to answer. She gives him a warm look before going inside and closing the door. The house lights glow through the curtains, and he hears Yuki’s excited squeals. It comforts him, but also reminds him he’s leaving her behind.
He stands there for a moment, letting the quiet settle around him. Without Yuki’s chatter filling the space, the silence feels heavier, almost echoing. The sun is dipping lower, the air is warm with that heavy, humid promise of summer, and a breeze that moves through the trees, carrying the faintest trace of pine from somewhere distant, and it hits him low in the gut, not pine from the yard, but the memory of Shane’s scent from that morning.
The tug in his chest sharpens; his omega is waiting for him.
He closes his eyes for a moment to steady himself, then gets back in the car. The seat still holds a faint trace of Yuki’s maple-snow sweetness and the cedar she always leaves on his clothes, a small trace of her happiness lingering in the upholstery. Underneath it, he can smell Shane from that morning when he’d kissed Yuki goodbye. Cold air and pine, grounded by cedar, with a hint of warmth beneath it, like winter wind on bare skin. The two scents mix in the quiet car, one comforting, one sharp with need, and the contrast stirs something deep inside him.
He grips the steering wheel, takes a breath, and starts the engine. The drive is short, but not short enough, with his mind on Shane. At home, Ilya parks, steps inside, and kicks off his shoes. The air is saturated with Shane’s scent, stronger now, filled with need.
"Shane?" Ilya calls, in a low voice, already shedding his jacket. No answer, but he knows where to find him: the nest in their bedroom, a shelter of blankets, pillows, and their clothes Shane built once they'd moved into the home.
Ilya climbs the stairs, his feet thumping softly on the wood. The door to the bedroom stands ajar, and as he pushes it open, the scent hits him full force, warmth unfurling beneath the frost, impossible to ignore, wrapping around his own like a promise.
Shane is there, curled in the center of the nest on their king-sized bed, surrounded by soft throws and several of Ilya's shirts. He's completely naked, his muscular body flushed, skin glistening with a sheen of sweat. Dark hair falls over his forehead, and his eyes, sharp even in vulnerability, lock onto Ilya with raw hunger.
"Fuck, you look ready for me," Ilya says, his voice roughening as he crosses the room. He strips off his shirt. Shane shifts, uncurling slightly, his thighs parting just enough to reveal the slick gathering there, lubricating his entrance, his body prepped by nature for what it craves, for Ilya.
Ilya's erection throbs in response, straining against his jeans. The physical ache is deep, but beneath it there is a heavier, more desperate wanting, one that is tangled with hope, fear, and something dangerously close to need. Ilya’s had this primal and unyielding desire to fill Shane up, to put another child into him. He felt it that very first night, even without knowing who Shane was, following only the pull of his scent. It’s as if this urge has been threaded through his bones, a drive both fierce and protective, one that tells him Shane is the only omega he will ever need.
As he watches Shane's breath catch, as the air around them sharpens with need, Ilya feels vulnerability digging in beneath his hunger: the longing not just for closeness or for Shane's body, but to make something lasting, to prove, with every intention, that he deserves this family. For a moment, the hope that Shane might trust him this much wars with the fear that he will never fully belong. Yet the way Shane’s scent spikes for him draws out a fragile confidence, and Ilya lets himself step toward what he wants most.
"Been waiting for you," Shane murmurs voice husky, reaching out a hand for Ilya. He doesn't hesitate, kicking off his jeans and boxers, his erection springing free, already leaking at the tip. He climbs into the nest, taking Shane’s hand as he does, the blankets soft under his knees, and pulls Shane against him.
Their scents mingle, combining cold pine and cedar with faint smoke against sharp frost and hidden warmth, creating something electric, grounding that’s just theirs. Ilya captures his mouth in a bruising kiss, tongues sliding hot and urgent. Shane moans into it, hands roaming Ilya's back, nails digging in just enough to sting.
"Need you inside me," Shane whispers against his lips, slick-smeared thighs grinding against Ilya's hip.
"Gonna give it to you, любовь моя. Gonna knot you so deep you'll feel me for days. Want to fuck a baby into you, fill you up until you're dripping with it," Ilya growls low, nipping at Shane's jaw. Shane shudders, arching into him, his own arousal pressing hard against Ilya's stomach. Ilya slides a hand down, fingers caressing the curve of Shane's ass, dipping into the slick pooling there. It's warm and welcoming, Shane's body opening for him as if made for this, made for his touch. Ilya circles his entrance, teasing, pushing one finger in slowly, and Shane gasps, hips bucking.
"More," he demands. Ilya smirks, adding a second finger, scissoring them to stretch him out.
"You are so fucking wet for me. All this slick is all for my knot, no?" Ilya murmurs, voice coated with that dirty edge he knows drives Shane wild, "It is begging me to breed you."
“Alpha,” Shane whimpers, riding Ilya's fingers, his scent blooming hotter, that warmth under frost turning molten. Ilya works him open, thumb brushing over Shane's skin between his entrance and the omega’s erection, pressing just right to make him clench. Ilya withdraws his fingers, slick-coated, and brings them to Shane's lips.
"Taste yourself," Ilya offers, and Shane sucks them in eagerly, eyes locked on Ilya's, tongue swirling. The sight makes Ilya's control fray. He pulls his fingers from Shane’s mouth, the head of his length nudging Shane's entrance as he does.
"Ready?" he asks, though the question is meant to be rhetorical. Shane still nods, pulling him closer, nails digging into his shoulders. Ilya thrusts in slowly, pushing into him inch by inch, groaning at the tight heat enveloping him. Shane's slickness eases the way, and it feels perfect.
"Fuck, you are so perfect," Ilya grits out, bottoming out inside of Shane. He pauses, letting them adjust, forehead to forehead, breaths mingling. Shane's scent wraps around him, sharp and grounding, that impossible pull making Ilya both relieved and annoyed that he's not in rut for this. He’s thrilled that he’ll remember every second of this, but without rut pheromones, he won’t be able to mark Shane the way he wants.
He moves, pulling back and slamming in, setting a deep, punishing rhythm. Shane cries out, legs wrapping around Ilya's waist, heels digging into his back. The nest shifts beneath them, blankets tangling as Ilya fucks into him, each thrust angled to hit that spot inside that makes Shane see stars.
"Such a needy omega you are, staving for my cock, my knot," Ilya pants, dirty words spilling out. "Gonna knot you, fill you with my seed. Imagine it, your belly round again, carrying my pup, our pup. You want that, don't you? Say it."
"Yes, fuck, Ilya, knott me," Shane gasps, hands fisting the sheets, body arching, “Fuck!... Put a pup in me!”
Ilya's alpha side surges, the base of his length swelling, the knot already starting to form as pleasure coils tight inside of him. He drives harder, skin slapping skin, slick easing every glide. Shane's arousal leaks between them, smearing Ilya's abs, and Ilya reaches down, wrapping a hand around it, stroking in time with his thrusts. The pressure builds, Shane, clenching around him, and Ilya feels his knot catch, locking them together as he comes, pulsing deep inside, filling Shane.
"Look at you taking every drop, like the good little omega you are," Ilya growls, grinding through the waves, his release mixing with Shane's slick. Shane follows seconds later, spilling over Ilya's fist with a broken moan, his warm body trembling. They collapse, both tied, Ilya's weight crushing Shane just a little, something he knows Shane likes, recalling a time Shane had sleepily called him a weighted blanket.
His knot throbs, keeping him buried, and Ilya nuzzles Shane's neck, inhaling that scent: warmth under frost, now sated but still pulling at him.
"Love you like this," he whispers, more softly now, protective instinct humming. Shane hums back, hands gliding Ilya's spine, content in the afterglow. It lasts twenty minutes, the knot slowly deflating, but Ilya doesn't pull out right away. When he does, slick and cum drip from Shane, and Ilya watches, mesmerized, "Look at my mess inside you."
Shane flushes, but his eyes are dark with renewed want. His heat isn't done with him yet, won't be for several days. Ilya can smell it, the need building quickly. He flips Shane onto his stomach, pulling his hips up.
"Ass in the air for me," he demands, and Shane complies, presenting, and Ilya spreads him open, admiring their still leaking fluids. He leans in, tongue flicking out to taste, lapping at the slick, salty skin. Shane moans, pushing back, and Ilya dives deeper, tongue probing, fucking into him with wet, obscene sounds.
"We taste so fucking good together," Ilya murmurs against him, hands kneading Shane's cheeks, “Вкусный.”
(Delicious)
Shane's scent spikes, that winter wind turning wild, and Ilya can't wait. He rises to his knees, aligning again, and sinks in with one smooth thrust. This angle is deeper, hitting harder, and Shane buries his face in the pillows, muffling cries. Ilya grips his hips, bruising, pounding relentlessly.
"Gonna knot you again, keep filling you until you're pregnant again. Fuck, I want it so bad, your body taking my pups."
Shane reaches back, grabbing Ilya's thigh, urging him on.
"Do it, alpha, knot me again… Please, Ilya."
The words undo him. Ilya's knot swells faster this time, locking as he erupts, grinding deep. Shane comes untouched, body spasming, and they ride it out, sweat-slicked and panting.
Hours blur like that: knot after knot, positions shifting. Ilya takes Shane against the headboard, legs over his shoulders, whispering filth about breeding him while he licks sweat from Shane's collarbone. Then on the floor, nest spilling over, Ilya on his back as Shane straddles, sinking slowly, his face an expression of pleasure as he takes Ilya to the hilt.
"Fuck, you're so huge," Shane breathes, starting to move, hands on Ilya's chest for leverage. Ilya grips Shane's thighs, thrusting up to meet him, watching his length disappear inside that slick heat.
"Ride me, show me how bad you need my knot. Bounce on it like you want my cum deep inside of you." Shane does, hips rolling, grinding down hard, his own arousal bobbing with each drop. Sweat beads on his skin, scent encasing them, warm under frost, sharp and alive. Ilya's hands roam, tweaking nipples, then sliding to stroke Shane, thumbing the slit of his erection. Shane's pace falters, pleasure building, and Ilya sits up, wrapping arms around him, thrusting up fiercely.
"Come for me, milk my knot."
They crest together, knot inflating for goddess knows how many times, locking as Ilya floods him again, Shane spilling between them. It's intense, Shane's body clenching rhythmically, pulling every drop. They tumble back, tied once more, Ilya peppering kisses along Shane's shoulder. He holds him close, the faint smoke in his own scent mingles with Shane's pine, creating home.
As the last knot fades, Shane curls into Ilya, exhausted but glowing.
"Do you think it took?" he teases weakly, hand on his toned stomach. Ilya chuckles, nuzzling his hair.
“If not, we'll keep trying," Ilya says as they drift, bodies entwined, the June night cooling around them. Outside, crickets hum, but inside, it's just their scents, their quiet, a promise of more; pups, nights without interruption, a life built on this fierce, unyielding bond. Still, beneath the warmth and satisfaction, something unsettled shifts in Ilya: hope and worry tangled together. He finds himself grappling with questions he can’t quite shake for the first time: fear that another child will change the family he loves, that Shane might struggle, or that Yuki could feel pushed aside. There’s a prickling unease that maybe he won’t be enough, that the happiness they’ve built might slip if things shift too quickly, or that he’ll somehow fail at holding it all together.
The deeper his hope grows, the sharper his fear of not measuring up becomes, both emotions tightly bound in his chest.
“While you are more… what is the word… more you?” he starts, looking at Shane for help, ignoring the odd unease he’s feeling.
“Coherent?” Shane offers.
“Da, while you are that, I could get you the foods you prepared to keep up your energy,” Ilya says, moving to stand from the bed, “I could feed you fruit while you clean up in the tub, would be sexy, no?”
“That does sound nice,” Shane sighs, laying his head down on the pillow, clearly tired.
“Okay, I will get food and then run a bath, and I will come get you when it is ready. Sound good?” Ilya offers.
“Sounds perfect,” Shane mumbles, offering him a weak smile. Ilya leans in and kisses him slowly, before pulling away to really look at his omega. Shane’s skin is flushed from his heat, his back has some scratches from Ilya’s fingers, his hips have blossoming bruises where Ilya’s hands had just been, and his neck is littered with hickeys already. He brushes his thumb over Shane’s scent gland, and Shane lets out an airy moan at Ilya’s touch, looking at him again.
“What happened to feeding me in the tub?” Shane teases.
“Still the plan, but got distracted by a beautiful omega with freckles,” says Ilya, leaning down to kiss one of the freckles on Shane’s shoulders.
“And what if that omega is looking forward to a warm bath while their alpha takes care of them?” Shane teases.
“I guess I will have to hurry back to that omega, but will you be okay without me?” Ilya teases, pulling away from Shane.
“Asshole,” Shane flips Ilya off, but the lazy curl of his scent betrays him: pine gone mellow, cedar warmed through, the frost edge melted into something soft and pleased. Ilya grins at him.
“You flip me off with that weak hand, but just wait until you need something from your amazing alpha.”
“Like I ever need you for anything except, you know, doing unspeakable things to me,” Shane snorts, rolling his eyes.
“I live to serve,” Ilya says, putting a hand to his chest in exaggerated solemnity, “If my omega desires fruit or filth, I deliver both with style.”
Shane smirks, settling deeper into the nest, eyes half lidded, the faintest smile flickering at his mouth. His fingers curl loosely in the blankets, relaxed in that boneless state for now. For a moment, Ilya stands there, taking him in the softened scent, the freckles, the quiet satisfaction radiating off him like warmth. It tugs at something deep in Ilya’s chest, that instinct to stay close, to keep touching, to keep tending. But Shane needs food and a bath, and taking care of him means stepping away for a moment. With one last sweep of his thumb across Shane’s shoulder, Ilya forces himself to turn and slip out of the bedroom.
Ilya gathers the small containers Shane prepped earlier, the ones labeled in his neat handwriting. Fruit, broth, electrolyte packets. When he opens the lid on the broth and fruit (chilled melon, glistening mango slices, fat blueberries), the sweet aroma immediately mingles with the broth's faint, savory edge. He can feel the condensation off the containers, slick against his fingers, the surface cooling his palms. The broth trembles in its tub, a soft golden shimmer topped with tiny bubbles, and the smell is rich, deep with herbs and delicate enough not to clash with Shane’s scent lingering in the bedroom. Ilya re-lids the containers and tucks them under his arm, brushing his lips unconsciously as if he can already taste the honeyed tartness of the fruit, the warm umami of the broth.
He turns to go back to the bedroom and finds Shane has already sunk deeper into the nest, half hidden in blankets, eyes heavy but still tracking Ilya with that soft, dazed focus. His scent curls lazily through the room, warm pine and softened cedar, the frost edge gone entirely now. In their world, scent is a language; moments of comfort, longing, or need can be read in how it thickens or sharpens in the air, lingering as a signal of mood or emotion. Right now, the air itself feels thicker, humid, and sweet with the promise of comfort and a lingering taste of summer fruit. It means Shane is safe, content, his usual winter-cool tension replaced by something open and trusting, inviting Ilya closer.
“You’re staring,” Shane mumbles.
“I am admiring,” Ilya corrects, setting the containers on the dresser, “Big difference.”
“You’re ridiculous,” Shane huffs a laugh, the sound thin but genuine.
“And you are beautiful,” Ilya says simply. Shane’s cheeks flush, and he ducks his face into the pillow. Ilya’s chest tightens in that familiar, aching way. He crosses back to the bed, brushing a hand through Shane’s damp hair.
“I will run the bath,” he murmurs, “Then come get you.”
“Don’t take too long.” Shane nods, eyes fluttering shut.
“I would never,” Ilya says, leaning down to kiss his temple, a slow, grounding press of lips. Shane melts into it, his scent warming again, soft and trusting. Ilya pulls back reluctantly, letting his fingers trail once more through Shane’s hair before he forces himself to step away and head toward the bathroom.
Behind him, Shane sighs with content in a way that makes Ilya’s heart surge.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Shane wakes slowly, but not the way he used to after a heat. There’s no hollow ache in his chest, no cold space beside him, no fog of loneliness clinging to his skin. Instead, he feels warm and heavy and strangely light, his body sore in a way that speaks of closeness rather than strain.
Early sunlight filters through the curtains in soft gold stripes, brushing over the tangled nest around them. Ilya’s arm is draped over his waist, solid and steady, and the weight of it anchors him in a way he’s never had before. The ache in his muscles is the good kind and, for the first time in years, he wakes from a heat feeling whole.
Their legs are tangled, and their breaths fall in the same slow rhythm. The warmth of Ilya’s chest is pressed against Shane’s back, steady and grounding, and Shane sinks into it without thinking, without hesitation. His muscles protest faintly at the movement, but it’s a good soreness, and he loves it.
He blinks, letting his eyes adjust. The nest is a mess around them, blankets kicked down, pillows shoved into odd angles, the faint scent of cedar and pine still clinging to the air. His own scent is softer now, no longer sharp with need, just warm and open, settling into the room like a sigh.
Ilya shifts behind him, not waking fully, just tightening his hold as if some instinct refuses to let Shane drift even an inch away. Shane feels the brush of Ilya’s breath against the back of his neck, slow and even. It loosens something in his chest.
He should probably get up, drink some water, eat a meal instead of the quick, heat-fog meals, and really shower, where he cleans himself instead of Ilya, who had to put up with him trying to move his fingers lower or to touch him in the way his heat at the time craved.
But Ilya’s arm is heavy around him, and Shane’s body is tired in a way that feels good, and the morning is quiet in a way he doesn’t want to disturb yet. So instead, he lets himself stay still in Ilya’s arms and breathes.
For the first time in days, his mind feels clear enough to think without the heat tugging at every thought. Ilya murmurs something in his sleep, something that feels affectionate in Russian, and Shane feels his lips curve into a small, tired smile.
Shane shifts carefully, just enough to turn his head and see Ilya’s face. The movement pulls a faint ache through his hips and lower back, but it’s the kind that makes him smile, the kind that reminds him he wasn’t alone this time.
Ilya is still asleep, his face relaxed in a way Shane rarely gets to see. His hair is a mess, flattened on one side and sticking up on the other, and there’s a faint crease on his cheek from the pillow. His mouth is parted slightly, breath slow and even, warm against Shane’s shoulder.
He looks younger like this, softer even. Shane lets his eyes trace the familiar lines of his alpha, the faint scruff on his jaw, the solid weight of his arm around Shane’s waist, the slope of his nose, his lashes, and the moles scattered across his skin. Shane feels something warm and quiet settle in his chest, something that feels suspiciously like awe. Mixed in with it is a new, bright anticipation, a sense of possibility for their future, for the family they’re building together.
He’s never woken up from a heat like this. Ilya shifts again, a small sound rumbling in his chest, and his arm tightens instinctively, pulling Shane closer. Shane huffs a soft laugh under his breath.
“Good morning,” he whispers, not expecting an answer, but Ilya stirs, brow furrowing slightly before his eyes blink open. They move slowly, unfocused, then sharpen as they land on Shane. His expression softens again immediately, as if waking up to Shane settles him.
“Mm,” Ilya murmurs, voice rough with sleep, “You are awake.”
“So are you,” Shane smiles, small and tired and real. Ilya hums in response, nuzzling the back of Shane’s shoulder before letting his eyes close again, his arm still firm around Shane’s waist as if letting go isn’t an option he’s willing to consider yet. Shane lets himself sink back into him, letting the warmth and weight and quiet morning light hold them both.
“How do you feel?” Ilya asks, his voice a bit muffled.
“I feel like my bones are made of rubber,” Shane replies, turning to see Ilya’s sleepy face. Ilya blinks a few more times, the fog of sleep clearing slowly. He shifts just enough to prop himself on one elbow, his arm still loosely around Shane’s waist as if he’s reluctant to lose contact entirely. His eyes scan Shane’s face, soft and a little concerned he might have missed something.
“You look tired,” he murmurs, voice still thick with sleep.
“I feel tired,” Shane huffs a quiet laugh, “But I feel really good.”
“Good?” Ilya asks, brow lifting slightly.
“Yeah,” Shane says, and the word comes out warm, “Good.”
Ilya nods, satisfied, and lets his hand slide up to rest lightly on Shane’s shoulder. Shane lets the quiet settle between them for a moment; the silence feels full rather than empty. Ilya’s thumb is still resting on his shoulder, warm and steady, and Shane covers it with his own hand, giving it a small squeeze.
“I should get up,” Shane says softly, more to himself than anything, “If I stay here any longer, I’m going to fall asleep again.”
Ilya makes a low sound, half agreement, half protest, but he doesn’t tighten his hold. His eyes blink open fully, clearer now, watching Shane with a gentle, assessing look, like he’s trying to decide whether to fuss or just let Shane be.
Shane shifts again, slower this time, testing how his body feels. There is soreness, but like he told Ilya, it’s the good kind, the kind that makes him feel grounded in his own skin. He draws in a breath and pushes himself upright, bracing a hand on the mattress. Ilya follows the movement automatically, sitting up beside him, hair sticking up in every direction.
“Careful,” he murmurs, voice still rough with sleep.
“I’m okay,” Shane says, and he means it. He glances over his shoulder, offering Ilya a small, crooked smile. “Come on. Let’s get water. And maybe something real to eat.”
Ilya’s expression softens even further, relief, affection, something warm and quiet settling behind his eyes. He nods once, slow and sure, and reaches out to steady Shane as he swings his legs over the edge of the bed. Shane takes a steadying breath, then reaches for the edge of the mattress to help himself stand fully. The cool air of the room brushes over his skin, raising a faint shiver that has nothing to do with discomfort.
Behind him, he hears Ilya shift again, the bed creaking softly under his weight. Ilya sits up more fully now, rubbing a hand over his face and blinking at the morning light. His curly hair is going every direction, and Shane can’t help the small smile that tugs at his mouth.
“You are really getting up,” Ilya says, voice still thick with sleep.
“Yeah,” Shane replies, stretching carefully. Ilya makes a low, amused sound and swings his legs over the side of the bed. He slowly stands, rolling his shoulders, then glances at Shane with a quiet look that Shane knows is him checking in.
“I’m okay,” Shane answers with a small nod that satisfies Ilya. They move around the room in a slow, easy rhythm, gathering clothes from where they’d been left before the heat fully took over. Shane pulls on soft, worn sweats and a loose T-shirt, the fabric gentle against his still-sensitive skin. Ilya dresses just as simply, tugging on joggers and a hoodie, his movements unhurried.
When they’re both dressed, Shane runs a hand through his hair, trying to tame it a little. Ilya steps closer, brushing a thumb over Shane’s cheekbone in a gesture that’s more instinct than thought.
“What do you want for breakfast?” Shane asks, voice quiet but steady.
“We should get something delivered,” Ilya says, lifting his phone. “Something for me and something for you.”
Shane considers it for a moment, then shakes his head with a small smile.
“Let’s see what we have first. I don’t think I can wait like an hour for food.”
“Okay,” Ilya says with a nod, “We will look.”
Shane leads the way out of the bedroom, the door clicking softly behind them. The hallway is cool and dim, the house still carrying the hush of early morning. Their footsteps fall into an easy rhythm as they make their way toward the kitchen.
The moment they step inside, the familiar comfort of the space settles around them: the soft hum of the fridge, the faint scent of coffee grounds from days ago, and sunlight beginning to spill across the counter. Shane exhales, a long, steady breath, and reaches for two glasses.
“Water first,” he says, mostly to himself, filling them both. Ilya takes his glass, watching Shane with a quiet, steady look that feels like a question and an answer at the same time. Shane takes a sip, then sets the glass down and opens the fridge.
“Okay,” he says, scanning the shelves, “Let’s see what we can make.”
Shane starts pulling things out of the fridge, deciding eggs over easy on toast would be sufficient. Ilya stands just off to the side, never more than two feet away from him.
“What can I help with?” Ilya offers, looking at the food Shane’s placed on the counter.
“I’ll make the eggs if you toast the bread,” Shane suggests, wanting to make sure the eggs were exactly what he wanted. Ilya nods, stepping closer to where the bread sits on the counter. Shane pulls a carton of eggs and just enough avocado oil to prevent any sticking to the pan.
Ilya sets two slices of bread into the toaster, then leans lightly against the counter beside Shane, close enough that their arms brush when Shane reaches for the salt to pull it closer. He doesn’t say anything, but his presence is warm and steady, like he’s anchoring the room without even trying.
“I haven’t had real food in days,” Shane says, half to himself as he cracks the first egg into the pan.
“You ate,” Ilya points out.
“Just fruits and broth don’t count,” Shane says, giving him a look. Ilya’s mouth curves into a small smile.
“You would have never let me take that much time away from you,” Ilya teases.
“I was in heat, you ass,” Shane retorts with a smile.
“Oh, I know, I have bites everywhere from you,” teases Ilya, adjusting his hoodie to show a bite mark on his neck, “You would bite me and then go ‘alpha knot me’ or ‘need your knot now’. There was no time to make you real food, but we can make a real breakfast now.”
Shane feels his cheeks warm at Ilya’s teasing, choosing to focus on the eggs instead of the bit marks Ilya’s showing off. The toaster pops, startling them both just enough to make Shane laugh. Ilya retrieves the toast with exaggerated care, as if it might leap out at him again. He places the slices on plates, then glances at Shane.
“Do you want anything on it?” he asks.
“Just a little butter,” Shane says, flipping the eggs gently, “Maybe a tomato or avocado, whichever we have in the fridge.”
Ilya checks the fridge, pulling both out, “We have both, do you want both?”
“Yes, please.”
Shane finishes the eggs while Ilya prepares both their toasts. Once both are ready, Shane carefully puts an over-easy egg on both his and Ilya’s toasts. The toast is exactly what Shane needs, and he lets an intentional, soft moan escape his lips as he eats.
“You are killing me,” Ilya murmurs, openly staring at Shane as he licks a bit of yolk from his thumb.
“With… breakfast?” Shane blinks at him,
“With everything,” Ilya says simply. “I spent three days devouring you as you requested, and now you make that sound over toast. It is very unfair.”
Shane laughs, a real, warm sound that fills the kitchen. It feels almost startling to both of them—how easy it is to laugh like this, how the room holds the echo of it, how it settles into the walls and lingers like steam. He puts his plate down, licking his lips, and glances sidelong at Ilya.
“I’ll try to keep the moaning to a minimum,” he deadpans, but he’s smiling, eyes bright. Ilya shakes his head, grinning helplessly.
“Do not,” Ilya says. “I like it when you sound happy.”
Shane rolls his eyes, but the color in his cheeks is unmistakable. He chews another bite, slower this time, savoring it. Ilya sits beside him at the table, close but not crowding, their knees brushing with every small movement. For a long moment, the only sounds are quiet eating and the faint tick of the clock. The sun grows stronger, slanting across the table, catching in Shane’s hair. Ilya watches him, the easy way he moves now, the comfort in his body, and feels something deep and unnameable settle in his chest.
Finally, Shane finishes his last piece of toast and leans back, stretching with a soft, satisfied groan.
“Okay. Real food is magic. I feel like an actual person again.”
“See? Alpha knows best,” Ilya teases, puffing up a little, and Shane snorts at him.
“You don’t get full credit for toast and eggs; it was my idea,” he says, but there’s no real bite to it. He glances sideways at Ilya, thoughtful, “Do you want coffee?”
Ilya considers the offer for a moment.
“Maybe later. Do you want to shower first?”
“Yeah,” Shane nods, rubbing a hand over his face, “I think I need to scrub this heat off me. And… maybe you can join me?”
“Always,” Ilya says, grinning a little wolfishly.
They clear their plates in easy tandem, Shane rinsing while Ilya loads the dishwasher. It’s a small, domestic rhythm, the kind that would have felt impossible years ago but now feels inevitable. Shane bumps Ilya’s hip as he shuts the dishwasher, grinning. “Last one to the shower washes the towels.”
Ilya is already moving, a flash of mischief in his eyes. “You let me win,” he accuses.
Shane only laughs, already backing out of the kitchen. “Try me, alpha!”
They chase each other down the hall, awkward, half-limping, still sore from days in the nest, but laughing, breathless, alive. The sound of their joy follows them, bright and unselfconscious, into the waiting morning.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The dough sticks to his fingers again, and Ilya growls under his breath, a low, frustrated sound that would have made Yuki giggle if she were here. It's Friday evening, the first after Shane's heat, which always means family dinner with Shane's parents. Their daughter is still with Yuna and David, lingering for one more night after the week's disruption, the house feeling too quiet without her. He feels the shape of her absence in the silence, a laughter that doesn't bubble up when he curses at disasters like this, a pair of small hands that would love kneading dough beside him, flour on her cheek, endless questions about when it will be ready. The tasks that once felt busy or chaotic now seem strangely hollow, the thrum of daily life oddly muted without Yuki flitting in and out of the kitchen. He shakes his hand, trying to fling the dough off, but it clings stubbornly, stretching like glue between his fingers.
“Liar,” he mutters at it, “Stupid lying recipe.”
He reaches for the bag of flour and dumps in what he hopes is the right amount.
It isn’t.
A cloud of white dust explodes upward, settling over the counter, the floor, his forearms, and probably his hair. He doesn’t care, not at this point. His focus is on the dough and the pelmeni he is making for dinner tonight because Yuna had mentioned earlier in the week that she would be bringing a recipe from her own mother that the late woman would make for her after her own heats, and something about that had stuck with Ilya, prompting a stubborn need to offer a taste of his own childhood in return.
He only cares about doing this right. His mother used to make pelmeni on her good days, so not often, but he remembers her humming, remembers her hands moving quickly, remembers the smell of pepper and onions and warmth. He doesn’t remember her recipe or even have a physical copy; his father made sure of that, getting rid of all her notebooks after she died. Ilya presses the heel of his palm into the dough, trying to knead it the way he thinks she might have. It squelches unpleasantly, the dough too wet and sticky.
“Блядь.”
(Fuck.)
Behind him, Shane clears his throat softly.
“How’s it going?” he asks tentatively. Ilya’s already shooed him out of the kitchen several times, determined to do this on his own without help.
“Fine,” he mutters, trying to add more flour to see if that will fix the issue. It doesn’t; the dough now is still crumbly.
“Ilya,” Shane says gently, “The dou—”
“It is wrong,” Ilya snaps, spinning around to look at him, “I know it is wrong. I am not stupid.”
“I wasn’t trying to say you were,” Shane says, his expression softening immediately. Ilya’s shoulders sag; he didn’t mean to snap at Shane and hates the way it makes his chest feel tight.
“I just… I want to make pelmeni to go with dinner tonight.”
“I know,” Shane says, stepping closer, “But you don’t have to do it alone.”
“Yes, I do! Your mom is bringing food that she makes herself. She said she’d bring her mother’s recipe this week. I want to make her something Russian by myself.” Ilya feels the words land heavier than he intended. He hears the edge in his voice and hates it instantly. His chest tightens the way it always does when he feels he’s said too much, too sharply.
Shane doesn’t pull back. He never does; instead, he steps closer, slow and careful, like he’s approaching a wounded animal.
“Ilya,” he says softly, “My mom brings food because she likes cooking. Not because she expects anything from you.”
“I know,” Ilya mutters, staring down at the ruined dough. It looks like something scraped off a boot. “But I want to offer something to these dinners too. Share something of me with your mom and dad… and Yuki. Your family’s been watching her all week, and I just— I want to give something back.”
Shane is quiet for a long moment. Ilya can feel him thinking behind him, feel the warmth of him, a steady presence at his back.
“Ilya,” Shane says finally, voice low as he tries to ease him, “You already share yourself with them. With all of us.”
Ilya shakes his head, staring at the ruined dough.
“Not like this,” he sighs. He could explain how this is a way for him to share more of his mother with Shane and Yuki—in a way, it feels like he’s introducing his mother to Shane’s family. But he worries that if he says that to Shane, his omega might think he’s crazy. He presses his fingers into the dough again. It collapses, sticking to his skin in clumps. He feels stupid and like a child trying to recreate something he barely remembers. Shane steps closer, close enough that Ilya can feel his breath on the back of his neck.
“Can I show you something?” Shane asks softly. Ilya stiffens.
“You do not know how to make pelmeni,” Ilya says, though he also wouldn’t be that shocked if Shane did know, probably having done a deep dive on something and just learned how to make them.
“No,” Shane agrees, and Ilya feels some relief, “But I know dumpling dough, I’ve been making gyoza with my mom and grandmother since I was Yuki’s age, and I know losing a fight when I see one.”
“It is kicking my ass,” Ilya huffs, a humorless sound. Shane’s hand touches the small of his back, warm, steady, grounding.
“Let me help you fight back,” Shane offers. Ilya hesitates, his pride flaring, sharp and instinctive, but honestly, he’s tired. And Shane’s voice is gentle, not pitying.
“…One thing,” Ilya says finally, “You can help with one thing.”
“Okay,” Shane says, and Ilya can hear the smile in his voice even without turning to look at him, “One thing.”
Shane’s agreement hangs in the air between them, warm and steady. Ilya doesn’t turn around yet; his pride is still a tight knot in his chest, and if he looks at Shane too soon, it might unravel into something embarrassing. He hears Shane move, a soft shift of weight, the quiet scrape of a bowl being pulled closer. Then a gentle touch at his elbow.
“Let’s start with fixing the dough,” Shane murmurs. Ilya exhales slowly. He nods once, sharp and reluctant, and steps aside. Shane dips his fingers into the bowl, testing the texture, “Yeah, we can fix this.”
We, the word lands warm and heavy in Ilya’s chest. He swallows hard and watches as Shane adds a small splash of water, then nudges the bowl toward him.
“Your turn,” Shane says softly. Ilya hesitates, then sinks his hands into the dough again. It’s still sticky, but if Shane says it’s not hopeless, then it’s not hopeless. Shane stands close enough that Ilya can feel the heat of him, but not so close that it feels like he’s taking over.
“Good,” Shane murmurs, “Keep folding it. Like this.”
He reaches around Ilya, guiding his hands with a light touch, not controlling Ilya’s movements, but steadying him. Ilya’s breath catches; it’s stupid how much that small gesture affects him. How much it feels like being held. The dough begins to come together under their hands, stubbornly yet undeniably.
“It is… dough?” Ilya says, almost suspicious of it.
“It’s getting there,” Shane says, smiling. “Keep going.”
Ilya kneads again. This time, it doesn’t squelch or crumble; instead, it acts like dough is supposed to, according to the recipe he’s got open on his phone. His chest loosens, shoulders dropping as something inside him unclenches with relief.
“It is dough,” he says, almost in disbelief, and Shane bumps his shoulder lightly.
“Looks like you won the war,” teases Shane, giving him another smile. Ilya swallows hard. His eyes sting again, but this time it’s not from frustration.
“Thank you,” he says quietly, feeling Shane’s hand squeeze his waist.
“Anytime,” Shane says with a smile. Ilya nods, focusing on the dough again, pleased that it feels manageable and correct.
“Okay,” he says, determination returning, “Now we make circles.”
“Am I allowed to help?” Shane asks, and Ilya nods, offering him some dough, and Shane grins, “Then circles I can do.”
Shane rolls up his sleeves like he’s preparing for battle, and Ilya feels something warm flicker in his chest. They divide the dough, each taking a portion to roll out. Shane’s circles are annoyingly perfect, and Ilya narrows his eyes at them.
“Yours are too round,” Ilya huffs.
“Is that a problem?” Shane asks, looking at him.
“Yes,” Ilya says immediately, even though he’s not sure why, “Pelmeni circles should look handmade and thinner.”
Shane raises an eyebrow.
“So… slightly uneven?”
“Authentic,” Ilya corrects. Shane laughs, and Ilya feels his ears warm. He focuses on his own circles, which are indeed more “authentic.” Shane doesn’t comment, but Ilya catches him smiling at them like they’re the most charming things he’s ever seen. They move on to filling and folding. Shane watches Ilya’s first attempt with reverence, clearly wanting to follow Ilya’s example. The pelmeni that Ilya makes are lumpy, slightly crooked, and leaking a bit at the seam.
“It is ugly,” Ilya says flatly, annoyed at himself.
“Yeah, but in a beautiful way,” Shane says, and he means it, moving to start following Ilya’s example. They fall into a rhythm, Ilya shaping, Shane sealing, then switching roles. Their hands brush often, warm and flour-dusted. The kitchen smells like onions and pepper and something that feels like memory.
They work until the tray fills, each little dumpling lined up like uneven soldiers, some plump, some lopsided, all unmistakably theirs. Ilya dusts his hands off, heart thudding with a strange mix of pride and dread. He brings the pot of water to a boil, steam curling upward, warm and familiar.
When Ilya tips the first batch in, they sink with soft plops, disappearing beneath the surface. He stands there gripping the edge of the counter, watching the water churn, waiting for disaster. The kitchen is quieter now, the earlier laughter fading into a focused hush broken only by the gentle simmer of the pot and the faint scent of pepper rising with the steam.
The pelmeni bob gently in the pot, little pale crescents rising and sinking in the simmering water. Ilya watches them as part of him, thinking they might suddenly decide to fall apart. They don’t, they hold, and he exhales, long and shaky, and forces himself to step back.
“See?” Shane says behind him, bumping his shoulder lightly as he wipes down the counter near the stove, “They look perfect.”
“They are not perfect,” Ilya mutters, grabbing the towel to finish cleaning up his mess, “But they are… acceptable.”
“They look better than the photos in your recipe,” Shane says, looking at Ilya’s phone and offering him a smile. Ilya doesn’t answer or can’t, not when he’s afraid that if he looks too close at them, they’ll unravel, and the sense of relief he feels that they came together will crumble instantly.
He focuses on cleaning instead. It’s easier. He wipes down the counter, sweeps flour into his palm, and rinses the cutting board. The kitchen still looks like a snowstorm hit it, but at least it’s a controlled snowstorm now. The front door rattles and bursts open with the familiar clatter of Yuki’s shoes on the tile, her voice carrying down the hall.
“Papa! Daddy! We’re here!” she squeals. Ilya barely has time to wipe his hands before Yuki barrels into the kitchen and right to him, her cheeks flushed from the evening air as he lifts her into his arms. Yuna follows, a large covered dish balanced in her hands and a soft smile on her lips.
“Something smells good in here,” she calls, setting the dish on the counter. Yuna steps fully into the kitchen. The covered dish she brought sends a faint trail of steam curling into the air, and the smell of miso and dashi mixes with the peppery warmth of the pelmeni pot.
“Papa, what are you making? It smells like soup but not soup,” Yuki asks, wriggling in Ilya’s arms, trying to twist around to see everything at once.
“Pelmeni,” Ilya says, shifting her higher on his hip so she can see the tray of uneven dumplings lined up, “Russian dumplings.”
“You made all of those?” Yuki gasps dramatically, tiny hands flying to her cheeks as she looks at him, and Ilya hesitates. His instinct is to deflect, to say we tried or warn that they might fall apart, or that Shane helped. But Yuki is looking at him like he’s done something heroic, and Shane is behind her with that quiet, proud smile that makes Ilya’s chest feel too full.
“…Yes,” he says finally. “We make them.”
“Papa made dumplings!” Yuki beams.
“He did,” Shane laughs softly, “And they look really good, don’t they?”
Ilya’s ears burn. He sets Yuki down gently before she can wiggle too close to the stove. She immediately grabs his hand instead, bouncing on her toes.
“Can I help? Can I help? Can I help?”
“No helping with the pot,” Ilya says quickly, guiding her back a step, “But you can help set the table.”
Yuki gasps again, apparently this is a day for dramatic reactions, and sprints toward the dining room, calling over her shoulder, “I’m gonna make it pretty!”
Yuna watches her go, amused.
“She’s been talking about this dinner all day,” Yuna says, turning back to Ilya, with a soft, caring smile, “I hear you make something?”
Ilya’s throat tightens. He wipes his palms on the towel again, even though they’re already clean. The pot behind him simmers softly, the pelmeni bobbing like pale little memories rising to the surface.
“It is…” he clears his throat, “It is something my mother used to make.”
Yuna stills as her expression softens, the smile fading into something gentler, deeper. She steps closer, not crowding him, just closing the distance enough that he can feel her attention settle fully on him.
“Oh,” she says quietly, “Ilya… that’s wonderful.”
“I have not made it before, but she would make it when I was a child,” he says, looking down at the counter, suddenly unable to meet her eyes, “I did not… remember everything, but I tried.”
Shane moves behind him, quiet but steady, rinsing a spoon at the sink. He doesn’t interrupt them or add anything, just staying close, a warm presence at Ilya’s back.
“I’m sure she would be so proud of you,” Yuna says, her voice soft. The words hit harder than he expected, as his breath catches. He grips the edge of the counter to steady himself. He nods once, sharp and small.
“I hope so,” he says, barely above a whisper. Yuna’s words settle over the kitchen like a warm blanket. Ilya swallows, the steam from the pot blurring the edges of his vision for a moment. He forces a breath in, then out, steady and slow. Behind him, Shane turns off the burner, the soft click grounding the moment.
Yuna glances toward the dining room, where Yuki is humming loudly and rearranging napkins with the seriousness of a general preparing for inspection. Then she looks back at Ilya, her expression gentle.
“Will you show me?” she asks quietly, “When they’re ready?”
Ilya nods, small but sure. He reaches for the slotted spoon again, lifting the pelmeni from the water one by one. They glisten in the kitchen light, imperfect and uneven but whole. He arranges them on a platter, each one placed with a care he didn’t know he had in him. Shane steps beside him, close enough that their shoulders brush.
“They look amazing,” he murmurs. Ilya doesn’t answer, but his chest loosens at the words. He carries the platter to the dining room. Yuki gasps loudly, dramatically, and claps her hands.
“Papa made dumplings!” she announces to David, who had been helping her set the table, putting out the takeout that he and Yuna had brought for the main course for their meal. Ilya sets the platter down; his hands tremble just a little.
Yuna takes a seat, folding her hands in her lap before reaching for a pelmeni. She doesn’t rush. She doesn’t make a show of it. She simply takes a bite, and he watches as her eyes soften.
“Oh, Ilya,” she says quietly, “These are wonderful.”
Something in Ilya’s chest gives, not breaking, but releasing, like a knot finally loosening. Yuki immediately grabs one, nearly dropping it before Shane swoops in with a napkin. She bites into it with the enthusiasm of a child who has never once doubted her father’s abilities.
“Mmm!” she declares, mouth full, “Papa, it’s so good!”
Ilya’s breath catches, having to look down at the table, blinking hard. Shane nudges his knee under the table, a small, grounding touch, and Ilya forces himself to breathe. The room feels too warm, too full, but not in a bad way, more like something inside him is expanding faster than he can keep up with.
David reaches for a pelmeni next, giving Ilya a small, earnest nod before taking a bite. His eyebrows lift.
“Oh wow,” he says, surprised and delighted, “These are really good.”
Ilya’s ears burn.
“They are acceptable,” he mutters.
“They’re better than acceptable,” David insists, reaching for another. Yuki is already on her second, humming happily as she swings her legs under the table.
“Papa, can we have these again tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow?” Ilya chokes on air, “No. This is—this is special. It is not… everyday food.”
“But it’s so good,” Yuki says, as if this is a flawless argument. Shane hides a smile behind his water glass. Yuna reaches across the table, not touching Ilya, but placing her hand palm-up on the table between them, an invitation, not a demand. Ilya puts his hand in hers, and she gives him a gentle squeeze.
“You brought a piece of your mother into this home,” she says softly, “Thank you for sharing her with us.”
“I wanted you to know her,” he says quietly, nodding once, “Even if only a little.”
“Then you succeeded,” Yuna assures, her smile deepening, touched in a way she doesn’t try to hide. The table lends itself to a comfortable conversation. Yuki hums between bites. David reaches for more pelmeni. Shane’s knee stays pressed lightly against Ilya’s under the table, steady and warm.
Ilya lets himself sit back, just for a moment, letting the sounds and smells and warmth of the room settle around him. He exhales, long and slow, and for the first time all day, the breath doesn’t shake. In this simple fullness, laughter at the table, Yuki humming, Shane’s soft steadiness pressed by his side, Ilya feels something quiet grow inside him. 
Gratitude, deep and unexpected, unfurls through his chest, winding together with hope. For a heartbeat, he almost wishes he could bottle this feeling: that he belongs here, that his family is whole and held close, that this, messy and honest, is home.
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  “Wait, is Yuki invited to Zane’s barbecue, or is it just adults?” Shane asks, frowning at Ilya as he pulls his jacket out. Ilya pauses, blinking at him like it’s a strange question.
“It is barbecue,” he says slowly, “There is food, why would she not be invited?”
Shane sighs, worry knotting his brow as he glances nervously from Ilya to the door, his jaw tightening.
“Because sometimes when people say ‘barbecue,’ they mean grown-ups standing around talking about sports while someone grills meat. Not always a kid thing.”
Ilya considers this with the seriousness of a man evaluating battlefield intel.
“Zane said, ‘Come by,’” he supplies after a moment.
“That’s it?” Shane asks.
“Yes.”
“No details?”
“No.”
"Ilya," Shane sighs, rubbing his forehead, a shadow of growing exasperation crossing his features as his uncertainty sharpens, his eyes shifting away.
"What?" Ilya asks, tilting his head with a confused frown.
"You can't just accept a vague invitation from someone you barely know. We don’t know what we’re walking into."
"He is very friendly," Ilya says. "And he and his wife are planning on having kids. They like children. They will like Yuki."
"That’s not the point," Shane mutters, shoulders pulled tight with tension, restless gaze flicking anxiously to Yuki.
Before Ilya can respond, Yuki trots into the room wearing an oversized yellow-and-white striped shirt, denim shorts, pink rain boots, and her hair in two messy space buns that Ilya had done with Shane’s help. She clutches a tiny rubber purse that Shane can see has one of her smaller Bluey plushies.
“Daddy, I’m ready!” she announces, spinning for both of them to see her.
“You look perfect, Snowdrop,” says Shane, smiling at her. Yuki beams back at him and immediately grabs Ilya’s hand, swinging it.
“Papa, we’re going to a barbecue!” she says excitedly.
“Da, we are,” Ilya says, smiling down at her, soft and warm.
Keys in hand, Shane declares, “If this turns into some weird adult thing, I’m blaming you.”
“If it is weird, we leave,” Ilya says with ease, shrugging.
"You’d leave?" Shane says, blinking in open surprise, relief flickering across his face, posture easing as if a weight had been released from him.
“Yes,” Ilya says simply. “If Yuki is uncomfortable, we go. If you are uncomfortable, we go. If I am uncomfortable, we go. Simple.”
Shane’s chest tightens; relief swells, tangled with anxiety and unexpected vulnerability. The certainty that Ilya would put Yuki’s and his comfort first washes over him, both tender and unsettling. Gratitude stirs in him, sharp yet gentle, raw as he recognizes something fragile being offered.
“…Okay,” he says quietly, “Yeah. That… sounds good.”
Yuki swings both their hands as they walk to the car, humming and singing to herself, “We’re going to a barbecue! We’re going to a barbecue!”
As Shane lets go of Yuki’s hand so he can lock the door behind them, he glances at Ilya, who picks up Yuki as he unlocks the car.
“So you’re sure Zane won’t mind?” Shane asks, still uneasy. Ilya squeezes Yuki’s hand.
"He won’t mind. If he does, we’ll leave," Ilya says, buckling Yuki into her car seat. Shane huffs a laugh. The drive is short and easy. Yuki chatters and sings about barbecues, asking questions Shane can’t answer.
“Will there be corn?”
“Maybe.”
“Will there be dogs?”
“Possibly.”
“Will there be a trampoline?”
“I… don’t know, sweetheart.”
Ilya, of course, is unbothered.
“There will be meat,” he says confidently, as if that settles everything. They stop at a liquor store because Shane refuses to show up empty-handed. Ilya goes in alone, telling them he’ll be “five minutes,” and he is exactly five minutes. He returns with a case of decent beer and a bag of ice, placing both in the trunk with the efficiency of a man who has done this a thousand times throughout his life.
Yuki watches him through the window, nose pressed to the glass.
“Papa is fast,” she announces proudly when Ilya gets back to his seat.
“Yeah. ” Shane says, unable to help, smiling at Ilya as they continue on their way. The house is already buzzing when they pull up. Music drifts from the backyard, the smell of grilled meat hangs in the air, and laughter spills out every time someone opens the sliding door.
Shane’s stomach knots as anxiety prickles through him, his grip on the bag tightening. The familiar sensation wavers between anticipation and unease, every backyard sound heightening his nerves as he steps forward, hope and apprehension warring in his chest.
Ilya lifts Yuki out of her car seat, setting her down gently. She immediately grabs Shane’s hand as Ilya grabs the drinks, swinging them as they walk up the driveway together. A woman, whom Shane assumes is Cassie Boodram, opens the door before they can knock. She’s effortlessly cool, stylish, warm, and radiating the kind of confidence that makes people feel instantly welcome.
“Hello, I’m Cassie, and you must be Shane,” she says, pulling him into a quick hug before he can react, “And I know you’re Ilya. But, oh my god, who is this little star?”
Shane watches as she kneels to Yuki’s level, extending her hand to Yuki.
“I’m Yuki!” Yuki beams, taking Cassie’s hand.
“Well, Yuki, you look amazing. Come on in, everyone’s in the back already.”
Shane feels tension melt from his shoulders, just for a moment—his breath eases, but vigilance lingers as attention in the backyard dips toward them. A new surge of awareness tightens his grip again until he spots Wyatt’s wave, letting relief slip back in.
“Rozanov, who’s the kid?” he asks. Wyatt’s question hangs in the air for a beat, not harsh, just surprised. The rest of the backyard seems to tune in at the same time, everyone looking at them.
Ilya blinks at Wyatt, genuinely confused by the question.
“This is Yuki,” he says simply, as if that explains everything.
“Okay…” Wyatt says, his eyebrows lifting, “And whose kid is she?”
“Mine?” Ilya replies, baffled. Shane pinches the bridge of his nose.
“Ilya, did you tell anyone that we had a kid?”
“I did,” Ilya says, looking between them, “Coach Wiebe knows. The owners know. I assumed everyone knew.”
“You mean Wiebe’s been holding out on us?” jokes Hayes, “He told us nothing!”
“I’m sure if we asked, he’d say it’s Ilya’s business and not his to share,” says Dykstra with a small laugh.
“Little Rozanov,” says Boodram, the first to approach Yuki, kneeling to her level, “How old are you?”
Yuki looks at him, confused for a moment, before tugging at Shane, who kneels to her immediately.
“What’s a Woh-zah-nov?” she asks, holding a hand up like she’s saying a secret, though her voice is probably louder than she intended. Shane bites back a laugh, hearing the offended gasp from Ilya. He lifts his hand in the same way Yuki has hers.
“It’s part of Ilya’s name,” he answers, his voice soft. Yuki lights up, turning back to Boodram, moving closer to the man.
“I’m a little Ilya?” she asks him, wildflowers weaving into her scent. Shane can see Ilya swoon, and Boodram also seems taken with her excitement.
“Snowdrop, he asked you how old you are,” Shane gently reminds her.
“Oh! I’m this many,” Yuki says, holding up four fingers for Broodram. Wyatt recovers first, because of course he does. He crouches down beside Zane, grinning at Yuki like she’s the most interesting thing he’s seen all week.
“Well, little Rozanov,” he says, “You wanna see something cool?”
“Yes!” Yuki gasps. Wyatt pulls a puck from his back pocket. Shane notices no one bats an eye at this, so he chooses not to question it either. Hayes rolls it across the patio stones, and Yuki, catching on quickly, chases it immediately, squealing, and Nick Chouinard, enormous and gentle, intercepts it with surprising delicacy.
“Careful,” Nick says, handing it back to her like it’s made of glass. “It’s slippery.”
Yuki nods solemnly, as if receiving sacred wisdom.
Within seconds, the Centaurs have formed a loose semicircle around her, Nick rolling the puck, while Wyatt tries to block Yuki from getting it past him. Evan is cheering her on, and Zane offers her a tiny piece of grilled pineapple like she’s a VIP guest. Even Ilya gets pulled into it, scooping her up when she tries to run too far and setting her back down with a soft, “Stay close, Снежинка.”
Shane watches them for a moment, warmth blooming in his chest as he realizes he’s suddenly surrounded. Cassie, Lisa, and Caitlin have closed in like a coordinated unit, all friendly, smiling, and absolutely determined.
“So,” Cassie says, looping her arm through Shane’s before he can escape, “Welcome to the WAGs.”
“Maybe we should be the WAMs now?” Lisa suggests. “Wives and Mates would be more inclusive and all-encompassing.”
“I’m not opposed, and I think Harris would love that,” Caitlin agrees, before looking back at Shane, “We wanted to get you into the group chats.”
“Plural,” Cassie adds, “One for everyone, one for travel planning, one for venting about the boys, one for memes—”
“What’s your contact?” Lisa asks, holding up her phone, “I’m adding you to all of them.”
“All?” Shane asks, eyes widening.
“Oh, absolutely,” Cassie says. “You’re one of us now.”
“Don’t worry,” Caitlin says, patting his arm, “We’ll ease you in.”
Shane glances helplessly toward Ilya, who is currently holding Yuki upside-down while Wyatt pretends to faint dramatically. Ilya catches Shane’s eye and gives him a tiny, amused shrug, the universal sign for you’re on your own, my love.
Shane exhales, half-laughing despite himself.
“Okay,” he says, pulling his phone out, “Add me to them all.”
Lisa takes his phone and sends a single message, before she starts tapping rapidly on her phone, thumbs flying.
"You're in the main, travel, memes, and emergency snacks chats," Lisa says as she types rapidly.
“There’s an emergency snacks chat?” Shane asks. And the group pauses, exchanging looks for a moment.
“Mostly it’s used for periods, heats, and ruts when our partners are away during them,” Lisa explains.
“Oh, that’s a great idea!” Shane says, "Before Ilya, I would text my mom or dad to bring me food during my heat.”
“Not to be rude, but you’re an omega?” asks Cassie, looking at him, surprised.
“I don’t think that’s a rude question, I am. I’ve been working out since I was a kid, and just never stopped,” Shane explains, knowing the look she’s giving him.
“Oh, I wasn’t surprised because you’re built!” Cassie quickly says, “Just surprised!”
“This is Harris all over again,” teases Lisa, patting Cassie’s arm, “You and Cassie are the only official current WAGs who are omegas, but we do have Harris, who, despite not dating a player, we do consider him one of us and a couple of former team WAGs that we haven’t taken out of the chats who are also omegas. So she’s excited for another omega.”
“And now that you’re in, we should probably get to know you. You know officially and not just whatever Rozanov told our husbands,” Caitlin says, leaning in, smiling warmly. Shane feels the shift between the three around him, not threatening, just curiosity.
“So,” Cassie says, eyes sparkling, “You and Ilya. What’s the story there?”
Shane’s stomach flips. Not in a bad way, more like in that ‘oh god, how do I summarize this without it coming out all wrong’.
“It’s… complicated,” he says, trying for something honest but doesn’t get into it all, “We’re still figuring some things out.”
“Complicated with a kid involved, I think that could be my favorite genre,” Cassie raises an eyebrow, delighted.
“Is it a slow burn? Friends-to-lovers? Or a ‘we accidentally co-parented a child, and now we’re in too deep’ situation?” Lisa grins.
“I—no—well—” Shane chokes on air as he tries to put it all together. He manages to clear his throat, desperate for a subject change, “So, uh… who’s Harris?”
All three women light up.
“Oh, you’ll love Harris,” Cassie says immediately.
“He’s the social media manager for the team,” Lisa adds. “Loud, hilarious, big heart, and puts up with all our idiots.”
“He’s a chaos gremlin,” Caitlin says fondly, “In the best way.”
“He’s not here tonight, but you’ll meet him soon,” Cassie says, leaning in conspiratorially, “He’s impossible to miss.”
“Loudest laugh on the team,” Lisa says.
“He sounds great,” Shane smiles, relaxing into the patio chair they’ve herded him into.
“Oh, he is,” Cassie says. “And he’s going to lose his mind when he finds out Ilya has a kid.”
“He might actually know, I’m sure the owners or Wiebe would have told him so he’s ready to deal with it on social media,” says Catlin, “I mean, when Evan told the team that I was pregnant, Harris was the first to congratulate me.”
“You’re pregnant?” asks Shane.
“Five months along with our first,” says Catlin, cupping her stomach to show him the curve of it. Shane’s eyes widen as Caitlin cups her stomach, the curve unmistakable now that she’s pointed it out.
“Oh—wow,” he says softly, “Congratulations!”
“Thank you. Evan’s over the moon. He’s already bought three different baby jerseys, all with Dykstra across the back,” Caitlin beams, cheeks warm with quiet pride.
“Four,” Lisa corrects, “He bought another one last week, Wyatt was telling me about it. I guess he was bragging about it at practice.”
“I told him to stop.” Caitlin groans.
“You can’t stop a future dad from buying baby merch. Zane and I aren’t even pregnant right now, and the man keeps buying things for our future baby, so we’re ready. I swear it’s a disease,” Cassie waves a hand. “I was telling Selena, she’s Nick’s wife, that she should be careful since I think he’s next to catch it. Maybe you, too, Shane. Ilya could catch it since he’s with them now.”
Shane laughs, the tension in his shoulders easing even more. The group settles around him like they’ve decided he’s theirs now, in a warm, familial way that makes him feel included.
Lisa finishes tapping on her phone.
“Okay, you’re officially in all the chats. And I’m warning you now — the memes chat is chaos.”
“Controlled chaos,” Cassie amends.
“It’s not that controlled at all,” Caitlin laughs as Shane’s phone buzzes in his hand. It goes off again, and again. The notifications stack up so fast he can’t even read them, but he can see they're all welcome messages from people in the chats.
“Oh god,” he murmurs.
“Welcome to the circus,” Cassie grins. Across the yard, Yuki shrieks with laughter as Wyatt pretends to be knocked over by her tiny kick to the puck. Ilya lifts her onto his shoulders like she weighs nothing, and she spreads her arms out like she’s flying.
Lisa follows his gaze.
“She’s already got them wrapped around her finger.”
“She does that,” Shane says quietly.
“And you,” Cassie nudges him, “You look like you’re about to melt watching them.”
Shane flushes.
“I—well—she’s happy. That’s all I care about,” he replies, feeling awkward. Caitlin’s smile softens.
“You’re a good dad,” she assures, gently patting his arm. The words hit him harder than he expected; he swallows, looking down at his hands.
“I’m trying,” he says.
“You’re doing,” Cassie corrects gently, “There’s a big difference.”
Before Shane can respond, his phone buzzes again, this time with a new notification banner that reads:
 
From Harris:
WHO IS THIS TINY HUMAN AND WHY IS SHE WITH ROZANOV???
 
“Oh, looks like Harris saw the picture,” Lisa snorts.
“What picture?” Shane asks, dread creeping in.
“The one I took of Yuki on Ilya’s shoulders. I sent it to the main chat.” Cassie lifts her phone proudly.
“Oh…” Shane says, looking at the photo. It’s cute, Yuki sitting atop Ilya's shoulders, arms outstretched like a little superhero. But his stomach knots, unease rising fast. He is hit with a jolt of protectiveness, tension prickling through him at the thought of Yuki's image, her small, joyful face, out there in group chats with strangers.
Shane’s mind reels with what-ifs: What if someone saves it? What if it gets sent to the wrong person? He wants her childhood to be just hers, not to be shared with people he barely knows. In that moment, trust feels fragile, sliding up against the anxiety that always seems to simmer when it comes to keeping Yuki safe.
“Oh yes,” Lisa says. “Harris is going to have a field day, but don’t worry, no one in the chat will share any photos; it’s a rule.”
“I should have asked, I’m sorry, but don’t worry,” Cassie says, patting his arm, “Harris cannot post anything without your permission and you signing all the disclosure agreements, for both yourself and Yuki.”
“If we opt out of Yuki being shared, that’ll be okay, right?” asks Shane. He’s had a hard-and-fast ‘No posting photos of Yuki on social media until Yuki is old enough to make that choice herself and consent to it’ rule for his friends and family since she was born, which thankfully, no one has had any issues with. Closest anyone’s come to posting her is Ilya, but he’d asked if it would be okay to post a photo of the Snoopy pushie Yuki had given him when he’d had to go back to Russia for his dad’s funeral.
Shane looks across the yard again, at Yuki laughing, at Ilya watching her with that soft expression, at the Centaurs treating her like she’s the team mascot.
“Oh yeah, I opted out when Wyatt joined the team for my career, and Harris is great about making sure I’m not in anything official, so I know he’ll do the same with her,” Lisa assures him. Shane gives a nod, pulling up the photo from the chat to look at himself; Yuki perched on Ilya’s shoulders, arms spread like wings, cheeks flushed with joy. There is a high-pitched squeal that cuts through the backyard, which makes him look up just in time to see Yuki barreling toward him at full speed, tiny boots thudding against the patio stones as she races over to him.
“Daddy!”
Yuki launches herself at Shane, and he catches her easily, settling her on his lap.
“Hi, Snowdrop,” he says, brushing a stray curl from her forehead. Did you have fun?”
“Daddy, I scored a GOAL!” Yuki nods so hard her space buns wobble.
“You did?” Shane asks, smiling.
“Yes! I kicked the puck, and Hazy DIED!” She throws her arms out dramatically, imitating what Shane had seen Wyatt do while they’d played, “He went like this and went ‘aaauuugh,’ and then Papa said I was very strong and then Boo said I was fast!”
“That sounds like a very intense game.” Shane smiles at her.
“VERY in-tens,” Yuki agrees gravely. “Papa says I am VERY good at hockey.”
“Honestly? She might be the best player here,” Cassie leans in, grinning. Yuki beams, clearly pleased with her assessment.
“I’m proud of you, Snowdrop,” Shane presses a kiss to the top of her head. Yuki’s excitement is infectious, her cheeks flushed from running, space buns wobbling every time she bounces on Shane’s knee. Shane smooths a hand over her hair, feeling the old tension in his chest finally start to ease. The sun is golden on the patio, laughter rising and fading as the Centaurs and their families mill around, and for the first time since moving, he lets himself believe they might actually fit here.
Across the yard, he sees Ilya in deep conversation with Zane and Dykstra, Yuki’s purse now slung over his broad wrist as he gestures with the other hand, telling a story that must be funny. Zane’s head tips back in a cackle, and Dykstra grins, shaking his head in disbelief. Shane can’t hear the words, but he feels the warmth of it, the way Ilya’s posture has loosened, the proud tilt of his jaw when he glances back toward Shane and Yuki.
Lisa nudges him gently, drawing his attention back to the group clustered around the patio table.
“So,” she says, smiling at Yuki, “Sounds like you won your game?”
Yuki straightens on Shane’s lap, suddenly very serious.
“Yes. I won.”
“Of course you are, Cutie,” Cassie says, biting back a grin.
Yuki nods, satisfied, then twists around to face Shane again.
“Daddy, I was SO fast. Like—” She wiggles her fingers dramatically. “—like a zoom.”
“A zoom?” Shane echoes, amused.
“A BIG zoom,” she clarifies, before gasping, remembering something crucial, “Daddy!”
“Yes, Snowdrop?”
“I scored a LOT of goals.”
“How many?” Shane asks, raising his eyebrows.
“Yes.” She holds up four fingers. “This many.”
“Four?” Shane says gently.
“I know,” Yuki says, exasperated, “I am four. So I got four goals.”
“Honestly? That checks out,” Cassie snorts.
“You’re a natural, sweetheart,” Caitlin leans in. Yuki beams, then leans back against Shane’s chest, suddenly content, her earlier whirlwind of energy settling into warm, happy exhaustion. Shane wraps an arm around her instinctively, steadying her.
Across the yard, Shane sees Ilya glance over mid-conversation. His eyes soften when he sees them: Shane with Yuki curled against him, the WAGs gathered close, the sun catching in Shane’s hair. Something in his expression shifts, subtle but unmistakably a mix of pride and affection. Ilya excuses himself from Zane and Dykstra with a small nod and starts walking toward them, Yuki’s tiny rubber purse still dangling absurdly from his wrist.
Lisa notices first.
“Incoming,” she murmurs, amused.
“Papa!” Yuki perks up instantly. Ilya crouches beside them, brushing a hand over Yuki’s knee as he moves to touch Shane’s leg.
“You tired, Снежинка?”
“No,” she lies, already drooping.
“She had a very intense game,” Shane smiles.
“I know,” Ilya says softly, eyes flicking to Shane, “She is very fast on her feet.”
Yuki smiles at Ilya as she curls into Shane’s chest and sighs happily.
“Daddy,” she murmurs, already half-asleep, “I love hockey.”
Yuki’s head grows heavier against Shane’s chest, her breaths evening out into that soft, fluttery rhythm she gets right before she falls asleep. Her fingers curl into the fabric of his shirt, still faintly smelling like pineapple juice and whatever Ilya used to wipe her hands to avoid a meltdown.
Ilya shifts closer, his knee brushing Shane’s.
“She is already tired,” he murmurs, voice low and fond.
“She was too excited for her normal afternoon nap, so it makes sense,” Shane sighs, smoothing a hand over her back, “Plus, she ran the entire team into the ground.”
“She did… And have you had any food?” Ilya asks, looking around at Shane, who did have a soda next to him but had admittedly not tried any of the food, “There is chicken, spicy, and I think you would like it. I will go get you some now.”
Shane shakes his head, a small smile tugging at his mouth. “Ilya, you don’t have to—”
“I want to,” Ilya says, already half-rising, “You should eat.”
There’s no room for argument in his tone.
“Okay,” he sighs, warmth spreading through his chest. Ilya disappears toward the grill, Yuki’s tiny purse still dangling from his wrist like the world’s most endearing accessory. Shane watches him go, feeling something calm and steady settle inside him. Cassie leans into him with a knowing smile.
“He’s sweet on you.”
“Yeah, he is,” Shane says, gently rubbing a hand on napping Yuki’s back, who shifts in his arms, letting out a tiny sigh. Her fingers uncurl, then curl again in the fabric of his shirt, anchoring herself even in sleep.
“She’s going to be out for a bit,” Shane says, looking at the women gathered around him. I can take her to the car, so everyone can keep partying.”
“Unless that would be more comfortable for you and her, don’t you dare,” Cassie says quickly, “The guys probably won’t get louder than they are now, and, if they do, Zane and I have spare bedrooms you can have her nap in, which you can lay her in now if you want to.”
“Are you sure? I know Ilya probably wants to stay, and I’m used to Yuki dozing off on top of me; she’s been doing it since she was a baby,” Shane says with a soft laugh, “My buddy Rose likes to say I’m her favorite bed.”
“That’s so stinkin' cute,” Caitlin says, her eyes flickering down to her stomach, “You better take some notes, kid.”
Ilya returns a moment later with a small plate of chicken, a bit of rice, and a piece of grilled pineapple. He sets it gently on the table beside Shane, then crouches to brush a hand over Yuki’s back.
“Do we need to go so that she can sleep peacefully?” Ilya asks, his voice quiet.
“I think we’re okay,” Shane says, adjusting himself so he can get to the food without disturbing the sleeping toddler. “Besides, when she wakes up, she’ll want to play more with the team, and I have a feeling the more food that cooks, the earlier she’ll wake up hungry.”
“Ah,” Ilya says with another soft smile, “Then when she wakes up, I’ll make her a plate; you eat yours for now.”
Shane eats slowly, careful not to jostle Yuki, and the food is good, better than he expected, smoky and tender and just spicy enough to make his lips tingle. Ilya watches him for a moment, as if making sure he really is eating, then settles beside him with a quiet exhale, his shoulder brushing Shane’s.
Around them, the barbecue hums on. Wyatt is arguing with Nick about whether Yuki’s “goals” count as official, Zane is laughing so loudly it rattles the grill lid, and Caitlin and Cassie are comparing baby names in low, conspiratorial voices while Lisa nods along.
It’s loud, chaotic, imperfect.
The smoky tang of barbecue lingers in the air, laughter bubbling up on the patio while sunlight slips golden across the grass. Shane leans back, Yuki a warm, sleeping weight against his chest, Ilya's shoulder pressing gently into his.
Across the yard, the team shouts, and teases, and someone turns the music up just a little. For a moment, wrapped in the easy warmth of new friends and the hum of family beside him, Shane closes his eyes and lets himself feel it all: the belonging, fragile and real, settling into his bones like the last trace of summer sunlight left in the day.
And somehow, it feels right.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
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You, Cassie B, Lisa H, 5+ more





Today

Lisa H. added You

Lisa H. changed the subject from “CentaurWAGs❤️🖤” to “CentaurWAMs❤️🖤”


Lisa H.
We officially have a new WAG, or now WAM (Wives and Mates)! Everyone please welcome @Shane H. to the family!
18:06

He's Rozanov’s partner!
18:06


Caitlin D.
We’re happy to have someone else who puts up with these knuckle heads lol
18:07


Harris D.
Not a WAG, or I guess WAM (I love this!) but I’m excited to meet you face to face soon!
18:07


[image: Two twins on a coach pouting]
18:07


Selena C.
Welcome! I’m Chouinard’s wife Selena. Sad I couldn’t be at the BBQ to meet you in person because of stupid work, but very excited to meet you!
18:08


Shane H.
Hello everyone!
18:09


Melody B.
Hello and welcome! I’m Daryl Boyle’s wife, Melody! I wish I could have joined as well, but Daryl and I had to take care of the twins since they’re sick atm 😷😷
18:10


Harris D.
I hope they feel better soon!
18:10


Melody B.
Thank you and they’ll be fine. They have a cold, but since they’re both sick it’s just been… an adventure.
18:11


Shane H.
Thank you for the warm welcome!
18:12

Summer colds are the worst. I hope your kids feel better soon!
18:12


Cassie B.
I hope the twins feel better soon, Mel!
18:13

 Also, here is another surprise for everyone:
18:14


[image: Young girl on her dad’s shoulders]
18:14


Harris D.
WHO IS THIS TINY HUMAN AND WHY IS SHE WITH ROZANOV???
18:27

😮😮⁉️⁉️
18:27


Shane H.
That’s Yuki, our daughter.
18:28


Cassie B.
Just a quick reminder that nothing shared in chat is to be shared outside of the Centaurs family!
18:28


Harris D.
I would never share anything from any chats on socials!
18:29

It would be way too much paperwork if I did that, not to mention the headache I’d have on my hands if I did 🙄🙄🙄
18:30

But really, I would never share anything without permission!
18:30

This is a safe space.
18:30

Honestly, your husbands are more likely to get something they shouldn't out of this chat than I am
18:31



18:31


Melody B.
I only show him the memes, he gets NOTHING else from this chat!
18:31


Cassie B.
If Zane wants deets from this chat, then he has to show me the team’s chat. I should probably be concerned that he doesn’t want to share that chat with me, but I don’t really want to show this one to him lol
18:32


Lisa H.
Don’t worry Cas, they mostly make a lot of dick jokes. Nothing to be concerned about. You guys know that Wyatt and I both have a no secrets policy. His passcode is my birthday, and he has mine too.
18:33


Selena C.
Nick only knows things because he’ll read over my shoulder sometimes because he is a nosy little shit.
18:33

But, question, if you and Ilya have a toddler, how have we never seen you in the media? Also, and I’m sorry to say it, but Ilya’s got kind of a reputation for being a whore. Do I need to kill him for you?
18:33


Shane H.
It’s… complicated, but don’t worry, Ilya has never been unfaithful or anything like that. So no need to kill him.
18:34


Selena C.
Okay, but I’ve got my eyes on him.
18:35


Melody B.
Selena, don’t scare Shane off, and I’m pretty sure, all of our guys were hoes before we tied them down, with the exception of Evan...
18:36


Caitlin D.
In Even’s defense, he just never thought anyone was interested unless they were very obvious. He didn’t realize we hadn’t just been hanging out until he came over to Netflix and Chill, and I came out of my bedroom totally naked. He understood then 😜
18:36


Cassie B.
😂
18:40



Cassie B.
Look at this sweet baby sleeping on her daddy!
19:00


[image: Young girl being held by her dad]
19:00


Harris D.
I’m getting a cavity just looking at this photo!
19:01


Melody B.
It’s super obvious where she gets her cuteness from 😉
19:02


Selena C.
I am going to quit my job, I cannot have them making me miss out on witnessing this adorableness in person!
19:02


Caitlin D.
Shane, don’t be too annoyed with Cassie and all her photos. She is our resident photographer who specializes in candid photos.
19:03


Cassie B.
I don’t share anything on socials though, just here in chat! So no worries about Yuki ending up on my Instagram or anything!
19:04

Only Zane has to worry about random candid going up there lol
19:05


Melody B.
If we’re sharing cute kid photos, here is a photo of the twins from earlier tonight. They’re less than pleased that the airplane that landed in their mouths wasn’t applesauce but cold medicine instead.
19:06


[image: Two twins on a coach pouting]
19:06


Lisa H.
Look at those babies!
19:07

All these photos are all traps to make me want to have kids sooner than I have planned. Please send more ASAP!
19:07

In fact @Shane H., if you have any photos of Yuki you want to share, I think we’d all love them. Though it’s totally optional!
19:10/p>

Same goes for you @Melody B.!
19:10


Shane H.
Lisa, I’m a foot away from you. I could just hand you my phone.
19:10


Lisa H.
But then not everyone will get to see the cute photos.
19:10


Shane H.
I suppose I can’t argue with that I guess.
19:11

Here is one from when Yuki had her first bowl of cereal, but she refused to eat it until I also had a bowl. My mom encouraged me to drink the milk with her and then snapped the photo
19:12


[image: Man and child with bowls over their face]
19:12



Selena C.
That’s so fucking cute!
19:13


Shane H.
This next one if my favorite, she was in the laundry basket having a meltdown because I had to wash her Snoopy
19:12


[image: A little girl in a basket]
19:12



Harris D.
Honestly, a fair reaction. I would also be in the laundry basket if someone washed my giraffe without my permission.
19:15


Caitlin D.
Noted, don’t wash the stuffed animals without their permission lol
19:17


Shane H.
Permission isn’t necessary; you just have to distract them. This was around the same time we started putting Bluey on for her and then I got her a Bluey squishy which made it so I could just switch them.
19:18


Caitlin D.
So you started baiting and switching her?
19:20


Shane H.
Yeah
19:22


Melody B.
I swear the parenting books I read said you shouldn’t give in to your kids when they’re throwing a tantrum.
19:24


Shane H.
I wouldn’t call it giving in, and she wasn’t having a tantrum. I love Yuki, moon, and back a thousand times, but sometimes you have to find a way to circumvent before you get a tantrum.
19:27

Plus, I’ll do anything to avoid her tears when I can, and she lights up when she gets a present. I mean, look at this face she made in this one when she saw the treat Ilya had gotten her.
19:28


[image: A little girl doing a duck face]
19:28



Cassie B.
If Zane and I weren’t already trying, this would be the final push for us to start trying.
19:30


Caitlin D.
She’s really sweet, too. @Selena C. and @Melody B., you two are going to love her when you get to meet her!
19:31


Selena C.
Duh, but the real question is, does Yuki like shopping or doing girly things?
19:32


Shane H.
Oh yeah, she loves going shopping with my mom, my friends Jackie and Rose.
19:32

Rose in particular doesn’t know how to say no to her at all, so that’s Yuki’s favorite shopping buddy.
19:33


Selena C.
Then on our next girls' day (WAMs day?), if you join us, you should bring her! We usually go shopping, get coffee, and get lunch or dinner or whatever is appropriate for the time of day.
19:33


Lisa H.
That would be a blast!
19:34


[image: Two twins on a coach pouting]
19:34


Shane H.
Yuki would love all of that, but are you guys sure? Bringing a toddler can be a lot, I mean, I’ve had her run off in a crowd before. So I have to watch her pretty closely.
19:35


Caitlin D.
We can all keep an eye on her, you know, the whole it takes a village, and it would be good practice for my little one and @Melody B.. You could bring the twins, or not if you want, or need, a break from them.
19:36


Melody B.
As much as I love the twins, I would probably leave them at home with their dad for WAMs day. I’m sure Shane can attest to wanting a break from your baby, even if they’re your whole world.
19:36


Shane H.
I can and will attest that sometimes you need a break for your kid, no matter how much you love them.
19:37


Caitlin D.
Guys… Yuki just woke up from her nap and made Shane go with her to get more Pineapple.
19:50

She didn’t say anything, just woke up, got off Shane, took his hand in hers, and pulled him with her while saying she needed pineapple. There was no resistance, no hesitation, just followed her.
19:50



Shane
I’d follow her anywhere



✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The arena feels different without Yuki’s hand in his. Quieter. Too quiet, maybe. But she is at daycare, and Shane is in New York for the next two weeks to present his design to a potential client, and Ilya has told himself that he can handle a few days alone with Yuki for the first time.
He is a professional athlete. He has discipline. He has survived his family, Russian winters, and the NHL.
He can handle a four-year-old. Probably.
He checks his phone one more time before stepping into the media room, just in case Shane has sent an update or if anything came through from Yuki’s daycare.
No new notifications.
He pockets the phone and squares his shoulders. Headshots first. Then training. Then he’ll pick up Yuki. Easy.
The Centaurs’ media room is bright and chaotic, lights flashing, equipment scattered everywhere, and someone arguing loudly about whether the backdrop should be “storm-cloud gray” or “battle-ready charcoal.”
A woman with a camera slung around her neck whips around the moment he enters.
“Ah! If it is not Ilya, the man of the hour,” says a woman with short silver hair, “I am Gen, the team’s photographer. I make you look pretty.”
“I am already pretty,” Ilya says. Gen bursts out laughing.
“Oh, I like you.”
Before he can respond, a voice booms from behind a stack of lighting equipment.
“ROZANOV! Finally! I’ve been waiting to meet you!” says a stocky man, who strides toward him with a grin wide and unrestrained.
“I’m Harris,” he says, sticking out a hand, “The team’s social media manager. Welcome to Ottawa.”
“Nice to meet you,” Ilya says, shaking his hand, and Harris beams back at him.
“Man, I’ve watched so much tape of you. The poke check? The gap control? Beautiful. Chef’s kiss. But I gotta say,” Harris says as he leans in conspiratorially, “I did not know you had a kid!”
“I told people, and I assumed everyone knew,” Ilya replies with a shrug. Harris throws his hands in the air.
“I don’t know how it didn’t come up in any of our prep meetings for you joining the team! I only found out because Cassie sent a picture of you with the cutest little girl I think I’ve ever seen on your shoulders.”
“We were celebrating Yuki getting goals past Hayes,” Ilya says.
“Yuki,” Harris repeats reverently. “That’s adorable. How old?”
“Four.”
“A four-year-old? You’re a dad?” Harris clutches his chest dramatically as he speaks, “This is incredible. Terrifying, but incredible.”
“Harris, stop interrogating him. You can do your introductory interview after I’m done with him,” Gen snorts.
“I’m not interrogating him yet,” Harris protests, but Gen gives him a look that makes Harris do a playful huff, as he steps back to allow her to work. Gen claps her hands.
“Okay, Papa Charmant, stand on the X.”
“Charmant? I do not know what this means,” Ilya says automatically, looking at Gen, confused.
“She called you Charming in French,” clarifies Harris.
“Oh, that makes sense, I am very charming,” agrees Ilya as he steps onto the taped X on the floor as requested. Gen steps back, lifts her camera, and the room seems to settle around her. The chatter fades. The lights hum. Even Harris quiets down, sensing something is about to happen.
“Okay, Ilya,” Gen says, adjusting a lens with practiced ease, “Just stand how you stand and we’ll go from there.”
Ilya stands how he stands. His shoulders square naturally, posture straight but not stiff. His expression settles into that neutral, unreadable calm that has made entire forwards rethink their life choices mid-rush. His eyes are steady and focused, locked on the camera with the kind of intensity that could cut glass.
Gen inhales sharply.
“Oh mon dieu,” she whispers, quickly lifting her camera, “Do not move.”
The shutter clicks, then again and again. Gen circles him like she’s photographing a rare predator, firing off shots with the reverence of someone capturing lightning in a bottle. Harris watches over her shoulder, jaw dropping lower with every photo.
“Holy—” he breathes. “Gen! Are you seeing this?”
“I am seeing it,” Gen assures, snapping another shot, “I am living it.”
“Am I doing something wrong?” Ilya asks, blinking. Gen lowers the camera slowly, reverently, like she’s holding a priceless artifact.
“Wrong?” she repeats, “Ilya, you just gave me the best headshots this team has had in a decade.”
“Yeah, these are hot,” Harris nods vigorously, “ Like I assumed you’d take good headshots, you always have, but our fans are going to LOSE THEIR MINDS!”
Gen flips her camera around and shows him the screen. Ilya stares for a moment.
“Can you send me a copy of one of these to send to my partner? He will love it,” Ilya says, already imagining how Shane might feel about these photos.
“You’re a menace,” Gen beams at him, “I love it.”
“Careful, Gen, he’s a taken man, and you’re a taken woman,” Harris teases, “But I’ll send you a couple of ones we don’t post so you can torture your partner.”
“I knew I was going to like you, Harris,” Ilya says with a smile. Gen lowers the camera, still grinning like she’s just won an award. Harris is already typing furiously on his phone.
“Alright, Papa Charmant,” Gen says, tucking her camera against her hip, “You’re free to go. Try not to break any more hearts on your way out.”
“I am not breaking hearts,” Ilya says. Harris snorts.
“Buddy, you’re breaking mine, and I just met you,” laughs Harris. Ilya gave him a playful wink, and Harris’s hands got to his heart again in the same playful manner as before.
He leaves the media room, the noise fading behind him as he steps into the quieter hallway. The shift is immediate from chaos to calm, from lights to dimmer corridors, from chatter to the low hum of the arena’s ventilation. He checks his phone again, still no notifications.
The locker room door looms ahead, the Centaurs logo bold and bright on the metal. Inside, the room is buzzing, players talking, laughing, taping sticks, pulling on base layers. The air smells like detergent, rubber, and the faint metallic tang of the rink.
A few heads turn for a moment, but it’s short-lived. Just about all of them greet him joyfully, having spent time with just about all of them over the short break. Wyatt is the first to stride over, grinning like he’s been waiting for this moment all morning.
“Look who finally showed up,” he says, clapping Ilya on the shoulder. “Ready to hit the ice?”
“Da, I am,” he replies, finding his stall, a nameplate already up, his gear neatly arranged. Ilya sits, pulling off his jacket, rolling his shoulders back. The familiar ritual settles into his bones, lacing skates, adjusting pads, tightening straps as the noise of the room swells around him, laughter, teasing, the thud of sticks against the floor.
The moment his blades touch the ice, everything inside him settles. The cold air hits his lungs as the familiar scrape of steel echoes through the rink, and the boards creak under the weight of players leaning and stretching.
The Centaurs filter onto the ice around him, laughing, chirping each other, slapping sticks against the boards. It’s loud, messy, affectionate chaos. Ilya glides out in a clean, effortless arc, letting his body fall into the rhythm he’s known since he was a child. He does a slow lap, taking in the team.
And immediately, he has thoughts. The Ottawa Centaurs, Ottawa’s pro hockey team in the National League, are just starting to come together, but there is a lot to work with and even more to fix. Wyatt is excellent, a very good goalie, and it was a shame that Toronto was too stuck in their ways to give him a proper chance. But it’s Ottawa’s ultimate gain. But the defense in front of him? Not so much.
The whistle blows, ending the breakout drill, and the players drift toward the boards for water. Ilya skates over more slowly, letting his breathing settle, letting his eyes sweep the ice again. He sees everything.
Wyatt, sharp and explosive, tracking pucks like he’s reading minds. Dykstra, fast but chaotic, all limbs and adrenaline. Chouinard, strong but overeager, biting too early on every fake. Zane, loud, bright, and beloved, is the emotional engine of the team. Tanner Dillon, who is… skating. Technically.
Ilya keeps his face neutral; he cannot say anything, at least not today. He’s not trying to ruffle feathers with the team quite yet. He can save the until at least the second week of training.
Wyatt skates up beside him, bumping his shoulder lightly. “You’re doing that thing.”
“What thing?” Ilya asks.
“The thing where you’re silently judging everyone,” Hayes teases him.
“I am not judging,” Ilya says.
“Buddy, you’re judging so hard I can hear it.” Wyatt snorts.
“I am… observing,” Ilya says, taking a sip of water.
“Same thing,” Wyatt says cheerfully.
Zane skates over next, helmet slightly crooked, grin wide. “Rozanov! You settling in?”
“Yes,” Ilya says.
“You look like you’re thinking big thoughts.”
“I am thinking,” Ilya admits.
“About what?”
Ilya glances at Tanner Dillon, who is currently trying to flip a puck on his stick and missing every time.
“About everything,” he says.
Zane laughs. “Good. We need someone who thinks.”
Coach Wiebe blows the whistle, calling them into a new formation. As they skate toward center ice, Ilya catches the coach’s eye, Wiebe giving him a nod that lingers in Ilya’s mind as they move into the next drill.
It’s a neutral-zone regroup that should be simple, but somehow becomes a tangle of crossed lanes and mistimed passes. Ilya runs it cleanly every time. He doesn’t comment when Dillon skates directly into Zane. He doesn’t comment when Chouinard bites on a fake so hard he nearly eats ice. He doesn’t comment when Dykstra overskates the puck entirely.
He just observes, quietly and methodically, like someone assembling a puzzle in his head.
By the time they move into scrimmage, he already knows who needs structure, who needs confidence, who needs someone to yell at them, who needs someone to not yell at them, and who needs to be benched.
He keeps all of this to himself.
The scrimmage is fast, messy, and loud. Zane chirps to everyone. Wyatt makes impossible saves. Dillon misses an open net so badly that the puck hits the glass and bounces back toward center ice. Ilya doesn’t react outwardly, but internally, he is screaming, and it’s taking all his willpower not to start yelling or something. But he skates hard, plays clean, and quietly dominates every shift.
His presence on the ice is steady, controlled, and anchoring.
When practice ends, the team filters off the ice, a cloud of laughter and sweat trailing behind. Wyatt skates up beside him, bumping his shoulder.
“You survived your first day,” he says. Ilya gives a small shrug.
“I always survive.”
“Yeah, but now you survived us,” Wyatt laughs.
The locker room is humid and loud, steam rising from the showers, music thumping from someone’s speaker. Zane is telling a story too loudly. Tanner is nodding as he understands it. Dykstra is stretching like he’s preparing for a yoga competition. Ilya sits at his stall, towel around his shoulders, checking his phone again.
Still nothing from Shane, which he tells himself is fine. Shane will text when he can. Ilya scrolls through his notifications again, jaw tight, the familiar ache of missing settling in his chest. He tells himself he is used to this distance, that it is normal, that he can be patient, but he can’t quite squash the restless longing that simmers beneath the surface. He imagines Shane somewhere with a phone in hand, maybe thinking of him, maybe not, and the ache sharpens complicated and quiet, a mixture of pride for Shane’s work and a desire for some word, however brief, to close the space between them.
He showers quickly, dresses, and gathers his things as quickly as he can, needing to get to Yuki’s daycare as quickly as he can. The daycare parking lot is warm in the late afternoon sun, the air smelling faintly of mulch and chalk dust. Inside, the familiar buzz of children’s voices washes over him. A teacher spots him immediately and smiles.
“Oh! Mr. Rozanov. Yuki had a wonderful day.” Something in his chest loosens.
“Good,” he says.
“She’s in the reading corner. She insisted on showing everyone her ‘hockey muscles,’” laughs her teacher.
“She has very strong muscles,” Ilya huffs, a soft laugh. He walks toward the reading corner, and there she is, tiny, cross-legged, hair slightly messy from her day of playing and learning, holding a picture book while explaining something very seriously to another child. When she sees him, her whole face lights up.
“PAPA!” She launches herself at him. He catches her easily, lifting her onto his hip.
“You had a good day?” he asks.
“Yes!” she says, already talking a mile a minute. “I made a friend, and we colored, and I ate all my snack, and I told them you are a hockey giant.”
“I am a giant,” Ilya says.
“You’re my giant,” Yuki insists. He presses a kiss to the top of her head.
“Let’s go home, Снежинка.”
She nods, tucking herself against his shoulder, small and warm and safe. As he carries her out into the evening light, Ilya feels something settle inside him, steady, grounding, real. The drive home is quiet, the hum of the engine and Yuki’s soft chatter filling the space.
She tells him about her new friend, about the snack she liked, about how she showed everyone her “hockey muscles” again, just in case they forgot. By the time they get home, Yuki is fully awake again, chattering about her day.
Ilya sets her down, washes both their hands, and starts dinner with something simple he knows how to make and something he knows she’ll eat without negotiation. Pasta, vegetables, and chicken. Yuki sits at the counter on her booster seat, swinging her legs, humming to herself as she colors.
He plates their food, sets her bowl in front of her, and is about to sit when his phone buzzes on the counter.
The screen lights up with Shane’s name.
“DADDY!” Yuki gasps.
Ilya feels something warm bloom in his chest.
“We answer,” he says, tapping the screen. Shane’s face fills the phone, hair slightly mussed, tie loosened, hotel lamp casting a soft glow behind him. He looks tired, but the moment he sees them, his whole expression brightens.
“There’s my family,” he says, voice warm enough to melt something inside Ilya.
Yuki immediately tries to climb into the phone.
“Daddy! We’re eating dinner!”
“My room service just arrived, do you two mind if I eat with you?” Shane asks, smiling that soft smile that makes Ilya want to melt.
“Yes!” Yuki agrees, smiling back at him, “Hurry and eat, Daddy!”
“Yes, ma’am,” Shane says, obediently propping the phone against something so they can see him clearly. Ilya sets the phone up on the table so Shane has a full view of both of them.
“We're having pasta!” Yuki waves a noodle at the screen.
“Looks delicious,” Shane says. “Did Papa make it?”
“Yes,” Yuki says proudly, and Ilya feels his ears warm.
“It is simple,” he says.
“Simple is good,” Shane replies, and there’s something soft in his voice that makes Ilya’s chest tighten. They eat together, the three of them in different cities but sharing the same small moment. Yuki narrates her entire day between bites. Shane listens like it’s the most important story in the world. When she pauses to drink water, Shane looks at Ilya.
“How was practice?” he asks. Ilya considers his answer. He could say “fine” or “good,” but Shane knows him too well for that.
“It was… chaotic,” he says. He sees Shane’s mouth twitch.
“That bad?” Shane asks.
“It is a team,” Ilya says, echoing his earlier words to Wyatt.
“You’re going to fix them.” Shane laughs softly.
“Not yet,” Ilya says. “I cannot yell on the first day.”
“Second day?” Shane teases.
“Maybe third.”
“Right, got to give them time to get all their rust out,” Shane nods, taking a bite of chicken. Ilya nods in agreement. This setting feels warm and steady. Like the three of them are sitting at the same table, even though they aren’t.
After a while, Yuki starts to slow down, her eyelids drooping, her fork moving sluggishly. She leans against Ilya’s arm, thumb creeping toward her mouth.
“Sleepy?” Shane asks gently.
“No,” she lies, already half-asleep. Ilya shifts her into his lap, her head tucking under his chin like it was made to fit there. He rubs her back in slow circles. Shane watches them with a softness that makes Ilya’s throat tighten.
“You’re doing great,” Shane says quietly.
“I am trying,” Ilya replies. There’s a pause before Shane speaks.
“I miss you,” Shane says.
“I miss you too,” Ilya answers, voice low. Yuki mumbles something that sounds like “love you,” and Shane’s face crumples in the sweetest way.
“I love you both,” he says.
“We love you too.” Ilya presses a kiss to Yuki’s hair. They stay like that for a while — the three of them, eating dinner across two cities, connected by a screen and something deeper. Eventually, Yuki falls fully asleep in his arms, and Shane smiles.
“Go put her to bed,” he says softly, “Call me after, if you’re not too tired.”
“I will call,” Ilya promises.
“Good,” Shane says. “I want to hear everything about your first day of training.”
They end the call, but the warmth lingers in the room, in his chest, in the quiet weight of Yuki sleeping against him.
He stands, holding her close.
He can do this. Training. Parenting. Missing Shane. Loving them both. All of it.
And tomorrow, he’ll do it again.
Three days into training camp, the Centaurs are starting to look less like a chaotic herd of caffeinated deer and more like a hockey team. Not a good hockey team yet, but at least a team. Ilya has started to point things out as gently as he can.
“Zane, your stick is too high on the backcheck.”
“Nick, do not bite on the first fake.”
“Dykstra, you are fast, but you must be fast in the right direction.”
“Tanner… keep skating.”
Coach Wiebe watches all of this with a thoughtful expression, arms crossed, saying nothing. Today’s practice is sharper. Cleaner. The team is listening to him, even if some pretend they aren’t. Wyatt is tracking pucks like he’s reading minds. Zane is chirping less and focusing more. Even Tanner manages not to fall over his own stick.
They’re running a defensive-zone coverage drill when Wiebe blows the whistle sharply.
“Rozanov! Over here,” he calls. Ilya skates toward him, expecting a correction or a question about the drill. Instead, Wiebe’s expression is tight, not angry, but serious in a way that makes something cold flicker in Ilya’s stomach,
“Office just got a call from your daughter’s daycare,” Wiebe says quietly, “They said it’s an emergency.”
The world narrows.
“What emergency?” Ilya asks, already pushing off toward the bench.
“They didn’t say. They just said to call back immediately.”
Ilya doesn’t wait; he’s off the ice in a single, explosive stride, ripping off his gloves as he goes. He’s halfway out of his gear before he even reaches the locker room, phone already in his hand, breath sharp and fast.
He calls the daycare. It rings once, twice, then three times. A teacher answers, voice trembling.
“Mr. Rozanov? I— I’m so sorry to tell you this, but—”
“What happened?” Ilya demands, already pulling off his chest protector, already grabbing his keys, already moving.
“It’s Yuki,” the teacher says, “We… we can’t find her.”
Everything inside him goes silent.
“What do you mean you cannot find her?” Ilya says, in a low, terrifyingly calm voice.
“She was in the play yard ten minutes ago, and her teacher swears she came inside with the class, but then she was gone,” the teacher says, breath shaking, “We’ve searched the building. We’re searching outside now. We’ve already called the police.”
Ilya is already out the door, half-dressed, skates still in his bag, hair wet with sweat, heart pounding so hard it hurts.
“I am coming,” he says. “Do not stop looking.”
He hangs up. He is in his car before the phone even leaves his hand. He starts the engine and drives. For the first time in a long time, Ilya Rozanov is afraid. He drives like the world is ending, because for him, it is.
The road blurs past the windows. His breath is sharp, controlled only by force of will. His hands grip the wheel so tightly his knuckles ache. His heart is pounding so hard it feels like it’s trying to break out of his chest.
He hits Shane’s name on his phone with his thumb, the call connecting through the car speakers. It rings four times, then Shane’s voicemail picks up, his voice warm and familiar and completely wrong for this moment.
“Hey, it’s Shane. Leave a message, and I’ll get back to you.”
The beep sounds. Ilya swallows hard, breath shaking for the first time.
“Shane,” he says, voice low and tight, “It is Ilya. It is an emergency. Yuki is missing. I am going to daycare now. Call me when you get this.”
He hangs up, but he doesn’t let himself feel anything. He calls Yuna next. It rings and rings, but then connects to her voicemail.
“Yuna,” he says, breath sharp, “It is Ilya. Yuki is missing. Please call me.”
He ends the call and immediately dials David, just to get voicemail again.
“David. It is an emergency. Call me.”
He drops the phone onto the passenger seat, jaw clenched so tightly it hurts. His vision tunnels, the world narrowing to the road ahead, to the daycare, to the only thing that matters.
His daughter, his little girl, his Снежинка.
He doesn’t remember the drive. One moment, he’s on the highway, heart pounding so hard it hurts, breath sharp and shallow. The next thing he’s pulling into the daycare parking lot so fast his tires screech against the pavement.
He’s out of the car before the engine fully shuts off. He doesn’t lock the door or grab his bag. He doesn’t think, just moves. The front door bangs open under his hand, and the woman at the reception desk startles so hard she drops her clipboard.
“Mr. Rozanov—”
“Where is she?” Ilya demands, voice low and steady in a way that makes her swallow hard.
“W-we’re looking—”
“Tell me what happened.”
The teacher who answered the phone appears from the hallway, pale and shaking. She is not Yuki’s usual teacher, younger, nervous, clearly overwhelmed; she’s a temp that he met this morning when he dropped Yuki off.
“I’m so sorry,” she says immediately, wringing her hands, “I’m so, so sorry.”
Ilya steps toward her, not threatening, but with the kind of focused intensity that makes people move out of his way without thinking.
“Tell me what happened,” he says. She nods quickly, eyes filling with tears.
“They were outside in the play yard,” she says. “Her class came in, and I counted them, I swear I counted them, and Yuki was there. She walked in with the group.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens.
“And then?” he asks.
“I don’t know, I gathered the group to take them to a bathroom, maybe five minutes after we came in, and she was gone,” she says, voice cracking, “I don’t— I don’t know what happened.”
Gone. The word hits him like a blow.
“If you were in the room with her, how do you not know?” Ilya asks, voice still quiet, still controlled, but he can hear the growl in his voice becoming more pronounced. The teacher’s explanation dissolves into a blur of apologies and trembling breaths, but Ilya has already stopped listening. His mind has shifted into something colder, sharper, more focused than fear.
“Show me the classroom,” he says again, voice low and steady. The teacher nods frantically and leads him down the hall. Ilya follows, steps heavy and fast, every muscle in his body coiled tight.
When they reach the room, he doesn’t wait for permission. He steps inside and inhales just enough to find Yuki’s scent. He smells her maple-snow-cream softness, the cedarwood warmth, pine-needle brightness, with that faint ember of amber that always sits low and steady in her scent. But layered over it all is something else, something he hasn’t smelled in a while.
Fear.
Her scent is thinner, sharper, the maple note almost gone, the cedar splintered into something brittle. The amber ember flickers weakly, barely there. He moves through the room slowly, methodically, ignoring the teacher’s anxious babbling, following it to a small door at the back of the room.
It opens into the fenced play yard with swings, a slide, a patch of grass, and a few scattered toys. Ilya steps outside. The air is warm, and the wind is light, but Yuki’s scent is stronger here.
But it’s wrong.
Her happy-wildflower note, the one that blooms when she’s excited and happy, is absent. Her maple-snow-cream softness is muted. What’s left is thin, frightened cedar and a faint, trembling thread of pine splitnered with fear.
He moves across the yard, following her faint trail. A thread of her scent drifted toward the far corner of the yard. It leads toward the storage shed, half-hidden behind a row of bushes.
The teacher’s voice trembles behind him. “That’s locked, t-there’s no way—”
“I smell her,” Ilya growls at her, already moving where the scent is taking him. The shed door is closed but not locked; the handle is turning, and the door opens inward. Inside, in the dim light, curled up on the floor, covered in mud and shaking, is Yuki.
Her scent hits him like a blow, fear-sharp cedar, cold pine, amber flickering weakly, and underneath it all, the faintest thread of maple-snow-cream, like a heartbeat.
“Снежинка,” he breathes.
Her head snaps up.
“P-Papa?” she cries. He’s on his knees in an instant, gathering her into his arms, pulling her against his chest so tightly she squeaks. She clings to him with desperate, shaking hands, burying her face in his neck. Her scent spikes as the fear melts into relief, cedar softening, pine settling, amber warming again.
He carries her out of the shed, one arm under her legs, the other wrapped around her back, holding her as if she might disappear again if he loosens his grip even slightly. Her face is buried in his neck, her small hands fisted in his shirt, her scent slowly warming from terror to trembling relief.
He steps into the hallway, away from the shed, away from the teacher, away from everything except the weight of his daughter in his arms. Only when they reach the lobby's quiet does he stop. He lowers himself onto a bench, keeping her on his lap, one hand cupping the back of her head, the other rubbing slow circles on her back.
“Снежинка,” he murmurs, voice low and steady, “Tell me what happened.”
She sniffles, wiping her muddy face against his shirt. Her voice is tiny, shaky, but she tries to be brave.
“I… I fell,” she whispers, “In the mud. I got really dirty.”
He feels her scent flicker with embarrassment, shame, and fear.
“And then?” he asks gently.
“I wanted to change,” she says, voice wobbling, “You and Daddy always pack me clothes. I told the teacher. I said I was dirty and I didn’t like it. It felt… bad.”
Her sensory distress is right there in her scent, cedar splintered, pine trembling, amber dim.
“And what did she say?” Ilya asks, already knowing he will not like the answer.
“She said no,” Yuki whispers, “She said I could wait.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens, but he keeps his voice soft.
“So you asked again,” he states, knowing what Shane’s taught Yuki for trying to advocate for herself. She nods against his chest.
“I said it felt bad. I said I needed to change. She said if it was that big a deal, I could wait outside.”
Ilya goes completely still, feeling furry building inside of himself, but he forces his voice to stay gentle while he talks to Yuki.
“So you went outside.”
“I thought… I thought she would come get me,” Yuki says, tears welling again, “But she didn’t. And then I got scared. And then… I hid.”
“In the shed,” Ilya finishes softly. She nods, her little body trembling.
“It was dark. And cold. And I didn’t know where to go. And I didn’t want to get in trouble.”
He pulls her closer, pressing a kiss to her hair, breathing in her scent, still shaky, still frightened, but warming slowly under his touch.
“You are not in trouble,” he says, voice low and fierce, “You did nothing wrong. Do you hear me?”
She nods, sniffling.
“You told the teacher what you needed,” he continues, “You used your words. You did everything right. You were very brave, and I am proud of you.”
He holds her a little tighter, feeling the shaky weight of what almost happened linger between them. Already, Ilya wonders how this fear will echo for Yuki in the days ahead, if drop-offs will be harder, if she will cling tighter, if sleep will come less easily for a while. He can feel those ripples inside himself too, the certainty that this moment is not over, not really, even now that she is safe in his arms. He hopes, quietly but fiercely, that together they can find their way back to feeling secure again.
Yuki is still curled against him, her small body trembling, her scent slowly warming from terror into exhausted relief. Ilya keeps one hand on her back, rubbing slow circles, grounding her, grounding himself.
He hears footsteps before he sees anyone, hurried, uneven, the sound of someone who has been running. The daycare manager bursts into the lobby, cheeks flushed, hair windblown, a walkie-talkie still clutched in her hand. She looks like she’s been circling the building for the last ten minutes. When she sees Yuki in Ilya’s arms, her whole body sags with relief.
“Oh, thank God,” she breathes, “Thank God she’s safe. Mr. Rozanov, I—”
Ilya lifts his head, and the look he gives her is enough to make her stop mid-sentence; her relief curdles into something like dread.
“I am glad you were searching,” Ilya says, voice low and steady, “But I will not speak to you. Not now.”
The manager blinks, startled. “I— I understand you’re upset, but we need to—”
“No,” Ilya says, still calm, still quiet, still terrifying, “I cannot say what I want to say while my daughter is in my arms.”
The manager swallows hard.
“And,” Ilya continues, “The police are here.”
As if on cue, the front door opens, and two officers step inside, scanning the lobby. One of them spots Ilya immediately, the mud-covered child in his arms, the pale teacher hovering nearby, the manager frozen in place.
“We were called due to a missing child?” the officer states.
“Yes, but she’s been found,” Ilya says, standing carefully, not letting Yuki slip from his arms even a millimeter.
“Okay, we’ll take your statement and make sure your daughter is alright,” the officer says, “We can speak somewhere private, if you’d like.”
Ilya adjusts his hold on Yuki, who clings tighter, her scent flickering with fresh anxiety.
“I will speak to you,” he says to the officers, “But not to them.”
He doesn’t look at the manager or teacher. He doesn’t need to; at this point, his meaning is clear. The manager opens her mouth, maybe to apologize, maybe to explain, maybe to defend herself, but Ilya cuts her off with a single, quiet sentence.
“When my daughter is not here,” he says, “I will say everything I need to say.”
He gives his statement to the officer, lets the EMTs look Yuki over to ensure she’s not hurt, and thankfully, she’s not. Ilya steps out into the parking lot, Yuki still curled against him, her face tucked into his neck, her scent warm but fragile.
He’s ready to go home and get Yuki cleaned up, but first, he has several calls to make.
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  Cleaning Yuki up once they got home took hours.  
Getting the mud off her skin is tedious but manageable. Her hair, though, is another story: wild curls caked with mud, leaves, and whatever else was in that shed, knotting and matting her normally soft curls.
Each time Ilya gently works through a knot, Yuki cries out with a sharp, pained squeak, her scent spiking with fear. The sound hits Ilya like a slap, her every flinch an accusation, tightening his chest and churning guilt under his skin as he struggles to ease her pain.
He feels a cold, crawling self-loathing because he is hurting her, even unwillingly.
Each flinch tightens his chest, shame and helplessness pressing in. Yuki’s fear wears at his nerves, fraying his patience. More than anything, frustration wells up; he wants to comfort her, not cause more pain. He pushes through, determined to ease her suffering.
Ilya tries what he remembers from childhood when his own curls would be a mess: gentle fingers, his mother’s soft humming like distant comfort echoing while she untangles his curls. But mostly he remembers his father’s solution: a razor, a sigh, and a muttered “Too much trouble.”
After another tiny, pained squeak, he exhales sharply and reaches for his phone.
“Papa?” Yuki whispers, voice quivering, impossibly small. Tears tremble at the edge of her lashes, panic flickering in her movements as she clutches the shirt tighter. Desperation glimmers in every wet blink.
“I am not hurting you again,” he says softly, “We are getting help.”
He scrolls to Svetlana’s name and hits FaceTime. She answers on the second ring.
“Ilya? What—” She stops mid-sentence when she sees Yuki, “Боже мой.”
(My god.)
With a slight shift, Ilya angles the phone so Svetlana has a full view of Yuki. Yuki is bundled in one of Shane’s oversized shirts; the fabric engulfs her small body. She clings unconsciously to the cotton, pressing it to her chest as if drawing in comfort with every breath. Svetlana’s eyes widen, and her lips part in concern. She takes in Yuki’s teary face and hunched shoulders, sunk deep into herself.
“Oh. Oh no. What happened?”
“It is a long story, but she fell into mud,” Ilya replies.
“And what did you do to her hair?” she demands.
“Nothing,” he says, offended, “The mud dried in her hair.”
“And you tried to fix it?”
“Da.”
“And you failed?”
“Da.”
“And now you are calling me?”
“Da.”
“Good,” Svetlana sighs, “At least you know your limits.”
“Hi, Auntie Sveta…” Yuki sniffles, looking up at the screen, and Svetlana’s entire face softens at Yuki’s greeting.
“Oh, my sweet little Снежинка, I’m going to help your papa fix this, okay?” Svetlana assures Yuki with a gentle smile before her expression shifts to Ilya, “Show me every hair product and tool you and Shane have in that house.”
Without hesitation, Ilya nods and leaves the room to collect everything, leaving Yuki holding the phone and talking to Svetlana. Minutes later, he returns with his arms full, stopping at the kitchen entry. He sees Yuki sitting atop the kitchen island, now FaceTiming not just with Svetlana but also with Rose Laundry and Shane, as all their faces appear grouped on the screen propped up beside her.
“Papa!” Yuki chirps, a small smile on her face. “Look! Auntie Rose and Daddy are here too!”
“How did—”
“I called after I listened to your voicemails. Yuki added me, and Svetlana added Rose. Yuki explained everything that happened to us."
“While I help with the hair, Shane’s checking legal options, and Rose is, I think, investigating that awful teacher.”
“I’m not cyber stalking anyone, Shane said it, or hiring a hitman wasn’t ethical,” Rose says, eyes rolling. “So instead, I’m texting my lawyer about whether he can represent you two in Canada, or if he knows anyone in Canada."
“For the record, I’m Team Hitman,” Svetlana says. “But for now, show me the products.”
“What’s a hitman?” Yuki asks, innocent and curious. Ilya and Shane freeze, but Rose and Svetlana do not.
“It is a job that bad people do,” Svetlana answers.
“Svetlana,” Ilya says sharply.
“What? It’s technically true,” Rose lifts her brows.
“Your aunties are making jokes,” Shane says, clearing his throat, managing to give both women a look that could curdle milk through the screen, “Their jokes aren’t very funny.”
“I disagree,” Svetlana shrugs.
“I also disagree.” Rose shrugs back. Their gazes linger a beat too long, something unspoken passing between them, a smirk from Svetlana, a raised brow from Rose. Ilya decides now is not the time to examine it.
“Here are all the products I could find. There might be more in a closet, but I couldn't carry more. Do any of these work?”
“Yeah, that conditioner is good. Use that,” Svetlana says, leaning in.
“Actually, the other one might be better for curl definition—” Rose leans into the screen.
“You aren't wrong, but he's not defining curls. He is removing the mud and detangling her hair,” Svetlana cuts her off quickly.
“Can he not do both?” Rose asks.
"He cannot," Svetlana replies, smiling at Rose. Ilya looks at both women, brow raised. He picks the one Svetlana recommended, mostly because Svetlana, unlike Rose, has curly hair. Even if it’s a different type than Yuki’s and his own, she knows curls.
“Of course, he picks yours.” Rose’s voice is low, with a playful smirk toward Svetlana.
"Of course he does." Svetlana’s smile widens. Mischief glints in her eyes as she glances at Rose, then refocuses on Ilya. "Now get her hair as wet as you can. Make sure all the mud you can get out of her hair is rinsed out."
Ilya looks around the bathroom, frowning at his options for how to do this and keep Yuki comfortable and dry.
“Take her to the kitchen. She can lie on the island, next to the sink. The faucet has a detachable spray like the shower head,” instructs Shane, catching Ilya’s dilemma. Ilya nods, picks up the recommended product, and brushes.
Once in the kitchen, Ilya sets up the phone so everyone can see. He moves the brushes behind him and sets the hair product beside the sink. He helps Yuki up onto the counter, gets her comfortable, and places a towel under her neck.
“Let me know if it's too hot or cold, okay?” he says to her, and Yuki nods. He turns the water on first, away from her, bringing it to a lukewarm temperature, then starts dampening her hair. “Does this feel good?”
“Yeah!” Yuki says with a smile that's bigger than the last one she gave him.
“Rise her hair until the water runs clear. We aren’t washing her hair right now, but the less dirt the better.”
Ilya nods and carefully rinses Yuki’s hair, avoiding her eyes. It takes a few minutes and involves gently massaging the knots until the water runs clear.
“The water is clear!” he says, relief and gratitude written plainly across his face as he looks to Svetlana, like she's performed a small miracle.
“Perfect, wring her hair out so there isn’t excess water, but it’s still wet,” Svetlana instructs. Ilya does as she tells him.
“Wait, I thought you shouldn’t brush hair when it’s wet,” Shane says, frowning.
“It depends on the hair, but curly hair is often better to comb or brush when wet. Porous hair is more brittle when dry,” explains Svetlana. “Once the excess water is out, cover her hair in conditioner. Really coat it.”
Ilya nods, doing as he’s told, coating her hair thoroughly.
“Okay, it’s fully coated,” he says, eyes moving back to the screen.
“Perfect, now show me the brush options,” Svetlana instructs, and Ilya holds them up for her to review. Svetlana leans in.
“The one on your far left, the wide-tooth comb, is best. It will take longer than the detangler brush, but it’ll do a better job and is less likely to pull. The detangler isn’t a bad option; it’s quicker, but more likely to pull.”
“Wide tooth comb it is,” Ilya says, putting the other brushes down.
“Perfect, start at the bottom of her hair and work your way up slowly,” Svetlana says softly with a smile. Ilya nods, parts a small section of curls, and gently works through the ends. Yuki winces once; he stops immediately.
“Sorry, Снежинка,” he murmurs, brushing her cheek with his thumb, “Tell me if it hurts.”
“It doesn’t hurt,” she says, voice small but steady, “It just feels… weird.”
Her scent flickers, not fear this time. Exhaustion seeps out in slow, heavy breaths. The slight shudder of her shoulders echoes the day’s lingering strain, settling at the edges.
“You are doing wonderfully, little one,” Svetlana softens.
“You’re being so brave,” Rose adds.
"You’re doing amazing, Snowdrop." Shane’s voice is warm. Yuki’s face lights up at their encouragement. Ilya works slowly and carefully. The knots loosen, and Yuki’s curls begin to separate. Disorder gives way to softness; her hair becomes manageable again.
Ilya lets out a big breath as the comb goes through Yuki’s hair without catching.
“If her hair is finally knot-free, then you can rinse the conditioner and then do her normal hair routine,” Svetlana says, before softening as she speaks to Yuki, “You did so well, Снежинка, that didn’t hurt, right?”
“Nope!” Yuki says, smiling at Svetalana.
“I left her normal products in the bathroom. I will be right back. Can you stay right here and entertain Daddy and your Aunties while I’m gone?” he asks, eyes flickering towards the bathroom. Yuki gives him a nod, and Ilya leans down to kiss her forehead, while he hurries to grab her normal stuff from the bathroom floor, where he’d left it when showing it all to Svetlana.
This time, when he returns, he finds only Shane still on FaceTime.
The quiet hovers for a heartbeat, a gentle lull after the long, exhausting day. Relief sits heavy in the air, but the silence is lighter, edged with fatigue and something almost close to normal. The tension that had weighed everything down seems to have loosened its grip, leaving space for something softer to settle in.
“They started talking about hitmen again, so I told them to stop or hang up,” Shane sighs, but a tiny ghost of a smile tugs at his lips. “They both chose to hang up.”
“Are Auntie Sveta and Rose in trouble?” Yuki asks, and Ilya can see her fiddling with her fingers.
“They’re in a brief time out,” Ilya replies, moving to rinse her hair, “They need to… fix their heads.”
“What’s wrong with their heads?” Yuki asks, looking at the phone, where Shane is.
“Nothing is wrong with their heads, and they’re not in time out. They just needed a moment away,” Shane clarifies, offering Yuki a soft smile.
Yuki’s scent shifts at that, the sharp edges of worry smoothing into warm maple-snow-cream again. She blinks, rubs her eyes with the back of her hand, and nestles closer into Ilya’s steady touch, her small body finally relaxing. The long day finally catches up with her; her shoulders sag, lashes flutter lower as Ilya washes her hair like normal, anchoring her with his own calming pheromones.
Eventually, he’s got Yuki in his lap as he blows dry her hair, her curls soft and springy again. Yuki yawns as she leans back into him. The adrenaline of the day has burned off completely now, leaving her small, warm, and exhausted.
“Papa,” she murmurs, leaning into him, “I’m sleepy.”
“I know, Снежинка,” he says softly, “Do you want to go to bed?”
Yuki nods, and he lifts her into his arms to carry her to bed. He keeps the phone propped between his shoulder and ear as Shane’s face fills the screen, soft with worry and relief.
“Hey, Snowdrop,” Shane says gently. “Papa’s gonna get you to bed soon. Do you want to sleep in your bed or in ours?”
“I want to sleep with Papa,” Yuki says, tucking her head under Ilya’s chin.
“Okay. We will get you ready for bed, then you and I will go to bed,” Ilya agrees, adjusting to give her a quick kiss on the top of her head as he carefully ascends the stairs.
Upstairs, Ilya sets her down in Shane’s nest to change into clean pajamas that aren’t damp and don’t have hair products along the collar. She lifts her arms automatically, trusting him completely, and Ilya feels something like relief wash over him.
Once she’s dressed, she crawls straight into the middle of the bed, her Snoppy clutched in her arms. Ilya climbs in beside her, pulling the blanket over them both. Once covered, she snuggles into his side, feeling small, warm, and safe. Shane watches from the phone, his expression softening into something that makes Ilya’s chest ache.
“Can you read me a story?” Yuki asks, already half-asleep. Ilya nods, showing Yuki the books he'd grabbed from her room when getting her pajamas, and she picks one about a fox. He begins telling it in a low, steady, rhythmic voice, hoping it'll help lull her to sleep.
Yuki’s breathing slows as he reads, her scent softening into warm notes that mean she feels safe. Halfway through the story, her hand finds his shirt and curls into it.
“Papa?” she whispers.
“Yes, Снежинка?”
“You’ll be here when I wake up?” she asks, carefully looking at him.
“I am not going anywhere,” he murmurs, kissing the top of her head, and he hears Shane exhale softly on the phone.
“She’s okay,” he whispers, more to himself than to Ilya.
“She is,” Ilya agrees, voice low. Yuki shifts, curling even closer, her breath warm against his chest. He breathes in her scent, which is steady, soft, and safe.
“Daddy?” she mumbles, eyes still closed.
“Yeah, baby?” Shane answers immediately.
“I miss you,” she sighs, as Ilya gently rubs her back and she starts to doze against him.
“I miss you too, Snowdrop,” Shane says, and Ilya can see the look on Shane’s face, taking in the worry in his expression. Yuki lets out a quiet sigh as she snuggles closer to Ilya, drifting to sleep more and more by the second.
Ilya continues to read, his voice a low hum against Yuki's hair. He finishes the story about the resourceful fox finding its way home. He waits a moment, listening to the soft, even cadence of her breathing, fast asleep against him.
He looks at the phone, where Shane's face is still visible. Shane is silent, just watching them, a tenderness in his eyes.
"She is out," Ilya whispers, his own voice sounding rough from the long, stressful day.
"Yeah," Shane replies, his voice equally soft, almost reverent. "Good. She needed it."
Ilya gently extracts his hand from beneath Yuki's head, keeping his arm around her. He reaches for the phone and switches the view so Shane can see the dim room, with only the screen's faint glow illuminating Yuki's face, tucked securely against his chest.
"How are you?" Shane asks the question quietly, carrying the weight of the day's anxiety. Ilya sighs, a long, weary sound before he speaks.
"Tired. Relieved. Mostly angry."
"Me too," Shane says, lowering his voice further.
"That teacher will not be near Yuki again," Ilya states flatly, his grip on Yuki tightening slightly.
"We'll make sure of that," Shane promises. "I'm going to follow up with the lawyer Rose texted me about tomorrow, and I’m coming home so we can figure out a plan together."
“What about your client? Your meeting?” Ilya asks, knowing he wants Shane here, but also how important Shane’s work is to him.
“I told my client I had to leave and that my daughter comes first, over everything,” Shane says, no hesitation, “My plane should be in by 7:26 AM, and I was thinking we could make tomorrow about Yuki. There’s a nice breakfast place that has these pancakes she loves, there’s a year-round rink we could take her to, and there is a children’s art museum that has an activity center where she could draw or paint.”
“Yuki… likes to ice skate?” Ilya asks, unsure how he didn’t know that. He knows that Shane loves the activity, but it never occurred to him that Yuki would too.
“She does, I think she loves drawing and art more, since skating is still newer, but mom signed her up for a class after she turned three last year, and she loved it,” replies Shane.
“How did I not know this?” Ilya demands with a frown.
“We didn’t get to do lessons this year since the instructor who taught the toddlers retired, and no one at the rink back in Montreal I would take her to had an interest in teaching toddlers,” Shane replies with a sigh that Ilya knows is directed at Yuki, not getting to continue her lessons, and not at his questioning.
Yuki is fully asleep now, her breath warm against his chest, her curls spread across his shirt like a soft halo. Ilya shifts just enough to settle more comfortably against the pillows, keeping one arm wrapped securely around her. Shane stays silent on the screen, watching them with that soft, aching expression that makes something in Ilya’s ribs feel too tight.
For a long moment, neither of them speaks.
Then Ilya exhales a long, slow, frayed sound he’s been holding in since the daycare called.
“I am… angry,” he repeats, keeping his voice low, barely above a whisper.
“I know, I am too,” Shane agrees, his own voice quiet.
“I keep thinking…” Ilya swallows, eyes drifting down to Yuki’s sleeping face, “About if something in the shed hurt her, or if she had been alone there longer. She told me it was dark inside, cold and full of strange smells, and she heard noises she didn’t understand, wind banging things around, maybe mice or bugs. She was crouched right by the door, mud freezing on her skin, too scared and shaking to even call for help. She was so scared, and I was not there.”
“Ilya,” Shane’s expression softens, grief and fury flickering together, but Ilya keeps talking, not letting Shane speak yet.
“I trusted them,” Ilya murmurs, brushing a curl from Yuki’s forehead, “We trusted them, and they did not watch her. That stupid teacher did not care at all.”
“They failed her,” Shane agrees, his voice dropping even lower. Ilya nods, his throat tight.
“She is four and small. She is… she is everything,” his voice cracks on the last word, barely audible. “And they left her alone, sent her away.”
“Ilya…” Shane’s breath catches.
“I keep seeing her,” Ilya whispers, “Covered in mud, crying, and shaking. I keep hearing her squeak when I touch her hair. I keep thinking—” He stops, jaw clenching, “I should have protected her better.”
“You were there for her,” Shane insists, his voice firm, even in a whisper.
“I was not there,” Ilya says, eyes closing, feeling tears threatening to fall, “And she needed me.”
“You came the second they called,” Shane says, “You found her, held her, and cleaned her. You made her feel safe again, Ilya. You did everything right here.”
Ilya doesn’t answer at first. His hand keeps moving in slow circles on Yuki’s back, grounding himself in her steady breathing. When he finally speaks, it’s barely a breath.
“I do not want her to go back to that school; it is not safe.”
“She won’t,” Shane promises, “Not for a single fucking second.”
Ilya nods, relief, fear, and exhaustion all tangled together.
“Good.”
Shane hesitates for a moment, then adds softly, “And you’re not doing this alone. I’m coming home. We’ll handle the daycare, the teacher, and the school, all of it together.”
Ilya looks at the screen, at Shane’s tired, determined face. Something in his chest loosens just a little.
“Thank you,” he whispers.
“Always.” Shane’s voice softens. The room is quiet again, except for Yuki’s soft breaths and the faint hum of the phone. Ilya leans his head back against the pillow, eyes half-closed, still holding his daughter close.
“I should call Wiebe, let him know what happened, and that I will not be at practice tomorrow,” Ilya says, feeling tired and knowing he has to keep Wiebe at least a little in the loop.
“Okay, I should get some sleep before my early flight,” Shane says, with a smile. “I’ll send you my updated flight itinerary for tomorrow. I love you.”
“I love you too,” Ilya says. Neither hangs up right away; both wait another beat before Shane finally gives him a small wave and ends the call. The room is dim and still after Shane hangs up. Yuki is a warm, sleeping weight against Ilya’s chest, her curls soft against his chin.
On his phone, he scrolls to Coach Wiebe. His thumb hesitates for a moment, not out of doubt, but because he’s so tired he can feel it in his bones after this day. He presses the call button, and the phone rings twice before Wiebe answers.
“Ilya? Everything alright?” he asks.
“No. Not really,” Ilya replies, his voice a whisper.
“What happened?”
Ilya glances down at Yuki, sleeping soundly against him. He adjusts the blanket around her before speaking.
“Yuki was left alone outside today at daycare. She fell and then hid in a shed after she got scared.” His jaw tightens as he explains, “She was covered in mud when I found her. She was scared and crying.”
A long, heavy silence, then Wiebe exhales sharply.
“Jesus Christ.”
“I will not be at practice tomorrow,” Ilya says, voice steady but quiet. “I need to be with her. And my partner is flying home from his business trip in the morning.”
“You don’t need to explain,” Wiebe says immediately, “Family comes first, always. Hockey comes and goes, but family… You have forever.”
“Thank you,” he murmurs. Relief loosens something in Ilya’s chest.
“How’s your kid doing now?” Wiebe asks, softer.
“She is asleep now,” Ilya says, brushing a curl from her forehead. “Safe, but it was a long day.”
“I’m glad she’s safe,” Wiebe says. “And I’m glad, Shane, that’s your partner’s name, right, is coming home.”
“Yes, his name is Shane,” Ilya nods, even though Wiebe can’t see it, “Tomorrow, Shane suggested we take her to breakfast, then maybe to a year-round rink and do art. She likes to do both.”
“You know,” Wiebe says, a brief pause as Ilya hears him shifting in the background, “Instead of a public rink, why don’t you bring them to the Centurs facility instead?”
“The team rink?” Ilya blinks, surprised by the offer.
“Yeah,” Wiebe says. “The guys were concerned when they saw you ran out earlier, and it would be more private. Wouldn’t have to worry about someone running her over, or at least it’s less likely.”
Ilya’s chest tightens with something gentler than he’s felt all day.
“That would be… good,” he says quietly. “I think Yuki would like that.”
“Good, I’ll let the owners know and other members of management so they’re not surprised,” Wiebe agrees.
“You know, you might be the nicest coach I’ve ever had,” Ilya says, knowing that Desjourneys would not have invited his family to the rink like this; he also would have given Ilya an earful about ‘skipping’ practice before growling out a ‘fine, do what you want’ at him.
“I’m going to take that as a compliment,” Wiebe laughs, “We’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Thank you,” Ilya says, letting himself relax into the bed as he ends the call. He checks Shane’s messages and sees his updated flight information. Ilya sets an alarm so he can wake up in time to get him and Yuki to the airport to meet Shane after he lands.
He pulls Yuki close, her curling against him so he can feel her breath as she sleeps, seeming content and happy in his arms.
He places a quick kiss on the top of her head before letting himself doze off.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Shane spots them before they see him.
The early-morning airport buzzes around him, rolling suitcases, half-awake travelers, the smell of burnt coffee drifting from the kiosk near baggage claim, but all of it fades the second he sees Ilya standing near the arrivals gate with Yuki at his side.
She’s dressed for the day in soft pink pants, a loose blue shirt with a bright yellow flower, her hair is down, and she looks impossibly small. She isn’t clinging to Ilya, but she’s standing close to him, one of her hands linked with him, her fingers fidgeting restlessly against Ilya’s.
Normally, she’d be bouncing on her toes, scanning the crowd for him, ready to sprint into his arms the second she sees him. Today, she stays close to Ilya’s leg, shoulders slightly hunched, eyes darting around the terminal like she isn’t entirely sure the world is safe yet.
Ilya looks exhausted, not particularly tired, but wrung out. There are faint dark circles under his eyes, hair still mussed from sleep, one hand gently squeezing Yuki’s to keep her grounded. When he sees Shane, something in his face softens, his expression and body loosening, a quiet relief that hits Shane square in the chest.
Yuki notices the shift in Ilya before she notices Shane, following his gaze, blinking sleepily before her breath catches.
“Daddy…” she whispers, not the usual excited squeal, but a small, hopeful sound. Shane’s heart clenches.
“I’m here, Snowdrop,” he says, already moving toward them. Yuki takes one step forward, but then stops, and Shane can see her fingers tightening around Ilya’s hand, fidgeting with the hem of her shirt with her free hand, eyes wide and uncertain. Shane picks up his pace, softening his expression, lowering himself just a little as he approaches.
When he’s only a step or two away, Yuki finally lets go of Ilya’s hand and launches herself forward, though not with her usual fearless enthusiasm, but with a quiet, desperate urgency. Shane catches her easily, lifting her into his arms. She buries her face in his shoulder immediately, arms wrapping tight around his neck.
“I missed you,” she whispers, voice small and shaky. Shane closed his eyes, holding her close.
“I missed you, too.”
When he opens them again, Ilya is watching with relief and something else Shane couldn’t quite name, but something warm that makes his throat tighten.
“I missed you, too,” Ilya adds, moving in, wrapping an arm around Shane to pull him closer, and pressing a kiss to his cheek. “Welcome home.”
Shane leans into the touch for a heartbeat, grounding himself in the familiar steadiness of Ilya’s presence. Yuki shifts slightly in his arms, her fingers curling into his shirt, and the three of them stand there in a small, quiet knot; tired, relieved, but together.
Eventually, Shane exhales and adjusts his hold on Yuki, brushing a hand over her back.
“Let’s get out of here,” he murmurs. Ilya nods, his hand lingering at Shane’s waist for a moment before he steps to his side. Shane keeps one arm wrapped securely around Yuki as they walk toward the exit, her small fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt. She still isn’t talking much, just watching everything with wide, cautious eyes, her breathing slow and steady.
Ilya walks beside them, close enough that their shoulders brush every few steps. Shane doesn’t miss the way Ilya keeps glancing at Yuki, checking her scent, checking her posture, checking everything. When they reach the sliding doors, the cool morning air hits them, and Yuki finally stirs.
“Breakfast?” she murmurs into Shane’s collar, the word soft and hopeful.
“Yeah, baby. We’re going to get you pancakes,” Shane smiles. That earns the smallest, sleepiest smile, the first real one he’s seen from her since he landed.
Ilya unlocks the car, and Shane buckles Yuki into her seat. She reaches for his hand before he closes the door, and he lets her hold it for a moment, brushing his thumb over her knuckles. Once she’s settled, Shane straightens and turns to Ilya.
“You okay?” Shane asks quietly. Ilya nods, leaning in to place a gentle, chaste kiss on Shane’s lips.
“Better now,” he says, a soft smile that does nothing to hide his warm expression. Shane doesn’t push. He just squeezes Ilya’s arm once before they both climb in.
As Ilya starts the car, he clears his throat.
“I invited your parents to breakfast,” he says.
“You did?”
“They are upset about yesterday as well,” Ilya says carefully, lowering his voice as he speaks so Yuki can’t hear him, “Your mother especially.”
“Yeah, that sounds just about right,” Shane says with a breathy laugh.
“She wants to burn the daycare down,” Ilya adds, deadpan. Shane nods, not even bothering to pretend to be surprised.
“And you?” he asks, though he already has an idea from their conversation last night.
“I agree with her,” Ilya says simply. The drive is quiet, but not tense, more like softer.
Yuki watches the world pass by through the window, her fingers still curled around the hem of her shirt, her body leaning slightly toward Shane even from the back seat. Every few minutes, Ilya glances at her in the mirror, and every few minutes, Shane does the same.
When they pull into the parking lot of the breakfast place, a cozy little café with big windows and a handmade purple sign decorated with rainbows and flowers that Yuki normally delights in seeing, Shane spots his parents immediately.
They’re standing outside near the entrance, scanning the cars as they pull in. His mother looks like she hasn’t slept yet, is ready to raise hell, and his father looks like he’s been trying to keep her from doing anything too drastic.
Ilya parks, and Shane turns in his seat.
“Snowdrop,” he says gently, “Granny and Grandpa are here.”
Yuki’s eyes widen not with fear, but with a fragile, hopeful brightness like she’s trying to decide if she’s allowed to be excited. Ilya opens her door and unbuckles her, lifting her out with practiced ease. She immediately reaches for Shane’s hand once her feet are on the ground, and he takes it without hesitation. As they walk toward the entrance, his mother spots them first and her face crumples.
“Oh, my baby,” she breathes, already moving. Yuki hesitates, just for a heartbeat, but then lets go of Shane’s hand and steps into her grandmother’s arms. His mother kneels to meet her, wrapping her up gently, carefully, like she’s afraid to squeeze too hard. His father rests a steady hand on Yuki’s back, his expression soft and aching.
Shane stands beside Ilya, close enough that their arms brush.
His mother stays kneeling for a long moment, her arms wrapped around Yuki like she’s afraid to let go. When she finally pulls back, she keeps her hands on Yuki’s cheeks, brushing her thumbs gently under her eyes even though there are no tears there now.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she murmurs, voice thick, “Your papa was telling us about how good a day you three are going to have today. I bet you're excited to spend all day with your dads.”
Yuki nods, small and solemn, her fingers curling into the sleeve of his mom’s coat.
“Morning, little one,” his father says, leaning down and pressing a soft kiss to the top of her head. Yuki leans into him for a second, then looks back at Shane as if checking that he’s still there. When she sees him, her shoulders loosen just a little.
Shane feels an ache in his heart as he steps closer, brushing a hand over her back.
“Why don’t we go inside and get some pancakes?”
Yuki nods again, still quiet, but with a flicker of something brighter. Ilya opens the door to the café, holding it for all of them. The warm air inside smells like maple syrup and fresh coffee, and Yuki’s nose twitches at the scent. Shane sees the moment she recognizes it, the tiniest spark of familiarity easing some of the tension in her posture.
They’re seated quickly at a corner booth, thankfully one of the quieter ones. Yuki immediately slides in beside Shane, pressing into his side. Ilya sits on her other side, close enough that their shoulders touch. Yuna and David sit across from them, both watching Yuki with soft, aching eyes.
A server comes by with menus, but Yuki doesn’t look at hers. She just leans into Shane, fidgeting with the edge of his sleeve, and he kisses the top of her head.
“How does blueberry chocolate chip pancakes sound?” he asks her, and she nods, a tiny hum of agreement vibrating against his side, “Do you want juice, water, or milk to drink?”
“Strawberry milk?” she asks, looking at Shane for confirmation that it’s an option.
“They don’t have Strawberry milk, but it looks like they have strawberry juice or they have chocolate milk,” Shane offers, moving his finger along the options on the menu as Yuki’s eyes follow him.
“Juice,” Yuki finally says with a nod.
“Strawberry juice it is,” Shane says, again moving to kiss the top of Yuki’s head and breathing in her scent. He feels her stretch into the kiss, leaning further against him, pressing closer to him, and Ilya’s hand finds his shoulder.
A moment later, their server comes over to get their order. When he steps away, the table settles into a soft quietness. Yuki is still pressed against Shane’s side, her cheek resting against his arm as she watches the room with cautious curiosity. Ilya leans slightly toward her, his voice low and warm.
“So,” he murmurs, “Now that Daddy is home, you do not need me anymore, hm?”
Yuki’s head snaps up, eyes wide.
“No!” she says immediately, clutching Shane’s sleeve with one hand and reaching for Ilya’s with the other, “I need both.”
Ilya’s expression softens into something molten. He takes her small hand gently, brushing his thumb over her knuckles.
“Ah,” he says, pretending to consider it, “Good. I was worried I was chopped meat.”
Shane snorts into his coffee, and his mother blinks, looking at Ilya with confusion.
“Chopped… meat?” she questions.
“He means chopped liver,” Shane clarifies.
“I do not want to be liver either,” Ilya says, deadpan.
Yuki giggles, a tiny sound, but real, and leans into him too, her small body wedging herself firmly between both her dads like she’s claiming them. Shane feels something in his chest loosen at hearing Yuki giggle, realizing he hadn’t heard her laugh during the hours-long call yesterday.
The server returns with drinks, coffee for the adults, and strawberry juice for Yuki. She takes the cup in both hands, sipping carefully, her eyes flicking between Shane and Ilya as if making sure they’re still there.
“Is it good?” Ilya asks, nudging her gently, and she nods.
“It tastes like strawberries,” she says.
“That is because it is strawberry juice,” Ilya says, completely serious. Yuki takes another sip of her strawberry juice, her eyes flick between Shane and Ilya again, checking and re-checking, making sure they’re both still there with her.
Shane can see his mother watching her with a soft, aching expression. She reaches across the table and gently tucks a curl behind Yuki’s ear.
“So, sweetheart,” she says, her voice warm but still a little wobbly, “What are you three doing today?”
Yuki looks up at Shane immediately, waiting for him to answer, and Shane smiles softly at her.
“Well, first we’re going to eat this breakfast and then…” He glances at Ilya, who gives him a small smile, “We’re going to take you somewhere fun.”
Yuki’s eyes widen, curious.
“Somewhere fun?” his mother asks, leaning in, and Shane nods.
“There’s a year-round rink not far from here. She loved it when she took that lesson a year before last, so we’re going to go staking,” Shane explains, and he feels like melting when he sees Yuki perk up, not fully, but enough that her shoulders lift and her fingers stop fidgeting for a moment.
“Skating?” she whispers.
“Yeah, Snowdrop,” Shane says, giving her a smile. A moment later, the server returns, balancing their plates.
“Here we go,” she says softly, as if she can sense the mood at the table. Shane smiles when he sees Yuki’s plate, with two blueberry chocolate chip pancakes, arranged in a smiley face with two blueberry eyes, a chocolate-chip grin, and a little swirl of whipped cream like a hat on top. He sees Yuki light up at the sight, letting out a tiny, soft inhale.
She looks up at Shane, as if waiting for permission or confirmation that this is hers.
“You can eat, baby,” he says gently. Yuki smiles and nudges the plate toward him with both hands.
“Can you cut for me?” she whispers.
“Of course,” Shane says, pulling her plate closer and starting to cut the pancakes into small, bite-sized squares. Yuki watches every movement, her fingers curled around the edge of the table, her body leaning toward him like she’s tethered to him by gravity. Ilya watches Yuki; his expression is soft, warm, and a little raw.
When Shane slides the plate back to her, Yuki picks up her fork and takes a careful bite. Her shoulders drop a fraction, the tension easing out of her tiny frame as she enjoys the food. Their breakfast is good, the conversation light, the adults avoiding the topic that’s on all their minds, not wanting to possibly scare Yuki.
Yuki is about halfway through her pancakes when she notices the small playground through the café’s big front window, a little slide, two toddler-sized swings, and a climbing structure shaped like a ladybug. It’s close enough that Shane could throw a napkin and hit it.
“Could we go play?” she whispers, almost like she’s afraid to ask.
“I can take her,” his father offers gently, “If that’s okay.”
“Do you want to go with Grandpa for a little bit?” Shane asks, brushing a crumb from her cheek.
She hesitates, then nods slowly, “Only if I can see you.”
“You’ll see us the whole time,” Shane promises, motioning to the window, “We’ll be right here.”
Ilya slides out of the booth as Shane’s father stands, offering his hand to Yuki. She slips off the booth seat, still holding her fork like she’s not entirely convinced she’s done eating. She places it carefully on the table, then takes David’s hand.
“Just the playground,” she says with the most serious expression Shane thinks he’s ever seen on her face. His father nods at her request.
“Just the playground.”
They walk out together, and Yuki keeps glancing back through the window until she reaches the swings. When she sees Shane and Ilya watching her through the window, she relaxes and lets her grandfather lift her into one of the toddler swings. The moment she settles, she gives a tiny smile, small but real.
Shane exhales, tension draining from his shoulders. His mother watches her granddaughter for a long moment, then turns back to the table, her expression shifting, soft grief sharpening into something fierce.
“All right,” she says quietly, “What’s the plan?”
Shane and Ilya both straighten.
“We’re pressing charges against the teacher. That’s not negotiable,” Shane speaks first, leaning back in his seat.
“Good,” his mother says with a nod.
“But,” Shane continues, “I want to meet with the daycare manager before we decide anything else. I want to hear what they have to say. I want to see how they respond.”
Yuna’s eyes narrow. “Shane—”
“I’m not saying we’re letting anything go,” he says quickly, before his mother or Ilya speaks, “I just want to see if this was one person failing or if the whole place is rotten.”
“It is all rotten,” Ilya growls, his jaw tightening.
“We don’t know that yet,” Shane reasons, turning to Ilya gently. He has to hope that this place, which had been one of the most recommended daycares by every Mom’s group of Ottawa he could find online, wouldn’t do something like this.
“I do,” Ilya says, voice low, controlled, “They did not look for her, not really, she was out in that scary, cold, dangerous shead for at least an hour, longer if they did not follow the safety processes that they said they had.”
“That’s why I want to talk to the manager. She’s been nothing but reasonable when we’ve interacted with her before,” Shane replies, folding his arms. They had looked at three daycares that the mom groups recommended before enrolling Yuki anywhere. The manager at this one was the only one who didn't make a quip about Yuki’s sensory issues; instead, she showed them the various things they did for other kids with sensory issues.
“What are you planning?” his mother asks, arms folded, with a look that Shane knows all too well. She wants to know, so she doesn’t march into the daycare herself, which Shane doesn’t know what would be worse: his mother or Ilya going back to that place alone.
“We’ll talk to the manager first and unenroll Yuki,” Shane starts, looking at Ilya, who nods his head. “Given what happened, they should give us a full refund for everything we’ve paid them. If they do that and the manager isn’t rude or demeaning to us or about the situation and apologizes, then I’m willing to just pursue the teacher, but any unwillingness to meet our demands or a singular unkind word, then we pursue the daycare too.”
“That’s very diplomatic of you,” Yuna offers, but Shane can see that there is still unease on her face. “What do you think of this plan, Ilya?”
Ilya sits there, and Shane faintly smells his pheromones through his scent patch. He can pick up some notes of anger and frustration there, but he’s unsure how strong they are or if they’re directed at Shane’s plan or the situation.
“It is not what I want to do,” Ilya starts, taking a deep breath, “But I will go with what Shane wants.”
“What do you want to do?” Shane asks, looking at Ilya and then quickly adding, “Other than burning it all down, we cannot threaten them; it could be used against us in the case.”
Ilya lets out a huff before looking at Shane.
“If burning it all down is not an option, then I think much like Rose and Sveta…” Ilya tails off, his eyes on Shane’s mom, clearly unsure if he should continue.
“We’re not hiring a hitman,” Shane says. A part of him wants to laugh at the absurdity of the idea, but something about Ilya’s expression has him concerned that it’s not a joke.
“Even if we knew how to hire one, I imagine that would cost a pretty penny, especially if we wanted them not to implicate us,” Shane’s mother sighs as she speaks.
“I know people, and I have money. I’m a professional athlete,” Ilya says with a shrug.
“No, this joke is not funny,” Shane says, eyes darting around as if someone in the nearly empty cafe would report this conversation. Shane rubs a hand over his face, trying to ease the tension gathering behind his eyes. “We’re not hiring anyone, we’re handling this legally.”
“Well, I am going with you to the meeting,” Ilya repeats, voice low but steady, “I will not let them talk circles around you, and I want them to look at me and know they failed her.”
“I assumed you would be there with me,” Shane says, reaching for Ilya’s hand, giving it a squeeze.
“Good, with both my boys there, they won’t know what hit them,” his mother adds, nodding fiercely.
“Mom,” Shane warns gently.
“What? I’m not saying do anything illegal. I’m saying they’re going to understand exactly how badly they messed up,” Yuna says, before she leans forward, eyes sharpening, “And I want a play-by-play of that meeting, every single detail, I don’t care if it takes you an hour to text it all.”
“We’ll call you after the meeting,” Shane promises, giving her a tired smile.
“Good,” she says, sitting back, “Because I'm so close to paying them a visit myself.”
Shane doesn’t doubt that for a second, but before he can respond, the café door opens, and Yuki comes back inside with her grandfather. She’s holding his hand, cheeks pink from playing, and a tiny smile tugging at her lips.
“Daddy,” she calls softly, lifting her free hand to wave.
“Hey, Snowdrop,” Shane’s whole chest warms. His father helps her climb back into the booth, and she immediately leans her head against Shane’s arm while reaching blindly for Ilya’s sleeve with her other hand. Ilya shifts closer, letting her tuck herself against him too.
“Did you have fun, Снежинка?”
Yuki nods, breathless.
“That’s a good swing out there,” his father says, sliding back into his seat, “She wanted to go higher, but didn’t want to lose sight of you two.”
Ilya leans over and presses a kiss to the top of her head, and Yuki hums, satisfied, as she picks up her fork again, returning to her pancakes. The adults fall into a soft rhythm, sipping coffee, watching Yuki eat, letting the morning settle around them. Yuna reaches over and squeezes Shane’s hand once, her expression gentler now.
“You’re doing an incredible job,” she murmurs, smiling at him, before looking at Ilya, “Both of you are.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Shane says, feeling Ilya relax just a little next to him. When Yuki finishes the last bite of her pancakes, she leans back against Shane, her small hands curling into Ilya’s shirt.
“Ready to go skating?” Shane asks her softly.
“Yes!” Yuki nods, eyes brightening, “I’m going to skate with Daddy and Papa!”
“Yes, Снежинка, both of us,” Ilya says, his expression melting at her excitement. They say their goodbyes to Yuna and David, Yuki hugging them both tightly, and then the three of them head out to the car. Yuki holds both their hands as they walk, one tiny hand in each of theirs, swinging gently between them.
Once she’s buckled in, she reaches out again, wanting contact. Shane gives her his hand, and Ilya reaches back to brush her hair gently before starting the car. Shane glances at Ilya as he takes a right out of the cafe’s parking lot instead of a left.
“The rink’s the other way,” Shane offers, figuring Ilya just forgot to put on the GPS to the rink address he’d sent him last night. But Ilya doesn’t turn around; instead, he keeps going in the wrong direction and gives Shane a small, secretive smile.
“We are not going to that rink,” Ilya says.
“We’re not?” Shane asks, frowning.
“No,” Ilya says, merging onto the road, “We are going to the Centurs rink.”
Shane stares at him for a moment before finally speaking, “Ilya—what?”
Ilya’s smile widens just a little.
“I told Wiebe about our plans when I called him last night, and he said we should go to the team rink instead of a public rink,” Ilya explains, “It’s more private and safer too.”
Shane blinks.
“Are you sure this isn’t his way of not letting you skip practice?” Shane finally says.
“He’s tricking me by letting me bring my adorable daughter and my sexy mate to watch me train and make my new team better,” Ilya sighs, “How awful of him.”
“You’re impossible,” laughs Shane, but he can’t help the smile that spreads on his face.
“Mm,” Ilya hums, pleased, “But you like me a lot.”
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  The drive is short, leaving barely enough time to settle in.
Yuki hums, gripping Shane’s fingers. Her excited kicks revive Shane’s spirits after yesterday.
As Ilya pulls into the Centurs’ private lot, Shane blinks in surprise, registering the shift from their quiet drive to the facility’s bustle. The building towers over them, larger than he remembers; steel beams gleam, and frosted windows reflect the evening. Silence, however briefly, settles once more.
Ilya shuts off the engine. Outside, the distant, muffled shh-shh of skates lingers. There’s a steady pulse, deep in the building, waiting for them.
They sit quietly, the sound of skates inviting them forward. Anticipation hums between them. Ilya glances at them, then grabs the handle and opens the door. Ilya unbuckles Yuki and lifts her out. She wriggles, grinning at him, excitement in her lively squirms and restless feet.
"I hear skating, Papa!" Yuki whispers, her voice trembling with thrill, her feet bouncing on the pavement as they touch down, eyes wide with anticipation.
"Da, my team has been skating for a while. They will be excited for a break," Ilya says, meeting Yuki’s gaze with a smile.
“Are you sure we won’t be in the way?” Shane asks, pulling out the duffel he keeps in the car for skating. It holds both his and Yuki’s skates, as well as warmer clothes and an old hockey stick.
"Of course. Wiebe invited us, and the team will be excited to get a chance to play with Yuki," Ilya replies, ruffling Yuki’s hair.
“Let’s go, Papa!” Yuki urges, tugging Ilya toward the door. Her sneakers scrape the pavement as Shane watches, warmth blooming in his chest.
Ilya keys in his code. The lock clicks, and he swings the door open. Cold air rushes out; Yuki gasps at the sudden chill.
"It’s cold!" Yuki exclaims, shivering and looking between the two men.
"Don’t worry, Snowdrop. I have warmer things in here for you," Shane says, patting the duffel on his shoulder.
"Should I worry you have a bag full of her clothes?" Ilya teases, raising an eyebrow.
"It’s not all clothes for her, just some skating thermals," Shane replies, his smile widening.
"You just keep that in your car?" Ilya presses, frowning at Shane.
"Yeah. For both of us, just in case," Shane responds, meeting Ilya’s stare.
"You’re always prepared," Ilya observes, half-smiling. He nudges Shane's elbow, a quiet gesture they both understand. "My things are still here from yesterday. I just changed and went to get her."
Shane’s chest tightens at the reminder, but before heaviness can settle, Yuki tugs at Ilya’s hand.
“Papa, come on,” she urges, bouncing on her toes. “Wanna skate!”
Her excitement soothes the air. As Ilya’s face shifts, his eyes soften, and his posture relaxes.
“Da, Снежинка, we are going.”
Cold air greets them as Ilya leads Shane and Yuki inside. Delighted, Yuki tightens her grip on Ilya’s hand. Her excitement is easy to see, written all over her face.
“It’s so cold,” she whispers, like it’s a secret.
“That means the ice is perfect,” Ilya says, kissing her head. As they enter a hall lined with framed jerseys, the faint hum of refrigeration follows them. Yuki grips Shane's shirt, nervous and excited at once.
A sharp whistle blasts from inside the rink, and Yuki jumps, pressing herself into Shane’s leg at the sound.
"It’s okay, Snowdrop," Shane murmurs, rubbing her back. "They’re just finishing practice."
They leave the hallway behind as Ilya pushes the door open, stepping out of the quiet into the bright, chilly bustle of the main rink. Colder air rushes out sharper now, carrying the clean bite of ice and the echo of blades carving into it. The rink shines, bright under the overhead lights, the ice gleaming like glass. Shane, Yuki, and Ilya stride together into the lively environment of the main rink.
Coach Wiebe stands at the bench, clipboard tucked under one arm. He watches the last few drills with a focused, assessing gaze. When the door opens, he glances over, habit directing his attention. Seeing them, Coach Wiebe’s posture softens. He taps his assistant, murmurs something, hands off the clipboard, and joins them by the boards, stopping a few feet away from Yuki.
“Hey,” he says, voice warm and low, “Glad you made it.”
"Da, thank you for the invite," Ilya responds, standing a bit straighter as familiar pride enters his stance. Wiebe’s eyes shift to Shane, and his smile widens.
"It’s nice to meet you, Shane," he offers, extending a hand.
“You too,” Shane says, taking Wiebe's hand for a brief handshake. Wiebe smiles at Shane before crouching slightly, lowering himself to Yuki’s eye level without getting too close.
"And hello to you, Yuki," he says gently. "I’m really happy you came to skate with us."
Yuki peeks out from behind Shane’s leg, her voice barely above a whisper, “Hi.”
Wiebe’s smile warms further.
"It’s a little loud right now, huh? But don’t worry, we’ll make sure you have lots of room," Wiebe reassures, nodding encouragingly at Yuki.
Yuki nods once, still shy, still pressed close to Shane. Wiebe straightens and looks to Ilya.
"Locker room’s open, so you can go get her bundled up and get all your skates on. I’ll keep the guys occupied, so no need to worry about them bugging you three until you’re out here," Wiebe instructs, his voice carrying easy authority.
"Thank you," Ilya replies, his smile reaching his eyes.
“Of course,” Wiebe says, “Take your time.”
"Come, Снежинка," Ilya calls softly, gently squeezing Yuki’s hand. "We will get ready."
Shane hefts the duffel and walks behind Ilya into the quieter locker rooms. Yuki walks between them, holding both their hands, with her sneaker soles clicking against the hallway floor. The locker room door swings shut behind them with a soft thud, closing off the rink and its sounds. Inside, cooler air replaces the hallway’s warmth, though it’s still not as cold as the ice.
The space is tinged with detergent, rubber flooring, disinfectant, and a hint of sweat, a comfortable in-between. Yuki scans the benches and cubbies but stays by Shane, excitement humming through her. Shane sets the duffel on the bench and unzips it.
“Okay, Snowdrop,” he says gently, “Let’s get you into something warmer.”
Yuki lifts her arms. Shane pulls off her t-shirt and helps her into the thermal undershirt, smoothing it down. She wiggles happily.
"It’s warm," she announces, delighted.
"That’s the idea," Shane says with a grin.
Ilya stays close, already in base layers and socks, skates ready. He fidgets with laces, eyes flickering with nerves and pride as he watches Shane help Yuki. His gaze softens when Yuki laughs. Shane can tell he wants to help, but isn’t sure what to do.
"Ilya," Shane urges, looking up at him with a soft but firm smile, "Go. They’re probably waiting for you."
Ilya hesitates, “But—”
"We’ll be out in a few minutes," Shane assures him. "Go let them fuss over you before a cute toddler steals their attention away."
Ilya’s brows lift in amusement, fighting a smile. Yuki looks up and gives a firm nod.
“Go, Papa,” Yuki says, tugging at Ilya’s hand, “They’re waiting for you.”
"I will be right outside," he promises, voice low.
"I know," Shane replies as Ilya slips out, the door clicking softly behind him. Shane turns back to Yuki. "Alright, kiddo. Socks and skates."
Yuki bounces onto the bench, her legs swinging in wide arcs. Shane pulls her thick socks on tightly, then laces her skates, pressing the tongue down and checking the snug fit with a careful squeeze.
“Too tight?” he checks.
“Nope,” Yuki replies, shaking her head.
“Good.”
He laces his skates quickly. When he stands, years of skating balance him easily.
"Are we gonna skate now?" Yuki asks, eyes bright as she glances up at him.
“Yeah, Snowdrop,” Shane says, offering her his hands. “Let’s go.”
Yuki beams, squeezes Shane’s hands, and hops off the bench. Together, they stride to the door. The hallway feels colder; air vents brush their cheeks. Yuki’s tiny skates click on the rubber flooring, each step filled with anticipation.
After getting ready, they return from the locker room toward the rink entrance. The sounds grow louder: laughter, the scrape of skates, someone calling out a chirp that earns a chorus of groans. Shane pushes the door open. Cold air rushes out, sharper than before. The ice gleams under the bright lights.
There, at center ice, is Ilya, surrounded by his team. They’re reacting to something he’s just told them. Jaws tighten. Brows furrow. A few muttered curses slip out. Shane can only guess at what Ilya shared, but the shift in the team's energy makes it clear: whatever he said about Yuki or what happened the day before has turned their focus into something fiercely protective.
"Papa!" Yuki calls when she sees him. Her voice is small but bright, cutting through the noise like a bell. Several players turn to look; a few give her a gentle grin, and Wyatt Hayes gives her a wave. Ilya’s head snaps up, and his face changes. He straightens, eyes softening, posture relaxing in a way Shane only ever sees with them.
Shane crouches beside Yuki, steadying her with a hand on her back.
“Okay, Snowdrop,” he murmurs. “You go first.”
Yuki nods, determination settling over her tiny features. She steps forward, one skate on the rubber mat, the other hovering over the ice. She wobbles, just a little, but Shane’s hand is there, steady and warm.
“You got it,” he says softly, smiling at her. He knows she can do this. Placing her blade on the ice, knees bending instinctively, arms lifting for balance, she wobbles again. Then, centering herself, she’s off, making a determined beeline straight toward Ilya.
The Centaurs part like the Red Sea, and Ilya drops into a crouch, arms open, laughing under his breath as she toddles-skates toward him with surprising speed for someone so small.
“Снежинка!” he calls, joy threading through his voice. Yuki reaches him, skates bumping against his, and throws her arms around his neck. He catches her easily, lifting her just enough that her skates leave the ice for a second.
“You are natural,” he murmurs, kissing her cheek, “Look at you.”
Shane steps onto the ice next, gliding forward with practiced ease. He glides toward Ilya and Yuki, the cold air brushing against his cheeks. The Centaurs stand in a loose semicircle around them, their earlier tension dissolving into something softer as they watch the tiny skater clinging to Ilya’s neck.
“Look at those little blades. She’s gonna out-skate half of us by kindergarten,” Wyatt is the first to speak, voice warm and amused.
Zane elbows him. “She’s already better than Dillon.”
“Hey!” Tanner Dillon protests. Before Shane can say anything, Evan Dykstra skates closer, expression brightening the moment he sees Yuki.
“Hey, Yuki,” Evan says gently. “You remember me from Zane’s place?”
“Yeah,” Yuki nods, shy but sure. Nick Chouinard glides in next, stopping with a smooth spray of ice. He gives her a small, warm smile, softer than his usual game face.
“Hi again, Yuki,” Nick says. “You ready to show us how it’s done?”
Yuki’s cheeks pinken, but she nods. Ilya lowers her gently back onto the ice, keeping both hands on her sides until she’s steady.
“You want to skate with Daddy and me?” he asks softly, and Yuki nods again, excitement bubbling up. Shane reaches them and offers his hand.
“Ready, Snowdrop?”
She takes his hand with one of hers and Ilya’s with the other, forming a tiny chain between them. Her skates wobble for a moment as they start, her knees bending, arms lifting, but she finds her balance quickly, instinctively like a natural.
They start slow, Shane and Ilya glide forward in sync, guiding her between them. Yuki’s skates scrape lightly across the ice, her little legs working hard to keep up. She giggles, a bright, bubbling sound that echoes across the rink.
They make one slow loop, Yuki giggling between them, her skates scraping lightly as she tries to match their stride. The Centaurs cheer her on, voices echoing across the rink, but then something shifts. Shane can see Yuki’s eyes narrow with determination, glances at the far red line from where they are. She turns to look at both of them and then back at the line.
Shane recognizes that look instantly.
“Oh no,” he murmurs, already bracing for what he knows she's about to do. Yuki suddenly yanks her hands free, wobbling for half a second before finding her balance again.
“FIRST ONE TO THE RED LINE WINS!” she shouts, voice ringing across the ice as she pushes off, like a tiny missile in pink-laced skates. The Centaurs erupt from where they’re on the ice, watching them go.
“Oh my god—”
“She just—”
“Look at her GO!”
“Oh, it’s ON,” Shane calls, grinning as he pushes off hard, blades biting into the ice.
“Yuki! Wait!” Ilya sputters, caught off guard, but she’s already halfway there, arms pumping, knees bending in a surprisingly efficient toddler stride. Shane gains on her quickly; he’s fast, and he knows it. He angles his body, cutting across the ice with practiced ease.
“You two are cheating!” Ilya shouts, finally launching after them. Shane edges closer to Yuki, who glances over her shoulder, sees him gaining, and squeals, in equal parts joy and outrage, as Shane pushes past her.
“NOOOO! Daddy!” Yuki squeals and Shane laughs, breath fogging in the cold air. They’re neck-and-neck now, Shane purposefully slowing just enough to keep it fun for her, but not enough to let her win outright. Ilya is behind them, not too far behind them, laughing so hard he can barely breathe.
The red line rushes toward them, and Shane pushes ahead with ease to cross the line before Yuki can, winning the race. Shane coasts to a stop just past the red line, turning in time to see Yuki skid in behind him, Ilya closely behind her, cheeks flushed, eyes shining. For a heartbeat, she’s nothing but delighted; she throws her arms up, laughing breathlessly.
“You did it, Daddy! You won!”
Shane grins, chest warm. “I did.”
And then he watches it happen, the exact moment her joy shifts, her smile falters, and her brows pinch. She looks at the red line, then at Shane, then at her own skates.
“If you won…” she says softly, realization dawning and her mouth dropping open in dramatic horror, “…I LOST?!”
Yuki looks at him again, her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright with determination.
“AGAIN!” she declares, pointing at the red line like a tiny general commanding troops. Ilya straightens, still panting, still laughing, but there’s a spark in his eyes now, competitive, sharp, familiar.
“Da,” he says, nodding at Yuki, “I want a fair rematch!”
“Let’s rematch,” Yuki nods back.
“You sure, big guy? A four-year-old just out-skated you,” Shane teases, his brow raised.
“It was not a fair race, does not count,” Ilya retorts, “And this time, I will win.”
“You can try,” Shane grins, and he can hear the Centaurs howl behind them. Yuki skates to the starting point, a slightly wobbly but determined glide, and plants her blades with authority. She looks between her dads, then jabs a finger toward the far red line.
“First one there wins,” she says, voice fierce.
“You said that last time,” Shane teases.
“This time I’ll win,” Yuki insists. Ilya crouches beside her, adjusting her stance to be like his.
“We go on three, Снежинка,” Ilya says gently.
“No,” Yuki says, shaking her head, “We go on GO.”
“Okay, we go on ‘GO,” Ilya agrees, blinking. Shane skates up beside them, settling into a ready position.
“You calling it, Snowdrop?” Shane asks, moving into a starting position as well.
Yuki nods, tiny chest puffed out.
“Ready… set…”
The Centaurs lean forward as one.
“GO!”
They explode off the line. Yuki launches herself forward with surprising power, arms pumping, knees bending in that efficient little stride she somehow invented. Ilya pushes off hard, matching her pace, determination etched across his face.
Shane hangs back for half a second, just enough to make it fair, then digs in. He knows he’s fast enough that the air whistles past his ears and the ice seems to sing under his blades as he pushes past just Ilya.
Ilya keeps right behind him, pushing hard, and his breath comes in sharp bursts. Yuki is ahead of both of them for a glorious, impossible moment, a tiny comet streaking across the ice, having pushed off as she said their starting world.
“GO, YUKI!” Wyatt shouts.
“COME ON, ILYA!” Zane yells.
“SHANE’S GOT IT!” Evan calls.
“NO HE DOESN’T!” argues another player named Boyle. The red line rushes toward them. Ilya and Shane both move past Yuki, who lets out a squeal and tries to pick up her speed to keep up with them. Shane manages to cross the red line before Ilya, turning with a smug grin just in time to see Ilya skid to a stop, panting and glaring at him with theatrical betrayal.
“You slowed down for her,” Ilya accuses.
“I did,” Shane says, unbothered, “I didn’t slow down for you.”
Before Ilya can fire back, Yuki skates up to them, cheeks flushed, eyes blazing with competitive fire.
“AGAIN!” she declares, stabbing a finger toward the far red line.
Shane laughs. “Snowdrop, we just—”
“This time everybody races!” Yuki interrupts, spinning toward the Centaurs, smiling widely at them.
“Oh, I’m IN,” Wyatt declares, eyes lighting up.
“Absolutely,” Zane chimes in, already grinning.
Nick groans, “She’s gonna smoke us.”
“Ilya, you'd better win this one,” Evan teases, nudging him with his elbow.
“I’m not losing to a toddler,” Tanner huffs, crossing his arms, dead serious.
Yuki skates over to her starting line and motions for everyone to join her. The Centaurs, professional athletes who are paid millions, scramble into position like obedient ducklings.
“Daddy, come race!” Yuki looks at Shane expectantly.
“Nope. I’m sitting this one out,” Shane says, lifting his hands in surrender. He’s confident in his abilities, but skating with a professional team feels like an old scar reopening.
“Why?!” Yuki gasps, scandalized
“Because,” Shane says, tapping her nose, “Papa needs to win at least once today.”
The Centaurs erupt again.
“THANK YOU,” Wyatt says, relief in his voice.
“He really does,” Zane agrees, nodding solemnly.
Nick shakes his head. “Please help his ego.”
“This is charity work,” Evan adds with a smirk.
Tanner snorts. “He’s gonna cry if he loses again.”
Ilya glares at all of them. “I hate all of you.”
“You’ll thank me later,” Shane teases, skating backward toward the bench, grinning. He hops off the ice and settles onto the bench, breath still fogging in the cold air. The boards creak beside him as someone steps up and sits down.
Shane glances over to look at the stocky man in a beanie, holding a DSLR with the lens cap firmly on, and gives him a bright, conspiratorial grin.
“Finally!” the man says, “The famous Shane.”
Shane blinks for a moment, trying to place the man, until he remembers the man’s face icon in the WAG chat.
“Harris?”
“The one and only,” Harris says, offering a fist bump, which Shane returns automatically. Harris gives him a smile before looking out at the ice, “After seeing what you put in the group chat last night, I’m glad to see that Yuki’s doing well; she looks really happy.”
“She likes skating a lot, but she loves Ilya,” Shane says, watching as Ilya manages to win the race this time, only for Yuki to beg for another race again. Ilya says something Shane can’t hear, but it makes Yuki light up, and the gaggle of NHL athletes and his toddler go skating to the other side of the rink, where a goal is set up, “I’m just happy she’s smiling again.”
“Hopefully, yesterday will eventually just be a day to her,” Harris offers, and Shane nods, though he doubts it will be anytime soon.
“Maybe, either way, I’m glad Lisa had a few recommendations for doctors she knows for… this,” Shane says, not wanting to use the word trauma. It’s too heavy at this point, even if he knows that’s what it is.
“Lisa’s great like that, and you have all the WAGs on your side. I saw all of them agree that Les Petits Explorateurs daycare won’t house any baby Centaurs ever again,” Harris shares. Shane nods; his feelings are a bit mixed on that. The daycare fucked up majorly, but it was done by teachers who normally don’t care for Yuki. Her regular teachers have always been great, and he doesn’t want them to face repercussions for this.
He exhales slowly, watching Yuki skate between a pack of NHL players like she owns the place.
Harris is quiet for a moment, elbows resting on his knees, and when he speaks again, his voice is softer. Careful.
“You know…” he starts, eyes still on the ice, “I, uh… I knew who you were before the WAG chat.”
“Oh?” Shane stiffens, just a little. He was featured in an architecture magazine a few years ago, so that might be what Harris is referring to.
“Not in a creepy way. I just—” He huffs a breath, searching for the right words, “I grew up here, in Ottawa, and you were… kind of the golden kid that everyone knew of.”
“That was a long time ago,” Shane says, his stomach tightening, the old ache flickering.
“Yeah,” Harris says gently, “But it mattered, you mattered. You were the kid everyone pointed to and said, ‘That one’s gonna make it.’ And you totally would have, I’m sure of it.”
Shane swallows, throat tight, as Harris continues, still careful, still respectful.
“When your presentation happened… it was like the whole city held its breath. Not because you disappointed anyone, because you didn’t. It just felt unfair, which I’m sure you know, but it felt like something brilliant got cut short.”
Shane doesn’t look at him. He watches Yuki instead, her tiny skates flashing, her laughter echoing, Ilya chasing after her with exaggerated desperation.
Harris lowers his voice even more, “I, um, just wanted you to know that I was a fan and watching your journey really was awesome, and it helped me through a… Tough time I was going through. And seeing you here, with your kid and Ilya… You look good.”
Shane finally looks at him, and Harris meets his gaze without flinching and gives him a kind smile. Out on the ice, Yuki shrieks with laughter as she somehow manages to body-check Tanner Dillon, gently, but with surprising accuracy.
The Centaurs lose their minds, and Ilya scoops her up, spinning her, triumphant. Shane watches Ilya spin Yuki in a dizzy circle, her laughter ringing off the boards. The Centaurs cheer like she’s just scored a playoff goal.
The sight warms something deep in his chest.
Beside him, Harris shifts, not fidgeting, but thoughtful, as if he’s weighing something.
“Hey,” Harris says quietly, still watching the ice, “Can I… run something by you?”
“Sure,” Shane says as he glances over. Harris lifts both hands in a little surrender gesture.
“And you can absolutely say no. Like, truly. No hard feelings, no pressure, no guilt trip. I’ll drop it instantly.”
“Okay,” Shane's brow furrows, but he nods, and Harris inhales, steadying himself.
“So… we’ve been wanting to do more fun, lighthearted content. Stuff that shows the team’s personalities. And I had this idea a while back, but I shelved it because,” he gestures vaguely toward the ice, “Well, we didn’t have someone who could fill the role of Baby Centaur.”
“Baby… Centaur?” Shane blinks.
Harris grins sheepishly.
“We have a kid-sized mascot suit with a full head and full body, and it’s totally anonymous. Like no face, no hair, no skin showing, even a little, and there’s a voice changer on the mic,” explains Harris, “The idea would be that Baby Centaur interviews the team. I thought we would have to wait until Boyle’s twins were older, since they’re barely a year… And you would have final approval on the entire video before anything goes out.”
Shane’s breath catches in surprise. Harris rushes on, hands fluttering as he speaks.
“And I mean final approval. If you don’t like a single second of it, I scrap the whole thing. No questions asked. And if you say no right now, that’s totally fine. I’m not trying to push you into anything because Ilya has made it very clear that you don’t want Yuki’s face out there. This won’t put her face out there.”
Shane looks back at the ice. Yuki is now chasing Tanner Dillon, who is pretending to flee in terror. Ilya is doubled over laughing. The rest of the team is losing their minds at the sight.
Yuki looks free.
“You really think that no one would know it’s her?” Shane asks, swallowing the already forming worry in his throat. He knows that Yuki and Ilya would love something like that. Harris nods immediately.
“I do. The guys would love it. The fans would love it. And Yuki…” He smiles softly. “She’d have fun, and she’d be completely protected. No one would know it’s her, unless you told them.”
Shane considers its anonymity and the joy it might bring her. He can see the way she lights up around the team and how much she loves being on the ice with them right now.
“You don’t owe us, the fans, or the team anything; this is just… an idea. And it’s okay if the answer is no.” Harris adds gently, clearly seeing the conflict on his face.
Shane exhales slowly.
“I’ll think about it,” he says, meaning it. Harris beams, not triumphantly, just genuinely pleased.
“That’s all I ask,” he says, before he taps the lens cap of the camera he has with him, “And don’t worry, this is just to film the team later, even if you said yes right now, I wouldn’t be filming her today. Today’s just for her.”
“Thank you.” Shane nods, grateful.
“Always,” Harris says, leaning back as Yuki shrieks with laughter again. “She’s got star power, though, you can tell with how she moves. Just saying.”
“She does,” Shane says with a laugh, “She gets that from Ilya, but don’t tell him that. It’ll go right to his head.”
“Yeah, no argument there,” Harris snorts. They sit in comfortable silence, watching Yuki race the Centaurs again, and somehow beating Tanner again, while Ilya chases after her like she’s the most important thing in the world.
Shane’s chest loosens, letting yesterday be a nightmare of the past for at least another moment. He knows some days will still feel heavy, that healing is slow and sometimes quiet. But here, now, as laughter bounces off the ice and Yuki shines, it is enough. Hope glimmers around them in every echoing laugh and every circle skated together, and Shane holds onto the warmth that tells him they are moving forward, not alone, but side by side.
Together, they will find their way forward, one small bright day at a time.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Ilya stands in the doorway of Shane’s parents’ living room, watching Yuki cling to Shane’s leg like she’s trying to fuse herself to him. Her small fingers curl into the fabric of his jeans, knuckles white, her face pressed into his thigh.
Shane’s chest tightens. She didn’t cling like this yesterday; instead, she ran, laughed, and had fun. Today, she knows they’re leaving without her for a time, and she’s distraught.
“Snowdrop,” Shane murmurs, crouching down, brushing a hand through her hair, “We’re going to be back in just a couple of hours.”
“No! Don’t go! Stay!” Yuki pleads, shaking her head hard, the braids on her head wobbling. Her voice is small, but the fear in it is sharp enough to cut. Ilya feels it like a blade under his ribs. He kneels beside them, moving slowly, carefully, like approaching a frightened animal.
“Снежинка,” he says softly, “We are not going to leave you for long. We have to do something, and we will be back shortly. When Daddy and I come back, we can go to A&W and get a root beer float.”
She doesn’t look convinced; her grip tightens on Shane’s pants. Shane’s mother, Yuna, steps forward with the gentleness of someone who has traversed god knows how many moments between Yuki and Shane when he was young.
“Hime,” she says, voice warm as she kneels down to Yuki’s level, “You’re staying with Grandpa and me for a bit, and I was really hoping we could paint together. I got new ones that are supposed to smell like fruits, wanna take a look?”
Yuki peeks up, eyes wet. “What fruits?”
“Grape, blueberry, and I think saw Stawberry,” Yuna offers, motioning to David, who comes forward with the paints in hand. Yuki looks at the paints with curiosity, still hesitating at the offer. Ilya watches her tiny face shift, fear wrestling with temptation.
He hates that she has to wrestle at all, that she’s afrai
Shane touches his arm, grounding him. Yuki finally loosens her grip on Shane’s jeans, just enough to look between them.
“You’ll come back?”
“Always,” Shane says, and Ilya nods in agreement.
“Always, Снежинка. We will come back to you,” Ilya adds, kneeling to her level. She sniffles, then lifts her arms, not to be held, but to be hugged. Both of them lean in, wrapping her up, one on each side. She buries her face between their shoulders, breathing fast, like she’s trying to memorize them. When she finally lets go, it’s slow and reluctant, but she does let go. Yuna scoops her up, settling her on her hip.
“We’re going to have so much fun that it’ll only feel like minutes before they’re both back,” Yuna assures, and Yuki nods, but her eyes stay locked on Ilya and Shane until the very last second, until the door closes gently between them.
The moment it clicks shut, Ilya’s jaw tightens, and Shane exhales beside him. The house’s cool air gives way to the warm, heavy morning outside. The sun is already up, bright and hazy, warming the driveway and the car's hood. The air smells faintly of cut grass and someone’s early-morning sprinkler system.
Ilya barely feels any of it.
His jaw is tight, his pulse steady but too loud in his ears. Shane exhales beside him, the sound soft but weighted. They walk to the car in silence. The metal is warm under Ilya’s hand as he opens the passenger door. Inside, the air is stuffy from sitting in the sun, and Shane immediately rolls down the windows before starting the engine.
The warm breeze drifts through the car, carrying the scent of summer green leaves, asphalt, and humidity. It should be calming, but it’s not. Yuki’s face, wet eyes, trembling mouth, tiny hands gripping Shane’s jeans linger behind Ilya’s eyes like an afterimage burned into his vision.
He stares out the window, watching sunlight flicker through the trees as they drive.
“She should not be afraid of us leaving,” he says quietly, “Not like this.”
“I know,” Shane agrees, his hands tightening on the wheel. Ilya exhales slowly and in control through his nose.
“I hate that this happened to her and that she carries it now.”
Shane doesn’t argue; he just drives, the warm wind brushing through the open windows. After a moment, he clears his throat.
“Lisa sent me more info last night. About the doctors she recommended.”
“Da?” Ilya turns his head slightly, recalling Shane mentioning that last night after Yuki had gone to sleep, curled between both of them in Shane’s nest.
“The child psychologist, Dr. Callow, specializes in early childhood trauma and, according to Lisa, she’s worked with lots of kids who had separation anxiety after incidents like this.”
“That’s good,” Ilya nods, unsure how he feels about his daughter going to therapy. In the back of his mind, he hears his father calling him inadequate and unable to protect his family, mocking him.
“There’s an occupational therapist, one who does sensory-based regulation work, which could be good for Yuki too, and Lisa said she’s incredible too,” Shane adds, and Ilya nods, his fingers curling against his thigh, his father’s voice sneering in the back of his mind. He looks at Shane, at his omega, who raised their daughter without him and knows her the best.
“If that is what you think is best, then we will take her to both,” Ilya says, deciding to go with what Shane thinks is best. His father can sneer at him in the back of his mind all he wants; the man is dead, and Ilya has to focus on the living.
“Yeah. I think we should,” Shane says, something in his shoulders easing at Ilya’s agreement. The warm air hums through the car, carrying the faint scent of sun-heated pavement. He can see joggers, cyclists, and people walking dogs pass by, all of it too normal for the storm inside him. After a minute, Shane adds, “Um… Harris had an idea yesterday.”
“This is a dangerous sentence,” Ilya says, lifting a brow, and Shane huffs a laugh.
“Yeah. But I think it was actually… good.”
Ilya waits for Shane to continue.
“He wants to do a Baby Centaur interview video,” Shane explains, “With Yuki in a mascot suit. She’d be totally covered, and they’d use a voice changer, so no one would know it’s her.”
“He asked you this?”
“Yeah, he suggested it.”
“And you did not punch him?”
“No,” Shane snorts, “He was really respectful when he asked.”
“It is… not a terrible idea if you’re comfortable,” Ilya replies, the warm wind ruffling his hair as they stop at a light, “She loves the team, and they love her too. And she would think it is a game.”
“You don’t think it would be crazy, I mean, I’ve been so consistent about not letting her be on social media, and then I let your team post her?” Shane asks with a heavy sigh, “I feel like I’m all over the place after what happened.”
Ilya turns his head fully this time, studying Shane’s profile, the tightness in his jaw, the way his fingers flex on the steering wheel, the guilt he’s trying and failing to hide.
“You are not all over the place,” Ilya says quietly, and Shane huffs a humorless laugh.
“Feels like it.”
“It should feel like you are a father,” Ilya corrects, voice low but certain, “A really fucking good one too.”
Shane’s breath catches, just a little, and Ilya continues, choosing his words with care.
“You have rules to protect her, and you can decide what those rules mean because you are protecting her.”
Shane swallows, eyes fixed on the road, and then the daycare appears at the end of the street with its bright murals and cheerful colors. It looks harmless, innocent even. It looks exactly the same as it has every day he’s come to this building before.
And that is what makes Ilya’s stomach twist.
His breath stutters, just once. His fingers curl into a fist against his thigh. The warm morning air drifting through the open windows suddenly feels thick, heavy, suffocating. Shane slows the car, pulling into the parking lot, the tires crunch over gravel. Shane parks, turns off the engine, and there’s a quiet sharpness in the air.
Ilya stares at the building, and the memories hit him like a blow: the trembling substitute teacher, her voice cracking, telling him, "She’s gone." He thinks of the empty classroom, the thin, frightened thread of Yuki’s scent that brought him to the dark shed. Her tiny body curled in the corner, shaking, covered in mud. How her voice broke as she called to him, how her scent was full of fear; that sharp cedar, cold pine, amber flickering weakly.
His chest tightens, heart pounding so hard it aches. His hands prickle, cold sweat forming along his spine, and for a second, the present blurs behind a rush of terror and helpless rage, every muscle locked and ready to shatter something, just to feel in control.
His vision blurs for a second, and he blinks hard. Shane’s voice breaks through, soft but steady.
“Ilya.”
“I do not want to be calm,” Ilya says, his eyes fixed on the building.
“I know.”
“I want to tear this place down.”
“I know,” Shane exhales, slow and controlled. Ilya finally turns his head. Shane is watching him, not afraid or trying to soothe him into softness, just there. Shane’s eyes meet his, steady and burning with the same quiet fury Ilya feels in his own chest.
As they step out of the car together, the warm morning air hits Ilya immediately, thick, humid, smelling faintly of mulch and sun-warmed pavement. It should feel ordinary, but every step toward the daycare door feels heavier.
Shane reaches the door first and opens it. The cool air inside hits them, carrying the faint scent of disinfectant and crayons. A woman at the front desk looks up immediately. The manager, whom Ilya refused to speak with a couple of days ago, far more focused on his daughter at the time.
She stands quickly, smoothing her blouse, her expression shifting into something warm, professional, and deeply apologetic.
“Mr. Rozanov? Mr. Hollander?” she says, stepping forward. “Thank you both for coming. I’m truly so, so sorry about what happened the other day.”
Her voice is steady, but her eyes are worried. Nothing about her is defensive. She looks like someone who understands the gravity of what happened and is ready to accept the consequences.
“Thank you,” Shane nods politely, “We’d like to have a meeting to discuss everything.”
“Of course,” she says immediately, “Absolutely, I’ve already set aside a room for us, and I’ve asked the owner to join us as well; he’s on site, so I’ll call him right now.”
Ilya feels something cold settle under his ribs at the mention of the owner. He remembers the name from the paperwork they signed, and, from what Ilya’s heard, the man has quite a reputation for being hands-off, business-focused, and rarely on site.
The manager leads them down the hallway, and Ilya’s eyes flick to the classroom door from which Yuki disappeared, his stomach twisting. They reach a small meeting room, and the manager opens the door. Inside, a man in an expensive suit is already sitting at the table, scrolling on his phone.
He looks up when they enter. His eyes flick over Shane first, taking in the broad shoulders, the height, the posture, and Ilya sees the assumption land instantly and incorrectly; Alpha. Then the man’s gaze shifts to Ilya, taller but similar in build to Shane, and something dismissive flickers across his face that Ilya knows. He’s clocking that they’re unmated, unmarried, two alphas, two men with a child. The man’s smile is thin, polite in shape, not in substance.
“Ah,” the owner says, standing, “You must be… the parents.” There’s a pause that’s a beat too long  before he adds, “Both of you.”
Ilya feels the insult like a spark against dry tinder. He wants to growl at the man, but he can see that Shane’s expression doesn’t change, but Ilya sees the way his shoulders stiffen.
“Why don’t we all sit? We want to make sure we address every concern you have,” The manager offers, stepping in quickly, trying to smooth the moment.
“Good. Because we have several that need to be discussed,” Shane agrees, nodding, calm and controlled as he takes a seat at the table, and Ilya sits beside him, spine straight, hands folded tightly in his lap. The owner sits across from them, still wearing that thin, patronizing smile.
“Well,” he says, “I understand there was a… misunderstanding yesterday.”
Ilya’s vision goes sharp around the edges. Shane’s hand slides under the table, brushing against his knee, grounding him, steadying him as Shane’s voice is calm, but it carries steel.
“It wasn’t a misunderstanding,” he says. “It was negligence.”
Ilya feels something inside him settle, not calm, not forgiveness, but purpose. The owner’s smile twitches, just slightly, at the word negligence and the manager’s shoulders tense. Shane just sits straighter, calm but unyielding.
“We’re here because what happened to our daughter was unacceptable. And we want to discuss next steps.”
“Of course,” the manager says quickly, nodding, “We want to make this right.”
The owner clears his throat.
“Well, let’s not get dramatic. Children wander. It happens.”
Ilya’s vision goes sharp around the edges. Shane’s hand presses lightly against his knee again, a silent not yet.
“Yuki didn’t wander,” Shane’s voice stays level as he speaks, “She was told to wait outside alone.”
The manager winces as the owner waves a hand.
“I’m sure that’s not exactly how it happened,” the owner dismisses.
“It is,” Shane says, still calm, “And we’re unenrolling her.”
The manager nods immediately, quickly replying before the owner can, “Of course. I completely understand.”
“And,” Shane continues, “We expect a full refund for the month, and for the initial registration fees.”
The manager opens her mouth, her head mid nod in agreement, when the owner cuts in, “That won’t be possible.”
“Excuse me?” Shane’s jaw tightens as he looks at the other man. The owner leans back in his chair, folding his hands.
“We don’t issue refunds for misunderstandings. Our policy is very clear.”
Ilya feels something hot and violent coil in his chest. He hates this word, hates misunderstanding. His daughter was shaking in a dark shed, covered in mud, crying for him, and this man calls it a misunderstanding.
Ilya’s fingers curl into fists, and he feels Shane’s hand tighten on his knee, grounding him, steadying him. Shane inhales once, slow and controlled.
“Let me ask you something,” Shane asks. The owner raises an eyebrow as Shane proceeds, “Do you have cameras in the classroom?”
The owner looks confused by his question, but the manager nods quickly.
“Yes. Every classroom, every hallway, and the play yard too,” she answers.
“Do they have audio?” Shane asks.
“Yes,” she says, “Audio as well.”
Shane turns his gaze to the owner, calm, steady, lethal in a way that, in any other circumstance, Ilya would find it hot.
“Then why don’t we watch the footage?” Shane says, “That way we’re all on the same page as to what happened.”
The owner’s smile finally cracks, and the manager looks relieved, almost grateful, standing from her seat.
“I had to pull the footage for the police after they arrived, so I have it ready,” she says, moving to log in to the computer in the room that connects to the TV on the wall. Ilya feels something cold and sharp settle inside him.
Good, he thinks, let them watch and see exactly what happened to his daughter. Let them try to call it a misunderstanding again.
The manager quickly logs in to the system, her fingers trembling slightly as she navigates to the correct date and time. The owner watches her stiffly, arms crossed, jaw tight. The screen flickers, then fills with the grainy overhead view of the toddler room.
Shane leans forward, and Ilya goes still as the footage begins.
It starts with the class entering from the play yard. Eight toddlers shuffle inside, shoes muddy, cheeks flushed from the heat, and three adults with them. Yuki is easy to spot, her little face pinched, her hands tugging at her shirt, her discomfort visible even in low resolution. Yuki approaches a younger woman, who immediately kneels to her level.
“I'm muddy, I need to change clothes,” Yuki advises her, and Ilya’s chest tightens with pride at his little girl, and with the frustration for what he knows is about to happen.
Shane lifts a hand. “Pause.”
The manager freezes the frame, and Shane points to the screen.
“She’s uncomfortable here. You can see it.”
“Yes,” The manager nods in agreement, “She looks distressed.”
“Kids get messy all the time,” the owner dismisses with a shrug, and Shane ignores him.
“Who is that?” Shane asks, pointing to the young woman crouching beside Yuki.
“That’s our apprentice,” the manager says. “She’s in training.”
“And she can’t change a child’s clothes?” Shane asks.
“No,” the manager shakes her head, “Apprentices can’t be alone with a child in the bathroom. It voids our insurance.”
Shane nods once, “Okay, please continue.”
The footage resumes. The apprentice listens, nods sympathetically.
“I bet that's uncomfy, let's go ask Miss Sara to take you to get changed,” the apprentice offers, extending her hand to Yuki, who takes it gently. The apprentice takes Yuki to the sub, the one who told Ilya Yuki was missing. She’s setting something up, not really paying attention to the kids when the apprentice and Yuki approach.
Shane lifts his hand again. “Pause.”
The manager pauses. Shane’s voice stays calm, but there’s steel under it.
“Can you remind me what the ratio is in the room?”
“One teacher to four toddlers,” the manager answers immediately, “There are eight toddlers here, but the apprentice counts towards the ratio even if she can’t be left alone.”
“So the teacher could have stepped out to change Yuki,” Shane asks.
“Yes,” the manager confirms, “There are two teachers plus the apprentice, so one teacher can step out of the room.”
The owner shifts uncomfortably, and Ilya can't help but start to feel pride at watching Shane go.
“Thank you,” Shane nods, “Continue.”
The footage resumes.
“Sara, Yuki needs to change. If you want to take her, I can finish getting this set up for you,” the apprentice offers.
“No, you won't do it right, just let me,” Miss Sara says, barely glancing at Yuki.
“She’s covered in mud, and I saw on her file that she has sensory issues with things being on her skin and clothes,” says the apprentice, gesturing to Yuki’s muddy clothes.
“She'll be fine,” the sub says, waving a hand dismissively. Ilya’s jaw tightens at the sight. The apprentice opens her mouth to say something, but the other teacher calls her over.
“You need to help her change,” the apprentice insists, before turning back to Yuki, “Give Miss Sara just a moment and then she’ll help you, okay?”
Yuki nods with a smile, and then she waits. The video continues for five minutes with the sub totally ignoring Yuki. Eventually, Yuki approaches her teacher again and gently tugs at the teacher’s sleeve.
“I’m dirty. I don’t like it, I need to change,” she pleads with the woman.
Shane’s voice is steady as he again speaks, “Pause.”
The manager pauses the video, and Shane turns to her.
“When we enrolled Yuki, you told me about the process for children with sensory issues like Yuki. Can you remind me what that process is?”
“Specifically for a child with Yuki’s sensory issues, we should help her change into something that’s less triggering, as well as help her wash her hands and roll her sleeves before messy activities,” The manager explains, her voice steady but remorseful. Before Shane can respond, the owner snorts.
“Honestly,” he mutters, leaning back in his chair, “These so-called sensory issues are exaggerated. Kids don’t need special treatment every time they get a little dirty.”
The words hit Ilya as a slap, and a low, instinctive growl rips out of him before he can stop it. The owner flinches, and the manager freezes. Shane’s hand clamps down on Ilya’s knee, firm and grounding, a silent I’ve got this.
“Ilya,” Shane murmurs, low enough for only him to hear. Ilya inhales sharply through his nose, forcing the growl back down, but his eyes stay locked on the owner, cold, furious, unblinking.
Shane turns back to the manager, voice calm but edged with steel.
“Let’s continue the video.”
The manager nods quickly and hits play.
The teacher doesn’t even look at her, but her annoyed expression is obvious with this camera angle.
“I’m in the middle of something. If you’re that dirty, you should just go wait outside,” the sub sighs. Yuki, a child who, until this moment, has never had a reason not to listen to an adult, nods and walks towards the door that leads back outside, opens it alarmingly easily, and steps back out without a single adult noticing. Yuki’s small form disappears as the door shuts, and Ilya wants to scream.
Shane lifts his hand. “Pause.”
The manager freezes the frame.
“Now that she’s no longer in the room, what is the protocol?”
“We have ten minutes from the moment a child is unaccounted for to locate them. If they’re not found within that window, we contact the parents or guardians and the police to report a missing child,” the manager explains, her eyes looking at the owner, who seems on edge.
Shane nods once. “Thank you, continue.”
The manager speeds up the footage as they watch the time pass, unaware that Yuki is gone. The timestamp jumps forward by eight minutes. That’s eight minutes where Yuki is alone outside and in danger. Ilya’s jaw aches from clenching.
Then the apprentice is scanning the room, clearly counting the children. Her face pales, and she approaches the substitute teacher quickly.
“Where’s Yuki?” she asks, and the sub doesn’t even look up.
“She’s playing with her friends.”
“She’s not here,” the apprentice insists, voice rising.
“She’s fine,” the sub snaps, “Go help with Ashe’s activity.”
The apprentice hesitates, then turns and goes to the other teacher in the room. The audio doesn’t catch what she says to the other teacher, but the woman’s head snaps up, scanning the room herself before quickly walking over to the sub.
“I don’t see Yuki. When did you last see her?” the other teacher demands. Ilya’s stomach twists with righteous anger as he watches the sub’s demeanor change: her posture stiffens, her voice becomes polite, her eyes widen.
“Oh—oh, I thought she was with you.”
Ilya’s hands curl into fists. Shane’s voice is quiet, deadly. “Pause.”
The manager pauses, and Shane turns to the owner.
“This is eight minutes after she was told to go outside alone. Eight minutes where no one checked on her. Eight minutes where she was missing,” Shane says, his voice deadly even as he speaks, “Explain to me how this is a misunderstanding.”
The room is silent after Shane’s question for a moment, before the owner shifts in his chair, clears his throat, and forces a thin smile.
“Well,” he says, waving a hand, “Children get distracted. They wander. Eight minutes isn’t—”
Shane cuts him off without raising his voice.
“Eight minutes is the difference between a scared child being found and a missing child report. Not to mention she was missing for longer than eight minutes, looking at the time stamps on your video, and when Ilya called me on his way here, she was alone for I think 45 minutes total, and the only reason a missing child report wasn’t filed was that my partner arrived before the police and found our daughter.”
The owner scoffs. “Let’s not be dramatic. She wasn’t missing. She was—”
“Outside alone,” Shane says, still calm, “Because your employee told her to go there.”
The owner’s jaw tightens. “Look, I understand you’re upset, but threatening us over a simple mistake—”
Shane leans back in his chair, folds his hands neatly on the table, and smiles a less-than-friendly smile. It’s the kind of smile that makes grown men rethink their choices and makes Ilya want to kiss Shane senseless.
“Who said anything about threatening?” Shane asks softly. “I’m simply stating facts, but we’re at the point that I think we will pursue legal action.”
The owner laughs, actually laughs, a short, incredulous bark.
“You think you can afford that?” he asks, smugness dripping from every syllable. “Lawyers aren’t cheap.”
“Oh, I know,” Shane says pleasantly, “I’ve got several on retainer, and they’re excellent really.”
The owner’s smile falters.
“And,” Shane continues, still in that calm, conversational tone, “I assume you’re not a hockey fan, but my partner here is a professional athlete, an NHL all-star. He makes more in a season than your entire daycare probably brings in during a year.”
The owner blinks, looking at Ilya like he’s trying to place him. Ilya sits a little straighter, eyes cold, expression unreadable.
Shane adds, “And I’m very good with money. So if you want to posture about wealth, we can do that. But I promise you that you will lose.”
The owner’s face drains of color as Shane finishes speaking. He looks at Ilya again, really looks this time, and something clicks behind his eyes: recognition, panic, and a dawning awareness that he has just insulted, dismissed, and challenged a man whose face is on billboards, jerseys, and national broadcasts.
“Oh,” the owner says weakly, “You’re… you’re that Rozanov.”
Ilya doesn’t move; his expression stays carved from ice.
The owner swallows hard and forces a shaky laugh before trying to speak again, “Well, in that case, I’m sure we can… work something out. The refund—”
Shane stands, not aggressively, just decisively in a way that tells everyone in the room that they’re at the end of this conversation. The owner’s words die in his throat, watching Shane as he smooths his shirt, calm as ever.
“We’re past the refund.”
The owner blinks. “But—”
“We’ll be speaking to our lawyers,” Shane says, voice soft but absolute, “They’ll be in touch from here.”
The owner sputters, “There’s no need for that, really, we can—”
Shane lifts a hand, not rude, just final.
“You had your chance to do the right thing, but instead you chose to minimize what happened to our daughter, dismiss her needs, and dismiss us,” Shane says. The owner opens his mouth again, but Shane’s tone sharpens just enough to cut through the air, “Have a nice day.”
The manager looks devastated, but she doesn’t argue or try to stop them. Shane turns toward the door, and Ilya rises immediately, following him without hesitation. His movements are controlled, but every line of his body radiates fury and purpose.
As they step into the hallway, the owner calls after them, voice cracking.
“Mr. Rozanov—Mr. Hollander—please, let’s talk about this—”
Neither turns around as the warm summer air hits them, as the door closes behind them, and they make it into the car. Shane exhales slowly, the sound reminding Ilya of a growl. Ilya’s jaw is still tight, but the moment he looks at Shane, really looks, something in him loosens.
“I know it is not the time, but that was one of the sexiest things I’ve seen you do,” Ilya says, meaning it but also wanting to cut the tension he sees etched across Shane.
“Threatening our daughter’s former daycare is sexy to you?” Shane huffs, looking at Ilya.
“Watching you protect our daughter is sexy,” Ilya clarifies with a toothy grin.
“You’re incorrigible,” Shane laughs, a barely there smile dancing on his lips.
“I do not know that word,” Ilya replies, “But I think you like that I’m that.”
“Yeah…” Shane says, before leaning over the center console to give Ilya a quick kiss, “But we have to call the lawyer and then go join Yuki at mom and dad’s.”
“We also need to call your mother, we did promise we would,” Ilya adds, watching Shane buckle himself into his car and start the engine.
“Lawyer first, and then we’ll just tell mom when we get back to her and dad’s,” Shane says, fishing his phone out and handing it to Ilya to call.
“Okay,” Ilya says, finding the lawyer’s contact before pausing, “We’re pressing charges against that teacher, right?”
“Absolutely.”
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  Ilya finds the contact Shane has labeled “Lydia Brooks (Lawyer)” and hits the call button, the phone cool in his hand. He feels Shane’s tension beside him, the silent weight of what they have just done. The phone rings twice before a smooth but alert voice answers.
“Hey Shane, how did the meeting go?”
Shane takes a deep breath, looking at Ilya for a moment, the steel in his eyes softening slightly before he speaks.
“They tried to call it a misunderstanding,” Shane answers. There’s a brief pause before the woman on the other end speaks again.
“Tell me what happened.”
Shane gives her just the facts.
Yuki was told to wait outside by her teacher, and no one noticed she was missing for eight minutes, leaving her unsupervised for nearly forty-five minutes until Ilya found her in a shed, terrified and covered in mud.
How today they stepped into the daycare with a reasonable request for a full refund, only for the owner to insist it was just a misunderstanding and that Yuki had just wandered off, and how the man wasn’t even sorry until he realized who Ilya was.
“Jesus Christ, how did he end up in charge of kids?” the lawyer huffs, “So safe to assume we’re proceeding with the lawsuit we previously discussed, including with the teacher?”
“Yeah, we both want to press charges for negligence against the teacher and sue the daycare for the same,” Shane says, looking at Ilya, who nods in agreement.
“I’ll file the paperwork, but I do have to ask what your goal is here?”
“That teacher should never work with kids again,” Ilya answers.
“I assume that’s Ilya, it’s nice to meet you, Mr. Rozanov,” Lydia says, her tone pleasant before going back to a more serious tone, “The teacher no longer able to be in child care should be easy enough, given what you described, but what about the daycare? Do you want it shut down, money, or something else?”
“I don’t want the daycare shut down because of two bad apples,” Shane sighs, “Is there a way to force the owner to sell his share or step down? Or maybe restrict him legally from managing or operating the daycare in the future? Like, what would it take to actually get him removed but keep the business running for the kids and the staff who had nothing to do with this?”
“Hmmm… it depends on the ownership, but if he’s not the sole owner or if there is a board, we might be able to sue for his removal. If that’s not the case, then I have some other ideas that could work,” Lydia offers, and Ilya hears what sounds like typing in the background of the call.
“There’s a board of directors mentioned in their welcome letter,” Shane confirms with a nod.
“Perfect, I’ll start filing the paperwork for the lawsuits. It should be an easy case, given there is a video of the incident,” Lydia assures. “I’ll keep you two updated. In the meantime, keep your family safe, and don’t engage with anyone from the daycare. If someone contacts you, let me know, and I’ll handle it.”
“Thank you, Lydia,” Shane says, and the call ends. For a moment, the car is quiet.
Warm summer air drifts through the cracked windows, and Shane’s shoulders finally sag. The adrenaline drains out of him, replaced by a heavy, aching relief that tightens his chest and then slowly lets go. His fingers tremble on his thigh, and he blinks hard, staring at the dashboard, trying to find words for the jumble of anger, fear, and helplessness that linger in his system.
Ilya watches, taking in the subtle tremor in Shane’s hand, reading the exhaustion etched into the set of his jaw. For Ilya, the last hour swirls in his mind, furious protectiveness battling guilt for not preventing this pain, for not sensing sooner what Yuki needs.
He aches to take Shane in his arms, to promise nothing will ever hurt their family again, even though he knows some wounds will take longer to heal. Quietly, he reaches out and gently takes Shane’s hand, squeezing his fingers with a silent promise. For a heartbeat, they stay like that, warmth traveling from palm to palm, anchoring them both.
Despite the heat, an odd chill lingers, both of them left raw and exposed in the aftermath. Still, through their mingled scents hangs a thread of hope, fragile but persistent, a quiet beginning of healing trembling in the summer air. Shane's scent curls through the space, his cold air laced with pine and cedar, undercut by that warmth blooming under the frost, like a hidden fire waiting to thaw.
It's intoxicating, especially now, after watching his omega handle the situation with such fierce precision. Watching Shane with his voice steady and unyielding, dismantling the daycare owner's dismay point by point, before leading Ilya out, and calling their lawyer, whom he’d managed to get in two days.
Ilya feels a surge of pride, but beneath it, a persistent guilt flickers at not being able to shield their family from hurt in the first place. The ache is wrapped around a fierce protectiveness and a darker, restless hunger that stirs low in his gut. His alpha instincts hum, urging him to claim and protect, even as part of him wonders if it will ever be enough.
He glances at Shane in the driver's seat, his profile beautiful against the passing trees, jaw still set from the ordeal. Shane's dark hair is tousled from running his hand through it, and his button-up shirt clings slightly to his body from the humidity, outlining his strong lines.
"Pull over," Ilya says, his voice rougher than he intends. The words hang in the air, direct and unfiltered. Shane turns his head, one eyebrow arching in that way that always makes Ilya's blood run hot, curious, challenging, but with a spark of knowing.
"Here?" Shane asks, but there's no real protest in his tone. His scent shifts, that underlying warmth intensifying, seeping into the car's confines like an invitation.
Ilya nods, eyes flicking to a narrow turnout ahead into a nature park that's half-hidden by overhanging maples and the scrubby underbrush that lines the riverbank. It's private enough, no houses in sight, just the rush of nearby water and the distant hum of the city fading behind them.
"Yeah, now. I need to taste you."
Shane's lips curve into a small, wicked smile, and he signals without a word, easing the car off the road and into a thankfully empty parking lot. The tension in the car changes, charged with something new, both of them instinctively reaching out for comfort, chasing the reassurance only they can offer each other.
The thrum of adrenaline and lingering hurt twist into want, impossible to separate in this moment when anger, relief, and love all blur together. Shane finds a well-hidden spot and cuts the engine.
The sudden quiet amplifies everything: the rustle of leaves, the lap of the river, and the way Ilya's own scent rises, mingles with Shane's, creating something heady, electric, a perfect storm that makes Ilya's cock twitch in his jeans.
As soon as the car is still, Ilya unbuckles and leans over the console, his hand finding Shane's thigh. The fabric of Shane's pants is warm under his palm, and he squeezes, feeling the muscle tense and yield.
"You were fucking incredible back there," Ilya murmurs, his breath ghosting Shane's ear. "Standing up to them like that. Made me want to drop to my knees right in the lobby, but it was not the time."
Shane chuckles low, a sound that vibrates through Ilya like a promise.
"At least you knew not too," Shane huffs, his hand covering Ilya's, guiding it higher, pressing it against the growing bulge at his crotch, his slick already scenting the air, subtle but unmistakable. Ilya doesn't waste time with more words. He pops the button on Shane's fly, tugging the zipper down with deliberate slowness, savoring the hitch in Shane's breath.
The omega shifts in his seat, lifting his hips to help as Ilya peels the pants and briefs down just enough to free him. Shane's cock springs out, hard and flushed, the tip already glistening. It's the slick that draws Ilya's gaze lower, shining along the crease of Shane's ass, betraying how turned on he is, how ready.
"Fuck, look at you," Ilya growls, his mouth watering. He ducks down, the console digging into him, but he doesn't care. The angle into the front seat is awkward, but that only heightens the urgency. His lips brush the underside of Shane first, a teasing glide from base to tip, tasting salt and skin. Shane's hand fists in Ilya's hair, not pulling, just holding, grounding them both.
Shane moans softly, the sound muffled as he tilts his head back against the seat.
"Ilya... shit, yes."
His scent blooms stronger, that warmth under the frost wrapping around Ilya like a blanket, chasing away the faint breeze seeping in from a cracked window.
Ilya takes him in, lips sealing around the head, tongue swirling to lap up the bead of pre-cum. He sucks gently at first, hollowing his cheeks, then deeper, relaxing his throat to take more. The taste of Shane fills his mouth, musky and alive, with that underlying sweetness from the slick that's starting to coat Ilya's fingers as he reaches lower. He teases the tight ring of muscle there, slickly easing the press of one finger, circling without entering, just enough to make Shane buck.
"God, your mouth," Shane breathes, his free hand gripping the door handle, "Deeper, alpha. Please."
The plea shoots straight to Ilya's core, his own erection straining painfully against his zipper. He obliges, bobbing his head with more rhythm, the wet sounds obscene in the confined space. Saliva and pre-cum slick the way, dripping down to where his finger still plays, now pushing inside just the tip, feeling the heat clench around him. Shane's slick makes it effortless.
Ilya hums around Shane's length, the vibration drawing a gasp, and adds a second finger, scissoring gently to stretch him. He wants to bury himself there, pump Shane full until that impossible swell happens. Shane's hips stutter, his grip tightening in Ilya's hair.
"I'm close... fuck, Ilya, don't stop."
Ilya doesn't; instead, he sucks harder, fingers curling to brush that spot inside, the one that makes Shane's whole body arch. Slick flows freer now, coating Ilya's hand, the scent overwhelming, pine and cedar warmed through, mingling with Ilya's smoky edge.
It's a feedback loop, pushing Ilya to the edge without even being touched.
With a choked curse, Shane comes, spilling hot and thick down Ilya's throat. Ilya swallows greedily, milking every drop, his fingers still working that sensitive gland until Shane shudders and pulls him off with a laugh that's half-pant.
"Enough, just come here," Shane pleads breathily. Ilya straightens, licking his lips, eyes dark with need. Shane's gaze rakes over him, possessive and hungry.
"Your turn," Shane says, but Ilya shakes his head, already fumbling with his own belt.
"No, I just need to be inside you now." his voice is a command, alpha authority threading through it, though Shane knows he could refuse if he wanted; Ilya would never force Shane to do something he didn’t want. Shane doesn't refuse; his eyes soften, that warmth in his scent flaring as he nods.
They scramble, awkward in the car's confines. Shane kicks off his shoes and shoves his pants down to his ankles, twisting to straddle Ilya's lap in the passenger seat and grinding down against Ilya's freed erection, the slick from his entrance smearing hot and wet. Ilya groans, hands gripping Shane's hips, guiding him.
"Then fuck me, Ilya. Make it count," Shane teases, leaning in, sealing their mouths in a messy kiss that tastes of salt and desire. Ilya lifts him just enough, aligning, and Shane sinks slowly, inch by inch. The stretch is tight, slick, easing it but not erasing the burn. Shane's body is gripping like a vice, pulling him deeper. They both moan into the kiss, breaking apart as Shane bottoms out, Ilya's cock fully sheathed in that perfect heat.
"Move," Shane demands, nails digging into Ilya's shoulders. Ilya thrusts up, hard and deep, the car rocking with the motion. Shane rides him, matching the rhythm, their scents swirling in a dizzying haze.
Ilya's hands roam, shoving up Shane's shirt to expose his skin, thumbs circling nipples that harden under his touch. He leans in to bite one, not gently, earning a sharp cry that turns to a whine.
"Yes, like that. Harder, alpha," Shane moans. The pace builds, frantic and raw, the windows fogging from their breaths. Ilya's mind blanks to everything but this: Shane's weight, his gasps, the slick slide that has him teetering on the edge. He wants to knot him, to flood him until it takes, consequences be damned.
"Gonna fill you up," he growls against Shane's neck, scenting the pulse there, "Make you mine again. Ours."
Shane clenches around him, chasing his own release, hand fisting his erection, stroking himself in time with the thrusts, his slick aiding the glide.
"Do it. Cum in me, alpha."
Ilya slams up once, twice, and erupts, pulsing deep inside, the heat of his release mixing with Shane's slick. Shane follows seconds later, spilling over Ilya's shirt, a sticky mess that neither cares about. They cling, shuddering through the aftershocks, the car filled with their mingled scents, heavy and sated.
For a long moment, they stay like that, foreheads pressed together, breaths syncing. The river murmurs outside, a peaceful counterpoint to their racing hearts.
"Well, that was one way to blow off steam after therapy-by-confrontation," Shane chuckles, the sound light and breathless.
"This is the best therapy I could have asked for," Ilya says, grinning, hands stroking Shane's back, the possessive fire banked but not gone.
"Yeah," Shane agrees, kissing Ilya softly before pushing off of him and carefully opening the car door, scanning the surroundings. “This was really stupid of us, doing this where someone could see us.”
Ilya leans forward, scanning the area carefully, seeing if anyone, any cameras, or even another car was nearby, but just some birds and maybe a squirrel in a nearby tree.
“No one is here, and we should use the time that we have,” Ilya sighs, knowing that Yuki is going to be sleeping in Shane’s nest with them for a while more, and she’s been extra clingy with both of them. He loves this more affection-seeking Yuki, even though the cause of it churns his gut.
The feeling of being among the people who make her feel safe is something Ilya treasures. At the same time, the closeness is sharpened by an undercurrent of worry that he can never quite shake. Joy in her touch and laughter mixes with the ache of knowing how fragile it all feels, how one moment of carelessness changed everything.
He wonders, as he watches Shane and imagines Yuki asleep between them tonight, if it is possible to keep holding on to this light even while his own fears linger at the edges. Somehow, in the warmth of this stolen moment, he finds both comfort and a deeper promise to protect them, whatever it takes.
Even though the worry never leaves, Ilya clings to the hope that their family can grow stronger through it all. The love between them feels like something steadfast, and in that hope, he finds the resolve to believe that, no matter what happens, they will face whatever comes together.
Though he also recognizes that it means less time for just Shane and him.
Shane smiles at him as he carefully separates from Ilya and steps out of the car. Ilya is immediately on lookout duty as Shane cleans himself with the wet wipes he keeps in the glove box, then redresses. Ilya cleans himself up next, before he hears Shane sigh, looking at the car seats.
“I’m going to have to get the car detailed. I have no idea how to get slick and cum out of the car seats,” Shane sighs again, and Ilya laughs as he pulls his pants back on.
“I will pay for it, it is my fault since I am the one who could not wait,” Ilya offers, planting a kiss on Shane’s lips and managing to get the keys out of Shane’s hand with ease. He pulls away, showing Shane the keys in his hand, “We should get back to your parents. I will drive.”
Shane doesn’t argue; instead, he climbs into the passenger seat as Ilya moves to the driver’s. As they pull back onto the road, heading to pick up their daughter, Ilya feels the weight lift, replaced by a quiet certainty.
The drive back to Shane’s parents’ house is quiet, like that that comes after a storm, when the air is still heavy but no longer dangerous. The neighborhood looks the same as it always does, tidy lawns, trimmed hedges, the faint smell of someone grilling a late lunch, but Ilya feels different. Shane feels different. Something in them has shifted, tightened, aligned.
Ilya pulls into the driveway, the curtains in the front window twitch, and a second later, the door opens. Yuna steps out onto the porch, wiping her hands on a dish towel. She doesn’t rush them; she doesn’t call out; she watches, eyes soft, taking in the sight of her son and the man beside him. Shane exhales, a long, slow breath, and Ilya can feel the tension leaving him in waves.
Inside the house, they hear a small voice.
“Papa?”
Yuki’s head pops around the corner, her curls bouncing, her cheeks still a little pink from playing. She spots them through the open door and breaks into a run. Ilya barely has time to crouch before she barrels into him, arms wrapping tight around his neck. He lifts her easily, holding her close, and her scent hits him immediately: that familiar maple-snow-cream sweetness warmed by playtime, cedar softened into comfort instead of fear, and the faintest bright thread of wildflowers.
It’s the smell of his little girl safe in his arms again, and it nearly knocks the breath out of him.
“Hi, Снежинка,” he murmurs, pressing his cheek to her hair, “Did you have fun with Granny and Grandpa?”
She nods vigorously before speaking, “I painted a lot of pictures, and Grandpa and I did the crossword!”
“Come see! Come see!” she insists, wriggling out of Ilya’s arms just enough to grab his hand, tugging him toward the living room with urgency. Clearly, she’s been waiting hours to show him her art.
Ilya lets himself be pulled, his much larger hand swallowed in her tiny one. The living room floor is covered with art; papers are spread everywhere, some still damp at the corners, a few glittering suspiciously in ways that make him hope Yuna has a vacuum with strong opinions.
Yuki drops to her knees and begins sorting through the stack as if she were a curator preparing an exhibit.
“This one!” she declares, holding up a page covered in bold, looping lines and bright colors. “This is the dragon I made. He’s friendly but also a little bit scary. Granny said we should name him Maplewing.”
Ilya sits beside her, lowering himself slowly so he doesn’t knock over the precarious tower of paints on the table nearby.
“He looks very strong,” he says, studying the drawing, “And very colorful.”
“He breathes rainbow fire,” Yuki explains matter-of-factly, “And it only hurts bad people, so he can’t hurt you or Daddy!”
“Sounds like he couldn’t hurt anyone in this house,” Ilya adds, smiling as he looks at the drawings. Yuki nods, then digs again, pulling out another sheet filled with uneven boxes and scribbled letters that tilt in every possible direction. She holds it up with both hands, beaming.
“This is the crossword!” she announces proudly, “Grandpa let me help, and I found so many words.”
Ilya leans closer, studying the page. Some of the letters are backward, some are floating nowhere near the boxes, and one word seems to have escaped entirely and wandered into the margin.
“You did this with Grandpa?” he asks.
“Uh-huh!” Yuki nods so hard her curls bounce, “He said I’m very good at voca-buh-lary.”
“Vocabulary,” Ilya echoes, more to make sure he correctly knows the word.
“Yeah! That.” She points to a row of letters, “This one is tree, I found it all by myself. Grandpa said that I have an ob-ser-va-tional eye.’”
Ilya bites back a smile. “He said that?”
“Uh-huh. And then I found another word.” She taps a cluster of letters that might once have been a straight line. “This one is ‘con-stel-lation.’”
Ilya blinks. “Constellation?”
“Yeah!” she chirps, “It means stars that are like family and always together!”
“That is a very good definition,” Ilya replies with a smile. Yuki beams, clearly pleased with herself.
“Grandpa said I’m ‘pre-co…’”
“Precocious?” Ilya offers, as she elongates to co, uncertainty etched on her face. It's one of the first English words Ilya learned, often hearing it from English-speaking coaches when he was much younger.
“Yeah!” she nods vigorously, “He said it means I know lots of things.”
“It does,” Ilya agrees, smoothing a curl behind her ear, “And you do.”
She leans against him, warm and small, her scent brightening with pride, maple sweetness lifting, wildflowers blooming at the edges. She taps the crossword again.
“Grandpa said next time we can do the big one in the newspaper. The one with the teeny tiny boxes. He said I’m almost ready.”
“I think you are ready,” Ilya says, his chest warming.
Yuki grins, then lowers her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Grandpa said Daddy is not ready.”
Ilya snorts before he can stop himself.
“No,” he agrees, “Daddy is not ready.”
From the kitchen, Shane’s voice drifts in mid-explanation, steady but tired. Yuna murmurs something soft in response, and David’s low rumble of agreement follows. Yuki climbs into Ilya’s lap again, settling comfortably as she spreads the crossword across both of their knees.
“Papa,” she says, tapping one of the boxes, “Do you want to find a word with me?”
Ilya wraps an arm around her, holding her close.
“Yes,” he says quietly. “I want to find all the words with you.”
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Shane double-checks the address on his phone even though he’s already memorized it.
The clinic sits on a quiet street near the hospital, a low building with wide windows and a mural of animals holding umbrellas painted along its side.
It’s meant to be welcoming.
Yuki holds his hand tightly, tighter than usual, her small fingers curled around his like she’s afraid he might disappear if she lets go. Her scent is soft but tense, maple sweetness pulled thin, cedar sharper at the edges.
“We’re just going to meet someone who helps kids feel better after scary things,” he says, squeezing her hand gently, assuring her as they approach the building. Yuki nods, but he can tell she’s not convinced.
Inside, the waiting room is bright and warm with shelves of picture books, bins of toys, and a fish tank bubbling quietly in the corner. Yuki’s eyes flick toward it, but she doesn’t let go of his hand. Shane kneels so they’re eye-level.
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he says softly, “I’m going to be with you the whole time.”
She nods again, this time pressing her forehead to his shoulder. He wraps an arm around her, rubbing slow circles on her back. A door opens, and a woman in her forties steps out. She has soft brown hair pulled into a low bun, glasses perched on her nose, and a cardigan with tiny embroidered stars on the sleeves. She smiles warmly.
“Yuki Hollander?” the woman asks.
“Yes, we’re here,” Shane greets, standing while he holds Yuki’s hand as they approach the woman.
“Hi, Yuki. I’m Dr. Callow,” Dr. Callow greets Yuki with a warm, gentle smile. “I heard you like painting.”
“I like painting…” Yuki confirms, peeking out from behind Shane’s shoulder, “And puzzle… And Snoopy.”
“Snoopy is excellent,” Dr. Callow says with a small nod. “Would you like to see my office? I have a Snoopy plush in there.”
Yuki’s head lifts a little; it's not much, but it's enough. Shane feels the shift in her scent: cedar easing, maple warming again. He kisses the top of her head.
“We can go together,” he murmurs, “I’m not going anywhere.”
She nods, and Dr. Callow steps aside, giving them space, looking at Shane as she speaks,
“Take your time. There’s no rush.”
Shane leads Yuki down the hallway, her hand holding his tight, gently tugging every few steps like she’s reminding herself that he’s there. He brushes his thumb against her wrist, daily able to feel her heartbeat; quick, fluttery, but steady.
He wishes Ilya were here, not because he needs help, but because Ilya would know exactly how to make Yuki laugh right now. Because Ilya would sit beside him and squeeze his knee under the table, and because doing this alone feels heavier than he expected.
But Ilya had to go to practice, and Shane refused to let him skip. Hockey matters to Ilya, and Shane needed him to keep showing up for that part of his life, too, not just hovering and worrying at home. He wanted them all to find their way back to routine, to normalcy, even if today it meant doing the hard part alone.
Shane draws in a slow breath, steadying himself. He squares his shoulders, pushing down the old urge to run or hide, and silently promises Yuki and himself that he will do whatever it takes to help her heal. He can do this, he tells himself firmly. He will be the safety she needs, even on the hard days.
But Shane’s got this.
Dr. Callow’s office is cozy, with soft colors, low shelves, and a rug patterned with clouds. A small table holds crayons and paper. A plush Snoopy sits on a beanbag chair, one ear flopped over its face. Yuki spots it immediately; her grip loosens as she moves to the squishy.
She stops right before it, carefully looking at Dr. Callow.
“You are welcome to hold on to him during our meeting today,” Dr. Callow offers, her voice soft. Yuki nods and, clutching the Snoopy plush to her chest, its floppy ear pressed against her cheek. She doesn’t sit yet; she stands there, watching Dr. Callow with wide, assessing eyes. Dr. Callow doesn’t move closer. She settles onto a low, cushioned stool, hands resting loosely in her lap.
“Yuki,” she says gently, “I’m really glad you came today. We could start with something easy. Do you want to show me how Snoopy sits when he’s feeling brave?”
Yuki blinks, then, slowly, she lowers herself onto the rug, placing Snoopy in front of her. She adjusts his paws, then tilts his head upright.
“Like this,” she says quietly, and Shane feels something in his chest loosen.
“That looks very brave,” Dr. Callow agrees. “Does Snoopy feel brave today?”
Yuki nods, curls bouncing.
“Daddy’s here,” Yuki answers, looking over to Shane for a moment before looking back at Snoopy, and Shane swallows hard.
“That makes a lot of sense,” she says, “Daddies are really good at helping us feel brave.”
Yuki hugs Snoopy again, pressing her cheek into his fur as she nods, her scent softening; cedar easing, maple warming, a faint thread of wildflowers peeking through. Dr. Callow reaches for a small basket beside her stool and sets it on the rug.
Inside are crayons, stickers, and sheets of paper with simple outlines, houses, trees, and blank faces waiting for expressions.
“Yuki,” she says, “Would you like to draw with me?”
Yuki’s eyes flick to Shane, and he nods.
“You can draw whatever you want, Snowdrop,” he encourages, looking at Dr. Callow to make sure he’s not overstepping, relieved when he sees her nod. Yuki considers this very seriously, then she picks a sheet with a blank face outline and sits on the floor to start coloring.
Dr. Callow watches her without interrupting. After a moment, she asks softly, “Tell me about your drawing?”
Yuki doesn’t answer right away; she keeps coloring, slow and deliberate, the crayon moving in small, careful strokes. Shane watches her shoulders rise and fall, tiny breaths, steady but tight. Her scent is warm again, but thin at the edges, like she’s holding something in.
Dr. Callow waits, not leaning forward or prompting further, just giving Yuki space. Finally, Yuki taps the paper with the tip of her crayon.
“This is… someone who helps,” she says softly, and Shane’s chest tightens.
Dr. Callow nods, “They look very kind.”
Yuki switches her crayon, adding a soft halo of color around the head.
“He has a light,” she explains, “So he can find people who are lost.”
Shane swallows hard, trying not to react to Yuki’s description.
“That’s a very special kind of helper,” Dr. Callow says gently, “Does he help you?”
“He found me,” Yuki nods, and Shane’s breath catches.
Dr. Callow’s voice stays soft, “Can you tell me more about him finding you?”
Yuki pauses, then draws a small shape beside the figure, a square with a crooked line for a door. She presses harder with a black crayon, the color darkening.
“I was in here,” she says quietly, “It was dark, cold, and I didn’t know where Daddy was.”
Shane feels his stomach drop, twisting painfully as he looks at his daughter, whom he couldn’t even protect. Yuki keeps drawing, her movements small but steady.
“I called for him, but he didn’t come. And then I called for Papa, and he didn’t come either.”
Her scent wavers; cedar tightening, maple thinning. Shane instinctively reaches out to tell her that he was sorry, but stops himself, not wanting to interrupt Yuki.
“And then…” Yuki switches to a white crayon, dragging it across the page even though it barely shows, “There was light, I heard Papa’s voice, and he found me.”
Shane closes his eyes for a moment.
“That must have been very scary,” Dr. Callow says, nodding slowly.
“I thought…” Yuki’s voice drops to a whisper, “Maybe they forgot about me.”
Shane’s heart cracks cleanly in two. He pulls in a breath, steadying himself, careful not to interrupt the moment.
“Yuki, thank you for telling me that,” Dr. Callow says, her tone staying warm and grounded, “You were very brave, and you’re safe now.”
Yuki nods, hugging Snoopy tighter to her side, her scent softening again; cedar easing, maple warming, a faint thread of wildflowers returning. Her shoulders rise and fall in a tiny, uneven breath. Shane can see the way her fingers curl tighter around Snoopy.
Dr. Callow doesn’t rush her.
“Yuki,” she says softly, “You told me how you felt then...” She pauses, giving the words room to settle before she continues, “I wonder… how do you feel now? Today?”
Yuki’s crayon hovers over the page. Shane feels his pulse pick up. He wants to answer for her to protect her from the question, from the memory, from anything that might hurt her, but he stays still.
He promised himself he wouldn’t interfere.
Yuki switches to a green crayon and draws a small circle beside the helper figure. then another and then a third.
“This one is… scared,” she says quietly, tapping the first circle. She presses harder, the green darkening. “It’s still there sometimes, like a… echo?”
Yuki looks at him when she says echo, and Shane nods that she’s using the word correctly. He’s proud of her, but he’s utterly gutted to hear confirmation that she’s still scared.
“That makes a lot of sense,” Dr. Callow says gently, “Echoes can stay for a while after something scary happens.”
“Sometimes when Daddy goes to the bathroom, I think he’s gone,” Yuki admits, curls brushing her cheeks as her voice wavers, “Even though he says he’s not.”
Shane’s heart cracks again. He forces himself to breathe slowly, evenly, so she doesn’t feel his panic.
“Thank you for telling me that,” Dr. Callow’s tone stays warm as she speaks, “That must feel very confusing.”
Yuki nods before tapping her second circle.
“This one is… sticky,” she frowns, searching for the right word, “Like… my feelings get stuck together. Scared and okay at the same time.”
“That’s a very smart way to describe it,” Dr. Callow says, impressed but not surprised, “Lots of kids, and grown-ups, have sticky feelings after something scary.”
Yuki nods again, hugging Snoopy tighter before tapping the third circle.
“This one is… warm,” she explains, her voice softening, “It’s when Daddy or Papa holds me, or when Granny reads to me, or when Grandpa and I do crosswords.”
Shane’s throat tightens. He can feel the warmth she’s talking about, the way her scent shifts, the way her small body relaxes.
“That’s a very important feeling,” Dr. Callow says, “Do you feel that one today?”
Yuki thinks for a moment, and then she nods before speaking, “Right now, because Daddy’s here.”
Shane swallows hard, blinking quickly, refusing to let the tears he feels welling up fall.
“I’m really glad you feel that way,” Dr. Callow says, smiling gently. Yuki goes quiet again, switching to a purple crayon and beginning to draw small looping shapes around the circles she made earlier. Her shoulders have loosened, her breathing steadier.
Dr. Callow watches her for a moment, then looks at Shane.
“Would it be alright if I talked to Daddy for just a minute?” she asks gently. Yuki pauses mid-loop, eyes flicking up.
“You’re not gonna take him?” she asks, her voice small. Shane’s heart twists.
“No, sweetheart,” Dr. Callow says immediately, “He’s staying right here in this room. I just want to talk to him while you draw. You can still see him the whole time.”
Yuki considers this, then nods slowly.
“Okay,  but he has to stay where I can see him.”
“I will,” Shane promises, settling himself on the rug a few feet away, “I’m not going anywhere.”
Yuki returns to her drawing, Snoopy tucked under one arm as she draws. Dr. Callow leads him just slightly to the side, enough to speak quietly without breaking Yuki’s line of sight.
“Shane,” she says softly, “I want to start with the fact that you’re doing an excellent job.”
He exhales shakily, not realizing until now how tightly he’d been holding his breath.
“She’s very articulate,” Dr. Callow continues, “And she’s processing more than most children her age can put into words. That shows a lot of strength, but it also means she feels things deeply.”
“I know, she always has,” Shane nods, throat tight.
“She’s showing classic signs of separation anxiety after a traumatic event,” Dr. Callow says gently, “The fear that you or her papa might disappear, that’s not unusual, and it doesn’t mean you did anything wrong.”
“I know,” Shane says, looking down at his hands, “But it feels like I did.”
“You didn’t,” her voice softens, “What happened wasn’t your fault, and the fact that she can talk about it this clearly? That’s because she feels safe with you here.”
Shane swallows hard.
“She’s going to need consistency,” Dr. Callow continues, “Predictable routines she can rely on, clear transitions, and lots of reassurance no matter how repetitive it might feel.”
“We can do that,” Shane nods.
“And when she panics,” Dr. Callow adds, “The goal isn’t to convince her she’s wrong, but to help her feel safe while she’s scared. You’re already doing that instinctively.”
Shane’s chest tightens with relief, guilt, love, all tangled.
“She may cling more,” Dr. Callow says, “She may follow you from room to room, might even need to check that you’re still there. It’s not regression, it’s going to be a part of her healing.”
Shane glances at Yuki. She’s humming softly now, drawing little stars around her circles.
“It sounds like you and her have a great support system,” Dr. Callow says, “That’s good, it’ll help with her healing process as well, knowing she can be safe with more than just you and her papa.”
Shane looks over as Yuki sits back on her heels, studying her drawing with a seriousness that makes Shane’s chest ache. Then she stands, Snoopy tucked under one arm, and walks over to them with small, determined steps.
“Daddy,” she says softly, holding the page out to him, “I’m done.”
Shane takes it carefully, like it’s something fragile. The helper figure, the shed, the circles — scared, sticky, warm, and the little stars orbiting everything like tiny anchors. He swallows hard.
“It’s beautiful, Snowdrop,” he says, voice thick, “Thank you for showing me.”
Yuki nods, then looks to Dr. Callow, “Do you like it?”
“I love it,” Dr. Callow says warmly, “You worked very hard on it.”
Yuki beams, small but clear, and returns to the rug, settling Snoopy in her lap as she begins peeling stickers from the basket.
The rest of the session unfolds gently. Yuki arranges stickers in neat rows, matching them to feelings without being prompted. She makes Snoopy “talk” in a tiny voice about being brave, builds a little house out of foam blocks, and puts Snoopy inside “so he doesn’t get rained on.” Shane sits nearby, answering when spoken to, letting Yuki lead. Her shoulders stay relaxed, her breathing even, her scent warm and soft.
When the timer on Dr. Callow’s desk chimes softly, Yuki looks up, startled.
“That means we’re all done for today,” Dr. Callow says gently. “You did wonderfully.”
Yuki hesitates, then asks, “Do I have to come back?”
Shane’s heart stutters.
“Only if you want to,” Dr. Callow says, “But I would like to see you again, because you’re very good at talking about your feelings, and I think we can help the scared and sticky ones get just a bit smaller, if  you’re okay with that.”
Yuki considers this, then nods once, “Okay, but Daddy has to come too.”
“I will,” Shane promises immediately. Yuki seems satisfied with that and begins gathering the crayons she was using to put them back into Dr. Callow’s basket.
Dr. Callow stands and walks with Shane to the door while Yuki cleans up.
“I’d like to see her once a week for now,” she says quietly. “Same day, same time if possible. As we discussed, the predictability will help.”
She offers a gentle smile, turning to glance at Yuki, who is busy gathering her crayons.
“With time, these sessions can become a space where Yuki knows she is safe and in control. Often, children grow more confident as they realize talking about their feelings gets easier, and it can help your whole family settle back into a new kind of normal.”
Shane nods, a mix of anxiety and hope tightening in his chest. The idea of a steady routine, of returning each week to watch Yuki heal bit by bit, gives him a fragile sense of anticipation.
“We can do that,” Shane nods.
“I’ll put you down for next Tuesday at ten then,” she continues. “And if she has a hard day before then, you can call me, even if it’s just for reassurance you did the right thing.”
“Thank you,” Shane exhales, the weight in his chest easing.
“You’re doing everything you can,” she says softly, “And she’s doing better than she thinks.”
Yuki runs over, Snoopy under one arm, drawing clutched in the other.
“Daddy, can we get A&W on the way home?” she asks.
“Yeah… we can get Papa something for when he’s out of practice,” Shane agrees, smiling at her. Yuki bounces a bit before turning to Dr. Callow and holding out the Snoopy to her.
“Thank you for letting him stay with me,” she says with a polite smile. Dr. Callow smiles at her, gently taking the Snoopy from her.
“Of course, and he’ll be here waiting for you next time too,” she promises. Yuki smiles a little brighter before taking Shane’s hand.
The two head out of the office, as they walk, Yuki’s hand in his, her scent warm and bright in a way that Shane hasn’t smelled since before his business trip.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The rink is loud in the way only practice can be, blades carving ice, pucks slamming into boards, people barking corrections that echo off the rafters. Ilya throws himself into the drills harder than usual, pushing through the burn in his legs, the tightness in his shoulders.
It’s easier than thinking.
He keeps trying not to think of Yuki or Shane, or that it’s Yuki’s first therapy session. He’s sure everything is fine, Shane’s with her, but it sits heavy in his chest: he hates being away from them, from her. Ilya had intended to join them today, but Shane insisted that he couldn’t skip practice forever.
During a break, he skates toward the bench, chest heaving, sweat cooling fast on his skin. He grabs his water bottle, takes a long drink, and reaches for his phone out of habit, not expecting anything at this point, but unable to help but at least check. The screen lights up as soon as he taps it, and he immediately sees a message from Shane.
For a second, everything in him stills as he pulls up the message.

We got you lunch. Yuki insisted that we needed to bring yours to you now.
She said it couldn’t wait.
We’re with Harris in the players’ lounge.

Ilya barely finishes reading before he’s moving. He doesn’t bother taking off his skates or wiping the sweat from his face. He moves, fast, purposeful, heart thudding with something warm and sharp.
He turns the corner into the player lounge and hears voices before he sees them.
“…the mic works great, full distortion, no one will know it’s her. And it’s more like a satyr than a Centaur, so she can walk and skate safely,” Harris is explaining as Ilya approaches.
“She’ll love that,” Shane smiles, “She’s been talking about skating again, so not having something to make that harder is good.”
Ilya steps inside. Shane looks up first, and the relief that washes over his face is immediate, softening everything. Harris turns too, offering a quick grin. Yuki, however, lights up and launches directly at him when she spots him.
“PAPA!”
She barrels across the room, curls bouncing wildly, her little sneakers thumping against the carpet. Ilya crouches in time before she collides with him, arms flinging around his neck with all the force her small body can muster.
He catches her easily, lifting her off the ground, holding her tight. Her scent hits him hard: warm maple, soft cedar, bright wildflowers, and something in his chest loosens so suddenly it almost hurts.
“Снежинка,” he murmurs into her hair, “I missed you.”
She pulls back just enough to look at him, eyes shining.
“We got you a Papa Burger!”
“A… Papa Burger?” Ilya asks, looking at Shane with confusion.
“It’s the biggest one,” she says proudly, “Because you’re the biggest papa.”
“She insisted when she heard the people ahead of us order it,” Shane snorts from the couch, a soft smile spreading on his face as he looks at the two of them, “Said that her Papa needs it.”
Ilya presses a kiss to Yuki’s temple, smiling into her curls. He can’t deny that her thinking of him like that makes him feel warm and mushy.
“I am very excited to eat this Papa Burger. Thank you, Снежинка.”
Yuki beams, wriggling in his arms until he sets her down. She grabs his hand immediately, tugging him toward the table where the A&W bag sits like a treasure chest, still warm from the car.
Harris lingers for a moment, shifting the garment bag with the Baby Centaur costume.
“I’ll let you guys eat,” he says, tone gentle, “But I’m gonna leave the costume here. No pressure at all, just… if she wants to try it on and see how it feels.”
“Thanks, Harris. Really,” Shane nods.
“Of course,” Harris says with a smile, before giving Yuki a little wave, “Enjoy your food, kiddo.”
Yuki beams at him as Harris slips out, closing the door softly behind him. The room settles into a warm, quiet bubble. Shane pulls the bag closer and starts unpacking it, opening both sauces and putting them in front of Yuki, handing Ilya the burger, and setting the cheese curds between the two.
Ilya smiles, remembering meeting them at the Mall of America, going to A&W with them, watching Shane sitting across from him, exhausted and soft-eyed, while Yuki was swinging her legs, sitting next to him, dipping cheese curds into sauces as she curled into him, claiming him even then.
They eat like that for a while, quiet, warm, and easy. Yuki alternates between the sauces; Ilya demolishes the Papa Burger; Shane eats exactly one cheese curd when Yuki insists. The room feels soft around them, like the world has shrunk to just this couch, this table, this moment.
Yuki finishes her last curd, wipes her fingers on a napkin, and moves off the couch, looking towards the sink.
“Daddy,” Yuki starts, holding her hands up, “I can't reach the sink, can you help?”
“Of course, Snowdrop,” Shane says, moving quickly to help her. Ilya watches them, forgetting for a second that they're in the player's lounge. He watches as Shane lifts Yuki so she can wash the grease and sauce from her hands.
It's domestic and boring.
“Thank you,” Yuki says when Shane puts her back on the ground and offers a nearby towel so she can dry her hands. She takes the towel and walks back over to Ilya, showing him her clean hands.
“You did a good job, Снежинка,” he says, and Yuki preens. She takes the towel back to Shane, who carefully folds it and puts it away.
This simplicity is exactly everything he's ever wanted in life.
“Daddy?” Yuki says, her eyes on the bag Harris left.
“Yeah, Snowdrop?” Shane glances over at her.
“Can I try the costume now?” she asks, her voice is small, but the excitement trembles at the edges, like she’s not sure if she’s allowed to want to try it on. Shane looks at Ilya, as he looks at him, and something warm passes between them.
“If you want to,” Shane says gently, “Only if you feel good about it.”
“I feel good,” Yuki nods so hard her curls bounce. She slides off the couch and pads over to the garment bag.
“Papa,” she says, turning back to Ilya with wide eyes, “Can you help me?”
Ilya stands, heart swelling in a way he can’t name.
“Of course, Снежинка,” he says softly. “I would love to help you.”
And she beams brightly at him, moving to stand in front of the garment bag, bouncing with excitement radiating off her in warm, bright waves.
Ilya slowly unzips the bag, letting her see each piece: a tiny Centaur's jersey, soft faux-fur satyr-style leggings, hoof-shaped boot covers for skates, and finally the oversized Baby Centaur head, with its molded red helmet and mesh eye panels.
“He’s funny looking!” Yuki giggles, hands flying to her mouth.
“He is,” Ilya agrees, letting out a laugh of his own, “And just your size.”
She reaches out, touching the jersey first, rubbing the fabric between her fingers, as if testing the figure.
“It feels comfy,” she says, smiling at him.
“It will be,” Ilya says gently, “Do you want to try it on and see?”
She nods, determined. Ilya carefully unclips the straps of her overalls and helps her wriggle out of them, leaving her in the soft white shirt underneath. He slips the tiny Centaurs jersey over her head, guiding her arms through the sleeves. It’s oversized on her frame, but she’s not swimming in it.
Next come the leggings. Ilya holds them open while she steps in, gripping his shoulders for balance. The faux fur brushes her calves, and she giggles.
“They’re tickly!”
“That means they’re good,” Ilya says, dead serious, “All best costumes are a little tickly.”
She nods, accepting Ilya’s words as law. The hoof covers slip easily over her little shoes.
“Okay, now all that’s left is the head,” Ilya says, lifting it carefully. “You tell me if it feels too heavy.”
She nods as he lowers it onto her head, guiding it gently until it settles. The mesh eye panels are large enough for Yuki to see easily.
For a moment, she’s still, and Ilya holds his breath.
“Daddy?” she says, her real voice muffled but unmistakably hers as she moves toward Shane, who can see her more clearly.
“Oh, Snowdrop…” Shane’s hand flies to his mouth, “You look so cute!”
She spreads her arms dramatically.
“I am Baby Centaur!” Yuki announces, stomping, delighted with the sound. She turns in a slow circle, testing her range of motion.
“It’s comfy and warm,” she declares, “I like it!”
She turns toward Shane, lifting her arms like she wants him to see every angle.
“Daddy! Look!” she giggles. Shane’s face softens in a way that makes Ilya’s throat tighten. Yuki beams inside the helmet. Ilya can’t see her face, but he can feel it in her scent, bright and sweet and proud.
Shane laughs, real and unguarded, and for a moment, the heaviness that’s haunted all of them lifts. Yuki twirls again, her arms jutting out for balance, the oversized Centaur head wobbling just so. Ilya kneels beside her, steadying the helmet, and catches Shane’s eyes over Yuki’s shoulder, looking full of relief and something bright, unspoken.
“Papa, am I a real Baby Centaur now?” Yuki asks, voice muffled but shining with pride.
Ilya nods solemnly, “The best one I’ve ever met.”
Yuki beams, her laughter echoing against the rink’s distant clatter. Shane reaches for her, pulling both of them into a loose hug, and for the first time in days, Ilya lets himself believe that maybe, just maybe, they’re all going to be okay.
Outside, the muffled sounds of practice fade into the background. Here, in the warmth of their little family, hurt softens into hope. Ilya closes his eyes for a moment, pressing his forehead to the Centaur's head, feeling the steady thump of her joy through the fabric and the gentle strength of Shane’s hand on his shoulder.
They stay like that, held together by the simplest things: laughter, love, and the certainty that, whatever comes next, they will face it side by side.
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  Shane never imagined his family’s lives would find cadence again. Gradually, almost warily, a routine forms, held by two steadfast anchors.
Every Tuesday at ten, Shane and Yuki walk into Dr. Callow’s office together. From the car to the waiting room, Yuki clings tightly to Shane's hand, her grip shifting each week: sometimes loose and warm, other times trembling and almost painful. Some weeks, Yuki chatters, her voice thin and fast, fingers tangled with Shane’s; on harder weeks, silence stretches between them as she squeezes his hand until her knuckles pale.
When it’s their turn, Yuki always goes in. Inside, Shane sits upright and alert beside her, watching the tension in her shoulders rise and fall as she and Dr. Callow talk. He listens, his eyes fixed on Yuki, and offers his arm whenever her hand trembles toward him, only interjecting when invited.
This is their new Tuesday ritual, marking the first anchor in their week.
By Friday, the weekly rhythm shifts to the second anchor: time with Shane’s parents.
Yuki spends Fridays with Shane's parents. His mom or dad picks her up, depending on who’s free first. When his mother arrives, she takes Yuki shopping; sometimes they cook together. She also hints about skating once it’s colder. If his father comes, he and Yuki get their A&W order, do crosswords, and she helps him in the garden. By dinner, when Shane and Ilya arrive, Yuki’s barefoot, grass-stained, glowing.
The rest of the week flows between Tuesday therapy and Friday family time, filling the spaces.
Most mornings, for Shane, begin with Yuki in his nest, her hair tousled and her cheeks flushed from sleep. She whispers, “Daddy, it’s wake-up time,” even when it isn’t. Shane yawns and gathers her into an embrace. Usually, Ilya beats them to the kitchen, already brewing coffee, pausing mid-stretch to ease the stiffness practice left in his shoulders as they join him. The scene feels distinctly Shane's as he observes his family coming together.
The family gathers for breakfast. Ilya tries to stall, lingering before leaving for practice, but Shane insists he go. Sometimes Ilya whines about staying home; Shane simply reminds him they both have work. Yuki waves goodbye, watching until Ilya’s out of sight. Once the door closes, Shane cleans and gets to work, watching as Yuki grows sad and clings to him more.
Shane’s office feels snugger than it did in Montreal.
He delights in having Yuki nearby as he works, yet a knot of worry coils under his happiness: pride at her curiosity, a raw ache that this closeness might vanish, and anxiety gnawing at him, questioning if he’s enough, if this healing is real. Each of Yuki’s gestures tugs at him; she shadows his movements, her eagerness keenly felt, and when she asks questions, her earnest voice soothes and sharpens his focus, reminding him how fragile this rebuilding feels.
As she chatters at his side, Shane feels a tentative hope growing between the worries, as if their new rhythm might just be steady enough to last.
Some days, Yuki naps on the couch after lunch; on others, she colors quietly at the table while Shane answers emails, occasionally showing him her drawings. But the moment Ilya gets home from practice, Yuki sprints for the door.
“Papa!”
Her feet thud energetically against the floor, and she launches herself at Ilya with the pent-up urgency of waiting all day. Each time, her affection catches him off guard, he blinks, breath quivering, and a slow, stunned smile breaks through his surprise. Shane pretends not to notice how Ilya’s face softens, his shoulders unclenching as every line of tension melts. The warmth filling the room makes it impossible to ignore the change.
As evening sets in, their routine finds a lively note at dinner, which is always the loudest part of the day, not because anyone is shouting, but because Yuki fires off a barrage of questions:
“Papa, did the rookies fall again?”
“Papa, did you drink water?”
“Papa, did you win practice?”
Ilya answers every question with care, as if each is the most important. He tells her everything: drills, scrimmages, locker room jokes. Nightly complaints follow, mostly about Tanner Dillon’s inability to stay in position.
“Does Tanner not have ears?” Yuki asks, genuinely baffled after a particularly long rant from Ilya about how he’d offered Tanner several corrections, and the man didn’t listen to any of it. Shane tries not to laugh into his water, though he can't quite suppress a smile.
“He has ears,” Ilya says, stabbing a piece of chicken as if it insulted him. “He just does not use them.”
“He forgets?” Yuki breathes, incredulous.
“He forgets everything,” Ilya mutters. “Position, timing, the puck’s location, his own—”
“He’s still a kid,” Shane offers.
“He is not, he’s five years younger than us and has been playing professionally long enough to know better. Even if he was a kid, that’s not an excuse,” Ilya insists, “Yuki listens very well, and she is a real child.”
Yuki preens at Ilya’s compliment, but his expression softens quickly, as it always does when he shifts from complaining about Tanner to praising his rookies.
“Holmberg was good today,” he says, leaning back, “Very steady and calm. Plus, he listens. LaPointe worked hard. He is not the fastest, but he is strong. Good instincts.”
“And Young?” Shane asks, already bracing.
“Young is… Young,” Ilya sighs.
“So still chaos,” Shane laughs.
“Mostly good chaos,” Ilya agrees.
Yuki beams. “I like chaos.”
“You would,” Shane mutters, ruffling her hair.
“And Wooka?” Yuki asks, butchering Luca Hass’s name with complete confidence, and Ilya’s whole face softens in a way Shane has only ever seen when he talks about Yuki or puppies.
“Luca,” he corrects gently, “Was very good today. He is going to go far.”
Yuki nods solemnly, as if taking notes.
“He is clever and lightning-fast,” Ilya continues. “He’s shy and courteous, too. Probably because of his age.”
“He’s really pretty,” Yuki adds. Ilya freezes, not dramatically. He doesn’t gasp or drop his fork, but there’s a tiny, almost imperceptible stillness. His shoulders tense, jaw tightens, eyes widen just a bit.
Shane bites the inside of his cheek, holding back a laugh.
“Pretty?” Ilya repeats, voice a shade too neutral.
“Mm-hmm,” Yuki affirms, nibbling on a bite of broccoli, "He has a nice face and smile. He looks soft."
Ilya looks genuinely affronted.
“He is not soft,” he says, a little too quickly, “He is… rookie.”
Ilya exhales sharply through his nose, grip tightening on his fork until the metal creaks softly. A dense wave of his scent rolls off him: pine and cedar, laced with something sharp and smoky. The tang of jealousy and protectiveness rises so suddenly that Shane feels the air shift between them.
Shane studies Ilya and sees, plain as day, the flare of alpha instincts in Ilya’s face: a flash of envy hardening his eyes, a twitch in his jaw as he fights the urge to bare his teeth, shoulders squared with his chest lifted in a quiet claim, all his posture silently warning off any threats. For Shane, witnessing this response grounds him in the complexities of their family dynamic.
There is a flicker of genuine fear, something raw and primal, sparking in his eyes. He can't quite hide it: a deep, instinctive dread at watching Yuki maturing before his eyes. That kind of anxiety sinks into his scent, lingering along Shane’s skin.
The instincts roil just beneath the surface, sharpening every emotion, as if some old, territorial part of Ilya is already bracing to defend her, even from harmless crushes or imagined future heartbreaks.
Finally, Ilya clears his throat.
“Yuki,” he says, voice firm but gentle, “You must never date hockey players.”
Shane chokes.
“Why?” Yuki blinks, confusion flickering across her face.
“Because,” Ilya says, gesturing vaguely, “They are disasters.”
“But you’re a hockey player,” Yuki frowns.
“Yes,” Ilya says, “Exactly.”
Yuki considers this, then nods, “Okay. I won’t date hockey players.”
Ilya exhales in visible relief at her agreement.
“But Luca’s still pretty,” Yuki says. Shane sees Ilya’s eye twitch and suppresses laughter as Yuki returns to her dinner as if nothing happened. Ilya mutters something in Russian, which Shane picks up a couple of words, but not enough to know what Ilya said.
Shane’s been trying to learn Russian, although progress has been slow. With everything happening, it’s been harder lately. Still, he wants to understand more than just the words. The language weaves into their family, a heartbeat in quiet moments, the fabric of Ilya’s love. For Shane, learning Russian is like reaching for a thread that ties Ilya to them. It feels like a small gesture: one that means belonging, protection, and the hope of truly being at home together.
After dinner, conversation drifts to Yuki’s day: her drawing and what Shane showed her about a building. Ilya listens, nodding, asking questions, and smiling in that soft way he does at home. When the plates are finally empty and dinner is over, Yuki hops down from her chair.
“Daddy, I’m gonna go do my learning pages now,” she advises, already bouncing toward the living room.
“Go ahead, Snowdrop,” Shane says, “We’ll be right here cleaning up.”
She grabs the workbook he gave her earlier, full of worksheets, and with a Bluey pencil from Svetlana’s art set, she settles on the rug, within sight of them as they clean up.
Shane starts stacking plates, moving with care as Ilya stands close at his side, already reaching for leftovers. Their hands brush as they reach for dishes and again when putting things away. This time, both sets of hands linger, poised side-by-side at the sink. The kitchen stays quiet except for the soft clinking of plates and Yuki’s humming nearby.
Shane glances at her, intent on her work, and something soft and bright stirs in his chest, the sensation firmly his own as he reflects on these quiet, ordinary moments.
“She is getting better,” Ilya says quietly, following his gaze.
“Yeah, she is,” Shane says, watching Yuki lean over her workbook.
“You are too,” Ilya adds, softer. Shane’s breath catches; he doesn’t answer. He keeps wiping the same plate. He stares at the swirl of water. He feels functional and grateful each time Yuki laughs.
But better?
The guilt presses under his ribs: heavy, familiar, inescapable. He knows he couldn’t have stopped it. Still, he should have been there, not far away, until the next morning.
“I don’t know about that,” Shane says, swallowing tightly as he puts the plate down on the counter. Ilya pauses mid-reach for a Tupperware lid, his hand hovering inches above it before withdrawing.
“Shane…”
“It’s fine,” Shane says quickly, too quickly, “I’m fine.”
Ilya doesn’t push, but something in his expression shifts into a quiet understanding, a heaviness that mirrors Shane’s own. That’s when Shane sees it clearly for the first time: the exhaustion behind Ilya’s eyes.
Shane remembers Ilya’s slumped shoulders when he thinks no one sees. Ilya clings to routines; they’re life rafts, and his eyes light up only when Yuki is near. The house grows quiet, and so does Ilya, until evening noise returns.
Shane has been so focused on Yuki that he hasn’t let himself see that Ilya is hurting too.
“You’re tired,” he says softly, his hand reaching to touch Ilya.
“Practice has been hard,” Ilya replies, a smile on his face that doesn’t entirely reach his eyes.
“That’s not what I mean,” Shane says, his thumb carefully brushing over the stubble on Ilya’s chin as he steps closer. A beat passes before Ilya exhales, the sound breaking through his composed facade.
“It is… nothing,” Ilya says, looking down at the counter. Shane steps closer, lowering his voice so Yuki won’t hear.
“It’s not nothing.”
“It is nothing, I am fine,” Ilya insists, putting the lid on the leftovers without looking at Shane.
“Ilya,” Shane says softly, “You don’t have to pretend with me.”
“I am not pretending,” Ilya replies, too fast, too sharp. His scent betrays him instantly, the cold-air clarity going thin, the cedar note tightening with strain, and a faint thread of smoke rising like something smoldering under pressure.
The shift hits Shane low in his gut, instinct taking hold before thought: he inhales, noting the bitter edge of stress in Ilya's scent, which sharpens the air. As every omega instinct inside him prickles with unease, he finds himself gripping the counter harder, fighting the urge to move his wrist toward Ilya’s to offer comfort.
He knows any comfort right now would only make Ilya pull away, but he also can’t stop trying.
“I am just tired.”
“Tired,” Shane echoes, “From practice.”
“Yes,” Ilya nods once, decisive, as if that settles it, “Practice is… long. Hard. Many drills.”
“You’ve been playing hockey for more than twenty years, and more than ten in the NHL,” Shane argues, raising an eyebrow.
“Yes,” Ilya says again, stubbornly, “And now I am old.”
“You’re not old,” Shane huffs, a quiet laugh.
“I feel old.”
“That’s not the same thing.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens. “Shane…”
Shane steps closer, lowering his voice so Yuki won’t hear.
“You don’t have to be okay all the time.”
“I am okay,” Ilya insists, but his voice cracks on the last word just barely, but enough that Shane’s chest tightens. He reaches out, brushing his fingers against Ilya’s wrist.
“Talk to me,” Shane pleads quietly.
“There is nothing to talk about,” Ilya says, gently but firmly pulling his hand back. “I am tired, that is all.”
“You’re allowed to feel things,” Shane murmurs. He knows he’s pushing and that he shouldn’t, but he can’t help it.
“I do not want to feel things,” Ilya mutters, stacking containers with unnecessary force, “Feeling things is… inconvenient.”
Shane almost smiles at that, but the ache in his chest is too real.
“Ilya,” he says quietly, “You don’t have to carry everything alone.”
“I am not carrying anything,” Ilya says, voice low and tight, “I am fine.”
Shane opens his mouth, considering pushing again, but then Yuki calls out from the living room:
“Daddy! Papa! I made the E pretty!” she calls as she brings them the paper she’s been working on. Ilya’s head snaps toward her instantly, his entire face softening, the tension draining out of him so fast it’s almost painful to watch. His scent shifts too, the brittle smoke thinning, replaced by something warmer, gentler.
Shane’s heart twists.
“Let’s see, Snowdrop,” he says, forcing his voice steady. Yuki trots over proudly, holding the page between both hands. The E is crooked, a little wobbly, but determined, just like her.
“It’s beautiful,” Shane says, crouching to her level.
“It is very good,” Ilya adds, his voice soft in a way that makes Shane’s chest ache. “You are getting better every day.”
Yuki beams, glowing under the praise.
“I’m gonna do the F now!” She declares, before scampering back to the rug, humming again, pencil tapping lightly as she flips to the next page. Shane stands slowly. Ilya is still watching Yuki, shoulders a little too straight, jaw a little too tight, as if holding himself together by sheer force of will.
Shane steps closer, lowering his voice, “Ilya…”
“She is happy,” he says quietly, not looking at him, “This is what matters.”
For a moment, Shane just looks at him, his chest aching with so much tenderness it almost hurts. He is aware of every inch between them, his senses shifting to a low, electric hum: the trace of pine and cedar in Ilya’s scent, the subtle warmth radiating from Ilya’s body so close, the fragile edge in his voice. The urge to step closer, to feel their bodies press together, to bury his face in Ilya’s shoulder and draw his scent deeply into his lungs, is nearly overwhelming, a primal hunger he barely contains.
His skin prickles in anticipation, heat blooming low and fierce, his omega instincts drawn taut and bright by Ilya’s nearness. Shane’s breath comes quicker, and he imagines the slide of Ilya’s rough cheek against his, the press of Ilya’s strong arms circling him. The physical and emotional ache swell together, blurring into one desperate longing that leaves him trembling in place, wishing for more contact, more closeness, more of Ilya to fill up all the hollow spaces left inside him.
Without thinking, Shane reaches and gently hooks his little finger around Ilya’s, their hands hidden between them by the counter. The contact is electric, almost too intimate for such a small touch, but the warmth of it pulses between them, steady and real. Shane lets his thumb softly brush over Ilya’s skin, the pad tracing slow, deliberate circles, wishing desperately that Ilya would lean into the contact, wishing he could soothe the weight from Ilya’s shoulders with just his touch. His body aches to close the rest of the distance, to offer comfort and claim all at once, instincts thrumming beneath his skin.
“It’s not the only thing that matters,” Shane murmurs. Ilya’s other hand freezes on the counter, scent flickers, pine thinning, cedar tightening, that faint smoke curling again.
“I am fine,” he repeats, softer this time, like he’s trying to convince himself. “I am just tired.”
“You don’t have to talk right now, or even talk to me,” Shane says gently. “I love you, and I want you to feel safe.”
“I know,” Ilya swallows hard. His shoulders drop a fraction, “And I do feel safe here with you and her. I just…”
“It’s okay,” Shane murmurs, his fingers lacing with Ilya’s, finding the familiar warmth of his hand and offering a slow, grounding squeeze that settles between them like a silent promise. Ilya keeps his gaze fixed on the counter, but the tension around his mouth eases by a fraction that only Shane would notice.
He finally pulls his hand free, slow and deliberate, and returns to stacking the clean plates. The metallic tang of stress in his scent begins to recede, replaced by the deep, familiar calm of his pine and cedar, settling like smoke after a fire has been quenched.
Shane watches him, understanding the silent signal: the moment is over, the wall is back up, but the crack is still there. He respects it. He turns to wipe down the counter, the friction of the cloth against the granite a quiet, comforting sound.
From the living room, Yuki hummed the tune of a nursery rhyme, her voice clear and slightly off-key. The sound was an easy anchor in the quiet kitchen, proof of the very happiness Ilya felt he needed to protect.
“I’ll finish this,” Shane says softly, putting the dishcloth down. “Go sit with her.”
Ilya nods once, a brief acknowledgment, already heading toward the sound of his daughter’s voice. He pauses in the doorway, his silhouette framed against the warm light of the living room, and Shane sees the slight slump in his shoulders before they square once more.
“I am fine,” Ilya repeats, his voice low, a final, weary insistence, but he doesn't wait for Shane's reply. He simply steps into the light, letting the sound of his daughter's cheerful humming swallow him whole.
Shane leans back against the counter, closing his eyes, letting the quiet domesticity settle over him, listening to the two sounds that ground him: the soft scratch of a pencil and the gentle, muffled warmth of Ilya's voice answering a question only Yuki could ask.
He smiles, a tired, quiet thing, and begins to put the plates away, content to wait.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The next morning arrives, quieter than usual, carrying with it the gentle echoes of voices from the kitchen and the warm weight of Yuki’s arms around Ilya as she says goodbye before he leaves for practice. The scent of breakfast still lingers in the apartment, but as Ilya laces his skates in the familiar hush of the locker room, the comfort of home already feels far away.
The routines that held the night together, shared smiles, light voices over dishes, the simple shape of reassurance, are replaced now by the sharper clarity of the cold rink. The rink is too bright, but it always is on mornings like this when he hasn’t slept well, when his chest feels tight, when the weight behind his ribs hasn’t eased since yesterday.
But he steps onto the ice anyway, because this is where he’s supposed to be strong. The cold hits him like a slap, sharp and clean. He breathes it in, lets it settle in his lungs, tries to let it clear the fog in his head.
It doesn’t.
“Rozanov!” Coach Wiebe calls from the bench. “Run the breakout again. They’re still drifting.”
Of course they are.
Ilya taps his stick twice on the ice.
“Again!” he barks, skating backward to reset the drill, “Holmberg, you are too far inside. LaPointe, you must look before you move. Young—”
Young is already skating in the wrong direction.
“Young, where are you going?” Ilya sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose.
Young spins, nearly wipes out, then points vaguely toward the boards, “I thought—”
“You did not think,” Ilya snaps, “That is the problem.”
A few guys snicker. Young flushes bright red.
“Reset. Again,” Ilya sighs.
They run it, and again, and again.
Holmberg improves, LaPointe adjusts, Young remains confused, but at least it’s less so. Then there’s Tanner Dillon, a much more senior player. He drifts out of position like he’s allergic to it. Ilya watches him float too high, then too low, then inexplicably toward the wrong faceoff circle.
“Tanner!” Ilya shouts. “Where are you going?”
Tanner blinks. “I’m… supporting the play?”
“You are supporting no one,” Ilya says, skating toward him. “You are like a balloon. You float and drift. You keep letting the wind take you away.”
Coach Wiebe blows the whistle once, sharp and decisive.
“Alright, reset. We’re running the neutral-zone regroup. Rozanov, take the far side. Boodram, you’re with him. Defense, tighten the gap.”
Ilya nods, tapping his stick once in acknowledgment. He skates to position, legs burning in that familiar, grounding way. The ache in his chest doesn’t ease, but the movement gives him something to hold onto.
“Move!” Wiebe calls.
The drill starts, and Tanner Dillon drifts again, not as badly as before, but enough that the timing collapses.
“Tanner!” Ilya snaps, skating toward him, “You must stay in the lane. You cannot wander like a lost puppy.”
“I thought I was—”
“You were not,” Ilya says, but his tone is less sharp this time, “Watch Haas, and do what he does.”
Luca Haas gives a tiny, startled sound before continuing with the play as he was.
Wiebe blows the whistle again, “Good. Again.”
They run the drill again, and again, and again.
By the sixth repetition, the rookies are sweating hard, breaths coming fast, but the timing is finally starting to click. Even Tanner manages to stay in his lane for a full sequence, which Ilya counts as a small miracle.
Coach Wiebe blows the whistle.
“You all did well. Go get some water.”
The team scatters toward the benches, but Ilya skates slower than the rest, letting the cold air bite at his face, trying to breathe past the tightness in his chest. He leans on his stick for a moment, letting the burn in his legs anchor him.
When he finally looks up, he catches movement in his peripheral vision. It’s their youngest and brightest, Luca Haas. He’s hovering nearby, not approaching. The kid stands a few feet away, clutching his water bottle with both hands like it’s a life preserver. His blond hair is plastered to his forehead, and his cheeks are flushed pink from exertion.
He opens his mouth, closes it, takes a tiny step forward, but then stops.
Ilya watches this entire internal battle unfold in real time.
Luca swallows, tries again.
“Um… Mr. Rozanov?”
It comes out so soft, Ilya almost misses it.
Ilya turns his head slightly, “Yes?”
Luca’s eyes go wide, like he wasn’t prepared to get this far.
“I— I just— I wanted to— um— when you said— I mean— I was trying to—”
He trails off, face going scarlet, and Ilya waits patiently for the rookies to gather his thoughts. It reminds him of Yuki when she doesn’t know the right words or when she’s tired, but still stubborn enough to stay up and determined to communicate something to him.
Luca opens his mouth again… then panics, squeaks out a tiny “Never mind!” and spins on his skates fast, heading straight back to the other rookies, who immediately swarm him like anxious ducklings. Young pats him on the back, Holmberg gives him a sympathetic nod, and LaPointe mutters something that sounds like “you almost had it.”
Ilya exhales through his nose, feeling oddly fond of his rookies. He takes a sip of water, trying to ignore the tightness in his chest.
He sees Zane lean his forearms on the boards beside him in his peripheral vision, his helmet off his head, and a big grin spreads across his face.
“You know,” Zane says casually, “I think you just shaved three years off that kid’s life.”
“What?” Ilya frowns.
“Haas,” Zane jerks his chin toward the rookies, “You looked at him, and he nearly ascended.”
“I did not do anything,” Ilya mutters.
“Exactly. That’s the problem,” Zane snorts.
“He came to me,” Ilya huffs.
“He tried to come to you,” Zane corrects, “Then you turned your head, and he panicked so hard he almost skated into the boards.”
“I was waiting for him to speak,” Ilya says, hearing the defensive tone as he speaks.
“Yeah, well, your ‘waiting face’ is terrifying.”
“I have a terrifying face?” Ilya asks, looking at Zane with confusion.
“You’re like a wolf staring down a baby deer,” Zan chirps, “I think all the Rookies are at least a little scared of you.”
The banter lingers for only a moment before the focus shifts: the drills are over, the effort spent, and the familiar end-of-practice fatigue settles into aching muscles and easy laughter. There’s a collective sense of relief and accomplishment in the air, a quiet acknowledgment that, for today, they’ve done the work together.
Coach Wiebe blows the whistle one last time, sharp and final.
“That’s it! Cool down laps, then hit the showers.”
The team scatters again, some groaning, some chirping at each other, some barely staying upright. Ilya pushes off into an easy glide, letting his legs move on autopilot. The cold air feels good against his face, but the tightness in his chest hasn’t eased.
He circles the rink once, twice, three times, and on the fourth lap, he notices Wiebe standing at the boards, arms crossed, eyes tracking him. Ilya slows, coasting toward the bench. Wiebe doesn’t speak right away, waiting until Ilya is close enough that no one else can overhear.
“You ran the drills well today,” Wiebe says, voice even.
“They needed work,” Ilya nods.
“They did,” Wiebe agrees, “And they listen to you.”
“Only because I am loud,” Ilya shrugs, “They listen to the coaches too.”
“They do,” Wiebe says. “But they listen to you differently.”
Ilya doesn’t know what to do with that. He shifts his weight, gripping his stick a little tighter. It’s not the first time he’s heard words like this. Back in Boston, he’d been leaned on for the same reasons: his voice in the room, his willingness to hold teammates accountable, the way rookies would find him after practice for advice he didn’t realize he was always giving.
Wiebe studies him for a moment, not unkindly, but with that sharp, assessing look he gets when he’s already made up his mind about something.
“You’ve got a presence out there,” Wiebe says, “The kind that makes the rookies try harder, and makes veterans rethink their habits.”
“I am just doing what anyone else would do,” Ilya replies with a shrug.
“Maybe,” Wiebe says. “Or maybe you’re doing more than that.”
The words hang in the cold air between them, sharper than the whistle, heavier than the drills. Ilya shifts his weight again, uncomfortable in a way he can’t quite name. Compliments always sit strangely on him, like when gear doesn’t fit right. He doesn’t know where to put them.
“I am just doing a job,” he says quietly. Wiebe’s mouth twitches, not quite a smile, but close.
“That’s what good leaders always say,” Wiebe smiles at him.
Ilya looks down at the ice, at the faint grooves carved by his skates. For a moment, he doesn’t feel like the player who barks out orders and chirps his teammates, the one who always seems to know what to do. His chest feels too tight again, but for a different reason this time.
It feels like pressure, fear, and pride swirling together.
It’s a complicated knot that unsettles him: he’s used to confidence, to slipping into bravado and command when the team needs it, to covering any uncertainty with a joke or a glare. But now, with Wiebe’s words lingering in the air, he isn’t sure what to do with his own doubt. He stands there, all his usual armor feeling strangely thin, unsure where to place his hands or how to carry the weight of this new attention.
Wiebe continues, voice low enough that only Ilya can hear:
“We in management have been talking,” Wiebe says. “We like what they’re seeing.”
The words settle in Ilya’s chest as a weight dropped into deep water, sinking fast, stirring up everything beneath the surface.
“I am too new,” he deflects.
“It’s been a decade since your rookie season,” Wiebe laughs.
“I mean, I am new to this team,” Ilya says, voice low, “Some of these guys have been Centaurs for years.”
Zane, for example, would make far more sense for what Wiebe’s trying to hint at.
“And some of them haven’t done half of what you’ve done in those months,” Wiebe replies simply.
Ilya’s grip tightens on his stick.
He thinks of Boston, years of wearing the C, of being leaned on, of being the one everyone looked to when things went wrong. How natural it used to feel stepping into the room, knowing it was his. And then he thinks of how quickly everything changed and how his priorities have shifted.
“I have… other responsibilities,” he says carefully.
“I know,” Wiebe nods once,“You’ve got a lot on your plate, but you still show up and set the tone for practice. You still make this group better.”
Ilya looks away, jaw tight.
He doesn’t feel like he’s making anything better; he’s barely keeping himself from unraveling at the moment. He can’t dwell on anything for long, or he starts to hear his father taunt him for not keeping his daughter safe, reminding him that he can’t keep anyone safe.
Wiebe steps a little closer, lowering his voice.
“Leadership isn’t about being perfect, it’s about being someone the room trusts,” he says, “And from what I’ve seen, this team trusts you, even if it’s only been a few months.”
Ilya’s breath catches on the word trust. He thinks of Shane’s voice last night, soft and tired: You don’t have to carry everything alone. He thinks of Yuki’s small hand in his. He thinks of how much he wants to be someone they can all rely on, even when he doesn’t feel steady himself.
“I do not know if I am ready,” he admits quietly.
Wiebe’s answer is immediate: “No one ever is, and you’re already doing the job.”
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Yuki is vibrating, there’s no other word for it.
She’s in the full Baby Centaur costume, and she’s bouncing in place like a wind-up toy someone overwound. The only thing visible of her real self is the little bit of dark hair peeking out from under the mascot head, the determined set of her shoulders, and her skates.
“Okay, Baby Centaur,” Harris adjusts the camera, smiling, “First interviewee is Luca, our youngest rookie. Are you ready?”
Yuki nods so hard the mascot's head wobbles as she skates on the ice.
“Remember, Snowdrop, slow and steady,” Shane calls out with a smile.
“I’m steady,” she insists, voice muffled inside the costume, but Shane hears it all the same. Harris waves Luca over, and he skates over like he’s about to meet dignitaries of some kind. Or maybe like he’s being led to a firing squad.  
Honestly, Shane can’t tell.
“Hello, Baby Centaur,” he says, voice soft and accented, giving Yuki a small wave.
“LUCA!” Yuki squeals in greeting, “You’re really pretty!”
Shane hears Ilya choke somewhere behind him.
“Oh. Um. Thank you?” Luca stammers, goes crimson. Harris is already shaking with silent laughter behind the camera.
“Luca, what’s the COOLEST thing you can do on the ice?” Yuki asks without any lead-up. Luca blinks.
“Coolest?” he asks, mulling over her question for a moment.
“Yes,” she nods, arms flapping, “Show me.”
“My Mami had me take figure skating lessons along with learning hockey,” he admits shyly, “I still know some of the jumps and spins.”
“PLEASE SHOW ME!” Yuki squeals, clapping her hands already. Luca takes a breath, pushes off, and glides onto the ice. He gathers speed, then executes a clean, controlled jump in the air with a single spin that, despite wearing his hockey gear, manages to be elegant and graceful.
“THAT WAS SO COOL!” Yuki shrieks with delight, her clapping growing wilder as she turns to look at the rest of the team, who also clap, and Shane hears murmured whispers about the display. All of the Centaurs seem impressed with Luca’s jump.
“I wanna try, can you show me?” Yuki asks. Luca pauses for a second, looking towards Shane and Ilya. He doesn’t get a chance to reply, “I’m gonna try!”
Yuki immediately toddles onto the ice, picking up speed like Luca had just a moment ago. Shane’s heart stops, “Snowdrop—”
Ilya’s voice booms across the rink in tandem with Shane’s, “Снежинка—”
Yuki doesn’t listen and attempts the jump, though it’s much more of a hop that gets only maybe an inch off the ice. Yuki lands unsteadily, and, after a second, she falls on her butt with a soft whump sound. Shane fights the urge to race to her, not wanting to spook her, and looks to Ilya, who is bolting to her, panic in every line of his body.
“I’m okay!” she declares, popping back up like a rubber ball, all giggly as does. Shane sees Ilya slow down, catching his breath as he does.
“You cannot jump in costume! You will break something!” Ilya shouts, looking at Shane for help. Shane offers him a smile that he hopes conveys that he’s not going to interfere with Yuki’s current choices. He will, however, intervene if she does something really dangerous or gets hurt.
“BUT I DIDN’T!” she argues, triumphant and very proud of herself as she moves back to where Luca is standing, the poor man pale like he’s about to faint. Harris is trying his best not to laugh too hard behind the camera.
“Luca,” Yuki starts, and something in her tone makes Shane brace himself. “Are you single?”
Luca lets out an inhuman noise, his head snapping to Shane, then to Ilya. Ilya freezes as someone unplugs him. Shane tries not to laugh, oddly pleased to not be who Yuki is asking after, though he’s unsure who, other than Luca, is her new target.
“And do you like alphas?” Yuki continues, oblivious to the adults around her or to what her question really means. Shane hears Ilya make a strangled sound, “My Auntie Rose is an alpha, and she likes pretty people who are nice.”
Shane cannot help the laugh that escapes his mouth, realizing that Rose is Yuki’s new target. He’d feel bad for her if he didn’t also remember her encouraging Yuki when he was single to keep helping him find a mate.
“I-I-I-I’m not looking for a-a-a wife,” Luca stammers out.
“What about a husband? My Uncle Cl-”
“Снежинка!” Ilya calls out, making Yuki pause to look at him, “The interview is over. Look at Luca, he is paler than a ghost.”
“Okay,” Yuki huffs at Ilya, before turning back to Luca, “See you next time!”
“Okay,” Luca says quickly, before skating away quickly as the other Centaurs clap and cheer over his interview. Yuki joins them, and Shane smiles at her as she giggles.
“Who’s next!” she squeals, doing small little bounces where she stands. There’s a ripple of laughter as Yuki’s energy lingers in the air, the team still catching their breath from her last question. For a moment, the crowd of players seems suspended, waiting to see who will be brave enough to step up next.
Harris calls over Holmberg next, sitting the rookie first.
“Hello, Baby Centaur,” he says with more manners than Shane’s expecting. Yuki gives him a wave before getting straight into it.
“Holmberg! Do something COOL!” she requests, and Holmberg nods once, like this is a reasonable business request. Then he pushes off and skates backward down the rink. It’s fast, smooth, and perfectly controlled, so that he’s able to stop on a dime, spraying a neat arc of ice.
The team whistles.
“LET ME TRY!” Yuki shrieks, immediately taking off to try. She wobbles backward for approximately three seconds before spinning in a slow, confused circle and drifting sideways like a Roomba that’s lost its programming. Yuki stands straighter and comes back over to Holmberg, who claps for her.
“That was a good effort,” Holmberg says, giving her a smile.
“Holmberg, what’s your favorite dinosaur?” Yuki beams at him.
“Stegosaurus.”
“Good choice,” Yuki says with a nod, before launching into a few more random questions, and then telling Holberg goodbye and demanding for whoever is next. The next rookie barely has time to breathe before Harris is already calling him forward, the energy crackling as the spotlight shifts.
“LaPointe!” Harris calls. “You’re up!”
LaPointe skates over with a smile before giving Yuki a small nod.
“Baby Centaur,” he says, chest puffed out, “I’m ready.”
“Do something COOL!” she demands, and LaPointe thinks hard for a moment, the gears turning for a moment. Shane sees the moment he decides what he’s going to do, and then LaPointe pushes off from Yuki, slowly lifting one leg off the ice, extending it, while bending his other leg to help him balance as he skates. For two seconds, it looks impressive; on second three, he wobbles; on second four, he tips; and on second five, he goes down like a felled tree.
The team erupts in laughter at his fall.
“I CAN DO THAT!” Yuki declares, immediately bending one of her legs and extending the other out. She forgets to push off, so she doesn’t move an inch, and she’s only able to hold the form for a moment before she falls back on her butt with another thump.
“I almost had it,” she declares proudly with a smile.
“You did not,” Ilya mutters, startling Shane with his sudden proximity. Ilya gives him a crooked smile as an apology, but Shane can see the worry etched on his face.
“Was I impressive?” LaPointe asks, rejoining Yuki.
“Sure,” Yuki offers, and LaPointe beams like he just won the Stanley Cup. Yuki asks him several questions, but gets bored because LaPointe takes too long to answer her as he pauses to give her thoughtful answers, which is sweet, but Shane can tell from how she’s unable to stay still that Yuki’s got her adrenaline pumping and does not have the patience.
Yuki thanks him for his time after LaPointe tells her his favorite Jelly Beans are the cinnamon ones and asks who is next. Harris glances at his list quickly.
“Young!” Harris calls. “It’s your turn!”
Young skates over, already grinning as he approaches.
“Baby Centaur! Watch this!” he calls out, and before anyone can stop him, he launches into a full cartwheel on the ice. It’s messy and dangerous enough that Ilya lets out a string of Russian words that Shane knows are all swears based on tone alone.
He just barely lands it like a foot away from Yuki, thankfully for him. If he’d been any closer to her, Ottawa would be down a rookie, but he’s far enough away that Shane simply glares at the man instead.
Yuki stares at him, and Shane can tell from her posture that she’s horrified.
“I’m NOT doing that,” Yuki says after a beat, looking at Harris and then at Shane.
“Thank the Goddess,” Ilya says, letting out an audible breath. Shane nods, thankful that Yuki decided not to mimic Young’s trick.
“I think I’m ready for the next person,” Yuki declares quickly.
“You haven’t asked me any questions!” Young whines, looking at Yuki, offended.
“You're too much,” Yuki replies, before looking at Harris for help.
“Sorry, Young, if Baby Centaur says you’re done, you’re done,” Harris states, looking at the team, “Dillion, you’re next on the list!”
Harris barely finishes calling Tanner’s name before the man skates over, chest puffed out like he’s about to impress a panel of Olympic judges.
“Baby Centaur!” Tanner announces proudly, “Prepare to be amazed.”
“Tanner!” Yuki greets, “Are you fast?”
“Am I fast?” Tanner huffs, like Yuki should already know the answer, “Kid, I’m one of the fastest—”
“ONE, TWO, THREE, GO!” Yuki shouts, before taking off like a bullet. Tanner blinks, a second passing before he processes what just happened and realizes he is, in fact, in a race with a toddler in a mascot costume.
“Oh COME ON!” he yelps, scrambling after her, but it’s too late. Yuki is crossing the blue line, her hands in the air, celebrating her victory.
“I WIN!” she cheers, and the entire team joins her in celebration. Shane can see that Harris is doing his absolute best not to drop his camera as he laughs.
“It is good to know she does not just do that to us,” Ilya cackles next to Shane.
“She likes winning,” Shane replies with a smile, “Not sure if that’s something she gets from me or you.”
“Me, I am a winner,” Ilya replies with a smug look.
“If I recall, when the three of us raced, I beat you both times,” Shane retorts.
“No, that did not count, I was given no warning,” Ilya argues.
“You were aware in the second round what the countdown means, and I still won,” Shane teases, focusing on Yuki joining Tanner, who is pouting.
“That was cheating,” Tanner argues, “You can’t just say ‘one, two, three, go’ and—”
Yuki takes off towards the same line, Tanner realizing his mistake quickly, taking off after her. He does almost catch up to her, but Yuki makes it across the blue line again before he does.
“I WIN AGAIN!” She cheers, the Centaurs erupt again at her win, and Shane hears a few chirping at Tanner for losing to a four-year-old twice.
“This is rigged!” Tanner accuses, throws his head back.
“Daddy, what does rigged mean?” Yuki asks, looking at Shane.
“He thinks you cheated,” Shane replies.
“I DID NOT!” Yuki shrieks, turning towards Tanner, “The rules are you count and then say go, and you go on go!”
“You have to give more of a warning!” Tanner argues.
“That’s why you count!” Yuki growls, much to Shane’s surprise. Yuki has made sounds that Shane was mostly sure were meant to be a growl in the past, but they didn’t have the bravado or depth of one. This sound, however, is a full growl. Her first real growl, “You counted down too! You’re just slow!”
“I am NOT slow!” Tanner clutches his chest. Yuki takes a deep breath, and Shane can tell she's trying one of the calming techniques Dr. Callow told her to do when she’s feeling upset.
“You’re slow,” Yuki repeats, moving over to pat Tanner’s leg, “But it’s okay because you tried.”
Tanner looks personally victimized, his eyes snapping to Shane and Ilya for help. Shane shrugs and looks to Ilya, who Shane can see is trying not to snicker.
“She gave you a count,” Ilya shouts, and the rest of the team echoes agreements about the count.
“You guys suck,” Tanner huffs, before turning back to Yuki, “I want a rematch, later.”
“We can go now!” Yuki gasps.
“NO—”
“ONE, TWO, THREE—”
“STOP!” Tanner yelps, hands up, “I surrender! I’m not racing you again!”
Tanner slinks back to the group, dramatically wounded, muttering about “rigged races” and “tiny horses with no mercy.” The team chirps him the whole way. Harris, still wiping tears from his eyes, checks his list.
“Hayes! You’re up!” he calls. Wyatt startles like someone just called his name during roll call. He skates over, slightly off-center in the partial goalie gear he had on for practice, as he approaches Yuki.
“Hello, Baby Centaur,” he says warmly.
“UNCLE WYATT!” Yuki greets, waiving at him, “Do something COOL!”
“Oh! Uh—okay. Cool. Something cool…” Wyatt mummers, thinking. After about thirty seconds, he lights up, “I’m really good at Valorant.”
“What’s a val-or-ant?” Yuki asks, tilting her mascot head. Wyatt freezes for a second, like he hadn’t considered that as a response.
“It’s a video game. A tactical shooter. Very strategic. Lots of teamwork. I main Sage—” Wyatt halts, catching that Yuki is staring at him like he’s speaking Ancient Greek even through the mascot head, “Uh—okay—superheroes! Do you like superheroes?”
“Yeah!” Yuki answers with a nod, perking up.
“Great, I can work with that,” Wyatt nods, relieved, “So do you like Spider-Man?”
“No.”
“Superman?”
“No.”
“Captain Marvel?”
“No.”
Wyatt looks confused, trying to think of someone Yuki might know. Shane also tries to think of who she might know. Typically, Yuki just watches Bluey or whatever Ilya or he puts on TV for her.
“Sailor Moon?” Wyatt tries one more time.
“I love Sailor Moon! I watch it with Granny sometimes, and Papa will put it on for me too!” Yuki shares. Shane looks at Ilya, a bit surprised.
“She asked for it when she and I were looking for something to watch when you are away,” Ilya explains with a shrug, “It was good, and I like that they fought a bad guy with the power of being a girl.”
“The power of being a girl… was it the 90s version or the newer remake?” Shane asks, deciding that Ilya’s description is close enough to what he remembers. His mother used to put the 90s version on when he was a kid, though he’d been more interested in Hockey and would often whine for her to put something else on.
He does, however, know about the two versions and their differences between Hayden’s twins loving the newer remake and his own mother’s love of the original.
“There are two?”
“Yeah, how old was Tuxedo Mask?”
“How would I know that his identity is a secret?”
“Okay… was Sailor Moon’s boyfriend in college or high school?”
“She has a boyfriend?” Ilya asks, pausing before adding, “She’s a middle schooler, why would her boyfriend be so old that he’d be in college?! What has your mother been showing our daughter?”
“Mom puts on the newer version for her. Sailor Moon’s boyfriend is two years older than her and in High School,” Shane assures, uncertain if it’s that much better, and Ilya’s expression seems to say the same.
“I love Sailor Moon too,” Wyatt says earnestly, “I’ve watched it all with my wife, and we even went to see the movies in theaters. Sailor Jupiter is my favorite.”
“Sailor Moon is the BEST,” Yuki declares, “She has a kitty and a magic, and she says ‘In the name of the moon, I will punish you!’”
Yuki strikes the pose, and, more impressively, Wyatt does it with her. Somehow, despite the partial goalie gear, he strikes it perfectly.
The team loses it, none of them having expected it, but loving every second of his posing. Yuki cheers as well, before motioning Wyatt to come in close.
“Papa likes Sailor Venus, he said if she were Russian, then she’d be just like him.” Yuki explains, before leaning in close like she’s about to tell Wyatt the biggest secret, “But I think he’s more like Sailor Moon, and then daddy is like Tuxedo Mask, and then I’m Sailor Chibi Moon!”
“You know,” he says gently, “I think Sailor Chibi Moon is really cool.”
“Really?”
“Really,” Wyatt nods with a smile. Shane swears the mascot head glows, and he’s positive it’s beaming at Wyatt.
“Thank you, Uncle Wyatt,” she says, giving his leg a quick hug, and he melts, gently patting her.
“Anytime, kiddo,” he says with a smile. Wyatt straightens, shooting Yuki a wink before glancing over at Harris, knowing his time in the spotlight is up, a grin lingering as he says goodbye to Yuki and rejoins the team. The team gives him a round of applause, and he lifts his glove in a little salute, more relaxed now that his turn is over.
Harris calls out the next name, “Boyle, you’re up.”
Boyle skates up with the soft, exhausted energy of a man who hasn’t slept since the twins were born.
“Baby Centaur,” he says gently, “I can do something cool.”
“SHOW ME!” Yuki gasps, excitedly. Boyle nods once, then pushes off, skates a tight circle, drops to one knee, and slides across the ice like he’s proposing to someone. It’s smooth, controlled, and surprisingly elegant.
The team cheers.
“THAT WAS SO COOL!” Yuki shrieks.
“Thank you, Baby Centaur.” Boyle bows.
“Do your babies like hockey?” Yuki leans in.
“They like it when I hold them,” Boyle says, smiling softly, “That’s enough for now.”
Yuki nods for a moment.
“Where do babies come from?” she asks, and Shane hears Ilya choke on air next to him. Boyle’s eyes go wide at the question, before he clears his throat.
“That is a question to ask your daddy or papa,” He replies, “Ilya’s up next, right?”
“Afraid not, Chouinard is next,” Harris replies, offering Boyle a sympathetic smile, before shooting one over to Shane and Ilya, too.
“Well, I think it’s his turn, if that’s alright with you, Baby Centaur,” Boyle says, giving Yuki a smile.
“Sure!” Yuki agrees with a nod of her mascot head. Boyle quickly escapes back to the team, and Chouinard skates over with a calm, focused energy.
“Baby Centaur,” he says with a tiny nod.
“Do something COOL!” Yuki demands. Chouinard thinks for half a second, then flips his stick, balances the puck on the blade, and starts doing tiny, controlled stick-handling tricks, flips, taps, spins, all while barely moving his skates.
The team murmurs in appreciation.
“That’s like MAGIC!” Yuki gasps, watching him continue his trick, “How do you do that?”
“Practice,” Chouinard shrugs. Yuki nods her head.
“Do you like snacks?” she asks, eyes still on the trick Chouinard continues to do while he speaks.
“Yeah.”
“What kind?”
“Quiet ones.”
“What’s a quiet snack?”
“I like yogurt.”
“Yogurt is yummy,” Yuki agrees, nodding her head, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, kiddo,” Chuinard says, giving her a smile, before skating back to the team.
“Who’s next?” Yuki looks at Harris as she asks. There’s a brief pause as the team recovers from Chouinard’s display, Yuki’s question hanging in the chilly air. It’s the kind of pause filled with anticipation, everyone waiting to see who will be brave (or foolish) enough to step into the Baby Centaur’s spotlight next.
Harris consults his clipboard, barely suppressing a grin, and just as he opens his mouth, Dykstra skates over, already smiling, helmet slightly crooked, pure enthusiasm radiating off him.
“BABY CENTAUR!” he booms, his excitement obvious, “I CAN DO SOMETHING COOL!”
“SHOW ME!” Yuki cheers, clapping with excitement. Dykstra immediately attempts a spin, but it’s not good. He spins too fast, loses balance, and ends up sliding across the ice on his stomach like a penguin.
The team howls, chirps echoing across the ice.
“DO IT AGAIN!” Yuki shrieks, applauding like it’s the coolest thing she’s seen all day. Dykstra pops up instantly, the man seeming to feed off Yuki’s energy.
“OKAY!” he says, getting up and quickly repeating the same actions, but this time it’s worse, and he crashes into the boards, pops up, and gives a thumbs-up.
“Again!” Yuki cheers.
“Please don’t, your wife will kill me and you,” Shane calls out. He likes Caitlin, and he does not need a very pregnant woman upset with him because his four-year-old got her husband a concussion.
“Oh, yeah, don’t want that,” Dykstra nods as he gets up and joins Yuki.
“Are you going to die?” Yuki asks, the concern obvious in her voice.
“No, no, I’m not gonna die,” Dykstra replies quickly, “My wife just doesn’t like me getting hurt very much.”
“Do you get hurt a lot?”
“No more than any other hockey player.”
“Do hockey players get hurt a lot?”
“I mean, it’s a pretty contact-heavy sport.”
“Is my Papa going to get hurt?” Yuki asks, her voice shaky, obviously about to cry.
“Oh no. No, no, he’s not… he won’t…” Dykstra tries to assure her.
“PAPA!” Yuki cries, making a beeline to Ilya, who crouches to her level, his arms open and ready for her. Her arms wrap around his neck immediately, sniffling through the mascot head. Ilya gently pulls the mascot head off, setting it aside so he can see her face. Yuki’s cheeks are blotchy, her eyes wet, her lower lip trembling in that way that always breaks Shane’s heart.
“Снежинка, look at me,” Ilya murmurs, brushing her hair back with careful fingers, “Papa is okay, I am right here.”
“But… but hockey players get hurt,” Yuki sniffles, clinging to his neck.
“Sometimes,” Ilya admits softly, “But Papa is very careful, and strong. I will always come home to you.”
Shane kneels beside them, placing a steady hand on her back.
“Hey, Snowdrop, you know how we always tell you that grown-ups have rules to keep them safe?”
Yuki nods, hiccupping.
“Well,” Shane continues, “Hockey has rules too, and Papa follows them. Not to mention all his teammates look out for him to make sure he doesn’t get hurt.”
“I look out for him too,” Yuki whispers, wiping her nose on Ilya’s shoulder.
“Yes, you do,” Ilya smiles, soft and aching, “You are Papa’s brave girl.”
“But what if you fall?” she asks, voice tiny.
“Then I will get back up,” Ilya says simply, “Just like you did when you fell earlier.”
That earns a small, watery giggle. Shane leans in, kissing the top of her head.
“And if Papa ever gets a little hurt, we take care of him until he’s better,” Shane says, his eyes flicking up to look at Ilya for a moment, pleased to see the soft expression on Ilya's face.
“Promise?” Yuki asks, sniffling again, calmer.
“I promise, Snowdrop,” Ilya says, gently cupping her cheek, planting a kiss there.
“We both promise,” Shane adds. Yuki looks between them, searching their faces, and whatever she sees there must be enough, because her shoulders loosen, and she melts into Ilya’s chest with a soft sigh.
“Okay,” she whispers, whipping residual tears and snot from her face. Shane crouches beside Yuki, his voice gentle.
"How about you and I get cleaned up, and then, if you are feeling up to it, you can do the last couple of interviews," he offers, quickly adding, "If you don’t feel up for it, we can do them on another day."
He knows how much these interviews mean to her; they're a way for Yuki to be part of the team and find her own courage, and for the players, it's a rare chance to share a piece of themselves in her bright, open spotlight. It matters to all of them, building little connections and moments that linger long after the laughter fades.
“Da, does not have to be today my Снежинка or at all,” Ilya agrees.
“No, I wanna finish. I have to interview you, Papa, and Uncle Zane too!” Yuki says, perking up, already realizing who was still left to interview.
“So you and I will go get cleaned up,” Shane nods, extending his hand for her to take, “It will give Papa and Uncle Zane time to think of something cool to show you when we get back, and it’s their turn.”
“Yeah! Something cool!” Yuki cheers, her sorrows from moments ago already long gone.
“Thank you, моя любовь, now I will have to come up with some trick, like a dog,” Ilya huffs without any real bite.
"You’ll think of something," Shane assures, moving to scoop Yuki up carefully, "Just nothing dangerous from either of you."
As Yuki giggles in his arms, already planning her next questions, Shane lets his gaze linger on Ilya for a moment. In the midst of laughter and mess and worry, he sees how in his element Ilya is, and it makes Shane’s heart swoon, pleased at the sight.
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  Shane carries Yuki down the tunnel. Her arms cling around his neck. Her breath brushes his collarbone. Calmer now and breathing slower, she presses her face to his shoulder. The tears on her cheeks have not quite dried, but her body finally slackens; relief replaces her earlier tight, anxious energy. The last of her tension melts from her small frame.
When they reach the bench area, Shane gently sets her down.
"Alright, sweetheart." Shane brushes a stray curl from Yuki's forehead, steadying her. He kneels, meeting her eyes. "Ready to put your head back on?"
“I’m ready,” Yuki says, grinning as she reaches for the head.
"Then let’s do this." Shane guides Yuki’s hands to the mascot head, his grip supportive as he helps her lift it. He straightens the head carefully on her shoulders and watches her wriggle to secure it, then notes how she sets her chin with new resolve as she looks at him.
“Ready?” Shane asks.
"READY!" she squeals, her hands in tight fists, her voice now brimming with energy. They step onto the ice as the Centuars quietly cheers her on.
“Снежинка, you are okay?” Ilya skates over immediately, eyes scanning her like he’s checking for cracks.
“I’m ready,” Yuki nods, reaching out to pat his cheek with her hand. At her touch, Ilya’s shoulders drop in relief. Harris, who has been waiting with the camera lowered respectfully, lifts it again and grins.
“Alright, sounds like you’re ready for your next victim?”
Yuki spins dramatically toward him, “YES!”
“Zane, you’re up.” Harris waves Zane Boodram forward. Zane strides up, flashing a confident grin, eyes daring the room.
“Well, well, well,” He puts his hands on his hips, “If it isn’t my favorite little Centaur."
“Hello Uncle Zane!” Yuki greets, waiving at him, “Can you do something cool?”
“Can I do something cool?” He puts a hand to his heart. “Baby Centaur, I was born cool.”
“SHOW ME!” Yuki pleads, clapping her hands.
“Alright. Watch closely.” Zane skates backward, arms extended. He drops into a deep knee bend, winks, spins, rises, and bows extravagantly, grinning. The team breaks into cheers at his display, laughter and whistles filling the rink.
“THAT WAS SO COOL!” Yuki gasps, applauding.
“I know.” Zane straightens, smug. Shane hears Ilya mutter something in Russian.
“Uncle Zane, I have QUESTIONS!” Yuki bounces on her skates.
“Oh, I love questions.” Zane brightens.
“Can you make the pineapple again?” Yuki leans in, voice full of solemn importance.
“The pineapple?” Zane blinks.
“The pineapple!” Yuki repeats, as if volume will clarify, “The one you cut up, and Papa said it was too spicy!”
“It was too spicy!” Ilya insists.
“It wasn’t,” Shane says, deadpan.
"It was," Ilya insists with a frown, clearly offended that Shane would dismiss his claim. "There was chili on it!"
“I can make the pineapple again for you,” Zane beams.
“Good!” She immediately continues, “Can you make the big chicken too?”
“The smoked whole bird?” Zane tilts his head.
“Yeah,” Yuki nods gravely, “The BIG chicken.”
“I will make the big chicken,” Zane agrees, putting a hand over his heart as he makes a promise.
“And the corn?” Yuki requests, and Shane snorts.
“Oh, the grilled corn with the butter and the herbs? Yes. I can make that.”
“And the potatoes too?”
“The smashed ones?”
“Yes,” she says, “Those.”
Zane puts a hand over his heart. “Baby Centaur, I’ll make you all the potatoes.”
“ALL the potatoes?!” Yuki gasps.
“Every kind you want,” Zane promises. Yuki claps before leaning in closer.
“Uncle Zane… can you make the little hot dogs? The ones Papa ate ten of!”
Ilya sputters, “I did not—”
“You did,” Yuki says firmly, turning back to Zane as the team laughs.
"The pigs in a blanket?" Zane offers. Yuki nods, making him grin. "Yeah, I can make those again."
“Okay. You can go now,” Yuki nods, satisfied with what seems to have just been an order for Zane’s next barbecue.
“Dismissed? That’s it?” Zane puts a hand to his chest, wounded.
“Yes,” Yuki says, already turning toward Harris, "Whose next?”
“I gave you my best!” Zane says, skating back dramatically.
“You did well,” Yuki calls after him. Zane beams like he’s just won an award.
“Alright, I think this one will be your favorite,” Harris laughs, “Rozanov, you’re up.”
“PAPA’S NEXT?!” Yuki squeals, hands flying up to her cheeks and eyes wide as she turns toward Ilya, her bounce even more pronounced.
Standing nearby, Shane hears Ilya take a deep breath beside him.
“Are you ready?” Shane asks, looking at him.
“Da, just… now everyone will know I’m a Papa,” Ilya says, a smile flickering on his lips. “It makes it all feel even more real.”
Shane reaches out, gently squeezing Ilya’s hand. He then lifts it to his lips, pressing a slow, deliberate kiss to Ilya's knuckles. The instinctive gesture is fueled by his omega drive to soothe and reassure. His heart constricts with a bittersweet ache, his hold lingering before he releases Ilya’s hand, caught between protectiveness and fear that he could lose this.
Shane wants to tease Ilya, maybe joke about being stuck now that everyone knows Ilya’s a dad. But as he opens his mouth, his fingers curl reflexively at his side; the words catch, and he swallows them. He glances at Ilya and cannot push the joke through, unwilling to let anything jeopardize this fragile, perfect connection. Every movement speaks of restraint, his posture tense with longing and determination not to risk even a careless word.
“It’s real, so get out there,” Shane insists, gently pulling Ilya forward, then pushing Ilya towards where Yuki is excitedly waiting for him.
“Hello, Baby Centaur,” he says, voice softening the moment he reaches her.
“PAPA! It’s FINALLY your turn!” Yuki gasps dramatically.
“Da, my turn,” Ilya sighs, exhaling with a blend of resignation and pride, his lips twitching.
“Can you do something COOL?” Yuki demands, bouncing.
“I am cool, so all I do is cool,” Ilya replies, with a raised brow. The centaur howls with laughter.
“Please, Papa,” Yuki asks, fluttering her lashes, even with the mascot head in the way. Ilya narrows his eyes, glancing from Yuki to Shane and his team, then back at Yuki.
He sighs like a martyr.
“Fine,” he says. “I will show you something cool.”
He skates backward, slowly and in control. He plants his skates, rolls his wrists, and fires a shot that curves like it’s bending around an invisible defender. It hits the top corner of the net as it goes in with a sharp ping.
The team erupts:
“WHAT?!”
“NO WAY!”
“ILYA WHAT THE—”
“PAPA, you made the goal!” Yuki shrieks, applauding the trick.
“I know,” Ilya smirks, “And it was very cool too.”
“PAPA! I have QUESTIONS!” Yuki cheers with a huge smile.
“Of course you do,” Ilya says, rolling his neck, bracing himself, “Okay, I am ready.”
“Papa, what’s your favorite color?”
“Blue,” Ilya answers immediately, “Like your eyes.”
Shane’s heart does something embarrassing in his chest.
“Yours too!” Yuki gasps, “Papa, what’s your favorite food?”
“I like burgers, the greasier the better,” Ilya says, his eyes flicking to Shane with an almost smug look. Their eyes meet a moment longer than usual; Shane feels a little warmth rise to his cheeks beneath that gaze, not missing the teasing behind it, or the affection.
Shane assumes that’s a dig at hi strict diet. He keeps the diet for his health, hoping to always be able to pick up his kids and, if he's lucky, future grandkids as easily as he does now, no matter his age.
“Papa, what’s your favorite animal?” Yuki asks
“Dogs,” Ilya says without hesitation. “Always dogs.”
Shane’s stomach drops, knowing what’s coming next.
“CAN WE GET A DOG?!” Yuki moves in close, gripping Ilya’s jersey as she pleads. Shane opens his mouth, the “no” already forming, but Ilya steamrolls right over him.
“I love dogs,” Ilya says warmly, “They are loyal, smart, very good companions. I always wanted one growing up.”
“So… Can we get a dog?” she repeats, already imagining it.
Shane tries again, “Sweetheart—”
But Ilya is still talking.
“And they are good for children,” he adds thoughtfully, “They can teach responsibility and confidence. They are very protective, too.”
“PAPA SAYS YES!” Yuki gasps, looking towards Shane. Shane pinches the bridge of his nose; he doesn’t mind dogs, but having one on top of caring for Yuki and being a single parent would have been too much. Now he does have Ilya, but Shane’s not sure how it would work when Ilya’s away at games.
“I did not say yes,” Ilya corrects gently.
“You didn’t say no!” Yuki counters triumphantly.
“Снежинка, if it is not a yes, then it is a no,” Ilya replies, like it’s the simplest thing in the world.
“Come on, Rozanov, just get the kid a dog!” Zane yells from the side. Shane shoots the man a glare, watching him shrink back into the team, “Or not.”
Yuki is still vibrating from the dog conversation. Her tiny hands grip Ilya’s jersey, like she’s holding onto hope itself. The team buzzes, half laughing, half waiting to see if Ilya will dig himself deeper.
“Okay, Снежинка,” Ilya clears his throat, trying to regain control of the interview, “Let’s go to the next question.”
“Okay,” Yuki agrees, nodding solemnly, “Papa, what’s your favorite thing to do?”
“Spend time with you, and Daddy too,” Ilya replies without hesitation. Shane feels his chest tighten in a good way, the way that makes him want to kiss Ilya stupid.
“ME?!” Yuki gasps.
“Da,” Ilya says, brushing a hand over her mascot head, “Always you.”
“Papa, what’s your favorite game?” Yuki wiggles with joy, then immediately moves on.
“Hockey,” Ilya says, then adds, “And Uno, because I always win.”
“You do not!” Yuki shrieks.
“I do,” Ilya says, deadpan.
“That’s because it’s… rigged!”
“It is not rigged, I shuffle well, not my fault, I get all the good cards,” Ilya replies, offended at the accusation. Nonetheless, Shane makes a mental note not to let Ilya shuffle the deck before future games: “I am simply better.”
Yuki lets out a huff before moving on, “PAPA! NEXT QUESTION!”
“Okay. I am ready.” Ilya braces.
“Papa…” Yuki leans in, voice full of dramatic importance, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”
“I am grown up,” Ilya blinks.
“No,” Yuki says firmly, “When you grow up MORE.”
“When I grow up more… I want to be…” He pauses, clearly thinking his answer through, then softens, “A good Papa.”
“BUT YOU ARE THE BEST PAPA ALREADY!” Yuki squeals and throws her arms around his legs, pulling him into a hug.
“I try,” Ilya closes his eyes, hugging her back tightly until Yuki pulls back to ask another question.
“Papa…” she says, a tiny voice trembling with excitement, “So can we get a dog?”
Shane groans, already readying himself to explain to Yuki that they were not going to be getting a dog right now.
“You already asked about a dog, you cannot ask again, or this interview would be very boring if you keep repeating questions,” Ilya replies with a crooked grin as he teases her.
“But you never answered that one,” Yuki whines with a pout.
“I provided an answer, it just was not a yes or a no,” Ilya retorts.
“You said before that if it’s not a yes, then it’s a no,” Yuki echoes, with a humph sound at the end.
“I did say that,” Ilya confirms, “But if you have no new questions, then I think our interview is over.”
“No, Papa, stay with me,” Yuki pleads, pulling at his jersey again.
“If I stay, then your last interview will be awkward, no?” Ilya teases.
“No, it will be fine,” Yuki replies, “I want to hold your hand.”
“Okay,” Ilya agrees, putting his hand out for Yuki to take. She takes it quickly, pulling herself closer to Ilya, before looking at Harris.
“Who’s left?” Yuki asks.
“Last but not least, is the team coach, Brandon Wiebe," Harris announces, motioning for the man to come forward. Coach Wiebe walks over with that easy, steady stride of his. His posture is relaxed, shoulders loose, eyes warm. The team quiets a little, not out of fear, but out of genuine affection.
“Baby Centaur,” Wiebe greets, voice warm and patient.
“COACH WEEB!” Yuki greets, as the team snickers.
“It’s Wiebe, but honestly, close enough,” he corrects gently, smiling. He crouches slightly so he’s closer to her height as he speaks, “Are you ready for your interview?”
“YES!” Yuki declares, still holding Ilya’s hand.
“You’re letting her keep you hostage, huh?” Wiebe teases, looking at Ilya.
“I am supporting my daughter,” Ilya replies, chin lifted with exaggerated dignity.
“You sure are,” Wiebe chuckles.
“Coach Weeb, can you do something COOL?” Yuki asks, bouncing in anticipation. Coach Wiebe smiles at Yuki’s bouncing excitement, the corners of his eyes crinkling. He glances down at his sneakers, then back up at her.
“Well, since I can’t exactly skate around like these guys…” he says, rubbing his hands together and then reaching into his pocket to pull out a quarter. He holds the coin up between his fingers, “Baby Centaur, watch closely.”
Yuki leans in, mesmerized. Wiebe wiggles his fingers dramatically so the coin disappears before he pretends to pull the coin straight out of Yuki’s ear. Yuki GASPS so loudly that the entire team jumps.
“YOU HAVE MAGIC?!” she shrieks.
“Only on special occasions,” Wiebe chuckles, eyes twinkling as he hands her the coin. She stares at it like it’s a sacred artifact.
“Coach Weeb,” she whispers, “Are you a wizard?”
The team loses it behind them, and Ilya looks at Shane with worry, which makes Shane pretty certain Ilya thinks Wiebe can do magic, too.
“Alright, Baby Centaur,” Wiebe grins, “Hit me with your questions.”
“Coach Weeb…” Yuki nods, “What’s your favorite color?”
“Green.“
“What’s your favorite food?”
“Pancakes, my youngest makes them with me every Sunday. They’re a mess, but they’re perfect.”
“Coach Weeb, what’s your favorite animal?”
“I love dogs too. I have a dog named Lollipop.”
“LOLLIPOP?!” Yuki shrieks.
“Lolly for short,” Wiebe says proudly, “She’s a big golden retriever rescue. She’s the sweetest girl in the world.”
“CAN I PET HER?!” Yuki asks, bouncing again.
“If your dads say yes, absolutely,” Wiebe laughs. Shane opens his mouth to agree, but Ilya beats him to it.
“Only if I can pet her too,” Ilya says immediately.
“I think we can arrange that,” Wiebe agrees with a smile.
“Okay! You can go now!” Yuki declares, the giddiness obvious in her voice.
“Then I’m dismissed, huh?” Wiebe laughs, already walking away.
“Yes, thank you,” Yuki says with a sing-song tone, already turning to Harris, “I’m done, right?”
“Yes, Baby Centaur, you’re done for today,” Harris confirms with a huge smile. The team erupts into loud, joyful, chaotic applause.
And Yuki, still holding Ilya’s hand, bows dramatically, the mascot head almost falling off her head.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
The players' parking lot is empty as Ilya makes his way to his stupid, fancy, fast car. It’s sleek, low to the ground, and aggressively impractical. The kind of car a man buys when he doesn’t think of the cute little girl that he might have to buckle into the non-existent back seat.
He unlocks it with a chirp that feels too cheerful for how he feels.
The leather is cold when he sits. The cabin smells faintly of polish and something sharp and expensive. He used to love that smell and was even proud of it. Now it just feels wrong as he stares at the loan passenger seat. He misses the car seat, the stuffed animals, the crumbs that Shane cleans out weekly. He wishes he could have Yuki in the back, kicking the back of his chair and singing off-key to some kids' song as Shane reaches over to squeeze his thigh at stoplights.
It’s just too much and not enough space all at once.
He turns the engine on, and the car purrs like it’s pleased with itself. The dashboard lights up in a soft glow. He doesn’t put it in gear; instead, he just sits there letting the silence press into him as he thinks about practice. He thinks about the drills, about the way the team looked at him today, expectant, trusting, as if he had answers now that there is a C on his jersey. 
He doesn’t know why or what they even see. 
He doesn’t know how to be what they think he is.
He grips the steering wheel, knuckles whitening as he tries to breathe and tells himself he’s fine. He tries to remember the way Yuki will hug him when he walks through the door, like he’s the best thing she’s seen all day. The way Shane will smile at him, kiss him hello, and then ask him about his day, pushing a little when Ilya dodges, but ultimately letting it go.
But all he hears is his father and his brother telling him that his team and coaches are wrong about him, that he’s not enough, that he’s going to disappoint them like he always does. He squeezes his eyes shut, hating that he hears their voices and how easily they can just whisper at him even now. He forces his hands to unclench, to breathe, to turn the radio up loud enough that he cannot hear them anymore.
He forces himself to turn the wheel and pull out of the parking spot.
The car glides forward, smooth and silent, like nothing is wrong, but the ache under his ribs stays. He drives home in a car that’s too fast, too sleek, too empty, telling himself he’ll feel better when he sees Shane and Yuki.
That once he’s with them, this hollow feeling will go away.
The drive home is muscle memory; he doesn’t remember the turns, the lights, the traffic. It’s only when the houses thin out and the trees get taller, the road narrowing into the quiet, secluded neighborhood Shane picked because it was “good for kids,” that he realizes he’s home.
Ilya pulls into their street, the one with the wide yards and the friendly neighbors who always wave. Normally, he likes that, it makes him feel welcomed, but tonight, it feels like pressure as he parks in the driveway. Shane's sensible car is already there, Yuki’s booster seat visible through the window.
The sight doesn’t comfort him like it normally would.
He sits for a moment, gripping the steering wheel, trying to smooth his face into something neutral, something normal, something that won’t worry Shane before he finally steps out of the car.
The front door opens almost immediately.
Shane stands there, smiling softly and warmly. It’s the kind of smile that usually melts Ilya’s bones.
“Hey,” Shane says quietly. “Yuki’s on the phone with Amber, but I wanted to catch you alone.”
“Da,” Ilya nods, swallowing.
Shane steps closer, lowering his voice, “The WAMs have been blowing up my phone. They wanted me to congratulate you.”
Ilya stiffens as Shane reaches out, brushing his fingers along Ilya’s forearm.
“Captain Rozanov,” he murmurs, pride threading through every syllable, “I’m so proud of you.”
Ilya’s stomach twists. He should be showboating, boasting about how of course they made him captain, but he can’t bring himself to do that.
Instead, he looks away.
“It is nothing.”
“It’s nothing,” Shane says gently, his excitement for Ilya clear in  his voice, “It’s huge! You’ve earned this. I’ve seen what you’ve done with that team already.”
“I did not,” Ilya snaps, it coming out sharper than he meant it to.
Shane blinks, taken aback, “Ilya—”
“I said it is nothing,” Ilya repeats, voice tight, “Do not make a big deal about it.”
“I’m not making a big deal. I’m just celebrating you,” Shane replies, brows pulling together, concern flickering across his face.
“There is nothing to celebrate,” Ilya mutters, stepping past him toward the door. Shane catches his wrist, not hard, just enough to stop him.
“Hey. Talk to me.”
“I do not want to talk,” Ilya says, the words clipped, brittle.
“Ilya… what’s going on?” Shane asks, his voice softening, “Did I do something?”
“Nothing is going on,” Ilya snaps again, louder this time, “Just drop it.”
The silence that follows is heavy. Shane lets go of his wrist slowly, his expression shifting, not hurt, not angry, but worried in a way that makes Ilya’s chest tighten painfully.
“I’ll… go check on Yuki,” Shane says quietly, stepping back inside quickly. Ilya stands on the porch, frozen in place as the cool evening air brushes against his overheated skin. He didn’t mean to snap or to push Shane away. He didn’t mean to make Shane look at him like that, but the hollow ache under his ribs only grows.
The house is warm when he steps inside, lights soft, the faint smell of dinner still lingering in the air. This should feel comforting, but it feels like stepping into a spotlight. He closes the door quietly behind him, trying to smooth his expression into something neutral, safe, and something that won’t make Shane look at him like that again.
“Yuki,” Shane calls gently, “Papa’s home.”
There’s a beat of silence and then—
“PAPA?!”
Tiny feet thunder across the hardwood, and Ilya barely has time to brace before Yuki barrels into him at full speed, arms wrapping around his legs, face pressed into his thigh.
“PAPA, YOU’RE HOME! YOU’RE HOME! YOU’RE HOME!” She squeals, smiling up at him with a big, wide smile. He forces a smile to return to her, forces warmth into his voice as his hand settles on her back.
“Da, Снежинка, I am home.”
She pulls back just enough to look up at him, eyes shining.
“I told Amber you’re the BEST Papa, and she said that her Daddy is good too, but I said NO because mine is the BEST and then—”
She launches into a breathless recounting of her entire afternoon. Ilya nods, hums, and makes the right noises as he does. Shane watches from the kitchen doorway, smiling for Yuki’s sake, but his eyes flick to Ilya; quick, assessing, and so clearly worried.
Ilya looks away.
“Dinner’s ready,” Shane says softly. “Let’s eat.”
They sit at the table, Yuki between them, swinging her legs, chattering nonstop about Amber, about spending time with Shane, a bug she saw, a drawing she made, a dream she had, a snack she wants tomorrow.
Shane listens, laughing when she expects him to, asking gentle questions, but he doesn’t look at Ilya. Not really, not the way he usually does with that  warm, steady, grounding look he normally has. Tonight, Shane’s attention is laser-focused on Yuki, like he’s giving Ilya space or like he’s afraid to push again.
Ilya hates it, hates that he caused it, that he can’t fix it, that the guilt sits heavy in his chest, making it hard to swallow. Ilya pokes at his food, nods when Yuki talks, and keeps his eyes on his plate.
And Yuki, perceptive in the way only children can be, finally pauses mid-sentence.
“Daddy?”
“Yeah, Snowdrop?” Shane asks, smiling that soft smile. Yuki looks between them, first at Shane, then at Ilya, then back again; her little brows pull together.
“Why are you both being weird?”
Shane freezes, and Ilya’s fork stills.
“You’re both quiet,” Yuki leans forward, seriously, “And Papa’s face is doing a thing.”
“A thing?” Shane blinks, his eyes finally looking at Ilya.
“Yeah, a thing,” Yuki insists, nodding hard, “He’s smiling, but he’s not smiling.”
Ilya’s stomach drops, the mask slipping for a heartbeat before he forces it back into place.
“Снежинка…” He clears his throat, forcing the words out, “Papa is fine.”
Yuki narrows her eyes into a suspicious little squint that screams she doesn’t believe him.
“No, you’re not,” she says simply. Shane’s head turns sharply toward him, worry flickering across his face.
“I am fine,” Ilya repeats, but the words come out stiff, too formal, too practiced, “Just… tired.”
“But you’re still doing the thing.” Yuki tilts her head
“What thing?” Ilya asks, trying to sound amused. It comes out strained.
“The thing where your face is smiling, but your eyes aren’t smiling. You look sad,” Yuki explains, tapping her own cheek for emphasis. Shane’s eyes soften, not in a pitying or pushing way, just gentle.
Ilya opens his mouth, trying to find something reassuring, something light, something that won’t make her look at him like that.
“I am not sad,” he says, but the words wobble, “I just—”
He falters, not sure what to tell her to assure her he’s fine. His mother flashed through his mind, countless times he knew something was wrong, but couldn’t do anything because he was too small and stupid to know what to do.
Yuki leans forward, tiny hands gripping the edge of the table, concern clear on her face.
“Papa, are you sick?”
“No,” Ilya says quickly, too quickly, “No, Снежинка, I am not sick.”
“Then why are you doing the thing?” Yuki asks, her frustration is obvious. Ilya knows it’s not that she’s frustrated with him, but instead that she doesn’t understand, and the lack of an answer is frustrating her. 
He swallows; his throat feels tight. He can’t lie to her or tell the truth, and there is no middle ground he can provide.
“I…” he starts, but the word dies in his mouth.
“Hey, Snowdrop,” Shane says, reaching over to brush a curl from Yuki’s forehead. He steps in gently, his voice soft and steady as he speaks to her, “Papa had a really big day at work. A lot of people were talking to him and asking him things, and that can make anyone feel tired.”
Yuki looks between them again, uncertain.
Shane continues, calm and warm, “He’s not mad or upset with you. He just needs a little quiet in his head.”
“Like when I need quiet time after math worksheets?” Yuki’s shoulders relax a little as everything starts clicking into place for her.
“Exactly,” Shane says, smiling softly, “Just like that.”
“Okay, Papa needs quiet time,” Yuki nods, satisfied with the logic, “But I can still sit next to him, right?”
“Da, Снежинка,” he replies, forcing a small smile that he wants to be real, “I would like that a lot.”
Yuki beams and scoots her chair closer until her shoulder presses against his arm as Shane watches them both, his expression softening without the worry that doesn't leave his eyes.
And Ilya feels it again; the guilt, the ache, the fear that he’s already failing them.
But he keeps smiling because Yuki is watching him, and he doesn’t want to worry her more than he already has. Dinner ends with Yuki licking the last bit of sauce off her fork and announcing, “I’m DONE,” like she’s declaring victory in a battle.
“Go wash your hands, and then you can go play,” Shane instructs gently, smiling at her. She hops off her chair and sprints down the hall, humming loudly. The moment she’s out of sight, the house goes quiet. 
It’s not a peaceful or comfortable quiet, but one that feels like it’s waiting.
“I’ll clean up,” Shane says, gathering plates.
Ilya rises automatically, “I can—”
“It’s okay,” Shane says softly, not looking at him, “I’ve got it.”
The words aren’t sharp or cold, but they land like a door gently closing. Ilya’s chest tightens; he hates this distance that he caused, and he doesn’t know how to fix it.
Shane moves to the sink, turning on the water, sleeves pushed up, shoulders tense in a way only Ilya would notice. Ilya stands there for a moment, unsure what to do with his hands, his breath, his guilt. He doesn’t want to, or maybe he can’t talk, but he can’t stand being far from Shane either.
So he moves quietly and slowly towards his omega. He steps behind Shane, close enough to feel the warmth radiating off him. Shane stiffens for a heartbeat in surprise, but doesn’t pull away and eases into Ilya’s hold.
Ilya hesitates, then he wraps his arms around Shane’s waist from behind gently, his forehead drops to Shane’s shoulder blade. He breathes in Shane’s scent, letting it wrap around him, maple-soft and cedar-steady, that gentle wash of calming pheromones, steadying Ilya’s breath before he even realizes it.
Shane exhales, the tension in his shoulders easing just a little.
“Hey,” he murmurs, voice low, “You okay?”
Ilya doesn’t answer; instead, he just presses closer, arms tightening slightly, as if he can anchor himself to Shane’s spine. Shane’s hands are still in the sink for a moment before reaching to turn off the water slowly, then covers one of Ilya’s hands with his own.
He doesn’t push or ask again. He just stands there, letting Ilya hold on to him and, after a long moment, Shane speaks quietly and carefully.
“You don’t have to talk,” he says, “But you don’t have to do this alone either.”
Ilya’s breath stutters, but he doesn’t say anything; instead, he presses his face into Shane’s back, eyes squeezing shut. They stand like that, in the kitchen warmth, the house quiet, the dishes forgotten, until Yuki’s voice echoes down the hall:
“DADDY, PAPA, I’M CLEAN NOW!”
“How about you go entertain her while I finish the dishes?” Shane offers gently, squeezing Ilya’s hand once before stepping back towards the sink, and Ilya lets him go.
But only because he has to.
“Okay,” Ilya says quietly, before moving towards Yuki, who is smiling brightly at him in the living room. She’s bouncing on her toes like she’s been storing energy in her bones.
“Papa! Papa! Look what I made!”
She thrusts a sheet of paper at him, a crayon drawing of three stick figures holding hands; one has a hockey stick with very curly hair, another with short black hair and a smile, and the last one is tiny with enormous eyes.
Ilya’s chest loosens just a little.
“It is very good,” he says, and this time the smile comes easier, “You made me look very strong.”
“You are strong,” Yuki says confidently, giving him a smile, and Ilya feels something in him steadies. He sits on the floor with her, letting her climb into his lap as she launches into a rambling explanation of every color choice, every scribble, every detail only she can see. Her small weight against him is grounded in a way nothing else is. And then she hands him a crayon, “You draw now.”
“I am not good at drawing,” he warns.
“That’s okay,” she says, patting his arm, “I’ll help you, and Dr. Gah-wo says that it helps.”
And she does, guiding his hand if he pauses for too long in one spot, giggling cutely when he makes the stick figure’s head too big. He feels the tension in his shoulders slowly unwind, his breathing even out, and that ache under his ribs dulls.
Shane glances over from the kitchen once, dish towel in hand. His expression softens at the sight of them, less worried and more quietly relieved. Ilya looks away before Shane can catch his eye, guilt from his earlier outburst still foremost in his mind.
After a while, Yuki hops up.
“I’m gonna get my puzzle! The big one! The one with the farm!” she declares, and then she sprints down the hall towards her room. Ilya stands more slowly, his knees protesting. He gathers the crayons, sets the drawings on the coffee table, and follows her, but she’s already disappeared into her room, chattering to herself about cows and chickens.
He pauses outside his and Shane’s room, not meaning to stop or planning to, but something pulls him in. He finds himself moving to their en-suite bathroom. He figures he might need to splash water on his face or just breathe for a second without anyone watching.
The light is on, and the counter beside the sink is meticulously clean, save for what is resting on a small, folded washcloth: three used pregnancy tests, lined up perfectly parallel and face down. They are not forgotten or thrown away; they are waiting for a careful examination.
Ilya freezes; his breath catches in his throat. The room feels suddenly too small, too bright, too quiet. He stares at them, not touching them or moving them. He just stands there, staring, the world narrowing to three small plastic sticks and everything they might mean, what they could change.
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Shane turns back to the sink once Ilya leaves the room, but his hands don’t move right away as the water runs and the dishes wait. His mind is stuck on the way Ilya held himself. Not desperate or clinging, but so obviously quietly drowning.
He was supposed to be doing something else right now, a small, terrifying task he had put off until Ilya was safely home: checking the results of the pharmacy tests. He’d taken three, meticulous as always, despite knowing the store brands are unreliable for omegas. They had been trying, and Shane, ever the architect of his own life, wanted to be prepared for his annual appointment, not ambushed by a question.
He had planned to check them only after Yuki was asleep and Ilya was settled, minimizing the chance of disappointment, but Ilya's sudden collapse and his own worry had made him completely forget. Shane exhales slowly, bracing his palms on the counter. He’d spent the whole afternoon excited about the captain news that the WAMs spoiled for him. He’d picked up Ilya’s favorite dessert from a local Russian bakery he found and a bottle of vodka Ilya actually likes.
He’d imagined Ilya walking through the door, tired but proud. 
Instead, Ilya had looked like someone had scooped the light out of him, as it hurt him to be praised as his team’s captain. Shane scrubs a plate harder than necessary, jaw tight. He doesn’t blame Ilya, not for a second, but he hates that he doesn’t know how to reach him without pushing too hard and hurting Ilya.
He hates that Ilya flinched at his congratulations, that he asked “Did I do something?” and Ilya couldn’t answer him, and that Ilya’s eyes looked lost. He rinses the plate, sets it in the rack, and forces himself to breathe. He’ll try again later, when Yuki’s asleep, finally starting to feel comfortable to sleep in her bed without them. He can try asking when the house is quiet, and Ilya isn’t holding himself together for Yuki’s sake. He just needs to find the right words, the right approach.
Shane exhales slowly, bracing his palms on the counter, before he reaches for a kitchen towel. He’s drying his hands when he hears footsteps behind him, soft, hesitant.
Shane turns, expecting Yuki, but instead he sees Ilya standing in the doorway. His face is pale, his eyes are wide, and his breathing is too shallow to mean anything other than that something is wrong. Shane’s heart drops straight through the floor.
“Ilya?” he says gently, stepping toward him, “Hey, what happened?”
Ilya doesn’t speak; he just looks at Shane, like he’s holding something enormous and fragile inside his chest, and Shane feels the air shift, the way it does right before a storm breaks.
“I found these,” Ilya says, opening his hands slowly, revealing the three pregnancy tests that Shane had mostly forgotten about.
“I have my annual tomorrow,” Shane replies, unsure how to read Ilya at the moment. “I figured, since we’ve been trying, I should take a few tests to know if I should ask my doctor explicitly for a definitive test, but I didn’t get a chance to even look at the results. You know how omega pregnancy tests are, the usual pharmacy ones don’t always work for us, so I had to grab what I could. Most store tests aren’t calibrated for male omegas, and sometimes you get a false positive or nothing at all. That’s why I took three, hoping at least one would show something, but I haven't checked them yet.”
Shane bites his lip, a pit forming in his stomach at the thought that Ilya is upset about whatever the results are of the tests.
“Um… so I took three in case there was a false positive or something because there were no omega pregnancy tests when I bought them, which means I’m more likely to get a, um, false results, so my hope was an average would maybe be accurate…” Shane explains, repeating information as that the pit grows the more Ilya fails to respond to him. “So what are the results?”
Ilya stands there, the three tests lying across his palms like something fragile, something dangerous, something he doesn’t know how to hold. Shane’s heart thuds painfully, fear bubbling up. They’d both discussed this; they were on the same page for this… right?
“Ilya?” he tries again, softer this time. Slowly, Ilya turns the tests over so Shane can see the results. All three tests have the same outcome, clearly visible: positive.
For a moment, Shane forgets how to breathe.
“Oh,” he whispers, the word barely a sound. His hand lifts instinctively, hovering near Ilya’s but not touching, not yet, not until he knows how Ilya feels, not until he knows if reaching out will help or hurt.
“Ilya…” His voice breaks on the name. “I didn’t know. I didn’t even look. I—”
He stops himself, because Ilya isn’t looking at the tests anymore.
He’s focused on Shane, wide-eyed and unsteady, like he’s waiting for Shane to tell him what this means, what comes next, whether this is good or bad or terrifying. Shane watches Ilya’s face, searching for any sign, anger, fear, disappointment, hope, anything he can use to understand what’s happening behind his alpha’s eyes.
But Ilya just stands there, breathing too fast, holding the tests as if they might burn him.
Then something shifts; it’s small at first, a tremor at the corner of his mouth, a flicker of something bright and fragile breaking through the shock.
“Ilya?” Shane whispers.
“We… we did it?” Ilya says, swallowing hard, his throat working around the words before they come out, thin and trembling. Shane feels his breath catch. Ilya looks down at the tests again, then back at Shane, and the expression on his face is a collision of emotions; joy so sharp it hurts, fear so deep it shakes him, disbelief so raw it makes his eyes shine. His voice cracks as he speaks, “Shane… we did it?”
Shane steps closer, slow and careful. Ilya’s breath stutters, and his hands shake; the tests rattle softly against each other.
“Ilya,” Shane murmurs, “Hey… hey, look at me.”
Ilya does, and the moment their eyes meet, the dam breaks. A soft, broken laugh escapes him, then a choked sound that might be a sob, then another laugh, breathless and terrified and full of wonder.
“I’m happy,” he says quickly, desperately, like he needs Shane to know it first, “I am happy, I swear, I just— I didn’t expect— I didn’t know— I—”
His voice collapses under the weight of everything he’s feeling. Shane reaches out, gently closing his hands around Ilya’s trembling ones, steadying the tests between them.
“Hey,” he whispers, relieved at Ilya’s joy, “It’s okay, you don’t have to make sense right now.”
Ilya’s breath shudders.
“I’m happy, but scared,” he admits, voice barely audible. Shane’s heart softens at the way Ilya says it, like the words are scraped raw on the way out, like he’s confessing something dangerous.
“I know,” Shane murmurs, squeezing his hands gently, “Being scared doesn’t mean anything’s wrong; in fact, it’s normal when thinking about a kid being brought into the world.”
Ilya’s breath shudders again, but this time it’s steadier, like the ground under him is starting to solidify. Shane steps closer, closing the last inches between them, his voice warm and certain.
“We’re going to be okay,” he says, and Ilya nods, a tiny, shaky movement. Shane lets out a slow breath, relief loosening something tight in his chest. He lifts one hand to brush his thumb over Ilya’s knuckles, grounding them both. Shane adds softly, “And for the record, you don’t have to apologize for feeling everything at once. This is… a lot.”
Ilya huffs out a breath that’s almost a laugh, and Shane smiles a small, crooked smile.
“And you know, I find it very interesting that you were ready to fall apart because I wanted to congratulate you for being made captain…” he says, tone shifting just a little. Ilya’s eyes widen, startled as Shane lifts a brow, teasing but gentle, “…but the possibility of another kid? That you’re handling with laughter and tears and shaking hands and somehow still standing upright.”
A startled, breathless laugh escapes Ilya, sounding like it’s pulled straight from his ribs. Shane’s smile grows, warm and bright at the sound.
“Ilya,” he says, voice softening again, “Do you realize you were ready to hide in the bushes because I bought you dessert and vodka?”
“You bought me desert and vodka?” Ilya asks, brow raised, “You did not mention that.”
“Yeah, but then you were kind of a jerk, so I didn’t pull out the marlenka and expensive vodka I got you,” Shane replies, motioning towards the fridge where he’d stored both.
“You got me Marlenka?” Ilya asks, brow raised.
“Yeah, I mean, you kept talking about how much you loved them at dinner a few weeks ago when mom had gotten them,” Shane replies, unsure why Ilya seems so shocked that he paid attention to him, “You were practically squealing over them.”
“I did not squeal. Russins don’t squeal,” Ilya groans quietly, covering his face with one hand.
“Yuki’s half-Russian, and she squeals all the time. Honestly, you sounded just like her the other day,” Shane counters. Ilya laughs, a real laugh, one that Shane had hoped he would have heard earlier, “I know  you’re terrified and shocked, but do you know that you’re glowing?”
“Aren’t you supposed to be the one glowing?” Ilya says, his eyes shining, with a soft smile. Shane cups his cheek, thumb brushing lightly along the bone.
“We don’t know for sure yet,” Shane says gently, “But it could still be a false positive, or even something else. I’ll talk to my doctor tomorrow, and I’ll probably know by the end of the meeting with the lawyer, which you’re still joining me for, right?”
“I would not leave you alone for that,” Ilya assures him quickly.
“Good,” Shane  says with a smile, voice warm and trembling with hope, “But if it is what we think it is… then I’m already over the moon.”
Ilya exhales shakily, the kind of breath that sounds like it’s been trapped in his chest for years. Shane keeps his hand on Ilya’s cheek, thumb brushing slow, steady circles.
“Hey,” Shane murmurs, softer now, “You don’t have to hold all of this by yourself.”
Ilya’s eyes flicker, something vulnerable and raw surfacing. Ilya swallows hard, eyes shining again.
“You know how much Dr. Gallow has helped Yuki a lot, not because anything is wrong with her, but because having someone to help her sort through big feelings makes everything easier,” Shane says, silently praying that Ilya doesn’t take this the wrong way or that he’s saying it wrong. He hears Ilya’s breath catch, but Ilya doesn’t pull away. “And you deserve that too. Someone who can help you carry the heavy stuff. Someone you feel you can talk to.”
Ilya goes silent for a long moment, eyes fixed on Shane, emotion flickering across his face: vulnerability, uncertainty, something soft and raw. His throat bobs as he swallows, and for a trembling second, it looks like he might say nothing at all. Then he exhales, shaky but real, a breath that seems to let something heavy go.
Shane waits, grounded and steady, giving Ilya space to find words or to simply be. The silence isn’t empty; it’s full of everything unsaid, of weight shifting and burdens lightening, just a little. Shane squeezes Ilya’s hand gently. Only then does Ilya nod, slow and cautious, as if the idea of letting someone help is at once terrifying and a relief.
His voice is quiet, rough at the edges, “I will consider that.”
Shane’s smile is small but fiercely proud. He leans in, pressing their foreheads together, anchoring them both. The moment holds, steady and warm, before Shane finally speaks again.
“I’m here,” Shane says, firm and certain. “I’m not going anywhere. But you don’t have to do the hard parts alone.”
Ilya nods slowly, as if the idea is new, terrifying, and a relief all at once.
“And whatever tomorrow brings,” he whispers, “We face it together, regardless of if I’m pregnant or not.”
“You make it sound easy,” Ilya murmurs, a soft, vulnerable expression on his face. Shane smiles.
“It’s not easy,” he says, “But it’s us, and that’s all that matters.”
Ilya lets out a breath that trembles but doesn’t break as Shane gently takes the tests from his hands, setting them on the counter behind him, then pulls Ilya into a slow, steady embrace, not tight or overwhelming. Ilya melts into him, arms sliding around his waist, face pressed into Shane’s shoulder, and, for the first time all evening, Shane feels Ilya truly breathe.
They stand like that for a long moment,  quiet, warm, steady, until the house settles around them again. Shane presses a soft kiss to Ilya’s temple.
“Come on,” he murmurs. “Let’s go sit down before Yuki has to come looking for us and demands we help her with her puzzle.”
Ilya huffs a tiny laugh against his shoulder, but he nods and lets Shane lead him toward Yuki’s room.
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The next afternoon, Friday, the air outside the lawyer’s office feels too sharp, too bright, like the world hasn’t gotten the memo that everything inside Ilya is different now.
He spots Shane before Shane sees him.
Shane is standing near the entrance, hands tucked into his jacket pockets, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Not anxious, but keyed up in a way Ilya recognizes instantly. Ilya’s chest tightens; he should be thinking about this meeting, about the case, about the paperwork and the questions and the future they’re trying to build.
But all he can think is, what did his doctor say?
Shane looks up then, eyes finding him, and the small smile that breaks across his face is soft and real in a way that makes Ilya’s breath catch.
“Ilya,” Shane says, stepping toward him, raising his hand to greet Ilya. Ilya closes the distance faster than he means to.
“You had your appointment,” he says quietly, the words coming out rougher than he intends. “Did they… did you hear anything? Was it good?”
Shane’s expression softens and warms. He reaches out, brushing his fingers lightly against Ilya’s wrist, grounding him in that gentle way he always does.
“Yeah, it went good,” Shane says, and Ilya’s heart stutters.
“And?” he asks, voice barely above a whisper. Shane exhales, a slow, steadying breath.
“They’re running the bloodwork,” he says, “And they’re rushing the results for me, so I should get a call any time now.”
Ilya nods, but his stomach twists; he hates waiting and not knowing. Shane must see it, the tension, the fear, the way Ilya’s shoulders have gone rigid, because he steps closer, lowering his voice.
“Hey,” he murmurs, “Whatever the results are, we’re going to be okay.”
Ilya swallows hard, Shane’s thumb brushes his wrist again, slow and steady.
“And we’re not doing this alone,” Shane adds with a smile on his face. Something in Ilya loosens, not all the way, but enough that he can breathe again.
“Come on,” he says gently, “Let’s go inside before Lydia gets upset with us for being late.”
Ilya huffs a quiet breath that might almost be a laugh as he follows Shane into the building, staying close enough that their shoulders brush. The lobby is quiet, all soft carpet and muted lighting, but Ilya feels every sound too sharply; the click of the receptionist’s keyboard, the hum of the overhead vent, the faint buzz of Shane’s phone in his pocket.
He tries not to look at where he knows Shane’s phone is, failing immediately, Shane noticing it, because of course he does. Shane gently takes his hand, giving him a squeeze that seems to tell him that it’s all going to be okay.
The receptionist gives them a polite smile as she leads them to Lydia’s office. Lydia Brooks looks up from her laptop the moment they enter. Her expression shifts instantly from focused to warm and professional as she stands to greet them both.
“Shane. Ilya. Come in,” she says, moving from behind her desk, her hand extended to shake both of their hands. They both shake her hand before taking a seat next to each other in two chairs in front of her desk, separate but close enough that Ilya can casually reach over to grip Shane’s knee.
Lydia takes her seat and folds her hands on the desk as she looks at the two, the shift into business obvious on her face.
“Alright,” she says, “I’ve reviewed everything you sent me and the information I got from the police regarding the incident reports that were filed with them.”
Ilya’s jaw tightens, remembering recapping the events with Yuki quietly crying on his arms as he spoke with them. Shane’s hand finds his knee, grounding him as Lydia continues, crisp and clear:
“We already know this is negligence, but from everything I’m seeing, the teacher’s behavior crosses into reckless endangerment,” Lydia states. Ilya’s breath stutters; he hates the reminder of what happened, but he feels Shane’s thumb rub a slow circle against his knee.
“So, here’s what we’re going to do,” Lydia says, she slides a folder toward them, “We’re filing two separate actions. One against the teacher personally, and one against the daycare as an institution.”
“Two?” he asks quietly, his focus sharpening as he asks.
“Yes,” Lydia says, “They failed your daughter in two different ways: the teacher abandoned her and the daycare failed to notice she was missing. Both refused accountability after.”
“What do you need from us?” Shane asks, nodding with his jaw tight.
“For now? Just signatures so we can finalize the filing,” Lydia taps the folder, before slipping it open so they can see the documents, “And your availability for a formal statement next week.”
Ilya nods automatically, but his eyes flick to Shane’s pocket, wondering if he’d just heard a buzz. He looks back to see Lydia studying him, not commenting. Shane squeezes Ilya’s knee once.
“We’re here,” Shane murmurs, low enough that only Ilya hears, “Focus on this part, the call will come when it comes.”
“Once you sign, I can submit them today,” Lydia says with a smile, sliding a pen across the desk. Shane reaches for the pen first, flipping to the signature page with practiced ease. His handwriting is neat and controlled. He signs both documents without hesitation.
Ilya watches the pen move, but his ears are tuned to the faintest sound, like a buzz, a vibration, or anything. Shane hands him the pen, pulling him back to what they need to do. Ilya inhales slowly, leaning forward. He signs his name on the first document, then the second. His signature is heavier than usual, the ink pressed deeper into the paper.
Lydia gathers the pages with a crisp, efficient motion.
“Good,” she says, “That’s the first step.”
She leans back slightly, folding her hands again.
“Now, here’s what to expect.”
Ilya straightens, forcing his focus forward.
“The teacher will be served within the next forty-eight hours,” Lydia explains, “The daycare will receive notice at the same time. They’ll have a set period to respond, usually ten business days.”
Shane nods, jaw tight.
“And after that?” he asks.
“After that,” Lydia says, “We begin discovery. We’ll request internal communications, training records, staffing logs, and any prior complaints. Based on what I’ve seen so far, I expect them to try to settle quickly.”
Ilya’s stomach twists.
“Settle?” he asks quietly.
“Yes,” Lydia says. “Because they know they’re in the wrong. And because they don’t want this going public.”
Shane’s hand finds Ilya’s knee again, grounding him.
Lydia continues, her tone steady:
“I’ll handle all communication with them. You don’t speak to the daycare. You don’t speak to the teacher. Everything goes through me.”
“That’s what we want,” Shane nods firmly.
Lydia gives a small approving smile.
“Good. Now, for your formal statements, I’ll need both of you next Wednesday. It will take about an hour each. I’ll walk you through the process beforehand. I’m also going to ask that you two think of your number.”
“Number?” Ilya asks with a frown.
“What would they need to pay or agree to for you to settle out of court?” Lydia replies.
“We do not have a number; they must pay for what they did,” Ilya replies quickly.
“I get that, but it’s better to have a number, even if it’s a ridiculous number,” Lydia replies with a smile, “Just think about it so you’re ready on the chance they offer it.”
“Does it have to be a number? Or can it be a, like, demand?” Shane asks
“It’s whatever you require to agree to a settlement. I know when we spoke about the owner, you indicated wanting him to sell or lose ownership, that can be your number in the sense of it’s what you would require to settle,” Lydia explains.
“Gotcha, well, we’ll come up with our number by next Wednesday,” Shane assures with a confident nod.
“Perfect,” Lydia says, standing from her desk, Shane following suit, “I will see you guys next Wednesday. Beth will set the appointment with you.”
“Thank you, Lydia,” Shane says with a smile, before leading Ilya out of the room and to the woman at the front desk. Ilya zones out, listening for the sound of Shane’s phone buzzing as his mate makes the appointment. He hears nothing, and eventually Shane leads him back outside, their finger intertwined.
The moment the door closes behind them, the world outside feels too bright, too open. Ilya blinks against the light, trying to steady his breathing. Shane’s hand is still wrapped around his, warm and sure, guiding him toward the exit.
Outside, the air is cooler than before, despite it being summer with the sun high in the sky. Ilya inhales deeply, letting it settle in his lungs. Shane watches him for a moment, like he’s trying to read Ilya without making him feel read.
“You okay?” Shane asks softly. Ilya nods, though it’s not entirely true. His mind is still split into pieces, torn between the suspense of Shane’s phone going off, the pending lawsuit, and the fear he feels when he thinks of being someone that people have to rely on.
Shane seems to sense it, squeezing Ilya’s hand once, gently but firmly.
“Hey,” he says, voice warm, “How about we go get lunch?”
Ilya blinks, surprised.
“Lunch?”
“Yeah,” Shane says with a small smile, “You know, food, sitting down, breathing, and maybe even talking about something that isn’t legal paperwork or bloodwork.”
Ilya huffs a quiet breath, not quite a laugh, but close. Shane bumps their shoulders lightly.
“There’s that place you like,” he adds, “That diner that drowns your burger in grease and has those terrible seats.”
“They are terrible,” he mutters, his mouth twitching.
“Exactly,” Shane says, grinning, “So let’s go sit down in those uncomfortable seats and have lunch.”
Ilya exhales slowly, the tension in his chest loosening just a little.
“Okay,” he says, “Lunch sounds… good.”
Shane’s smile softens, warm, relieved, proud.
“Good,” he murmurs, “Should we take your car or mine?”
“Yours… It’s safer,” Ilya says, his voice quieting as he says the last part. Shane leads him toward the car, their steps in sync, the weight of the day still heavy but no longer crushing. Shane unlocks the car with a soft chirp, opening the passenger door for Ilya like it’s instinct.
 Ilya slides in, buckling his seatbelt automatically, his eyes flicking again to Shane’s pocket, still no buzzing sound. Shane rounds the car and gets in, starting the engine. The air conditioning hums to life, cool air brushing across Ilya’s face. They pull out of the parking lot, the silence between them warm rather than heavy. Halfway down the block, Shane glances over.
“Ilya,” he says gently, “I should probably tell you something before you keep staring at my pocket, as if it owes you money.”
Ilya stiffens as Shane lifts one hand from the wheel and taps his phone, which sits face down in the cupholder.
“It’s been off,” he admits, the screen not reacting to the tap. Ilya’s head snaps toward him.
“Off?” His voice cracks, “Shane, turn it on. Now.”
Shane winces, not at the tone, but at the fear behind it.
“Okay, okay,” he says quickly, reaching for the phone, “I’m turning it on.”
He presses the button and the screen lights up. Ilya leans forward, breath held tight in his chest. The phone vibrates once once it’s one and then again.
“Well,” Shane says softly, “It sounds like I have a missed call.”
Ilya’s pulse spikes.
“Call them back,” he says immediately, “Now.”
Shane shakes his head, a small smile tugging at his mouth.
“Not while I’m driving, Ilya.”
“Then pull over.”
“We’re two minutes from the diner.”
“Shane—”
Shane reaches over and squeezes his knee, warm and steady.
“I promise,” he says, “I’ll call as soon as we’ve ordered our food. You know that I want to hear the results, but I’m not calling while I’m driving, and I’m not calling while you’re vibrating like a tuning fork.”
“I am not vibrating.” Ilya scowls sharply and poutily.
“You are absolutely vibrating,” Shane says, amused, “You’re practically humming.”
Ilya crosses his arms, glaring out the window, and Shane laughs under his breath. Soon enough, they pull into the diner parking lot. Shane parks, turns off the engine, and looks over at him.
“Come on,” he says softly, “Let’s go order, then I’ll call them back.”
Ilya huffs, but he gets out of the car. Inside, the diner is loud and warm, smelling of grease and coffee. The terrible chairs squeak as they sit, and their waiter approaches. Before Shane can even open his menu, Ilya blurts:
“Burger, fries, and water for me. He will have a house salad, a healthy chicken dish, and a ginger ale. Please and thank you.”
The waiter blinks, scribbles down the order, and turns away to place the order.
Shane raises an eyebrow.
“Subtle,” he murmurs, and Ilya shoots him a glare as he shifts his eyes to the phone waiting for Shane to get the hint. Shane’s smile softens, “Alright, alright, I’ll make the call.”
Shane unlocks his phone, thumb hovering over the missed call notification. Ilya watches every movement like it’s a matter of life or death. Shane glances up at him.
“You ready?” he asks softly.
Ilya nods too fast, “Yes.”
Shane gives him a tiny smile as he puts the phone to his ear. Ilya holds his breath; the diner noise fades into a dull hum behind him, clinking plates, sizzling grills, someone laughing too loudly at the counter.
None of it reaches him; he only hears Shane.
“Hi, this is Shane Hollander returning a call… yes, I can hold.”
Ilya’s fingers curl around the edge of the table. Shane’s foot bumps his under the table, a quiet reassurance, but his eyes stay forward, focused. Ilya can faintly hear a click, and he watches as there is a shift in Shane’s posture.
“Hi, yes, this is him.”
Ilya’s heart slams against his ribs, dying to know what Shane’s being told. Shane listens, nodding slowly.
“Okay… yes… I understand.”
Ilya searches his face for clues, anything, but Shane’s expression is maddeningly calm. Ilya wants to rip the phone out of Shane’s hand and put it on speaker. He won’t, Shane would probably kill him if he did, but God, he wants to know what is being said.
“Right,” Shane says softly. “And the bloodwork confirms that?”
Ilya’s breath catches, mind racing through what the bloodwork could confirm. His mind comes up with as many bad ideas as good ones. Shane’s eyes flick to him for the briefest second; warm, steady, unreadable.
“Thank you,” Shane says, “Yes. I appreciate you calling so quickly.”
He ends the call, and the silence between them is immediate and heavy. Shane sets the phone down gently, like it’s something fragile, not saying anything yet. Ilya stares at him, chest tight, pulse pounding, every muscle in his body coiled.
“Well?” he whispers, voice cracking like he’s a teenager again, “Shane…?”
Shane looks at him fully now, his eyes soft, shining, a little stunned, a little overwhelmed, and something else too.
Something bright.
Something warm.
Something that makes Ilya’s breath stop.
Shane reaches across the table, taking Ilya’s trembling hand in both of his.
“Ilya,” he says quietly, voice thick with emotion, “I’m pregnant.”
For a heartbeat, everything goes still. The noise of the diner, the clatter of dishes, and the low hum of conversation all fade into the background until there is nothing but the words hanging between them. Ilya forgets to breathe. His mind blanks out and then, all at once, the world rushes back in with staggering force. His heart slams against his ribs. 
Uncertainty, awe, and joy flood his body in dizzying waves until it feels like the ground beneath him has tilted.
Shane just sits there, watching every flicker of Ilya’s reaction, his own hands trembling slightly as he grips Ilya’s. For a moment, there is no hiding. Shane’s lips tremble into a shaky smile, his eyes shining with tears he doesn’t bother to blink away. 
Relief, hope, and disbelief mingle on his face, like everything he’s ever wanted is both too much and exactly enough right now. Ilya’s breath shudders out of him, a sound that’s almost a laugh, almost a sob. His hand covers his mouth, his eyes filling fast with tears that blur his view of Shane. 
For a moment, he cannot speak. He is all feeling: fear and joy and overwhelming love, too much for his body to contain. He squeezes Shane’s hands tight, unable to say anything, so he just holds on, grounding himself in the reality of Shane’s warmth, the broad curve of his palms, the solid grip holding him here, present, safe.
Shane lets out a choked, breathless laugh. The whole world seems to pause just for them, a hush in the chaos as they sit together, changed, the new knitting them closer than ever.
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  The world doesn’t settle after Shane says the words; if anything, it tilts harder.
Ilya’s breath stutters; his pulse hammers. Panic gnaws at him, raw and vicious. His mind ricochets between fears, desperation surging as he imagines catastrophe.
His mind races with: We need to tell Yuki. She’ll scream, jump, and want to name it.  We need to tell Shane’s parents. His father will cry. His mother will start planning. Do I tell Wiebe? The owners? The team—do they need to know now? Will I need to step back? How will I prepare them for that possibility? Do I need to—
In his panic, memories of his mother flicker. He recalls her gentle hands, soothing voice, and how she smoothed his hair as a child. What would she say now?
He wonders: Am I ready for this? Would she think so? Am I doing enough, doing it right? Would she be proud of these choices, or would she worry for me?
A fierce ache claws at his heart. His chest seizes, breath burning and thin, as panic threatens his composure.
“We have to tell people,” he blurts, “Your parents, Yuki, the team—Wiebe, the owners, and—”
Shane squeezes his hands, firm enough to stop the spiral.
“Ilya,” he says softly, “Look at me.”
Ilya tries to meet his eyes, but his gaze trembles and flutters away. His breath snags, caught in his chest. Thoughts rip through him, wild and unchecked. He clings to the precipice between fear and hope as Shane leans in, pressing their foreheads together, a desperate tether against unraveling.
“Breathe,” he murmurs. Ilya inhales sharply, but it’s shaky and uneven. Shane cups his cheek, thumb brushing slow circles along his skin.
“It’s really early,” Shane says gently, “I haven't had symptoms, just took the tests because of my annual and not wanting a total surprise.”
Ilya’s breath catches again as Shane continues, voice warm and grounding: “We’re not telling everyone yet.”
Ilya blinks, startled. “But—”
“We’ll tell Yuki,” Shane says. “And my parents today at dinner.”
Ilya nods quickly.
“But not your team,” Shane adds, “Not the owners. Not Wiebe. Not anyone we wouldn’t lean on if something were to happen...”
Words crash in his mind. Fear holds Ilya frozen, lips trembling. Shane’s thumb on his cheek is his anchor. Ilya clings to Shane’s faint scent and warmth, focusing desperately as panic rises.
“We don’t know anything beyond that I’m pregnant,” he says softly, “We don’t know how far along. We don’t know if everything looks good. We don’t know anything except that it’s early and I'm pregnant.”
Ilya chokes back a sob. His eyes sting with tears held viciously at bay, every muscle straining to keep himself together. Shane catches his gaze with a small, steady, impossibly warm smile, a fragile lifeline in the storm.
“Right now,” he says gently, “We’re going to eat lunch, talk about how we want to share the news. And after that… we’ll figure out the rest together.”
The waiter returns sooner than Ilya expects, balancing two plates and two drinks. The clatter of dishes snaps him back into the present.
“Burger, fries, water,” the waiter says, setting Ilya’s plate down, “And the salad, chicken, and ginger ale for you.”
Shane gives a polite smile. Ilya barely notices the food; his pulse thunders. He forces himself to sit back, breathe, and exist in his body. Shane waits for the server, then nudges the water toward Ilya.
“You should drink something,” he says softly. Ilya sips his water, throat tight. For a moment, they eat in silence. Really, Shane eats. Ilya only pushes a fry around his plate. He can’t focus on food.
Finally, Ilya clears his throat.
“How did you tell your parents about Yuki?” he asks quietly. He’s never asked before, but is curious now. Shane freezes in memory, his fork pausing before he sets it down.
“That’s… a story,” he says quietly, and Ilya’s chest tightens.
“I want to know,” he says, and Shane nods, folding his hands on the table.
“I didn’t tell them right away,” he admits, “I didn’t even know if I was going to keep her.”
Ilya’s breath catches in surprise. Shane continues, voice steady but soft:
“I had just opened my firm and was working eighty-hour weeks. I didn’t know if I wanted to be—or could be—a single parent.”
Ilya’s throat locks around a hard lump. He clings to Shane’s words with white-knuckled desperation, hands twisting on the table while grief and longing crash over him in wild, relentless waves. If he lets go, he’ll fracture into pieces.
“And I believe,” Shane says carefully, “That anyone who wants an abortion should have access to one without shame, judgment, or even an explanation needed.”
Ilya nods firmly, without hesitation; “I agree.”
Shane’s shoulders loosen a little.
“So I went to my mom,” he says. “Not necessarily to say I was having a baby or not, but to talk about my options.”
Ilya’s heart aches. He pictures Shane alone, scared, uncertain, sitting in his mother’s kitchen, struggling with a decision so huge. He feels a surge of regret that he wasn’t part of that moment. He hadn’t known Shane back then; the thought is almost unbearable.
“She told me she’d support me no matter what,” Shane says, with a small smile. “She and my dad would help if I kept the baby. I didn’t have to do it alone if I didn’t want to. But if I decided not to continue the pregnancy, she would take me to the appointment and stay with me while I recovered.”
Ilya’s eyes sting and burn, vision warping as emotion hacks through him, each unshed tear igniting a sharp, scorching ache behind his eyes.
“And then I had this thought,” Shane continues more quietly, “If I didn’t keep her, I might never have another chance at a child. I’ve always wanted kids, just didn’t expect it then.”
He lets out a shaky breath. “But I chose her. I’ve never regretted it, not for a single fucking second.”
A knot of pain tightens and releases in his chest. He swallows hard, his fingers trembling as he reaches for Shane’s hand and clings to it fiercely. Relief and longing wash over him, and for a moment, he can breathe again.
“Shane,” he says quietly. Shane looks up, eyes soft and open, “Whatever you choose, I will support you. If you don’t want this, or if you’re scared, or it’s not the right time, or if you decide not… I’ll respect your choice.”
Shane’s breath catches with a sound that’s half a warm, startled laugh and half a sob. He squeezes Ilya’s hand, thumb rubbing slow reassurance over his knuckles.
“Ilya,” he murmurs, “That’s sweet, but I want this. We’ve talked about it plenty. I want this with you. I’m scared, yes, pregnancy is scary, but I’m not unsure of us having another kid.”
Relief rushes in, so fierce that Ilya’s vision blurs. He squeezes his eyes shut for balance. When he opens them, Shane is there, gaze warm and impossibly gentle, anchoring Ilya to the moment.
“My mom is going to lose her mind,” Shane says, smiling. “She’ll cry, then start planning the baby shower, gender reveal, where to send them to preschool, and then cry again.”
Ilya huffs a laugh, the tension in his chest loosening.
“She will,” he agrees. “Your father, too.”
“Oh yeah, he’ll pretend he’s not crying,” Shane says, rolling his eyes. “He’ll say it’s allergies.”
Ilya snorts. Shane squeezes his hand again, eyes bright.
“And Yuki…” he says, smiling now, “She’s going to explode.”
“She will want to name them,” Ilya mutters with a smile.
“She’ll probably want to name them Bingo,” Shane says with a smile, “Honestly, it’s not the worst idea for a nickname…”
Ilya groans, and Shane’s grin widens.
“Which is why,” he says, leaning back in his chair, “We should get her a Bluey and a Bingo squishy for when we tell her.”
“What?” Ilya blinks, “Why?”
“To introduce the idea,” Shane says, as if it should be obvious, “Bluey and Bingo are sisters in the show. She already understands that dynamic. We give her the squishies at dinner, ask if she wants her own Bingo, and it helps her connect the dots.”
Ilya stares at him, and then he laughs, a real, warm, startled, and helpless-sounding laugh.
“You are ridiculous,” he says before he pauses, “Bluey has a sister?”
“Yes?” Shane replies, frowning for a moment, before leaning forward, “Have you somehow not seen the show?”
“I’ve watched Bluey with her,” Ilya insisted, “I just didn’t recall Bing was Bluey’s sister, I thought they were friends.”
“They have the same parents,” Shane replies, a surprised look on his face.
“Oh… I did not realize,” Ilya replies with a shrug, “When I watch with Yuki, I am more focused on her than the show.”
“Bluey is the one show where Yuki will sit and watch with her full focus,” Shane replies, eyes Ilya like he’s an oddity.
“She talks about so much while we watch, maybe you are not a good conversationalist,” Ilya retorts with a huff.
“Or maybe she knows you’re not watching and wants you engaged,” Shane replies. Ilya pretends to be offended, though Shane's probably a little right, but in his defense, he’s more focused on the cute dogs and the cute little girl talking to him. Shane shakes his head, still smiling at Ilya's obliviousness.
“I cannot believe you didn’t know Bluey and Bingo were sisters,” he says, amusement dripping from every syllable.
“I was watching Yuki,” Ilya insists, picking up a fry with unnecessary force, “She is more interesting than cartoon dogs.”
Shane snorts. “You say that, but you also cried at the episode where Bandit fixes the sink.”
“I did not cry,” Ilya says immediately.
“You absolutely cried.”
“I had something in my eye.”
“Both eyes?”
“You are very smug for someone pregnant,” Ilya says, narrowing his gaze.
“Oh, so now you’re going to use that against me?” Shane asks, his grin turns wickedly soft.
“I would never,” Ilya says, tone suggesting he absolutely would. Shane laughs, bright and warm, the kind that makes Ilya’s chest feel too full. They eat for a moment, the tension finally easing into something lighter, something almost playful.
Ilya takes a bite of his burger, chews thoughtfully, then says:
“I need a new car.”
“What?” Shane asks, blinking.
“My Porsche Cayman,” Ilya says, wiping his mouth, “Is not good for the baby or Yuki.”
Shane stares at him for a beat, then bursts into laughter.
“Ilya, your Porsche isn’t good for anyone except you.”
“It is a good car,” Ilya argues.
“It’s a death trap in winter.”
“It has traction control.”
“Not one that works for Canadian winters, plus it only has two seats.”
Ilya pauses. “…Baby could sit on your lap.”
Shane chokes on his ginger ale before speaking, “Absolutely not.”
“Then I will get a new car,” Ilya smirks, pleased with himself. Shane leans back, crossing his arms, eyes sparkling with mischief.
“Oh? And what kind of car does the big, scary Russian terminator captain want? A minivan?”
“I am not driving a minivan,” Ilya replies quickly, looking genuinely offended. Shane grins at him.
“A crossover?”
“No.”
“An SUV?”
Ilya hesitates, and Shane’s grin widens.
“Oh, my god. You want a dad SUV.”
“I do not want a dad SUV,” Ilya lies, loving the idea of a dad SUV. Shane leans forward, voice dropping into something warm and teasing.
“You want the one with the heated seats and the big trunk and the cup holders and the little sunshades for the baby.”
Ilya’s ears burn.
“It is practical.”
“It’s adorable,” Shane corrects.
“You are mocking me,” Ilya huffs, crossing his arms.
“No, I’m flirting with you,” Shane says, soft and sure. Ilya’s breath catches as Shane nudges his foot under the table.
“And I like the idea of you driving a dad SUV,” he adds, voice warm, “It suits you, plus it would be kind of hot.”
Ilya looks away, but he’s smiling helplessly, stupidly, fully. Shane reaches across the table, brushing their fingers together.
“Finish your burger,” he murmurs. “Then we’ll go buy squishies, and we can talk more about the car.”
“Okay,” he says quietly. Ilya squeezes his hand. They finish their meal slowly, or rather, Ilya finishes his, and Shane eats just enough to keep Ilya from giving him that look that says you need food to live, please stop surviving on stress and vibes.
When the bill comes, Ilya reaches for it automatically before Shane can snatch it. Ilya pays, and they step out into the warm July air, sunlight bright on the pavement. Shane slips his sunglasses on; Ilya squints like the sun personally offended him.
“Toy store?” Shane asks.
“Toy store,” Ilya agrees. The drive is short, and the moment they step inside, the air-conditioning hits them like a wall of cold relief. The store is bright, colorful, and loud, a sensory explosion of plastic, plush, and children shrieking with joy. It takes Shane approximately 10 seconds to find the Bluey toys section. He picks up a Bluey and a Bingo squishy, holding them up triumphantly.
“These ones,” he declares. Ilya takes them, turning them over in his hands. They’re soft, round, and absurdly cute.
“She will love them,” he says, already envisioning how Yuki will light up.
“Of course she will,” Shane says. “She’s our kid.”
Ilya rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling. They check out, Shane pays before Ilya can try to, and again the two step back into the summer heat.
“Okay,” Shane says, unlocking his car, “Let’s swing by the lawyer’s office so you can grab your car.”
Ilya nods, sliding into the passenger seat. “And then home?”
“And then home,” Shane agrees. “We’ll get ready to head to dinner.”
Ilya exhales slowly, the weight of the day settling into something steadier. The drive to the lawyer’s office is quick. Ilya grabs his car, double-checks that he didn’t leave anything inside, and then follows Shane back onto the road until they’re back at their home.
The two park their cars and head in, moving through the rooms with a focused energy as they quickly get ready for the evening. Ilya watches as Shane quickly packs the Bluey and Bingo squishies into a gift bag that he seems to materialize from one of the closets. Once everything is done and ready, they head back out to Shane’s car and begin the drive toward his parents' house.
By the time they pull into Shane’s parents’ driveway, the sun is lower in the sky, casting long golden streaks across the quiet suburban streets. The air is still warm with that late-summer heat that clings to everything, but there’s a soft breeze that makes it bearable.
Shane parks, and Ilya’s chest tightens in a way he can’t quite name. It's not fear or nerves, but something softer. He steps out of the car, the bag with the squishies tucked under his arm, and hears laughter before he even reaches the gate.
Yuki’s laughter; it’s high, bright, and bubbling.
He follows the sound into the backyard, where he spots her. Shane’s parents’ garden is exactly what it always is. Flowers in every shade, tomato plants climbing their stakes, herbs spilling over their planters, and a small patch of strawberries that Yuki treats like her personal treasure trove.
Yuki is running across the grass, curls bouncing in her pigtails, hands covered in dirt, proudly carrying a tiny plastic watering can. Shane’s mother is kneeling beside a raised bed, wearing her wide-brimmed sunhat and smiling like the sun itself.
“There’s my girl!” Shane calls out, a smile wide on his face. Yuki spins, eyes lighting up as she sees them.
“Daddy! Papa!” she shrieks, sprinting toward them with the speed and determination of a tiny missile. Ilya barely has time to brace before she launches herself at him. He catches her easily, lifting her into his arms like he always does.
“You are very dirty,” he says, brushing soil off her cheek.
“I helped Granny with the tomatoes!” she announces proudly.
“I can see that.”
Shane’s mother stands, brushing dirt from her knees.
“You two made good time,” she says warmly, kissing Shane’s cheek and then patting Ilya’s arm. “Dinner’s almost ready. David’s making spaghetti.”
Inside the house, the cool air smells like garlic, tomatoes, and fresh basil. It’s rich and warm and comforting in a way that settles something deep in Ilya’s chest. Shane’s father stands at the stove, wooden spoon in hand, stirring a pot with a confident look.
“There they are!” David calls without turning around, “Wash your hands and sit down. The food’s just about ready.”
Ilya sets the gift bag on a side table near the dining room entrance, neither hiding it nor drawing attention to it. His heart gives a small, nervous thump as he thinks of when they’re going to tell them. He knows it’s not yet, it’ll probably be after dinner once everyone is settled.
Shane squeezes his hand once before letting go to help set the table.
Yuki runs ahead of them, climbing into her usual seat, the one with the booster cushion and the little placemat covered in things from Sailor Moon. She swings her legs under the table, humming happily. Yuna brings over a bowl of salad, smiling warmly at them both.
“Sit, sit,” she says. “You two look like you’ve had a long day.”
“You have no idea,” Shane sighs, and Ilya squeezes his knee as everyone settles into their seats. Plates are filled with food as Yuna and Shane talk about what was discussed at the lawyers, and Yuki chatters nonstop about tomatoes, worms, and how she is basically a garden gnome now. Ilya listens, smiling, letting the warmth of the moment settle around him like a blanket, making a note to Google how Yuki would be a garden gnome later.
“What’s in the bag?” Yuna asks casually halfway through the meal. Ilya freezes for a moment before he feels Shane take his hand carefully. Yuki looks up, spaghetti sauce smeared across her cheek.
“Bag?” she echoes, looking around excitedly. Shane clears his throat, shooting Ilya a quick look to let him know that it’s time. Ilya’s heart thuds once, hard, as he nods. Shane's smile is soft, excited, and a little nervous as he stands, picking up the bag, and brings it over to the table.
“It’s something for Yuki,” he says, putting the bag in front of her, who gasps like she’s just been told she won the lottery.
“For me?!” she squeals as she reaches for the bag.
“Yes, for you,” Ilya confirms, giving her a smile. Yuki wipes her face with the napkin David hands her, or rather, she smears the sauce around until David gently takes over and cleans her properly.
“There,” he says, satisfied, “Now you can open your present without getting marinara on it.”
Yuki nods, as if this is a matter of great importance, then dives into the gift bag with both hands. She gasps, the sound so delighted and high-pitched that Ilya feels it in his ribs.
“BLUEY!” she squeals, holding the squishy above her head like she’s presenting it to the universe, before she digs again, “And BINGO!”
“Do you like them?” Shane beams.
“I LOVE THEM,” Yuki declares, hugging both squishies so tightly their little foam faces distort. “Papa, look! Daddy, look! Granny, look! Grandpa, LOOK!”
“I see them, sweetheart. Very squishy,” David laughs, wiping his hands on a towel.
“They’re adorable, Yuki,” Yuna smiles warmly at her. Yuki wiggles in her seat, bouncing the squishies on her lap like they’re alive.
“Hey, Snowdrop,” he says gently, “You know how Bluey is a big sister to Bingo?”
“Yeah,” Yuki nods, looking at Shane with her big, bright eyes.
“Would you want…” Shane pauses, taking a deep breath, “To be a big sister… to your own Bingo?”
The words hang in the air for a moment.
Yuki blinks, then looks at Bluey, then at Bingo, then at Shane and Ilya, before looking back at Bluey. Her little brows knit together in deep, serious concentration as she considers the question.
Yuna’s hand flies to her mouth. Her eyes widen, shimmering instantly with tears she doesn’t bother to blink away. She looks between the two boys, and her breath catches in a soft, emotional gasp.
“Oh,” she whispers, “Oh.”
David freezes mid-reach for the parmesan, spoon hovering in the air. His eyes widen, then soften, then widen again.
“Wait—” he says, voice cracking as he looks at Shane and Ilya, “Are you—?”
Shane gives a tiny, trembling smile, and Ilya feels his heart thud hard against his ribs, but Yuki is still thinking as she squints at Bluey, Bingo, her spaghetti, and then at Shane before finally nodding decisively.
“Yes,” she says, “I wanna be a big sister.”
David lets out a choked sob that surprises Ilya, his eyes landing on the man, who looks overjoyed even with the tears prickling at the corner of his eyes.
But Yuki isn’t done. She holds up Bingo, squishing the foam face between her hands.
“But only,” she adds seriously to Bingo more than anyone else, “If Bingo is nice to me.”
For a moment, the room is suspended with warm light, clinking cutlery, the smell of basil and garlic, Yuki clutching her squishies like precious treasure.
Then Yuna’s breath catches again, louder this time. She presses both hands to her mouth, tears spilling freely now, her eyes locked on Shane with a kind of stunned, overflowing joy.
“Oh, sweetheart,” she whispers, voice trembling. “Oh, my darling boy…”
She pushes her chair back so quickly that it scrapes against the floor, then circles the table in three quick steps. Shane barely has time to stand before she wraps him in a fierce, shaking hug that lifts him slightly off the ground despite her smaller size. Shane laughs, breathless and emotional, hugging her back just as tightly.
“I’m pregnant,” he murmurs into her shoulder, voice thick.
“I know. I know,” Yuna lets out a sound that’s half-sob, half-laugh as she speaks. She pulls back just enough to cup his face in both hands, kissing his forehead, cheeks, and hair. Anywhere she can reach.
“My baby is having a baby,” she says, voice breaking. Ilya feels something in his chest twist, a soft, aching warmth. He’s never seen someone love their son so openly. It hits him harder than he expects, his mind thinking of how his own mother or father would have reacted to this news.
His father had been excited at first when Alexi broke the news of Mila, but that had been different. Alexi had gotten his now-wife, then a random one-night stand, pregnant, and only married her at his father’s insistence that Alexi bring him a legitimate grandson. But Mila was born a girl, so his father was annoyed about having a granddaughter.
Ilya’s childhood had been a tangled mess of conditional approval and love shown more through expectation than warmth. Family, to him, was measured in requirements: be strong, be successful, make your father proud. There had been no space for softness, for mistakes, for things that did not fit neatly into his father’s rigid lines.
Ilya’s thankful he never got to know anything about Yuki or Shane.
He looks now at Shane’s parents, at the raw, joyful way they gather their son in, at the way their love seems to spill over without fear or boundaries, and something in him aches. This family he has with them, with Shane and Yuki who claim him again and again, feels so different from anything he knew as a child. He finds himself wanting, almost desperately, to hold on to this warmth and give it back, to make something new and better than the cold patterns he grew up with. The thought slips in quietly: he could be the kind of father who breaks the old cycle, who offers love first instead of approval, who builds something gently and lets it grow.
It’s messier, louder, and warmer. It is not perfect, but it’s real, and in this moment, Ilya realizes just how much he wants to give the child they're bringing into the world all the gentle, unconditional love he never had. The thought terrifies him and fills him with equal parts hope and terror.
David clears his throat loudly, the kind of loud that means he’s trying not to cry and failing miserably. He wipes at his eyes with the back of his wrist, then gives up entirely and grabs a napkin.
“Come here,” he says, voice cracking as he pulls Shane into a hug the moment Yuna releases him, “Oh, kiddo… oh, wow…”
Shane laughs wetly. “Dad…”
David squeezes him so tightly it looks like he might crack a rib.
“I’m so proud of you,” he says, voice thick. “So damn proud.”
Ilya swallows hard. He didn’t expect this part, the way their joy would hit him like a wave that makes something inside him loosen, soften, settle as he watches the Hollander celebrate the news.
He can’t help but wonder how his mother would have reacted to the news. He can imagine her often blank or sad eyes softening into something warm and bright as she would get when he’d bring her flowers he’d pulled from the garden, because he knew they were her favorites, and her mouth would curve into a smile as she brightened at the sight.
That would be it if she were here now. He’s sure of it.
“Ilya,” David says, pulling Ilya’s attention away from his thoughts and to the other man. David is moving towards him, arms open and already reaching for him. Ilya doesn’t resist as David pulls him into a hug, “I’m so proud of you, son.”
Ilya breathes in David’s warm, steady scent of sandalwood and clean musk as it settles around him like something grounding and familiar. Yuna lets out a long breath, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand. Her scent of sharp black spruce, softened by warm clove, flares bright with excitement, filling the room with a crisp, buzzing energy.
“Oh my god,” she says, breathless, “Okay. Okay. We need to… we need to think. We need to plan. Do you have a doctor yet? Have you booked an appointment? When’s your first ultrasound? Do you need me to come with you? Should we start looking at cribs? No, that’s too soon— but maybe not too soon—”
“Mom,” Shane laughs, wiping his eyes, “Breathe.”
Yuna inhales sharply, then exhales in a shaky rush.
“I am breathing,” she insists, even though she absolutely is not, “I just— my baby is having another baby, and I need to— I need to—”
She gestures wildly, as if the air itself should understand what she means. David steps behind her, having let Ilya go, placing a steadying hand on her shoulder. His scent is calming as it settles over the room like a grounding blanket.
“Yuna,” he murmurs, voice soft but firm, “Let them talk.”
She freezes, then presses her lips together, nodding once.
“Right,” she says, another shaky breath, “Right. I’m calm.”
Ilya can tell from her scent that she is not calm. The sharp clove in Yuna’s scent spikes brighter, undercut by a quick, restless flicker of maple bark, signaling he knows that she’s trying hard to appear composed when she’s actually buzzing with frantic energy inside.
“It’s too soon for planning, Mom. We only found out today that I'm pregnant. My doctor is recommending me a new OBGYN since the one I had with Yuki retired, so I should be getting that call in the next couple of days,” Shane explains simply. Yuna’s eyes widen, tears threatening to spill all over.
“Today?” she whispers. “You found out today, and you still came to dinner? You didn’t cancel? You didn’t call? You didn’t—”
“Mom,” Shane says gently, “We wanted to tell you in person, and nothing about being pregnant would prevent me from coming to dinner.”
Yuna’s breath catches, and she presses a hand to her heart.
“Oh,” she whispers, a small chuckle, “Oh, sweetheart.”
She reaches for him again, but this time she stops halfway, pausing as her gaze shifts to Ilya, and something in her expression softens even further. She steps toward him without hesitation, placing both hands on his arms, her scent warming as her clove deepens, maple bark rising beneath the spruce.
“You’re going to be such a good father,” she says softly, smiling at him, “I see you with Yuki, how much you loved her… and our Shane too. You loved them out of the gate, before you knew they were yours.”
Ilya’s breath stutters; he doesn’t know what to say. Yuna pulls him into a hug. It’s not polite or careful, but full-bodied and fierce, the kind a mother gives her child. Her scent wraps around him, crisp and warm, grounding and bright. David joins them a moment later, one large hand settling on Ilya’s back, steady and warm.
“If you weren’t already, you’re stuck with us now,” David says, voice thick with emotion. And Ilya lets out a shaky breath that’s not quite a laugh, not quite a sob.
He feels held, wanted, and for the first time in a long time, truly like he’s family.
✧˚.📐🐺❤️🏒.˚✧
Shane fills out the new-patient intake forms with the slow, deliberate handwriting, trying very hard not to smudge anything. The clipboard rests on his knee, and every time he shifts, the cheap plastic chair creaks like it’s protesting his existence.
He hates waiting rooms; they always smell like disinfectant and old magazines, but for once, the worst part isn’t the smell. It’s Ilya, who cannot sit still. Who has stood up, sat down, stood up again, and is now pacing a tight line in front of the fish tank like a very large, very anxious tiger.
Shane watches him over the top of the clipboard. Ilya’s shoulders are tense, his jaw is clenched, he’s breathing too shallowly, and his hands keep flexing like he’s preparing to catch something fragile or punch something dangerous.
Shane sighs softly.
“Ilya,” he says.
No response.
“Ilya.”
Still nothing.
Shane lowers the clipboard, raising his voice just slightly; “Ilya.”
Ilya stops mid-stride and turns, eyes wide and alarmed.
“What?” he asks, voice too sharp.
“You’re scaring the fish,” Shane teases, lifting an eyebrow towards the tank where the fish are huddled in the corner like they're hiding from something.
“I am not scaring them,” he says, offended.
“You absolutely are.”
“This is a medical office,” Ilya huffs, crossing his arms, “They should not have fish. It is… unclean.”
“It’s a pediatric waiting room, not a surgical suite,” Shane snorts.
“It is still unclean,” Ilya mutters, glaring at a goldfish who dares to swim too close to the glass. Shane sets the clipboard aside and pats the chair next to him.
“Come sit,” he says, and Ilya hesitates as if the chair might explode. Shane softens his voice, “Please.”
That does it, Ilya sits stiffly, like he’s bracing for impact. Shane reaches over and takes his hand, noticing that Ilya’s fingers are cold.
“You’re nervous,” Shane says gently.
“I am not nervous,” Ilya lies immediately.
“You’re vibrating,” Shane says, squeezing his hand.
“I do not like waiting,” Ilya scowls at the floor as he speaks, “I do not like not knowing what they will do. I do not like that you are here for tests, and I cannot do anything.”
“You’re doing something,” Shane says, leaning his shoulder against Ilya’s.
“What?”
“You’re here with me.”
Ilya’s breath catches, and his shoulders drop half an inch. Shane rests his head lightly against Ilya’s arm.
“I’ve done this before,” Shane says softly, “So I know what to expect.”
“That was before,” Ilya says, voice low, “This is a new doctor.”
Shane’s heart stutters; he squeezes Ilya’s hand again.
“I’m okay,” he murmurs, “And this is going to be basic, and there is a chance that it’s too early for some things.”
“I do not like this,” Ilya admits, swallowing hard.
“I know.”
“I do not like that they will poke you.”
“They probably won’t poke me yet.”
“I do not like that they might poke you at all.”
“Ilya,” Shane laughs quietly. Ilya looks at him, eyes softening just a little. Shane lifts their joined hands and presses a kiss to Ilya’s knuckles.
“I’m okay,” Shane repeats, “And you’re here with me. That’s enough.”
The door to the back hallway opens with a soft click.
“Hollander?” a nurse calls, cheerful in the way only people who work around children and expecting parents all day can manage. Ilya jolts like someone fired a starting pistol. Shane squeezes his hand once before letting go and standing.
“That’s us,” he says. Ilya rises too quickly, nearly knocking the chair backward. The nurse blinks at him, startled, then pastes on a professional smile.
“If you’ll follow me,” she says. Shane steps forward; Ilya shadows him so closely he might as well be a second spine. The nurse leads them down a short hallway lined with cartoon animal posters: smiling giraffes, a penguin with a stethoscope, a raccoon washing its hands with exaggerated bubbles.
Ilya eyes the raccoon as if it personally offends him.
They’re shown into a small exam room. It’s bright, too bright, with a paper-covered exam table and a rolling stool that looks like it would collapse under Ilya’s weight. The nurse takes Shane’s vitals with brisk efficiency, tapping notes into a tablet.
“Doctor will be in shortly,” she says, and then she’s gone with the door clicking shut. Shane sits on the exam table, the paper crinkling loudly beneath him. Ilya stands in the middle of the room like he’s waiting for an ambush. After a moment, he starts pacing again, but slower this time, like he’s trying not to disturb the sterile air.
Shane watches him with a small, fond exhale for a moment.
“It’s okay to sit, you know.”
“I do not like the chairs,” Ilya mutters.
“You don’t like anything here.”
“That is correct.”
“You can sit here,” Shane says, pats the exam table beside him.
“Is that allowed?” Ilya asks, hesitating.
“Probably not,” Shane says, “But I won’t tell if you don’t.”
Ilya considers this, then carefully perches on the very edge of the table, as if afraid the paper might bite him or something. Shane leans lightly against him, shoulder to shoulder. Minutes pass, five, maybe six. Ilya’s knee bounces, and Shane places a hand on it, and the knee stops bouncing slowly under his touch.
“Ilya,” Shane says softly, “I’m still okay.”
Ilya nods, but his jaw is tight again.
“I know,” he says. “I am simply… preparing.”
“For what?”
“For whatever they will do.”
Shane watches Ilya’s jaw flex again, the muscle ticking like a warning light. He reaches out and smooths his thumb over the back of Ilya’s hand.
“Hey,” Shane says softly. “Look at me.”
Ilya does. Immediately. Like the world narrows to a single point. Shane squeezes his hand before speaking.
“Do you want me to tell you what’s going to happen?”
Ilya nods once, sharp and tense.
“Okay,” Shane says, keeping his voice low and steady. “I’m maybe four weeks along, I think, so this is still really early. Today I'm mostly talking.”
Ilya’s shoulders shift, still tight, but listening.
“They’ll ask about what symptoms I've had,” Shane continues. “Medical history. My last heat cycle. How I’m feeling. Stuff like that.”
“That is fine,” Ilya says, though he sounds unconvinced.
“They might do a blood draw,” Shane adds gently, and Ilya’s entire body goes rigid. Shane squeezes his hand again, “Might, not definitely, and not super likely. And even if they do, it’ll be quick.”
“I do not like it,” Ilya mutters.
“I know,” Shane says. “But it’s normal, and it’s safe.”
Ilya swallows hard.
“And they won’t do an ultrasound today,” Shane says. “It’s too early. They won’t see anything yet.”
“Nothing?” Ilya blinks, the disappointment clear on his face.
“Maybe a little dot,” Shane says with a small smile, “But usually ultrasounds are not done until six or seven weeks.”
Ilya processes this, his breathing evening out just a little.
“So today,” Shane says, "It's mostly talking, and we’ll schedule the next appointment, that’s it.”
“Talking is acceptable,” Ilya nods slowly.
“Good to know we have your permission,” Shane laughs under his breath, and Ilya’s knee starts bouncing again.
The door opens with a soft knock before swinging inward. Shane straightens instinctively, and Ilya goes rigid beside him, like a guard dog hearing a twig snap.
A younger woman steps inside, late twenties, maybe early thirties. Bright eyes, dark hair pulled into a neat bun, a tablet tucked under one arm. Her white coat is crisp, but her smile is warm and easy.
“Hi there,” she says, voice bright but not chirpy, “I’m Dr. Max Hart, and you must be Shane.”
“That’s me,” Shane smiles at her. Her gaze flicks subtly to Ilya.
“It's nice to meet you, and are you comfortable answering medical questions with another party in the room?” she asks gently, tone neutral, giving Shane the space to choose. Ilya freezes for a second, but Shane doesn’t hesitate.
“Yes,” he says firmly, “He’s with me.”
“Perfect,” Dr. Hart nods once, accepting that without question, “I’m glad you have support.”
Ilya’s breath catches just a tiny sound, but Shane hears it and feels it. Dr. Hart steps further into the room, tapping her tablet awake.
“So,” she says, settling onto the rolling stool, “I’ve looked over the intake notes. Congratulations are in order.”
“Thank you,” Shane laughs softly.
“Looking at the bloodwork your regular doctor sent over, it looks like you’re still pretty early, maybe about four or five weeks along at best, so today will be all conversational,” she continues, “We’ll go over your medical history, any symptoms you’re currently experiencing, and what to expect in the next few weeks.”
Ilya’s shoulders loosen by a millimeter, probably relieved to hear that Shane told him accurately and to get confirmation that Shane won't be getting more blood work done at the moment. Dr. Hart seems to notice, but she doesn’t comment; instead, she smiles at him briefly before turning back to Shane.
“No ultrasound today,” she says, “It’s too early to see anything meaningful.”
Ilya deflates with visible disappointment, and Shane squeezes his hand.
“We’ll schedule one for around seven weeks,” Dr. Hart adds kindly, “That’s when we can usually see the heartbeat.”
Ilya inhales sharply, his excitement obvious as Shane feels his fingers tighten around his own.
“Alright,” she says, tapping her tablet. “Let’s get started.”
Dr. Hart taps her tablet, then looks up with a bright, focused expression.
“I see a note here about a Sudden Presentation?” she asks.
“Yeah,” Shane nods, “I presented all at once when I was seventeen.”
“That’s extremely rare,” Dr. Hart says with a sympathetic look, “But not unheard of. Can you tell me what happened?”
“I collapsed during practice, and everything hit at once,” Shane explains, thinking of the day, “I had a heat spike, sensory overload, and breathing issues. I was in and out for almost a full day.”
Ilya makes a low, unhappy sound beside him, and Shane assumes it’s his alpha instincts upset to hear about Shane’s previous trauma.
“That lines up with Sudden Presentation,” Dr. Hart nods, tapping notes, “Any lingering issues afterward? Heat instability? Scent regulation problems?”
“No,” Shane says. “Once it passed, everything just stabilized. I haven’t had any follow-up complications.”
“Good,” Dr. Hart gives a small nod as she speaks, “That’s actually a very positive sign. Sudden Presentation at that age can be destabilizing, but it looks like your system adapted cleanly. And your previous pregnancy looks like it was about 5 years ago?”
“Yeah, she’s four and a half now,” Shane brightens.
“Any complications during the pregnancy or when giving birth?”
“None,” Shane says, “I mean, labor was long, but everything went smoothly. I had a C-section.”
“Good to hear it went smoothly,” Dr. Hart says. “And a previous c-section means we’ll likely have to do one this time as well, so let me make a note.”
Shane nods; his last OB had told him as much.
Dr. Hart scrolls again, before asking her next question, “And how about symptoms this time? Have you had any?”
Shane hesitates for a moment before taking a breath.
“Um. I’ve been… craving greasy things,” Shane admits, and Ilya’s head snaps toward him; the betrayal on Ilya’s face is immediate and dramatic.
“You have?” he demands, “When? Why did you not tell me?”
“It wasn’t a big deal,” Shane says, cheeks warming. “I have just been wanting fries.”
“You never want fries,” Ilya says, eyes wide, “I would have gotten fries. Why did you not tell me?”
“It isn’t a big deal,” Shane says, cheeks warming, “I just… wanted fries.”
Ilya stares at him like he’s announced a terminal illness.
“You do not eat fries,” he says, voice low with shock. “You only eat fries when someone forces you, and you hate greasy food.”
“I don’t hate it,” Shane insists, “I just don’t usually want it.”
“You never want it,” Ilya insists, eyes wide. “Never. Not once. Not in all the time I have known you. And now you want fries, and you did not tell me?”
“Ilya, it’s just fries.”
“It was not just fries,” Ilya says, wounded, “It was a craving.”
Dr. Hart bites her lip to hide a smile as the two bicker.
“Okay, fair,” Shane sighs, “But I’ve been wanting fries… and maybe a burger.”
Ilya makes a huff sound as he crosses his arms, pouting so hard it’s almost comical, “You should tell me these things. How else will I know to get you these things?”
“I’m telling you now,” Shane says gently. Ilya huffs again, muttering something in Russian, but his knee stops bouncing.
Dr. Hart carefully clears her throat before she proceeds, “Any nausea?”
“A little,” Shane admits. “Mostly in the mornings, but no vomiting or anything.”
Ilya’s eyes widen. “You have been nauseous?”
“Yes,” Shane gives him a look, “I’ve told you this!”
“No, you said you were tired,” Ilya says, scandalized.
“I was tired,” Shane says, “And nauseous.”
Ilya looks personally offended by the existence of nausea.
Dr. Hart clears her throat, “Mild nausea is extremely common at this stage. It may increase over the next couple of weeks. If it reaches a point that you’re unable to keep food down, please let me, or your partner, know.”
Shane nods, and Ilya makes a huff-like sound at the concept of Shane not being able to keep food down.
“I’m okay,” Shane says, and Ilya exhales shakily. Dr. Hart smiles warmly at the two.
“You’re both doing great. Let’s go over the next steps,” she offers, tapping her tablet, ready to move forward. Ilya shifts just a little closer to Shane, close enough that their shoulders touch, close enough that Shane can feel him breathe, “At this stage, the embryo is very small, about the size of a poppy seed. Hormones are rising quickly, which explains the cravings and the nausea.”
“Are his hormones rising too quickly?” Ilya asks suddenly, his voice light.
“No,” Dr. Hart says gently, “They’re rising normally for early pregnancy in a male omega.”
Ilya looks like he wants to argue with the concept of “normal” again, but Shane nudges him with his shoulder.
“Over the next two to three weeks, you may notice increased fatigue, stronger food aversions, and possibly more nausea. Some people experience mood swings as well.”
“Mood swings?” Ilya’s eyes widen.
“Don’t look at me like that.” Shane groans softly.
“I am not looking,” Ilya lies, staring at him with laser focus, and he sees Dr. Hart hide a smile.
“It’s all part of the hormonal shift. Nothing dangerous.” Dr. Hart assures. Ilya relaxes by another millimeter.
“Now,” Dr. Hart says, “Because you’ve had a previous C-section, as I mentioned earlier, we’ll plan for another one. We’ll monitor your scar tissue as you progress, but everything looks good so far.”
“That’s what my last OB said, too,” Shane says with a nod.
“Good,” Dr. Hart says, “We’ll also schedule your first ultrasound for around seven weeks.”
Ilya inhales sharply again, excitement flickering across his face like a spark catching dry tinder, and Shane feels his fingers tighten around his own.
“And today,” Dr. Hart continues, “We’ll skip any additional bloodwork since your primary doctor already sent over the initial labs. We’ll do a basic physical exam, check your vitals, and then get you scheduled for your next appointment.”
Ilya visibly relaxes at the words skip bloodwork.
“See? Nothing scary,” Shane says, bumping his shoulder lightly against Ilya’s. Dr. Hart stands, smoothing her coat.
“I’m going to step out for a moment while the nurse brings in the exam supplies. Now’s a good time to think of questions,” she says, giving them both a warm smile, and slips out of the room. The door clicks shut behind her. Ilya immediately turns to Shane, eyes wide, voice low and earnest.
“You must tell me everything,” he says. “Every craving. Every nausea. Every… hormone.”
“Okay. I promise,” Shane laughs softly, leaning into him. Ilya nods, satisfied, until the door opens again and the nurse returns with a tray, making him go rigid once more.
“Alright, Shane,” she says, “We’re just going to get your vitals and do a quick physical exam.”
The nurse starts with the blood pressure cuff, and Shane offers his arm easily. Ilya watches as the cuff might detonate, and the machine beeps.
“Blood pressure looks great,” the nurse says, looking at the screen. Ilya narrows his eyes at the machine, as if daring it to disagree. Next comes the pulse oximeter. Shane slips it onto his finger.
“Heart rate is normal,” the nurse reports, jotting something down as she does. Ilya leans in slightly, inspecting Shane’s hand like he expects to find scorch marks.
“See? I’m fine,” Shane says, nudging him with his knee.
“You are being poked,” Ilya mutters.
“It’s a pulse clip,” Shane says, “It doesn’t even have a needle.”
“It could,” Ilya says darkly, and Shane chuckles at his absurdity.
“Are you okay with me touching your abdomen to feel for anything that could be irregular?” The nurse asks, hiding a smile. Ilya makes a sound that clearly indicates he doesn’t like this concept, but thankuflly he doesn’t answer for Shane.
“I’m fine with it,” Shane answers, moving to give her the necessary access. The nurse palpates Shane’s abdomen, gentle, professional, quick.
“No tenderness?” she asks, eyes flicking up to Shane.
“None,” Shane confirms. The nurse nods, making a note again. Ilya’s hand hovers near Shane’s thigh, not touching, but close enough that Shane can feel the heat of it.
“Everything looks good so far,” the nurse says, stepping back, “Dr. Hart will be back in just a moment to review.”
As she slips out, Ilya immediately moves closer, hands hovering like he wants to check Shane himself.
“Ilya. I’m okay,” Shane laughs softly.
“You are being examined,” Ilya says, voice low and serious.
“That’s the point of an exam.”
“I do not like people touching you and invading you.”
Shane swallows the knee-jerk response to jump out at Ilya that they’re in this situation because Ilya routinely touches and invades him. The door opens again, and Dr. Hart returns with her tablet.
“Vitals all look excellent,” she says warmly, “Which is a great sign for early pregnancy.”
Ilya straightens, pride flickering across his face like, yes, of course, my mate is healthy.
Dr. Hart scrolls again, so Shane can see the tablet with her. “Now, let’s get your next appointment scheduled for another check-up like this one, and we’ll want to see you again in about two weeks, right around the six-week mark.”
She points to an upcoming date and the available time slot on that date.
“That works for us,” Shane nods, looking at the date and time she’s offering.
“And then,” she continues, scrolling through the dates and times on the tablet, “We’ll schedule your first ultrasound for seven weeks. Does this work for you?”
Ilya inhales sharply again, excitement lighting up his entire expression. Shane feels his fingers tighten around his own.
“Yeah, that works for us too.”
“Perfect,” Dr. Hart smiles at the two of them, “I’ll have the front desk print your appointment cards.”
She stands, giving them both a reassuring nod before stepping out, the door closing behind her. Ilya turns to Shane immediately, eyes bright, voice soft with awe.
“Second appointment is when we’ll hear the heartbeat,” he whispers, saying heartbeat like it’s a sacred word.
“Yeah. Soon,” Shane smiles, leaning into him, and Ilya’s hand finds his, warm and steady. For the first time since they walked into the office, he looks more excited than afraid.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Hello, sorry this chapter was later than I'd intended it for a few reasons, but one of the top among them is that my apartment has shitty circulation, and it made the room where my computer is so fucking hot I thought I would die if I spent too much time in there. I'm okay, and I have my fan going in the room, so it's so much cooler. I was just being stubborn about getting it out of storage.

Anyways, I hope you all enjoyed, and I'll see you in the next one.
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          End Notes

          Your reactions keep me motivated to keep writing and know that I love them, good or bad.


        


    


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